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Preface 

Tlus thesis focuses 011 illdigellous di spute settlement among the Afar who live in the Ab'ala 

lowlands near the foothills of Eastem Tigray. At the outset, Illy plall was to work 011 the same 

research topic in a TigrayaJl cOllllllunity in the southem highlands adjacent to Ab'ala. 

Neveltheless, a preliminaJY vi sit to the area revealed that it was 1I0t feasible to carry out tJle study, 

as the tJarutional institutions of connict resolution ill the OI;ginally proposed reseaJ·ch site were no 

longer operational. If 1 had pursued that line, my thesis would have been lIIore of historical thaJl 

aJlthropological nature since .I would have dwelt on data about a dead culture. However, my brief 

stay aJnong the Afar 011 the other side of the territOlY enabled me to notice tJlat these COllllllllllities 

al so have a 10ng-staJlding tTacljtioll of resolving conflicts accordillg to customalY laws. This applies 

not only to situations witJlin the Afar themselves but also to cOllflict matters that cancelli 

lIeighbouring highlanders. I, there/ore, fowld it interesting to do t.he M.A. research in tJle 

aforementioned Afar locality. 

Fieldwork was mainly caITied out for about three months from begilUling of September to end of 

November, ]999. But there were also occasional visits to the research sites later in JallllaJY aJld 

February, 2000 for cross-checking aJld bridging gaps. 
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Ahstract 

This is a study on indigenous practices of conflict resolution among the Afar who share a common 
boundary with Tigrayan highlanders in northem Ethiopia. The latter constitute a separate ethnic 
group and have a slightly ditferent lII eans of subsistence. The aim of tile study was to examine tJle 
types of disputes in hi storical perspectives and understand local ways of handling conflict ranging 
from the intra-clan to the inter-ethllic level. 

The study revealed that the nature of conflict changed with changes in the ecological, socio­
economic and political arena . Ecological disasters causing huge livestock loss have forced the 
Afar to diversify their means or incolll e to cope up with the situation . This shih in tile Ineans of 
livelihood had its own effects as far as the traditional institutions and value systems are concerned. 
With a shift fi'om nomadic based economy to cultivation, the pastoral attitude of cOllllllullal 
ownership of land altered and conllicts taking the fOl1n of land di sputes and water diversion rights 
became rampant. Urballisation alld wage labour lIIigration had also weakened kinship obligations 
and clan solidarity alllollg the !d~lr which bear their own influence on local di sput e settl ement. 

On the highland-Iowlalld dilll ension , past experiences reveal that raids triggered by resource 
competition, loss of stock and the quest for social honour had been COllllllon . Currently, however, 
sedentari sation reduced mobility of the Afar and minimised the extent of inter-etIlJlie cOllflict. In 
f~lct , this together witJI existing cross-cutting ties, economic and social relations with highlanders 
strengthened peace in the northern PClltS of the ethnic boundary. III sOllie cases, fights that OCClll' 
uetwecn illdividuals or slliall groups cspecially in thc southem territory ollcn quickly turn into 
inter-etlUlic conflict expressed in replisals. But dissolution of the traditional political systelll of the 
soutJlern highlanders has made it difficult for them to pursue their institutional violence against tJle 
Afar. Besides, the cUIl'ent Federa1 systelJl of govemment has generally enabled the Ajar to see 
themselves as a group giving little imp0l1ance to clan differences. Thjs along with the Afar 
people 's increased involvement ill lIational affairs created power balallce between them aJld the 
Tigrayan highlanders leading to a reduction in tJle prevalence of raids. 

When conflicts occur at various levels, tlle AJar generally rely more 011 their own local dispute 
settlement forums than the government legal machinery. Within their OWII group, clan elders as 
well as kjnship and clomestic groups maintain peace through sanctiolls following mablo 
assemblies. Relations with the hi ghlanders are also regulated via a jointly established institution 
called (Jereb, which eJlforces order based on written customary laws. At present, govemlllent 
illstitutions also co-operate with local inter-ethnic mediation at diOerellt stages. 
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Chapter One 
Introduction 

This thesis is based on the findings of research into the indigenous institutions of cOllfli ct 

resolution amollg the Ab'ala Afar of Ethiopia. Thi s introductory chapter contains a 

discussion of the context of the study, the research problem, objectives and methodology. 

Additionally, tJ1e chapter highlights the limitations of the study and the organisation of the 

thesis. To put the statement of the research problem in perspective, the chapter starts with a 

general background to the study area . 

1.1. Description of the Study Area 

1.1.1. The Research Area 

Ab 'ala is the name of an administrative unit ill the present Afar regional state established at a 

woreda level. The principal tOWII of the woreda is also known by the name Ab 'ala and 

constitutes the Capital of Zone 2 Administration of the Afar Region. Ab'ala town is located 

about 55 Kilometres east of Mekelle and around 835 Kilometres north of Addis Ababa. It is 

surrounded by a chain of hill s to the west and a large plain of agricultural land to the east. 

The research was carried out in t~e Capital, Ab'ala (previously called Shiket), and two 

adjacent rural settlement areas, Adi Haremeli and Erkudi, about 6 kilometres from the town. 

The selection of these three sites for the research was envisaged to avail greater 

opportunities to observe and document different types of conflict within Ab'ala Woreda. A 

major consideration in selection was their proximity to the ethnic boundary where the 

interaction bet ween the Afar Low-landers and the Tigrayan Highlanders can be observed 



with relative ease. In settlements further away from the ethnic boundary, it would have been 

very difficult to observe that type of interaction. 

According to the 1994 Census, the population of Ab'ala woreda is 24,291. Table (1) 

below provides an overview of the demographic characteristics of the population in the 

study area within the Ab'ala woreda. 

Table 1: Population Size of the Research Sites 

Name ofPA Both Sexes Male Female No. of Households 
Ab'ala Town 3,300 1,613 1,687 881 
Erkudi{Dergamo) 1,687 951 736 355 
Adi Haremeli 2,460 1,363 1,097 486 
Source: Central Statistical Authority, 1996 

The urban population of Ab'ala consists mainly of sedentarised Mar and Tigrayan settlers, 

but there are also small numbers from other ethnic group largely working for government. 

Table (2) shows the number of residents in the town by ethnic background. 

Table (2) The Population of Ab'ala Town by Ethnic Group 

Ethnic Group Both Sexes Male Female 
All Persons 3,300 1613 1687 

Mar 405 250 155 
Amhara 55 31 24 
Oromo 9 4 5 

Tigraway 2765 1295 1470 
Eriterean 8 2 6 

Others 58 31 27 

Source: Central Statistical Authority, 1996 

1.1.2. The Ab'ala Afar 

The Mar are a Cushitic speaking people living in the arid and semi-arid areas of Ethiopia, 

Eritrea and Djibouti. Outsiders have used many different terms to refer to the Afar. These 

terms include Danakil, Adal and Teltal, even though the Afar liked none of them (Savard, 
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1970). The Afar inhabit an inhospitable land and their total number in Ethiopia is reported to 

be 1,098,184 (Central Statistical Authority, 1996). 

The Afar are classified into two distinct decent groups: the Asaimara ("Red") and Adaimara 

("White"). The former are considered a nobility group, while the latter are said to form the 

class of the commoners (Lewis, 1969). Historically, their economy was based on multi­

species livestock husbandry. But with increased vulnerability to drought and famine due to 

ecological disasters, they now depend mainly on camel and goat pastoralism. 

The Ab'ala Afar are agro-pastoralists who combine animal husbandry with marginal 

agriculture. Their settlements are semi-permanent situated near permanent water sources 

and small trading centres. Since rain-fed agriculture alone is often not promising, they 

employ water diversion techniques as well to grow their crops. 

1.2. Statement of the Problem 

The Ab'ala Afar have their traditional institutions for conflict resolution at both micro and 

macro levels, i.e. conflicts arising within the community as well as those with neighbouring 

Tigrayan highlanders. Mabla is the institution that addresses inter-ethnic conflicts. 

Unlike many instances of inter-ethnic conflict in the Horn of Africa, the Ab'ala Afar 

institutions of conflict resolution seem to function with minimum direct involvement of 

governmental structures. This seems particularly exceptional in the case of mabla that 

handles Afar-Tigrayan conflicts. It seems conspicuous that these indigenous institutions do 
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not seem undermined by the modern structure introduced by government. On the c ntrary, 

government seems to support , and its structures appear to work in complementarity with, 

the traditional institutions 

The persistence of the Ab'ala Afar institutions of conflict resolution constitutes the object of 

research in the present study. The basic question concerns the dynamics of persistence in a 

context of far-reaching transformations experienced by the population in different socio-

economic spheres 

The dynamics for the persistence of the indigenous institutions of conflict resolution are 

investigated and analysed at two levels. The first concerns conflicts within the Afar and the 

dynamics will be sought in entrenched socio-cultural premises shared by the conflicting 

parties. The second, and probably more challenging level concerns dynamics for the 

persistence of mablv. A major question to be addressed at this level concerns the manner in 

which mablo is related to governmental legal and administrative structures. 

1.3. Objective of the Study 

The research sets out with eight objectives. These are; 

eTo understand the nature of Afar disputes and the mechanisms of their settlement 

particularly through the indigenous system. 

eTo see how the indigenous system was transformed across historical periods, I.e. to see 

what type of conflict became important with changes in socio-political conditions. 

eTo understand how the indigenous system functions and to examine salient features in the 
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process of dispute settlement : the setting and the stages involved in the proce S of decision 

making. 

• To assess the effectiveness of the local institutions in bringing long lasting solutions to 

conflicts. 

• To understand how the local institutions of conflict resolution rel ate to the modern court. 

• To highlight aspects of the highland-lowland interaction and the local ways of conflict 

management in an inter-community/ inter-ethnic/ context. 

• To examine the factors contributing to the continuity of the local dispute settlement 

forums despite the influence of government legal structures. 

• To document a case of local conflict resolution mechanisms in agro-pastoral communities 

for further research in the future . 

1.4. Research Questions 

The study seeks to address the following major questions: 

• How do the Ab'ala Afar handle disputes arising at the intra-clan and inter-clan levels? 

• How do indigenous mechanisms change over time? 

• What forms of conflict tend to emerge with the changes in Afar mode of living and 

socio-political changes in the area? 

• How are disputes actually handled within the community? Who is responsible for 

decision making? What kind of people get involved in the settlement process? 

• Is there any relationship between the indigenous mechanisms and other conflict resolution 

institutions run by the state pal1icularly the court? If so, how are they related? 

• How does the general public evaluate conflict resolution institutions at both intra and 
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inter-group levels? 

• How do the Ab'ala Afar define their relations with neighbouring Tigrayan highlanders? 

• What factors contribute to the persistence of indigenous conflict resolution institutions 

despite the influence of the modern legal systems? 

1.5. Methods 

This thesis is based, first and foremost , on the findings of a three-month fieldwork in Ab'ala 

town and two other settlements within the Ab'ala Woreda administration (i .e. Adiharemeli 

and Erkudi). Since most Ab'ala Afar are bi-lingual speaking my language (Tigrigna) 111 

addition to their own, I was able to conduct interviews without serious problems 111 

communication. But to further my insights, particularly in situations where people used their 

own language, an interpreter with a wide range of kinship and social networks was 

recruited. In the collection of research material, several methods were adopted . In additional 

to partial immersion in the community (so-called participant observation) the main methods 

used were informal interviews, semi-structured interviews and case-studies. 

1.5.1. Informal Intel-views 

Before detailed and well-structured interviews were conducted, initiatives were made to 

meet as many residents as possible in informal discussions on some general issues relating to 

their modes of living and socio-economic conditions. In the course of these discussions, 

different categories of Afar (old and young as well as men and women) were asked about 

their perceptions of the institutions of conflict resolution, their views on the decisions made, 

and their evaluation of the effectiveness of the decisions in restoring peace in the area. The 
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informal interviews availed opportun ities to identify key informant for the semi-stru tured 

interview. 

1.5.2. Semi-Structuloed J 1\ terviews 

Some 46 elderly key-informants considered resourceful by community members were 

selected for the semi-structured interviews. Fully structured interviews were not preferred 

because the elders were expected to supply more ample alld valid information if allowed to 

speak with minimum guidance. As expected, more relevant illformation often emerged 

outside the structured questions illdicated in my notebook . 

Th semi-structured interview were intended to access information on Ab'ala Afar modes of 

livelihood, Illarriage practices and di spute settlement. On issues rel ated to highland-lowland 

interaction, the interviews involved, ill addition to Afar, informants from Tigray. 

1.5.3. Case Studies 

Case-studies were employed to document the nature of dispute cases handled by the dispute 

settlement institutions at different levels. In this connection around 20 old, new and ongoing 

dispute cases at family, intra-clan and inter-clan levels were recorded. Of these cases I 

present only a few in this thesis . Presentation covers the most frequent instances of conflict. 

Special reference will, however, be made to cases of inter-ethnic conflict. 
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1.5.4. Sccondary Data 

Secondary sources were used to obtai n background in fo rmation on past and present socio-

economic adaptations among Ab'ala Afar. These were particularly important for 

understanding past and current socio-economic conditions that are believed to bear on 

dispute settlement. 

1.5.5. Analysis of Docllmcn ts 

Some data relating to di spute settl ement are available in the Woreda Administration and 

Court. These were analysed and interpreted. This helped me to understand the magnitude of 

dispute cases reported and the nature of dispute cases brought to court, in a hi storical 

perspective. 

1.5.6. Partial Immcrsion in thc Community 

In this study, I also tried to employ the most important tool in anthropological enquiry, 

partial immersion or what is commonly characterised as pal1icipant observation. 1 have 

partially observed and participated in some ceremonies and social events in the local 

community, including marriage and burial ceremonies. Apart from being an instrument for 

data collection, I now feel that partial immersion in the community al so helped me to gain 

trust of the community members. 

Partial immersion in the community was also helpful as a research method in gathering data 

on how the Tigrayan peasants evaluate relations with their Afar neighbours . This was 

possible by enjoying local beer in the Sewa houses in Shiket. The Afar are Moslems and 

hence do not generally consume alcoholic beverages. 
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However, in some other events such as dispute settlement, I could only pa sively join the 

elders sitting under the tree and observe the procedures. As an outsider, I was neither 

entitled nor expected to pal1icipate in the negotiation and decision making processes. It is in 

recognition of such constraints that 1 decline to characterise my fi eld experience as 

participant -observation. 

1.6. Limitations of the Study 

Generally, the study was conducted according to plan and without much difficulty. But this 

does not mean that no problems were encountered . The study also cannot claim to have 

dealt exhaustively or comprehensively with all the issues involved with conflict and conflict 

resolution in the study area. It is thus only prudent to outline some salient limitations of the 

study. 

Firstly, three months were not enough for an anthropological study of dispute settlement at 

the micro-level involving different methods. The case study method in particular needs a 

fairly long period of time if events in each dispute case are to be recorded in a historical 

perspective. Without having adequate time to get to know the society and be accepted by its 

members, it may not be easy to collect objective data from people. 

Secondly, the fact that I did not speak Afar language was a constraint to fully immerse 

myself in community affairs. This language problem was not a real challenge with my 

informants as they could also speak Tigrigna language. But during the actual dispute 

settlement drama, which I attended , I had to simply record the voice of the parties involved 
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and transcribe it later with the help of a translator. 

Given such constraints, issues requiring in-depth pursuit of kinship networks and their role 

in dispute settlement were left for future research undel1akings. Besides, since 1 tried to 

look into conflicts at various levels, I don't claim this thesis to be comprehensive. The thesis 

is simply viewed as an eye opener for future studies on the topic . 

1.7. Field Experiences 

During my stay in the field , I encountered a number of good and bad events. To enumerate 

all is virtually untenable. One particular event at the inception of my fi eldwork, however, 

deserves documentation. 

On my first day in Ab'ala, 1 had to stay overnight with a friend who works for the Dryland 

Husbandary Project (DHP-Ethiopia)* . The room was so small and compact and 1 had to lay 

on a mattress on the ground . While 1 was asleep, my friend went out to the neighbourhood 

for prayers. When the candlelight went out, I heard noise from the roof. A while later, 

something dropped on to me. I rushed into the table and lit another candle. It was a rat. As 

this happened on the arrival date in a somewhat strange environment, 1 will probably 

continue to remember it in future too . Nevertheless, this was just an incident associated with 

the physical environment. The next morning, I began to realise that there were even more 

challenges in the social milieu. Living in a community with different values, norms and 

beliefs I had to be sensitive to the new socio-cultural context and behave accordingly. My 

• DHP-Ethiopia is part of a larger project covering five IGAD member states: Erilrea, Elhiopia, Kenya, 
Sudan and Uganda. II was eSlablished wilh Ihe aim of idenlifying and developing stralegies for addressing 
the crisis of African drylands, and is regionally coordinaled by OSSREA. 
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highland background initially afTected my attitude t ward the c mmunitya the Afar have a 

long history of connict with highlanders. 1 was worried that 1 might not be treated wei\. 

During the early days of the fi eldwork, 1 even avoided going into places inhabited 

exclusively by Afar. In due time, however, 1 came to appreciate that the Afar are very 

fri endly though for strangers like me, elements of suspicion often precede tru 1. 

1.8. Organisation of the Thesis 

This thesis is organised in six chapters. Chapter one highlights some general Icatures of the the 

Afar and the area they occupy. It also describes the context under which the study was 

conducted. 1t begins with a brief description of the people and the selected research sites. Then , 

the statement of the problem, objective and research questions, methods, limitations of the study 

and field experiences are presented consecutively. 

Chapter two presents a review of the relevant literature on connict and conflict resolution. It 

begins with the theoretical debates on the sources of contlict both at the intra and inter-ethnic 

levels as well as some key issues pertaining to their resolution. Then, a review of studies on 

African indigenous systems of peace making are discussed. 

A large portion of the third chapter is devoted to the discussion of aspects of the Ab'ala Afar's 

economy and social organisation . It is mainly concemed with their traditional land tenure system 

and its transformation across hi story, their kinship and marriage practices as well as household 

property relations which are all relevant to disputes and di spute settlement. But as a background 

to the situation among the Ab'ala Afar, a review of some related themes from previous research 

11 



mainly conducted among the uth rn Afar are highlight d at the b ginning fthi hapt r. 

Chapter four addresse the actual di pute ca e within the Afar I al community and the 

institutions involved in mitigating th 111 . 

Chapter five looks at highland-lowland interactions, the nature of con nict arising b tween the 

two groups and the mechanisms of handling them. 

Finally, the conclusion summarises the major points discu ed in the preceding chapters and 

relates the findings with some of the major theoretical orientations regarding Afar intra­

community disputes and connicts involving the Afar and Tigrayan highlanders. 
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Chapter Two 

Literature Review 

This chapter presents a review of the anthropological literature on conflict and conflict 

resolution. The review starts with the main theoretical framework anthropologi ts adopt in 

the study and analyses of conflict at the micro and inter-ethnic level . It later addre es the 

literature on indigenous processes of peace making in Africa and pre ents ome 

ethnographic cases. 

2.1. Theoretical Uacll.grolllHl 

With the alarming reports of the drought disaster in the Sahel-Somalia region, there has 

been an increased interest in the study of the physical , ecological and social processes of 

pastoral societies in the region (Brandstrom et ai, 1979:9). The early literature on 

pastoralism, however, has generally portrayed a negative stereotype representation of that 

production system. In fact, writers such as Ricciardi (197 I), Riefen tahl (1982), and Amin, 

(1983) have even gone to the point of stating that pastoralism can be equated to other forms 

of African wildlife. For these writers, pastoralists are easily distingui shable by their exotic 

and romantic dress and bearing . They also accuse pastoralists for willingly identi fy ing 

themselves as "noble savages" resisting change and disdaining the modern world . Therefore, 

for colonial and post-colonial development and government experts, the dominant image of 

pastoralists was of lazy, warlike, lawless people who wandered around looking for pasture 

for their herds (Fratkin et aI, 1994) . 
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The early structural- functi onali st an th ropo logical studie of agro-pa t rali m in a t Africa 

have generally challenged the nega ti ve percepti ns of social ord r and law among 

pastoralists. 1n thi s connecti n, the study of African customary law within the cont ext of 

political organization dates back to the 1920's when Edward va n -Pritchard studied the 

Nilotic people of the Sudan. In hi s classical study of Nuer political orga ni za tion, Evans­

Pritchard (1 940) states that the Nuer have an establi shed code of law in relati on to what a 

man is expected to do in order to achi eve some social and cultural bencfit s. For instance, the 

amount of cattle a man should pay hi s bride's agnatic kin , the amount of wealth a man 

expects to receive as blood price and inheritance are all fi xed by customary law. 

Development s in politi cal anthropology in thc 1960s and 1970s have shined interest from 

the focus on systems to micro is ues of process and decision making. With the significant 

contributions of Victor Turner and Philip Gulliver, anthropologists began to pay special 

attention to issues of conflict, rebellion, power and so on. The former, for example, 

introduced the concept of "social drama" and saw politics as a kind of theatre in which 

individuals compete for power (Lewellen, 1983). Some scholars (e.g. Schapera, 1938; 

Gluckman, 1955 , 1965) focused on social organi sation and bureaucratic procedures with 

special emphasis on the role of the judges in the courts. Others (Bail ey, 1963; Turner, 1969; 

Moore, 1978; Gulli ver, 1971 ; Colson, 1953; Nader, 1995) focused on the social processes 

paying special attention to the pal1i e involved in the di spute. 

Scholars in legal and politica l anthropology have remained di vided on issues relating to 

micro disputes and their reso lutions. One such issue concern d the natu re of the cau e of 
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conflict. Some researcher ought to I cate the ur e f c nfli ct in de iant individual and 

thereby began to study the legal proc sses by which deviants are identifIed, controlled and 

reformed. Most of the proponent of this view beli eve that conflict is caused by individuals 

who commit wrongful acts or who fail to fulfil their obligations. Some of the e re earchers 

argued that evildoing is randomly spread through the population and occurs at a fairly 

constant rate, whereas others looked for pattern of wrong doing that emanate from 

psychological, social or cultural factors. For example, Gibbs (1969) contended that the 

personality traits of Kpelle in Liberia induced particular pattern of wrongdoing, litiga tion 

and non-compliance with judicial decisions. Hippler ( 1973) and 13olton ( 1973), among 

others, also argued in favour of thi s view. 

A few scholars during that early period, however, have focused on the social dimensiotl of 

wrongdoing. For example, Samaha ( 1974) explained ri sing crime rates in Elizabethan ssex 

in terms of landlessness due to population pressure and new farming techniques at a time 

when wages were falling and prices rising. Similarly, Lundsgaarde ( 1968) attributed the 

increasing frequency of land di sputes in the Gilbert Islands to such factors as 

overpopulation, type of government and principles of land tenure. 

Other theorists located the source of conflict in the definition of deviant act. For example, 

Lodhi and Tilly (1973, cit ed in Collier, 1975) co ntended that the rate of crimes against 

persons have some contlection with cultural rules about the use of personal violence. In 

some communities, men may be required to be ready to violently avenge a real or suspected 

insult to honour 
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In contrast to the foregoing Views, other the rie attri bute conflict primarily 

contradictions or strains within social life it elf. Such theories paved the way to studie of 

how legal processes reflect, mask, sustain or undermine the existing di tribution of prestige, 

power and privilege. Epstein ( 1974) explained confli ct in terms of the irre olvable ten ion 

that results from contradictory demands placed on individual by the ocial structu re . 

Similarly, in hi s study of the Ndeneuli of Tanzania, Gulli ver ( 197 1) ob erved that the 

scheduling of co-operative agricultural w rk group eventually led to c nflict. Thi enabled 

him to see the intricate relation 'hip bet ween confli ct and co-opera ti on. 

The analysis of the relation between confli ct and co-operati on was further developed by 

scholars who tended to attribute conflict to the unbalanced di tribution of culturally defin ed 

prizes. Thus according to the latter, individuals competing for power and prestige may break 

rules or invoke the legal system to achieve a particular advantage or to ruin a political rival. 

For example, Collier (1974) has indicated that the primary cause of di sruptions by women 

in societies with patrilocal extended families may be ,the need for power. This led her to 

conclude that conflict can be politically motivated and is refl ected in the tendency of 

individuals to look for rati onal reasons for seemingly irrati onal or ill egal behaviour. Other 

writers (e.g. Kidder 1973; Lowy, 1971 cited in Collier 1975) have argued in favour of this 

view. 

Another much pronounced issue in legal anthropology is the Rules er us Power debate. In 

his analysis of Lozi law, Gluckman ( 1955, 1965) looked for the 'rules' of the ca es to 
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understand their outcome '. t nly a he pre ccupi d with th n rmati e fram rk 

but he also saw conceptual parallel between I gal idea ~ und in Africa and tho e in other 

systems. He tried to define the differences in law that were likely to be ~ und in difTerent 

types of political economy, and also to show that there were universal mod s of rea oning 

found in all legal systems. His overall attempt was seemingly to show that Africans were as 

logical and intelligent as European (Gluckman 1955 , 1965, 1969) . 

Bohannan (1967) accepted Gluckman'S inclination toward the normative perspective and hi s 

appreciation of Africall culture Ilowever, he critici ed Gluckmall's comparative approach 

by insisting that every culture con tit utes a particular contex t with it own ul1lque 

conception of and response to di putes. Accordingly 13 hannan stre ed the importance of 

adoption of indigenous categories and terms ill ethnographic de 'cription and analysis. 

Within political and legal anthropology there ensued a debate identical to the controversy 

between formalists and substantivists in economic anthropology emerged. Some recent 

contributions to the literature (e .g. Fisher, 1998) continue to explain connict in terms of 

cultural perceptions. They argue that mind sets or cultural lenses with which the disputing 

(and potential intervening) parties view the world are crucial factors for connict. 

Challenging the extreme cultural relativism of Bohannan, Gulliver (1979 : 24-68) argued that 

negotiated settlements were as impol1ant as, if not more important than, adjudicated 

outcomes. He further stat ed that all societies had some form of negotiation, but only some 

had adjudication in addition. In establishing his case, he raised a fundamental question that 

challenged the 'legal norms' arguments of both Gluckman and Haberma . He que tioned 
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whether nonns were always deterlllinati ve; stating that the ru le ( r legal ncept did n t 

decide negotiated settlement s. He fu rther argued that in n g ti ated oul C m (a ppo cd I 

judicial decisions) the relati ve p wer f, or capacit y to Illobili e ocial upp rt by, the 

protagonists had much to do with producing a part icular mutual compro ml e. ulli ver 

(1979 :60) also argued that the parti cular social context at the time of confro ntation played a 

part in the outcome 

A parallel debate al 0 emerged regarding the ability of di pute ettlement mechani sm in 

restoring harmony in community. From his study of Lozi juri prudence, luckmall ( 1965) 

found out that judges were primarily interested in establi hing reconciliation am IIg 

contenders by creating an opportunity for amity rather than ju tice or some other outcome. 

Turner (1 969) supported Gluckman's view. For him, ritual , including tho e ill moots and 

courts, are aimed at maintaining social homogeneity or what he termed as COl11munit as . In 

hi s view, di spute settlemenl mechalli sms are ways of repairing ru ptu red social relatioll hips 

thereby creating a sense of oneness amollg di sputants. Jurgen Haberma (cit ed in Moore 

1995: 12-15) took an extreme position stating that debate is a potenti al path towards 

agreement about what is factually true and what is morally right. His theory of 

communicative action incorporates the concept of "ideal-speech situation" by which he 

emphasised the suppression of self-interest, a state of openness and si ncerity among 

disputants without a trace of coercion or any intention to mi lead. 

Gulliver was uncomfortable about the use of the phrase di pute settl ement. From hi s Aru ha 

and Ndendeuli materials, he admitted that even in ca es in olvi ng negoti ation rather tha n 
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arbitration, antago nisms and ometi me biller ho tiliti e per i t an. r m kind f a d al i 

ultimately made (Moore, 19 5: 17), In a imilar fa hi n c nt ended that 

appeal to court among the Gwembe Tonga was aimed at eek ing rem di ~ r their ill 

rather than smoothening ruptured relationships or re toring fr iend hi p, Many cholars (e,g, 

Fallers, 1977, KopytofT, 1980) also wrote in favour of this view, 

Conflict studies in inter-ethnic (inter-tribal) context have focu ed n cau e , F r some 

psychologists and physical anth ropologi ts (see Freud , 1960 cited in fergu on, 1984, 

Ardrey, 1977) conflicts emanate from an innate human teJldency to act aggre ively, They 

assert that the tendency of people to defend their territori e instinctively i a univer al 

phenomenon about which nothing can be done to eliminate, But thi s generali ati on wa 

rejected by other scholars (e,g, Pilbeall1 , 1972; Montagu, 1978 cited iJl Tadde se, 1988 : ) 

who presented evidence from hunting-gathering societies such a the I Kung SaJl of the 

Kalhari desert, Copper Eskimos, Mbuti Pygmies of the lturi forest, Oorooo of Kenya and 

the Tikopia where issues of warfa re and territoriality are not known 

Within anthropology, several writers (e,g, Simmel, 1964 ; Coser, \967; Epstein, \975) 

interpreted the view on individual psychology In ocial terms, They explained how 

frustrations emerging in daily life can act as emotional fu el for external confl ict and war 

while reinforcing the internal solidarity of a group, For example, Fukui (1979: 17) stated that 

the Bodi people have a very strong attachment to their cattle and they feel strongly 

di sappointed whenever their favourit e ani mals are sick, As a re ult , they perform an animal 

sacrifice or go and murder a member of a neighbouring group 0 that the animal (Morare) 

19 



will recover, Fukui held the i w that the ickne r d ath f a pcr n b l ed ani mal i 

the main factor in raiding neighbouring group , A to the c ntinuit f'V arfa,. , he a ert d 

that as long as cattle continue to die for one reas n r ano ther, the [) di pe pi e w uld go 

on raiding the Mur i or other highl anders in the area , 

However, the view that hostiliti es and frustrations within a gr up can be redire ted to 

outsiders was rejected by other writ ers (see fi r example Hallpikc, 1973) , The work of 

Fukui in particular came under heavy criti ci m fr m more reccnt rc arch work , F r 

example, Strecker ( 1994), who rcj ected Fukui' contention a strcotypica l, hallow, and 

pessimistic, stated that it is illogical to con ider particular fancy belid a the prillle factors 

for an action of this type, Strecker considered as an example the exprc sion of love fi r 

animals by pastoral groups in Southern Ethiopia alld Northcrn Kenya: " When they wcre 

threatened by others, the Warriors would drive their favourite oxcn towards the cnemy, 

singing the praise of these animals and showing that they were ready to di e for thelll if the 

enemy would dare to touch them" (1994 : 303), The main point stre sed by Strecker is that 

while people may initiate exped itions with the only motive of killing others and captu ring 

their trophies, the sickness or death of favourite animal i of1 en not a real driving force but is 

rather used as an excuse for raiding, 

Abbink (1994 : 1-7) commended Strecker's efforts toward a critical theory of warfare and 

stimulating a meaningful conversa tion regarding general issue of fi ghting and peace making 

in small scale societies, He neverthele s criticised Strecker for the failure to see the 'tri bal' 

groups within the context of the larger political regional et up , According to him, thi 
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larger system has elements that c nt ribute to violen e and ten i n bet e n eth ni gr up . 

He also stressed that these element may not be pre ented by m mber f the gr up e en if 

they wanted to . He stated that factors such as crop failure, drought and in ecurity, politi al 

and economic marginali sati on by the government and hi ghl and en r a hillent and the 

resultant competition over re ource have to be seriou Iy con idered. Previ u tudie dealt 

with such issues under economic or ecological factors (see Ember and Ember, 1971 ; Divale, 

1974 cited in Ferguson ed, 1984). Besides, Abbink also states that another factor 

contributing to peace and co peration between traditionally ho tile group i the "military 

balance between them." He illu trate thi point by sh wing h w a change in the balance f 

power between the Nyangatom and Mursi caused the killing f hund red of Mur i a a 

result of the acquisition, from Sudan, of firearms by the fonner ( 1994 : 5). 

Colson (1953), Gluckman ( 1959) and Divale (1976 cited ill J'erguson, 1984), among other, 

saw conflict and warfare ill relat ion to the social structu re wi th particular reference to 

patterns of decent, marriage, and post-marital residence. The essence of their argument is 

that war is a cooperative male acti vity. Within a society, loyalties of men may be divided by 

different social institutions ("conflicting loyaliti es" or "cro s cutting ti es") and thi s reduces 

the possibility that men will use force to resolve confli cts (Ferguson, 1984: 16) . In other 

words, relationships establi shed as a result of intermarriage and social integrati on restri ct 

people from using violent means of resolving differences. 

Other scholars (e.g. Hallpike, 1973; Schlee, 1997) adopted a difTerent view of the 

consequences of divided loyalti e , and argued that cro - utting tie erve a fac t r for 
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conflict escalation. Accord ing to them, due to the territ ri al di p r al f de nt gr up , 

individuals from one group may be ea ily reached for repri al killing by ther ith h rn 

their group developed enmity. Aflll1e are likely targ ts in such int r-ethnic c nnict . 

reprisal killings may result in a vicious circle of revenge and c unter-re engc. Lang (q uoted 

in Schlee, 1997) has emphasi cd thi s dimension of cr s-cutting tie by quoting the prov rb 

that " those whom we marry are tho e whom we fi ght" . 

2.2. Studics on Indigcnous Kllowlcdgc of Peace-Illaking in Africa 

Quite recently, a new model of connict re lui ion ca ll cd Alternali vc Oi pu le R oluti n 

(ADR) has entered into the anthropological literatu re. 'Alternati ve' in the AOR contcxt 

refers to alternatives to courts. I n relation to thi s I3urton (1 993 : 6 1) wrote that: 

Indeed, institutionally IlIallY AOR practices are :\ 11 adj ull t of court alld ollietimes 
required by courts before cases are referred to thelll . The a ulll ptioll is that if di pute 
cannol be arbitrated or mediated thcn thcy mu t be adjudicated ... All ituatioll ca ll be 
managed by referellce to legal 1I0rlll or by sOllie forms of lIegot iat ion. 

Though not many, some wrilers have ventured to study indigenous ways of handling 

di sputes in different African societi es under different contexts. 

At the micro level, anthropologists studied the role of traditional leaders in reso lving connict 

arising between community members . For example, Marco Bassi ( 1992:50-54) studied 

institutional forgiveness in traditional assemblies among the Boorana of northern Kenya. He 

observed that offenders were punished with a fine the amount of whi ch is fi xed ill the 

context of such assemblies in line with traditional law. Though the Boorana did not ha e a 
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mechani sm for enforcing deci io n (adj udica ti n), pe pi ab id d b the la 

the authority of elders. Government adm illi trator all w d alld n diat i Il 

efforts as long as they did not hu rt the intere t of the cent ra l p wer. 13a i d urnent ed a 

case in which a traditional leader impo ed auth rit ati ve de i i n up n a leader f th 

Peasant Associati on(PA)* for trea ting a particul ar c nflict ca e b nd hi Thi 

authority of traditional leader ·hi p was based on the abilit y f eld rs t cia l 

sanctions including exclusion from co-operation (Helland , I 0, l3 a i, I 2) . III ome 

cases, such sanctions are only symbolic; they are pronounced but not nece arily put into 

effect (Pankhurst, 1992:79). 

prom his study of the 1300rana traditi nal a mbli , l3assi lI c1 ud d that the aim f the 

Boorana judicial system was not puni shment per se but rather the rcd ucti 11 f cial ten i n 

arid resentment (Bassi, 1992:53) . Among the Garrimero omali , the c tab li ·hlllcnt of peacc 

and social rel ationship between di puting parti es is furth er strengthen d th rough ani nity 

achieved by marriage between the kin men of both side ( ezahegh and Yigzaw, 1994) . 

However, Helland ( 1990 : 173) contrast the Nagaya JJooralla (lithe peace of the 13oral1a") 

with the Somali situation by stating that in the case of the latter the old men under the tree 

can only maintain the internal peace within much small er groups all10ng which acce to 

both water and pastu re is a matter of belligerence and force. 

Other writers have gone far from mere description of traditional judicial tructure. hack 

( 1967) has provided an outline of the Gurage judicial tructure alld related it to the theory of 

Afri can political systems. According to Shack ( 1967:92) the emergence of Yajoka, the "high 

• A Peasant Association(PA) is thc IOlrc t statc ad l11 ini tra ti c unit bclol thc lVeredo. 
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court" in Gurage land , ver a entu ry and a half ag had a bring n t nl n th I ga l 

framework but also on the politica l relati on hip am ng the urage. Y (j ka minimized th 

socio-legal gap among diOc rent Gurage differentiated by wealth r the rei ti p iti II of 

one's clan vis-a-vis other clans of the tribe. In view of thi lega ll y G rmed judi ial t m 

"Gurage law was politically enforced, and law wa appli d quall y t chier , head lll II , and 

the commoners" . 

Scholars have also studied indigcnous mechani sm for rc lution f inter-cthnic (illt r-tribal) 

conflict. Examples of research at thi level include maintenance f peacc bct wecn the 1.3 di 

and the Dime (Todd, 1979), the Ilamer and \3ume (S trccker, 

1999) and Turkana and their neighb ur (Kona, 1999). 
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hapter Three 

Economy alill Social Organi ation of Al.>'ala Afar 

This chapter is on the economy and social organizati n of the Ab 'ala Afar. But be~ re g II1g 

specifically into the situation among the northern Afar, a general erview of key i ue In 

east African pastoral system including the Afar will be add res ed . The e pecific t pic are 

the ecological features, political pre sures, drought , and land use y tem. Th n, a 

background to issues of land tenure among the northern Afar are di cus ed . Particul ar 

reference is made to changes in their trad itional cOll1l11unal land use y tem and how the 

changes affected social relationships among the Afar and with neighbouring hi ghlanders. I 

will also consider aspects of their social organisations such as kinship and property relation , 

which are relevant to di spute settlement 

3.1. A General Overview or East Arricall Pastoralism 

A considerable part (about 60%) of the African continent can be categorised as arid or semi 

arid areas (Helland 1990: 167). These areas are characterised by high temperature, low, 

unreliable and variable rainfall distribution (both temporally and spatiall y), environmental 

degradation and recurrent droughts and famines . 

The persistence of pastoralism in East Africa for nearly 7,000 years is considered indicative 

of its status as the most viable production system under arid and semi-arid ecological 

conditions (Helland, 1990: 168) . Indeed, pastoral land use system have been impre ively 

successful in supporting large populations in some of the most inhospitable environments 

and in supplying pastoralists with a standard of living which, in term of nutrition and health 
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often exceeded that of their agricultu ral neighbour (ibid . 176). 

However, another view which has had a tremendous impact on government p Ii y and 

development activities in Af,"ica is that pastorali sm is a deviant form of land u e y tenl. 

Early writers (for example, Belfield, 1914 cited in Fra tkin ed, 1994: 47; Her kovil , 1 26) 

have described pastorali sts as "inefli cient" and "wa teful" people having an "irra tional" 

attachment to their livestock with little or no concern for their environment. 

The negative view of pastorali sm ha been popularised by Ilardin , 1968 (cited in Barfield , 

1993: 214) who articulated the thesis of the "tragedy of the comln n ". According to 

Hardin, in a situation of communal land ownership alld private ownership of live tock, the 

disaster caused to the environmellt is both imperative alld illllnen e. 

Even today, policy makers seem to command little knowledge about pa torali sts and their 

environment. There are several misconceptions regarding the mobility and lack of crop 

cultivation by pastoral nomads. The most prominent misconceptions include the view that 

the pastoralist lacks knowledge of cultivation, that he does not farm and is reluctant to settle 

down in one place. As far as pastoral social organisation and defensive actions are 

concerned, there is a common assumption that pastoral nomads are devoid of any rationality 

concerning outsiders, that they attack the latter without good cause. It is also commonl y 

believed that the area held by the pastoral nomads is suitable for crop production and can be 

used for this purpose without afTectillg the people, hence the belief that pastorali sts can only 

be developed by settling them (Fekadu, 1990:206) . 
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At present, pastoralists face ecological and socio-economic cris due to desertification and 

encroachment by peasant farming, mechanised farmin g, and game reserves The past ral 

nomads are being increasingly marginalised in their social, economic and politi cal standing in 

the larger national systems in which they live. 

Pastoralists are currently influenced, encouraged or even forced by factors outside the 

pastoral system to take up sedentary cultivation. In some cases, the pressure comes from 

governments ostensibly seeking to make pastoralists benefit from social services such as 

education, health, and veterinary services' . However as Toulmin (1983 :66) pointed out 

forcible sedentarisation of pastorali sts by governments is oRen aimed at gaining greater 

political and economic control over them. 

Whatever the causes may be, the process of sedentarisation has some consequences to social 

relationships within the pastoral system and with neighbours who derive their subsistence 

from cultivation. Baxter (1975 :224), for example, pointed out that sedentarisation narrows 

the range and alters the texture of social relationships within a given pastoral system. He 

fu rther stated that this process tends to generally sharpen differences in wealth and life style 

and decreases any homestead 's range of effective social relationships. However, as far as 

relations with neighbouring cultivating groups are concerned, the situation varies. With 

sedentarisation, Baxter argues, contact between pastoralists and cultivators becomes more 

permanent, oRen leading to a high level of integration between the two groups. 
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The Afar have experienced a similar situation. To begin with , the int ri r part f Afar land 

were largely inaccessible to outsiders until the early 1970s. tudi c ndu ted prior to that 

period were largely based 011 data collected from the fringes of til ir area . Lack fay 

access resulted in the misrepresentati oll of the Afar ill the earlier writing . MallY rep rt by 

early travelers produced a more or less biased literature on the Afar. for example bitt 

(1934 : 79) reported that "The Danakil kill allY stranger at sight. Til tak ing f Ii fe ha 

become a habit of their nature". Another travell er, The iger ( 19 5:25) c I11lTlented that, "I 

found it disconcerting to be stared at by a Danakil feeling that he was probably asse ing Illy 

value as a trophy". In a similar fashioll , Triminghal1l, a missionary, ( 1952: 176) tated thaL: 

The Afar do not hold God ill allY great awe. They think of him as an omni p tcnt 
king, his powers are obviously limited, but rather a ' a grcat haik h w rthy of 
following if he shows qualities of leadership and genero ity. ince he how little of 
either he is not taken into account very much 

Easy penetration into Afar land in the 1970s has allowed researchers and travellers to ga in 

first hand experience of the Afar people. This contributed to more objecti ve writings. For 

example, Parker (1 971 :219) who toured the area as a mi ssionary wro te that: 

Hardy, lithe, intelligent, fille featured , up right, energetic and yet easygoing, the Afar 
as a whole tend to be much misunderstood by others . One who is accepted as a 
friend and live amongst them wi ll find them interesting, friendl y, determi lled aJld 
remarkable for their strong tribal loyalties and selfless hospitality. 

Research reports contend that the Afar had until recently been ou t ide Ethiop ian tate 

administrative control. prior to their political incorporati on into the Ethiopian state wa 

accomplished in 1905, the Afar are said to have li ved in self-conta ined and elf- upponing 

communities (Getachew, 1997:44 1). Afar land remailled out ide the efTecti e con trol of the 



Ethiopian State until 1944 . In fa t, - thi pia a a 

administration before the end of It alian rule in 1 4 1 , 

civil and military bureaucracy (Gamaledin, 19 3) . 

did n t ha a ntrali 

t up a 

Incorporation of Afar into the Ethiopian state coincided with the intr du ti n f agri ultural 

reforms to consolidate the position of the newly established bureaucra y, a cia that fi nn d 

an alliance with the local aristocracy, which wa the juni r partn r. ilureau rat al 

presided over the introduction of agrarian capi tali 111 (Markaki and ga, 1 78). n 

consequence this new mode of producti n t ok was the prom ti n f wh Ie ale 

commercialisation of land III the Awash Valley, which Inv Iv cI forei III capital and 

management. 

After 1941, the Ethiopian government began to r coglll e the p litica l and ec n IllIC 

importance of Afar territory due to its locat ion at the en trance t the Red ea and it 

agricultural potential in the Awash Valley (Pastner, 1979 cited in Gamaledin 1993 ). In 1962, 

the Awash Valley Authority (A VA) was created with the re pon ibility of managing 

development activities in the area, including large scale mechanised enterprise run mainly 

by foreign investors in collaboration with the state (Ali, 1994 :2) . The fi nnation of the 

Awash Valley Authority was followed by the estab li shment, in the Middle Awa h, of a 

National Park in 1966 and the construction of the Koka Dam in the pper Valley. The e 

developments constituted the first initiatives in a con i tent proce by whi h Afar tarted t 

experience a dramatic reduction in the size of pastureland a ai lab le t their herd . 

29 



2 

The loss of grazing land by the Afar pastorali t wa e a rbe tcd hen th Derg ( Ill t 

power in 1974. The Derg prom ted a rapid xpan i n in tatc-run irriga ti n 

brought under crop vast tract of range land . The d ll1i f th ult anate al I d 

to the weakening of the political strength of the Afar (Hell and, I 0: ). 

The changes in natural resource use in Afar territory have had nega ti ve implicati n Ii r the 

pastoral mode of production and culminated ill re ourcc u e c nni t (Ali , I 94 : 2). The c 

changes have contributed considerably to the vulnerability of the Afar t dr ught and famin 

and the resultant human and livestock losses. III the great famine f 1 7 /74 al lie, the Afar 

have lost a fourth of their livestock. A third of their populati ni b lieved to have peri lIed . 

Drought frequently affects Afar lalld and occurs every few year (llell alld, I 0; I A, 

1981; Ayele, 199 1) 

Drought also had another effect on the Afar pastoral economy. It di rup ted the balallce f 

trade between pastoralism and agriculture. During such period of di a ter, the Afar had t 

sell their drought afTected livestock instead of allowing them to die - a ituati n which 

created more supply than demand on the local market and hence a fa ll in the price of 

livestock (Ali , 1997) 

The change in state policies in the Awash Valley did not on ly create connict and 

confrontation between the Afar and state bodies, but it al 0 ad er ely afll cted inter-clan 

relations, pal1icuiarIy Afar relations wi th neighbouring ethnic gr up . On the cial and 

cultural dimensions, the growth of sl11a ll urban center largel inhabited b highland mi grant 
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workers has had a serious impact on trad iti 

solidarity and cultural integration (Ibid) . 

f Ii ing. T \ n Ii und fmln dian 

The continued growth of the hurnan p pul ation is believ d t ha I11p titi II fI r 

natural resources, particul arly land , in recent decade (Hell and, I 8 ). P pu lati n gro tit in 

the agricultural areas forced people to migrate into marginal land which are 011 n key 

grazing areas for nomadic herds. As a result large areas of natu ra l gra land have b n 

converted into arable lands and settl ements. The ca f the Afar i II ither un Ique \1 r 

isolated. Throughout dryland Africa, herders have 10 t prime grazing land, particularly in 

low-lying areas, to make room for fl ood reces ion and irriga ted a IricLllturc. P pula li n 

pressure, recurrent drought, ill conceived development p licie , encr acl lll1 Cnt f ullivation 

and subsequent disruption of tradi tional institutions are sonle f tlte caus f pre ure II 

the Afar pastoral system in Et hi op ia (Helland, 1980; Ay Ie, 19 I; Ali , I 5). 

3.2. Labour, Livcstocl, alld Lalld 

In discussing the economy in a non-urban contex t, the is ue of lalld tenu re and lalld u e 

stand high on the agenda. Thi s is because they largely deterllline the iability and 

sustainability of rural production systems. For example, n rnadic pa torali m can only be 

viable in a situation where a communal form of land owner hip prevail , whil e crop 

cultivation requires a more privatised or individuali sed type of land u e 

more sedentary form of life. 
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The land use pattern in Ab'ala has exhibited a signifi ant change r I i III . I nIh " , d Id 

days" especially at the time of Emperor Yohanne and earli r, the b'a la r r Ii d n 

"pure" nomadic pastoralism for their livelihood . Thi produ ti n y t m d n III 

pastoral philosophy of individual ownership of live tock in communal land . Thi na I d 

pastoralists to move freely in the dilTerent ecological ubzone ill din er III ea Il . Thi , ill 

turn, guaranteed an optimum use of the temporally and spatially variable r ur e . 

Afar elders assert that at the time of mperor Yohanlle all Ab'ala h LI h Ids enj y d the 

ownership of adequate or more than adequate number of livest ck alld had a Irong 

economic and social set-ups. There was sharing alld trail fer f rcs urc II din" r nt 

occasions. Transactions were largely made through the medium of li vc t k. Out wncrship 

of large herd did not determine a man's social status ill the ociety. 

Towards the time of Emperor Haile Selassie, the elders explained, the conditions begall to 

change. This in particular occulTed when the Tigrayan nobility and a few immigrants fr III 

the highlands cleared large tracts of the lowlands for cultivation thereby introducing a new 

land use system. The magnitude of land alienation by the Ilobility appea r c n iderable, alld 

an elderly Afar recalled the unfolding of the process: 

Look over there. Do you sec that mountain? When Mcngesha fir t camc to thi area 
he gathcred us thcre to tell us that much of this land belonged to him b law. A mall 
portion was given to us . Only a small portion . He, then brought somc pea allt [rom 
the highlands to work [or him as tcnants . When Menge ha \ a gone, the t nants 
bcncfited a lot because thcy pcrscvered the plots of land ." 
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However, in the earlier phases of these changes, the pa t ra l nl d f pr du ti n \' till 

dominant A majority of the pas torali st continued t adhere t th ir tradi ti nal pr du ti 11 

system and the values associated with it Persistence f their pr du ti n I II du ring that 

early period was possible due to the absence of tr ng ec I gi ai, p liti al anel 

pressures to opt for otherwise, 

In the past, Ab ' ala was characterised by favourable range re urc , In fa ct Ab 'ala lit rail 

means the lanel of grass, Before the introduction of commercial farm illg, the Ab ' ala ;\ far had 

already developed complex adjustment techniques to minimi e the ri k f being drivell ut 

of the pastoral mode of living, One of these was the ownershi p of large multi - p ci s h rd . 

Both the diversification and size maxillli sati on of herd were ~ nn of tradi ti nal r urce 

management designed to minimise ri sk in an environment where in e urity wa th bigg t 

problem. 

Herd diversification provided a means for efficient utili sa tion of ava il able range re ource . 

As the different species have different feeding habits, severe degradati n wa av ided by 

maintaining a relatively low grazing densi ty, Diversificati on wa al 0 eco llomi ca ll 

advantageous because the different species were utili sed for different purp e . alllel w re 

mainly used for milk whi le ca ttl e were raised for mil k and their ki ll wa u ed in the l1laki ng 

of bed (Oloiyla) , Goats were used for similar pu rpo es: mil k ale and the pr ce ing of 

their skin for making water containers (locally called Sara) , As will be di cu ed in more 

detail in Chapter Four, some animals were al so u ed in cert ain imp rtant 

particularly in dispute settl ement 

JJ 
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In addition to herd maximisation and diversification, ther strat gie r maintainin A ar 

pastoral way of life included establishment of exten ive supp rt n t rk . Th n t 

were formed through both granting livestock as gift to impoveri hed kin m nand fI rgin 1 f 

political and military alliances against neighbouring highlander . 

The 1975 Land Proclamation promoted individualised land usufruct right . It ab Ii hed the 

feudal land tenure system and gave land to the users. The g vernl1lcnt en uraged 

agriculture rather than livestock husbandry. Therefore, a significant pI' p rti n f the 

pastoral land continued to be lost to cu ltivation. Land allocation fI r the e purp e 

continued on a large scale and there was more clearing to prepare farmland . During the 

Derg military regime, the state was declared the sole owner of land while 1ranting cv ry 

farmer the right to farm . There were, however, restriction on the ale and tran fer of land 

which was not legally defined as an object of transaction. 

In the course of time, due to ecological changes and a decline in the re ource ba e, it 

became increasingly difficult for northern Afar to adhere to old adju tment technique and 

began to devise new coping strategies. These strategies include increa ing the number of 

drought resistant livestock such as camel and goat, sedentary life and wider adoption f 

cultivation. 

The strategies adopted by northern Afar seem to follow trends ob erved among other 

pastoral groups. Hogg (1987 : 106), for example, indicated that chang in the elll el11ent 

pattern among the Somali pastoralists in southern Ethiopia had il11pli ati n for land u . 
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Constant mobility gave way to permanent settl emen t leading t th f n 

attitude toward land ownership and territoriality. In a imil ar fa hi n th Afar m t 

compete to maximise their arable land holdings th rough difT ren t tra t gie in ludi ng tit ir 

power in local politics. This often leads to instability and ocia l unre t. III til A ar 

settlements, some individuals seem to exercise their authrority deri d fr III afflli atioll it. h 

the government as local administraLOrs, to have more control over re ur . I'or ampl , 

more land may be claimed by such individuals in ti mes of land red i tributi Il . 'uch claim 

ultimately leads to conflict between different people in the neighb urh d . III di pu te 

over such impol1ant resources as land and water afTect the li ve r several kill hi p gr up , 

the scope of the conflict extends beyond the individualls di rectly illv Iv d. 

Even under the harsh ecological conditions in which they currently li ve, the Afar n w seem 

increasingly inclined towards agricultu re as a means of sub i tence. They pr duce barciy, 

maize, sorghum and other cereals. Flood di version du ring the main ra iny a on (Karll/a) i 

used to grow crops. In this regard they benefit from rains that fa ll in the highl and and come 

as flo od to the their lowlands. Much of the fl ood is carried by Ab 'ala River Ilear the t wn, 

Mai Shugala River near Adiharemeli and Murga far north of the town. Ab'ala alld Murga 

Rivers dry up during the hottest months of the year, May and June (f/agai). Murga orlen 

dries up completely a bit earli er and pastorali sts in the area fi nd it Il ce ary to v ater their 

animals at Ab'ala River. Pressure on the latt er has induced confli ct a ind i idua l tart LO 

maximise their rights to water use. 
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Today, owing to ecological stress and the result ant vulnerabilit t dr ughl and f; min , 

livestock husbandry is greatly threatened in northern Afar though the p pi til l pr r 

livestock husbandry to cultivation. This is evident in thei r allocati n flab ur wher b adul t 

male labour is engaged more in activities related to livestock. It i thu on n the a e that 

Afar with agricultural plots invite Tigrayan peasants for sharecropping. The Tigrayan farmer 

prepares the land and ploughs it with his oxen and undertakes the owing. Iii Afar part n r 

may help in weeding and harvesting. The produce is then shared . The Tigrayan might take 

half or a fourth of the produce depending on his input. This cl ea rly reveal that til 

inclination towards agriculture and settled life among the northern Afar i dictated by 

external pressures rather than by a free choice of the people them clve . 

What is not in doubt, however, is that the Afar are losing confidence ill their trad iti nal 

pastoral production system, at least due to the significant decline in herd ize a a re ult of 

drought and epidemics. Their neighbouring highlanders also share thi s decline in live t ck 

holding. The following table shows the decline in average household livestock hiding of til e 

Afar and Tigray over a period of twenty years. 

Table 3: Comparative Average Livestock Holdings of the Ab 'ala Afar and their Tigra all 

Neighbours in 1977 and 1997 
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Animal Type Afar Tigray 

1977 1997 1977 1997 

Cattle 38 13 14 7 

Sheep 37 17 9 5 

Goats 125 53 22 10 

Camel 27 9 - -

Donkey 1 1 1 2 

Source: Dlres (1999) 

The Afar now prefer to engage more on goat husbandry becau e of their better ada I tability. 

Goats are also preferred because they can be easily converted into ca h and have high rate 

of reproduction. Nevertheless, goats require more attention to protect them fr m wild 

beasts and thieves. 

Under conditions of scarcity in pastoral resources and shortage of human ~ d upply, the 

Afar utilise varied strategies for resource management. They, for example, ell or laughter 

newly born (up to a week old) male kids and lambs (Bekel) in order to avoid competition 

over depleting fodder with adult livestock as well as over milk with humans. Thi is widely 

practised all over Afar region (Gebremariam 1991 cited in Dires, 1999: 48). Sub i tell e 

farming, small-scale trade and migration to other countries (Saudi Arabia and Djib uti in 

particular) are also prominent strategies to augment the ever-declining pa tora l e onom . 



Furthermore, the recent expansion of Ab'ala town ava)'led " r r n w pp rtUl1lt) I I 

and social provisions. A significant number of rural Afar have thu I1'l din t th t 11 

seeking wage employment (Getachew, 1997). But entry into the g rnm nt 111 pi 111 Ilt 

sector seems extremely difficult since most of the Afar in this regi n are illit rate. III th 

of the Ab'ala Afar, the movement of people into the town have had an impa t n th ir 

attitudes toward old value systems. This is mainly the result of the innuen e fr III the 11 11 -

Afar including Tigrayans living in Ab'ala town. I have seen two Afar people arguing ab ul 

some of their values and norms. One of them had the following to ay: " ur regi 11 i 

lagging behind others. Look at the highlands. They are in a far bett r po iti n than u . J\ 

long as this sentiment of 'clanship' exists, the problem is likely to per i t." Th ther 

responded by saying that the remark didn't come from the boltom f hi heart alld add d, " 

even though you say so, you will be the first to take revenge if I wa kill ed" 

It has been pointed out by observers that the decrease in the availability of grazing and 

water can also be the result of ill conceived development policies by g vernment (IL A, 

1981, Hjort, 1982; Baxter, 1990, Ali , 1997.) However, unlike the situati n in the sou thern 

part of the Afar region, particularly the Awash Valley, government intervention i not a big 

problem in this area as there are no large projects competing for land . But the Afar are 

unable to utilise the rangelands in the remoter parts of their territory becau e of the pre ence 

of local bandits (Egugul11o) who in effect restricted pastoral movement and induced 

sedentary life. 
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In addition, social services such as schools health d . , an vetennary ha aur I d 

people to the towns. In October 1999 Ab'ala t h . , OWIl as wltne d a n W d el pm nt 

which can push this urbanisation process further and affect cultural life, P cr UPII . 

3.3. Kinship and Marriage 

3.3.1. Clans and Clan Solidarity 

Among the Ab'ala Afar, decent and af11nal ties playa significant r Ie ill ial rganizali I I. 

Decent is traced patrilineally. Based on decent, a person belongs t a pal1icular clan (III ,fa) . 

Clan identity is imp0I1ant in social, economic and political tcrllls. lall mClllber arc 

expected to share resources and help each other on emergencies. The Afar have a ayill' 

related to this: "Sagage 'ri llama laka/masa" (Literally : a cow's tail is cquidi tallL fr III b Lh 

its legs. Meaning, Those belonging to the same group share and hare eq ually, b th Lh 

good and bad." 

Afar clans do not have specific individual territories. Accordingly there is no perfe L lllaLch 

between the clan and composition of settlements. Nevertheless, each settl emenL area 

identified with a major clan. Some of my informants in Shiket often mentioned their area f 

origin when I asked them about their clan identity. So, residents either b long t the allle 

clan or are affinal relatives. But in each settlement there are al 0 local group /nce 

movement into and out of these settlement areas is more or less free. The tendenc of 

individuals to align with clan members territorially seems to relate to their intere t in ha Il1g 

easy access to clan members to benefit from their social, economi c and politi ca l upp rt . 

Such support becomes practically difficult to claim when members f a kin hip gr up r a 
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particular clan are far apart . The current dispersl'on of i\ r d' ~ar 0 er I tant ar a ithill and 

outside Ethiopia in search for wage employment is thus con ider d b III n b'a la a 

setback to clan solidarity in many respects, including dispute settl ement. 

In Ab'ala there are several clans of which the dominant are Seka, Damohita, Dahimella and 

Hadarmo. Each clan is divided into several sub-clans (keddo) and lineages (Affa) . Ian arc 

represented by clan heads, who access leadership status based on their a Ie, trcngth ill 

decision-making and overall credibility in the society. Leadership p iti n are III time 

accessed through inheritance. Upon the death of a clan head, his son will b c II id red ~ r 

the position but if they lack the necessary quality of leadership, an cl ction may b 

arranged. Clan heads are entrusted with the responsibility of regul ating the behavi ur r 

clan members. They are also expected to mobilise clan member for on le p iti e pur uit , 

including co-operation in certain domestic activities and raising money for compen ati II . 

They make sure that every clan member is socially, economically and politically secure. As a 

result of this burden, it is not uncommon for people to reject proposals for heading a clan. 

This also signifies that loyalty to clan leaders should be maintained at all co t. The Afar 

express this through a proverb: "Essi Amoita Hamita Melfa Ke Daar Akak Maki Me arbo 

Aysuk Malayssa (A forest through which a river has ceased to run, and a clan even lightl 

unfaithful to its leader are both on the decline.) 

In terms of size, the Seka clan is largest. In fact it is said that Ab'ala Town i al 

Shiket because it is largely inhabited by members of the Seka clan. Member of t hi 

named 

Ian ar 

b 
. . . P I" II h wever the Damohi ta clan i d millall! and 

elleved to have religIOus power. . 0 Itlca y, 0 , 
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can be considered aristocratic. For these reasons the Damohila and 

significant roles in dispute settlement processes as ritual leaders. 

3.3.2. Marriage 

ka I n pi 

Marriage alliances are important among the Ab'ala Afar who pracli e b th 11(1 gam and 

exogamy. However, it is common that a man tends to marry in hi m th r' clan. The a t 

that the Afar often marry a relative from the same local community or the ame lerrit h 

an adaptive value. It makes it easier to get help when sub-clan member ar n arb . In lin 

with Islamic laws, polygany is practised. A man is normally entitled 10 have up I r ur 

wives. Due mainly to economic reasons, however, most Aller men tend to have one or t 

and rarely three marriage partners. 

Marriage among the Ab'ala takes several forms. The most common i 
. . 

u In marnage 

in which a man marries his father-sister's daughter (Absuma) . Upon dome tic quarrel and 

misunderstanding, the wife usually appeals to her husband 's father, i.e. her uncle in tead f 

the members of her clan. In the southern part of the Afar region fierce fi ghting Illay c ur 

when a woman marries other than her mother- brother's son. This, however doe not cur 

in Ab'ala. A woman is asked and begged to marry her mother-brother' n but i free t 

decide whom to marry 

Simonsen (1996:28), reported that in Wossama locality, which is found in the pre ent Ab'a la 

Wereda administration the Afar can marry their parallel cousins. Thi , 
n t 

h 
' . I 'tes One of my in~ rmanl ai d .. 11 

old true among the Ab'ala Alar 111 Illy researc 1 Sl . 
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though this [parallel cousin marriage] is not completely forbidden (hamll/ ) in religi u 

terms, our Ada [ custom] does not allow us to exercise it. " There i , f ur e an 

explanation for this. A person cannot marry his falher-brother 's daught cr becau e id all 

these children belong to one father. Father-brother may, upon the death of fathcr 111 y 

replace the biological father and marry the widow of his deceased brother. The ame appli 

for the mother-sister's children. In short, father- brother and the mother-si ter are p tenti al 

fathers and mothers . If we are to designate this by a kinship diagram, it will I k li ke the 

following: 
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Marriage Restricted by Afar Ada 

It is apparent that in Ab'ala, perhaps more than in the southern part of Afar R gion, pe pic 

adopt serorate and levirate marriage arrangements. A man is forced to marry hi s brother's 

widow. Similarly, A woman must replace her sister as a wife when the latter passes away. 

This practice is said to be for the sake of the children of the widow (Gl/blla) or that of the 

widowed (Ardiglu). In accordance with Islamic laws, for about four months and ten days 

after the death of her husband, a widow (Gubna) is expected to exhibit some self-punishing 

behaviours including avoiding luxUlY things such as delicious food, perfume and so on. 

Child betrothal is quite common among the Ab'ala Afar. But actual marriage takes place 

when the girl reaches the age of 15 or 16 years. The marriage procedure is generally as 

follows: The boy notifies his family about his prospective marriage partner. Then, hi family, 

notably his father, mother and father-brother ask the girl 's family . The girl 's father decides 

first. Then, he tells them to ask his brothers and her mother. When all agree to the marriage 

proposal, the boy's family arranges a betrothal (Errer) upon a payment of some money. In 

the past it was only 3 birr. Now the payment is 20 birr. This is an assura nce that the girl i 
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secured. Unless such an arrangement is made b I , ver a agreement al n i 11 t 11 id I d 

binding. 

As the wedding day (Digbi) approaches, the girl 's father again recei e a bride- It II 

(Alekum) of about 1000-2000 Birr in addition to son1e gl·fts ·n k' d t . I ' I In ocertall1 rea tl of tile 

prospective bride (e.g., the bride's father-brother receives a rifle) 1-1 b 'o . . 1e amount to e pal 111 

bride-wealth varies from family to family as it is ultimately decided, in neg tiati n , by the 

girl 's father. The paid money is partly spent on the purchase of ome fI od items and 

material for establishing Afar mat house (Senan Ari) for the new couple .. 

The wedding ceremony takes place in the house of the bride's fa mil y where fr iend and 

relatives enjoy their porridge. Upon marriage, residence is normally patrilocal and the c uple 

may stay there until the bride gives birth to a child. lf the husband wants to take hi wife he 

has to pay 30-50 Birr to her family. This money is actually used for buying butter (slI /)oll ) 

and wheat flour for the newly married couple. This is done on one market day (Thur day) . 

A few days later, the boy's father brings two camels, loads them witll tile butter ('yllb(JII ) 

wheat flour and mat (Senan) and takes the couple to the place where they will con tru t 

their own house. The wife's mother usually accompany the couple to help them construct 

their house and returns home after three days. When the wife gets pregnant, she i u uall y 

taken by the husband back to her family for delivery. The husband would then dismantle the 

mat house (senan Ari). After a period of up to four months foll owing deli very ometillle 

after a whole year, the couple return to their home which they would have to re-erect. The 

same procedure is commonly followed at the second and third pregnancies. Depending n 

h 
. . . f h I b d t s pport his wife economica ll and 

t e capacIty and willingness 0 t e 1US an 0 u 
iall a 
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wife may continue to deliver at her parents' home even aft th f: hi ' . er e lourt c ldd . In till r I rd 

the Ab'ala Afar incline to have as many children as possl'ble 0 . . r. . r . . ne JUstlllcatlon I' r thl that 

children are viewed as a strategy to diversify the sources of income for the parellt . 

Numerous children may engage in a variety of activities, such as trade, salt caravan , lab ur 

migration and herding thereby averting the consequences of a decline in inc me from any 

one particular activity. In the early years of marriage, however, the birth of many child ren 

may constitute a burden on the husband. One common solution is migration by the hu band 

to Saudi Arabia or Djibouti in which instance the wife and children move to live wi th the 

wife's parents. 

3.4. Social Status, Household Property Relations and the Role of Women 

In a typical Afar family, the father is the head of household. He is generally accepted a all 

authority figure and has the greatest share of rights over property and children. In fact, the 

father does not only have rights over his children but also over his grand children . Wh 11 a 

married son takes his wife to her parents following pregnancy, his son might prefer to tay 

with his grand parents. In such instances, even when the father disagrees, the gralld fat her 

will have the final decision and may allow the grand child to stay with him. 

The household head also decides on such matters as mobility and sale of livestock, although 

in the latter case he may consult beforehand with his wife. Nevertheless, the hu band ha the 

ultimate say. 
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have full membership rights. During divorce the woma . II d . , n IS a owe to take only that \J hi h 

she brought from her family. 

For disputes arising at the local community level, women are not allowed to participat In 

the negotiations (Mabla) and decision making process. The reason given for such exclu i n 

is that according to the Quran women were not created equally with men. But on the 

cultural ground, it seems evident that women are considered weaker than men, a they 

cannot retaliate for their dead. One of my informants related this with reference to a leg nd 

popular among the Afar of his locality, concerning the failure of 40 hungry w men to 

slaughter and eat the meat of a single cow given to them for free. 

According to the Afar gender division of labour, the husband undertakes the herding, 

milking and selling of animals (following discussion with his wife) . The wife, in contra'l, 

fetches water, grinds grains, and prepares food in the house. She also sells milk (/:.;/a) alld 

ropes (Ake/a). Children assume a prominent role in herding and related activities. 

3.5. Su mmary: Economy and Social Organisation of the Ab' ala Afar 

According to some writers, east Afhcan pastoralism has experienced a series of challenge 

over the past few decades. Based on data mainly from the southern Afar, many writers ha e 

also depicted that the Afar's economy has been declining from time to time. 

The Ab'ala Afar had a more conf0l1abie economic position in the past than the pre ent. 

. . t . lvation and from thei r 0": n pint f 
They evaluate nomadic pastoralIsm as supenor 0 eu 
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In principle, livestock of a household are owned individual I E I 'Id L • y. ven ell ren Ilave th Ir n 

livestock. When a child is born, he/she is given female goats or a camel to" e hi h r 

luck" . When the animal reproduces and survives hazards, the child is con idered lu kyo Thi 

provision of animals to a child often takes place on some social occasions a ociat d ith 

the new-born child, including the tying up of the baby's umbilical cord and circum i i n. 

Females often get fewer animals than males. First-born babies also have the advantage f 

getting more animals. In practice, however, livestock belong to the entire household. 

Simonsen (Ibid: 37) states that Afar women of the Wossama locality are giv n full 

membership rights and function on an equal basis with the men ill the local comlllunity. Thi 

does not seem to be the case for Afar women in Ab'ala. On the contrary, the lower statu of 

the latter is reflected in several social events. Right from the outset, boys and girl do II t 

receive equal number of goats upon birth. When the head of the family die , rnoreov r, 

daughters do not inherit property on an equal basis with sons. In accordance with Islalll ic 

rules of inheritance sons are entitled to twice the share of daughters. Should thc child rcll of , 

the deceased father be females only, the father's close agnatic kins (especially the fa ther' -

brother) will have a share in the inheritance. 

Another area in which the lower status of women is reflected is dispute settlement. The 

. . d r. Ie and a female are never given the same weight. J n fac t 
witness account game lrom a rna 

.. 't es in settling disputes In a similar 
two women are equated with a s1l1gle man as WI ness . 

. 'd to be half that of a man while male 
fashion, the blood price for a deceased woman IS sal 

r. . pensation is concerned. In fact, it i n t 
children are equally treated with adults as lar as com 

A r. d" rd children in important family di scus iOIl and the 
customary among the tuar to lSI ega 



view those years during which they relied on nomadic pastor'al's I b I I m lave en t Ie III t 

enjoyable in economic, social and political terms, 

Currently, demographic, ecological and environmental factors are increasingly having all 

adverse effect on Ab'ala Afar's mode oflife. As a result of such pressures, they ha e ll t 

been performing well in their pastoral production system. 

The Ab 'ala Afar are forced to undergo a series of changes in their land use sy telll to 

maintain survival. The shift has generally been from nomadic pastorali sm to semi- ed ntary 

life. Other means also had to be explored to diversify the sources of income. One of the e i 

wage labour migration. 

Generally, these changes in the economic subsistence have had an implicatioll to ther 

aspects of their social organization: 

_ Settling in permanent centers has facilitated urbanization along with the va lue y tem 

dictated by it. The Afar had to redefine principles guiding their social relationship both 

within their system and their neighbours 

. ' d I prnent of an individuali zed form of 
_ Increased involvement in cultivatIOn means a eve 0 

f . I t sion as a result of compet iti on 0 er 
land ownership and hence the emergence 0 SOCIa en 

resources. 



- Increased frequency of out-migration means weakening of the old pa toral alu 

kinship obligations. Clan integrity becomes highly challenged. 

- With increased urbanisation, traditional pattern of power and authority be am 

significantly challenged. For example, power of husbands over wives and eld er er 

juniors is disrupted. 



Chapter Four 

Disputes and Dispute settlement 

This chapter discusses the types and nature of conflict among Ab'ala Afar at b th the intra 

and inter-clan levels. It seeks to highlight different aspects and f c nni t 

including the institutions and people involved and the connict resolution 111 cha ni III 

adopted. 

4.1. Levels of Dispute Settlement 

Since the end of the Nineteenth Century, the Ethiopian State introduced numer us change 

into the Afar land. The increased state intervention culminated in the tran forlll ati n of many 

aspects of the traditional way of life in Ab'ala, including a change in the in tituti nal c lit e 

within which the legal system operated. At present, dispute settlement ill Ab'ala take pia 

at different levels depending on the nature of the dispute and the social characteri tic r the 

people involved. The institutions and persons involved in settling di sput at each lev I are 

indicated in Figure 1. 

Jntra-Clan Conllict 

At the first level of the overall legal system in Ab'ala, there are local group who r I e 

conflict informally through mediation. The informal mediators do not ha e a dire t 

connection with the modern governmental legal institutions. Their statu is ba ed n pr -

ial 
existing Afar customary laws and their resolutions are enforced through difTu e 

k I tt 0 Ie el . Intra- Ian and 
sanctions. This system of conflict resolution can ta e p ace a w . 

inter-clan conflicts. 



ega system III Ab'ala Figure 1. The structure of the overall)) . 

Formal 

Local 

THE MODERN COURT 

LOCAL FORMAL AGENCIES 

The Sharia Court 

INTERMEDIARY AGENCIES 
The Police 

LOCAL INFORMAL MEDIATION 
Kinship and Residence Group 

The council of clan elders 

At the intra-clan level, disputes may arise between individuals in the neighbourhood or 

between persons related through kinship and marriage. When a di spute ureaks out in a 

settlement , the relatives, neighbours and friends of the disputant s are lik I to be pr mptly 

conscious of the case. Whether invited or not, the latter intervene. They try to cool down 

emotions, ask about the source of the dispute and suggest some rel11edi e . At times, these 

informal mediators act on the basis of prior social obligations. For instance people ho 

played an active role in marriage arrangements feel a sense of respon ibililY 10 re 1 c 

problems arising between the partners whose marriage they arranged. 



, uncommon III Ab'ala t III II indi idual ill Furthermore, upon inception of conflict it is not . ' 

ven a I Ity to landle dl pute the neighbourhood who are believed to have pro b'l ' t ' em inti and 

impartially, Such individuals are generally reputed to have a good deal f acceptan e ~ r 

, , (lere are t lree per n their good character. At Adi Haremeli for example tL I 

accepted by the community as authorities in dispute settlement in the ncighb urll I c, 

ar 

Local elders are also called upon to act as mediators, Among the Ab'ala Afar, cld r ar 

highly respected, considered the basis of community life and their views and pracli c ar 

regarded instrumental in the continuity of Afar custom (Ada) from one gen rati n t th 

next. 

Inter-Clan Conflict 

The second form of dispute settlement within the local informal category c ncern nn i 1 

involving members of two or more settlement areas belonging to different clan , In u h 

inter-clan conflict, a council consisting of the respective clan head (Mekaball I) f the 

disputants and their representative as well as a group of judges (Mekabol/ ) i imlllediat I 

formed to look into the case and find a solution for it. In matters whi ch are ery si lll plc, 

clan heads of the plaintitf and defendant may on their own initiate and execute the ettl clll nl 

process, In serious disputes involving homicide, stealing of camel and heavy ph ical illju 

however, the council of elders has to convene in order to thoroughly in e tigate the mall r 

before settlement can be reached, Disputes involving camel in parti ul ar ar ne r 

considered simple not only because camel is economically important but al b 
u e it ha 



a sl
'gnificant social value. This charact . t' . ensa Ion IS integral to th . . e ongll1 n In r 

was at an empt y. cosmology. Afar believe that at the outset the earth f1 d 

I' fine . 1en It wa cam I, hi h part of the flat land began to swell and mountains were co ' d "[I . 

Ie lar lave a a II1g: . IIi came to the face of the earth. It is in this conl'lectl'011 tl'lat tl' A C I . 

laclflg a mountall1 I al a Del 'uu Galiab Del'lIli (handling matters related to camel al1d (', . . . 

never simple). 

The Police Force 

The next level in the overall legal system in the study area is the police force. Thi i part r 

the fo rmal modern state institutions even though it acts locally. Jt can be labell d a an 

intermediary agent whose prime task is to channel dispute cases LO appr prial hi 1\1 r 

agency in the formal legal structure. 

The Sharia Courts 

At the third level, we find a system that is run by local persons but nevertllele part and 

parcel of the formal legal machinery. This is the Sharia court whose tentacles extend up t 

the kebele (settlement) level. Marital disputes that could not be resolved by informal m t 

are often referred to the Sharia courts where the disputants face a statement of erdict gi n 

by the religious judges (Qadi). This structure has some links to the government court at th 

woreda level. Its decisions are approved and implemented by the other ~ rmal legal and 

administrative bodies at the higher level. But the sharia court work independentl r til 

modern court and does not look into cases being handled by the latt r. 
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The Modern Court 

Lastly, the fourth level relates to the formal state judiciary system that Illa b lev d a 

external to the community with regard to both its principles and pro edure ) iz.. til 

modern court established at woreda level. This court hand les both civil and riminal 

The parties to a court case are typically unrelated through kinship or marriag ) th ugh in 

recent years disputes among kinsmen showed some increase. 

Except in cases of grave physical injury, local disputants who bring thcir ca c I til 

modern court are advised to settle their difTerences through in forllla l Illcan . Tili 

particularly true in cases where the disputants are related by kinship and marria) . ;\ 

explained earlier, members of a settlement in Ab'ala are often related Ihr ugll cith r d s nt 

or affinity. In effect the modern court encourages related disputant to re Ive their a e 

outside the formal state system. 

Until recently, it was uncommon to bring marital disputes to the Wored I urt. cr til 

last two years, however, they reached 18 cases. Most of these ca es rclal d to lai m 11 

family propelty upon divorce. 

Table 4: Dispute Cases Handled by the Ab'ala Court in the Last ix Years 

Types of Years 

Dispute 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 19 9 

Land 6 3 9 3 32 8 

Property 14 13 26 26 46 7 

- 15 
Marital -- -

Source: Ab'ala Woreda Court 
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ween tIm rn IIIOPuU un At the inter-clan level, there seems to be very weak 11'11ks bet . I- d . 1 

and the indigenous council of conflict resolution. Generally, the counci l make n app al I 

the court. Rarely, individual disputants may, on their own accord , take Ih ir a 

court. However, they are usually told by the court oflicials (aim t t Ih pint f I IIlg 

them) to go to their respective clan heads in order to allow intervention by Ihc illdig II u 

council. It has now become an established fact in Ab'ala that this is the only luti n a far 

as inter-clan disputes are concerned. Past experience shows that the Illodern ourt i II I 

effective in handling such disputes; and resolutions made at thi s level ha e g IIcra ll fail d 10 

bring long lasting peace to the community. In this connection 
( 1 72 : 20) ha ' 

reported that, in general, government involvement in inter-clan connict wa 
nflncd I 

returning raided animals from other groups and bringing murderer to ju Ii e wh n the 

victims are non-Afar. Beyond such government involvement, the Afar were quite fr c t 

settle their internal affairs without much government intervention. 

Only in incidents inducing chaos and feud would the government adrnini trati ve and military 

organs intervene to prevent further escalation of connict and avoid de truction to pro pert 

and human lives. Once relative peace is restored, however, the government p Ii e and 

military units hand over the case to the council and prepare the neces ary gr und ~ r 

settlement of the dispute according to customary law(Mad'aa). 
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4.2. Afar Customary Law (N[ac/'aa) 

Afar elders strongly emphasise that all Mar are governed by the ame Ada irr 

their clan membership, area of residence or changes in national p litic . Thi, r ur , ma 

be a reflection of the new Afar ethnic identity formation, or is probably meant t indi a l 

that differences in clan identity and residential features within the Afar are n In ' r 

important. Indeed, the new federal system of administration in Ethiopia ha I CII t hni it a 

new impetus as a result of which the Afar now see themselves as a nati nal gr up . 

The Ab'ala Afar believe that all disputes within their ethnic gr up h uld bc CIt! d 

peacefully and according to the long standing customary laws (Mad'aa). Mad'aa r 

specified guidelines and rules on how to handle dispute cases. Thi i a t.racliti n ~ II w cI 

from the time of Hamadu Sirat, whom informants identified as their api al an e t r ancl thc 

father of all Afar. 

Once a dispute case is in the hands of elders, there can be very little r 111 ~ r an incli idual 

to further his interests by force. This seems to be the norm no matter h wing it tak th 

elders to process the dispute and reach a settlement. I n this regard the m clem I gal 

principle that 'justice delayed is justice denied' does not hold true among the Afar. 
n 

saw a group of elders gathered behind the small houses near Ab ala market. All Id 111 n 

explained the reason for the gathering by stating that it was just an epi de in a fi - ar Id 

II d T ru 
inter-clan dispute processing drama. That particular conflict occurred in a pia e 

where members of the Damohita and Hadarmo clans clashed 0 er t rrit rial ri Iht . 



In hearing a dispute case, no one is allowed to show contempt t ' kob 11 

Failure to have patience and tolerance will lead to an immediate finc. Th Ie: r ha a 

. lie rr, lIa ya ' / r 1/1 proverb to denounce such a disrespectful act· "Anlo At'a'ba YOI A III ' A " k 

manani'yo Enta t-yall (All trouble comes from the tongue. "If the t ngue a nt in 111 " , 

the head said, " I would not have been cut off'. It is required that procceding tak pi 

good order with persons talking only when asked to. In an informal III t ca e h 

III 

r, 

such regulations are not strictly observed. In fact, the plaintiff may ofien bc interrupt and 

opposed by the defendant, particularly when the fonner is sufficiently al ticu latc cllough t 

capture the attention of the mediators. 

Offence against another member of the Afar community is u ually resolvcd up 11 til 

payment of a certain compensation both in livestock and cash. Ln thi regard, an ntir Ian 

or sub-clan is said to be responsible for a crime committed by ne r llIe f it member . 

The money and livestock to be paid in compensation is thus u ually contributed b lall 

members regardless of their place of residence. 

According to Afar customary law, the amount of cornpensalion depend on the t p r thc 

offence and its context . In case of a minor wound, there are special teps t 

reconciliation can be achieved through the involvement of clan lead r . A und i 

considered minor by a traditional healer if the bones are not expo ed. In u h a ca e th 

d dt ' rder t " a h hi bl d. ' 
person who caused the injury has to give the woun e a goa In 

Then after a day or two he again takes another to "heal the wound '. Thi pa ment i call d 

Maldino . Finally, there will be a compensation payment (Monu 0 rangi ng fr 111 I Birr t 
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a camel depending on the seriousness of the injury. 

The fine and compensation payment related to bodily injury depend on whi h part r til 

body was harmed. In finger injuries, for example, the Afar consider a damage cau d t til 

little finger, pointing finger, and ring finger as serious. This is because the fir t i r d 

the most peaceful, the second viewed as important for indicating locati n , and til tllird 

regarded essential for marriage. The front and back parts of the body are al 

the same value. For example, a damage caused to the forehead is c n idcrcd gra c b au 

it is easily exposed to onlookers whereby the victim may be liable to c n tant hUlllili ati II. 

The laws regarding compensation payment are elaborate and detailed . irtually e cry 

offence has a corresponding compensation payment. Even nail inju ry ha its pc ifi d 

compensation. An exhaustive list of all the provisions of Afar customary law 

compensation is virtually untenable. Table 4 presents only a few of th e PI' vi in . 

Table 5: Compensation Payments in an Inter-clan Oispute Ctll CIIICllt 

No Type of olIence 
PClYlllcnt Rcmark 

i 
100 camels 50 caillel whclI Lh 

victilll is fCIII::ti C 
Murder 40 oat if iuju i b 

2 
injury inflicted on body with kni fc 

30 goats + 30 Birr perpclldi ul ar picrcill ' 

(not leading to loss of organs or parts) 
of bod 

p:Jid ~ r Lhc 3 

3 Loss of a whole finger 
3x3 - 9 call1cis M rc i 

fin ger dc ribcd a c 

(each finger is dividcd into 3 
compartments) 4x 10 40 goats or all Thc number r t Lh 

4 
Biting (e.g. With 4 teeth marks traced on 

equivalent prcgll :J nt ma rk ~ und mattc a 

camel lot. 

the body) 2 cows or 40 goats 
5 Rape 3 goaLS + 4.5 Birr 
6 Stealing of a goa t 90 goats + 2 camels 

+ 10 go;l\ s ifplundcr 

7 Stealing of a camel 3 cows + 3 goalS or 15 
8 Stealing of a cowl ox goats + 45 Birr 

Source: Afar elders in Ab'ala 
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Ion payments are fix ed b In principle, the Afar claim that all compensat' ma la\ In 

. xamp e, accor IIl g t th la th pa 111 Il t practice, however, payments are negotiable For e I d' 

for murder is 100 heads of camel; but following bargaining less than 50 may be pa id . 

Furthermore, Afar customary laws are said to be dynamic. They not only und rg III 

changes over time, but also vary from place to place. The Afar claim that pa III nl ha 

shown significant decline over time and cash is gradually replacing c mpen ati n in kind 

(mainly livestock). In addition, in areas where nomadic life is still pre rv tI , pa III nl (I I 

believed to be much higher. 

4.3. Dispute Processing 

4.3.1. The Judicial Procedure 

I have indicated earlier that indigenous ways of settling disputes are guided by p ill rul . 

and procedures. In an inter-clan context, the procedures to follow are claim d to be w \I 

established. An example of how inter-clan disputes are settled at the c mmunity I I i 

given below: 

In cases of inter-clan homicide, the judges (Mekaboll) summon the leader of the n em d 

clans as soon as the identities of both the murderer and the decea ed are id ntill d. The 

judges (Mekaboll) are often drawn from clans other than th e in 01 ed in the nni t. 

Traditionally, the Mekabolls are composed of leaders of the Dam hita and ka Ian . 

the meeting is convened, a cow or camel is sacrificed . This i sa id t be an imp rtan t 1 p 

and a pre-condition for the commencement of the actual di pute 
ttl m nt r 
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Afar claim that the victim would not be buried before tl'lat sa . r. . . I: Cflll Clllg an animal , j wu II 

Once sacrifice and burial are carried out, further investigation proceed . Th fin I rdi t 

depends on the nature of the murder, i.e. how the incident took place th t p f ap n 

used, and whether or not it was intentional. A period of fo rty day (Morot ' lII ) i Ji n t 

final ise investigation of the murder case. In the mean time, clan and fam ily memb r f til 

deceased remain under oath that they will not attempt to retaliate. Afl r the foruf'l JI 

period is over, people gather for the final judgement, which alway take pia e ac rdi ll I t 

pre-existing rules. The family of the victim is asked whether it seck capital puni hill Ilt t 

be meted on the murderer. Its response is usually negative so that the c tll t11uni ty w uld Il 

be divided in blood feud . Therefore there is always a tendency for in tituti Ilal fi rgivcnc 

Once the offender is forgiven, a specified time is fixed for the tran fer f c rnpen ati n r 

blood money. The blood money is contributed by affiuent clall memb r . When the lime 

comes, about 40 heads of camel are given to the family and clan member f tile decca d. It. 

is important that all livestock be healthy and in good condition. Di agrecm nt er the 

condition of animals is believed to lead to fu rther complication of the c nni ct a ffering 

unhealthy animals is considered a gesture of contempt. The clan lead r f the de ea ed 

receives one camel (Loina/all) . 

The final procedure in the achievement of reconciliation invol ve slaughtering a heep in the 

presence of the judges (mekabolls) who, as stated earlier, are comp ed f Id r fr m th 

d 
. s fr m th uaral1 Fatiha 

Damohita and Seka clans. The Damohita el ers recite ver e 

I S k Iders i e th ir bl 111 ~ . 
signify the conclusion of reconciliation, whereas t le e L1 e 
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This final sacrifice (Sola) usually takes place along trodden road til t pa 111 

draw lessons in forgiveness and thereby contribute to the persistence f the tradi ti n. Th 

animal is roasted on fire lit on a collection of black stones, which are 11 t upp d t b 

removed from the area for years after the ritual. Plate 7 is a photograph at the itc 

such occasion, at Adiharemeli. The site is near a government cI In ntal hi h 

according to informants, was chosen so that the school children may learn thc Afar tradi ti II 

of fo rgiveness (Afu) in addition to the formal education they attend . 

Virtually all cases of inter-ethnic homicide end up in reconciliation. In OInC ca , r lali 

of victim may decline to offer forgiveness at the inception of pr ccdurc , re fu e m diat i II 

and threaten to take revenge. Upon such intransigence, some mcmber of the l1lurd r 1" 

clan ki ller may go and assemble at the house of the leader of victim' clan (Loill 1, which 

literally means sheep herd) to exercise further begging (Dubarli) . The clan lead r w ul e! 

then normally seek to exet1 pressure to influence the person(s) threatening to take r en le. 

A person who resorts to retaliation in spite of all these cultural pr cedur i d m d t 

denial of clan membership and recognition. He would be an outca ·t. Thi 
tra i ati n i 

reflected in many social and economic activities. 

In rare instances some murder cases may obstinately lead to r pri al killing and I e , 

agnates of the murderer may come under attack. The potential victim 
f relaliati n ma 

extend up to the 7 generations in the genealogical order. In principle onl a fe memb r 
f 

the patrilin~age should be affected but, in practice, the clan leader 

high respect and prestige in the clan may also be targeted. 
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Sometimes women entice men to retaliate. For instance h b ., , a man w e r Ih r dl d 111 a fl ghl 

may decide not to take revenge. Nevertheless, he may have to feel a 111 ra l bli 1 Ii 11 t 

retal iate under pressure from his sister in-law. A widows often Ie 

making such remarks as "That's all right. .. fine, they killed my hu band be au th kn 

that I am a woman and helpless" . 

It is a conspicuous feature in proceedings that the disputing parties !lever bl w up til Ir 

cases by telling details to everybody. They are rather expected to have a rca nablc d II 

of confidentiality. On the other hand, although private consultation am 11 I he jud,e are 

usually carried out before a final decision on the case is reached, the initial inve ti lali narc 

conducted openly in the presence of all persons wishing to attend. ven clan mcmber n I 

directly affected by the conflict can participate in the thorough eli cu i II and har 

opinion. 

4.3.2. The Pattern of Dispute Settlement in Moots 

Disputes arising between neighbours and marital partners are normally addre d within th 

local community. It is uncommon in such cases to make an appeal to an external auth rit at 

the inception of a dispute except in cel1ain exceptional instance . Mall facl r 

contribute to that effect. Firstly, the local people view the court P r onncl a 

the people and their culture. Secondly, considerable distances l11a be ill I 
d in r Il illg 

the Woreda Court at Shiket, and added difficulties may be incurred I bring the d ~ ncl nt 

before the judge. Thirdly, resort to court is also often declined b au 
III d rn urt 

63 



exercises force and authority to enforce justice. According to Ab'ala Afar thi ~ tur 

modern courts does not take into account the complex kinship and n ighb uri r lali n 

existing in the local community. Though court verdict may alleviate inju ti e inOi L d Jl a 

person, the Afar contend that concern and anxiety over future peace among mJl1ullil 

members may persist when disputes are settled by court interventi n. The ar in fIi L 

discouraged by socio-cultural considerations to resort to courts. 

Within their respective settlements, the Ab'ala Afar ollen discuss is ucs f 

community on different occasions. Discussion may take place betwe II individual or ill a 

group. The Afar have an elaborate system of information exchange called I a 171 thaL 

promote such discussion. Through Dagu people exchange news ab ut the Jrazill J area 

water points and community social affairs. It may take place anywhere: aL Illa rket ·, ill 

wedding and mourning ceremonies, or wherever persons meet. Invariably, new of r ent 

disputes are exchanged through Dagu. 

Disputes among Ab'ala Afar are formally brought into the public arella when a gr up of 

people assemble in Mabla. Mabla has features of moots, but the Lerm i I eI u d L 

refer to a meeting held to solve a particular problem or discus a particular i ue of public 

concern. In marital disputes, a neutral individual linked to the di putant in ol11e wa 

selected to act as an arbitrator. In most cases both parties submit to the deci i n made 

arbitrator. 
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In di sputes ansmg between neighbours from the same clan tlte Ian I d r pi 11 

s. s soon a t 1 important role in the mediation and arbitration proeesse A I ut 

one of the principal disputants or a close and concerned neighbour h h ard th n \i 

would inform the clan leader in order to allow the convention of a Mab/o. In u h a m 

the principal disputants bring their supporters to confront their oppon Ilt and di u 

matter of contention. The assembly may be held at any suitable place e eluding tha t 

by either of the contestants or their supporters. Sometimes one or b lit of th di putalll 

may be represented in the proceedings by close relatives. 

In Mablo, the disputants along with their supporters would typica lly it d W il n PI' it 

sides with the arbitrator(s) in the middle. At the beginning, the arbil ra l r p n the 111 

with a few words of disappointment and requests the parties to peak n thing but th tru th 

and to think in terms of reaching a settlement. The parties are then all \i d t make a bri r 

speech on turn, the plaintiff being the first to speak. A speech from the principa l di pu lall l 

is almost always followed by a question or two at intervals by the judg . With the un ~ Iding 

of the proceedings, however, the parties may become emotional and tart t in terrupt ( h 

other as the discussion becomes heated. Two or more person rna peak irnul tan 

and the judges may at times find it dimcult to follow the diseu in . T ard til nd , th 

mediators forward a proposed solution. The principal di pulant and th ir upp rt r 

withdraw a short distance from the assembly to consider whether 
pt lh 

proposal. When both parties agree to the proposed solution the rn 

Otherwise the statement of arbitration is taken as an opti n. In ~ rrn nt Ie im d th t 
, 

t \i ill nd th r 

disputants often submit to the decision of arbitrators. Ho\! e er the al 
n t d th t th e I 
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always a chance of rejecting the decision a d t k' n a II1g the ca e to oth r eli pu t 

Such chance is said to be ridden with unease d . I an partlcu arly uncom~ nabl In 

the disputants are related through kinship or marriage. 

4.4. Some Dispute cases in Ab'ala 

4.4.1. Family Disputes 

Most family disputes involve marriage partners. They onen c ncern adult 

and social neglect especially by husbands. Disputes also occur a a re ult r 

over domestic authority between the spouses. 

Case 1: A marital dispute: A Woman appeals for Divorce 

Date: 15 September 1999 

Place: Ab'ala 

Disputants: 1. Husband : Aydahis Mohammod (Age, 38) 
2. Wife: Fatima Ahmed (age 32) 

Judge: Sheikh Abdella Muhammo (Age, 69) 

ttl m nt 

r 

Illp titi II 

Aydahis lives at Adi-haremeli and has two wives, one at Aeli-harcilleli and the th r 

in Shiket. The latter, Fatima Ahmed, was married in 1989. he b rc hill1 t\ 

and 8 years). Relations between Fatima and Aydahis strained over tim , and Fatima 

finally sued him for divorce. She made an appeal to a notable old man at hiket \ h 

has good relations with the family and is known for hi su cc fu l I1lcdiati n. 

Following is a full text of the moot, which was convened at the old p r 

Judge: Is it true that you want a divorce? I just couldn't imagine tllat? 

Fatima: I thought we would be togethcr fore ver. But no\ I don't like \\hat I 
Since he doesn't want me I don't want to trouble him an longer. 

Judge: It is you who is filing the charges . You see, 111 daughter I u ha e II 

with him for quite a long time nOW. Bes ides, ou ha e t\ n t g th r. An rail 

that why is that you want a divorce? 
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Fatima: It is enough, I cannot tolerate him any 1110re I Id ' I 
d 

. . . . wou n t 1 V d r 
aban on my children like tillS. Even a chicken would.' 't d II (\ . ' n 0 lat Cp lll ' 

Judge (nodding his head) : Tell me everything, there is no need t 
do cry? 

111 lh ' \\ 

Hus~and : (interrupting) what more docs she have to say? She ha 
Allltes ... (Getting Furious) 

< id en u 'h Ii . 

Fati~la : I want a divorce. He never cares for me. He never did . lie d n'l n id r 
me 1.lke his Wife but hke a housemaid. How would he consider me , ill the pr 
of his real wives with whom he spend much of his time? He ju I c me I me afler a 
long time. There were times when he came home after a week or tw 

Judge: That won't help us for the moment! 

Wife: (Weeping) I don't really know what to do. Had he con idercd me like Ih r , 

he wouldn't have bought that dilty, old e10th for me. He br ught it I. t, cck an r a 

long time of disappearance just to deceive me. (As an excu e) .. ... 

Husband: (interrupting and addressing her) That's a lie .. . That" a lie. Y u liar. 
Bring the cloth now .... Yes, bring it and show it to our father. Th:'\l ' ill Ie Ii 

is right and wrong. 

Judge: (interrupting the husband impatiently) Enough ... en ugh. Let her fi li i h fir l. 

You will speak later. 

Wife: As if that was not enough! He brought onc of his lad ie t III hu e alld I Id 
me she was his relative. (Addressing her husband) You brought her to get rid f 111 ' . 

Wasn't that all what you needed. 
Husband: (Rising from his seat and waving his hands): Thi i all ther e id II e f 
your cruelty. As a guest, you should have treated her well ! 

Wife: (interrupting) let your beloved wives treat her well ! 

Husband : In fact , I should have been the one to fi le charge agai ll t I U . It \Va 
foolish of me to keep everything in my stomach. When I come h me th 're i hard l 
anything to eat and whenever I ask why you never fall short of ex u e . 

Wife: (interrupting and shouting): How could I feed ou i ~ ou pend all I ur III 11 

elsewhere. I cannot possibly bring the food items for a mile. 

Judge: Calm down ... ca lm down, daughter. Thi i. 11 ~ I cculiar I 

all the time and everywhere. Look how Abdu and IllS.' Ife t ~rn 
after all that quarrel and chaos . Say yes to me! A dl orce I II I a 

also of your children .... 

Wife (Weeping): He doesn't care for them 311 
\Va . 
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Husband: Look, watch this woman. She has be 11 ad i illg th kid 
father. What kll1d of a wife IS she? For Allah s sJke i th i \ h t h IV 

do as a wife? Who else have done this in our neighb urh ? 

t h t th ' lr 
up 

Judg~ : That's enough .. . That's enough! Now I t us C rget th p, I. th 
spe~lI1g the same language. It is good that you both like ur hut It I11 C:l11 Lhe 
fanuly]. That means no body wants divorce. Very good! I h p u b th r I t l1le 
and won't therefore let me down . Aydahis, my son! 

Husband : Yes father! 

Judge: You see, your wife is correct in needing you at home. Y u are the L ther r 
her children and should be at home every other day. I it p ib lc ft r a hut t t. lid 
without a pole? 

Husband: No! How come! 

Judge: Very good. Likewise, a family without the mall \ II t stand. 

Judge: (turning to wife) Look, my dJughter, I 3 m urgillg u t dr p th i ft r Al lah' 
sake. He will eompensate for whJt he has done beft re. 
[There was a moment of silence as if every one wa I 5t in hi Iher \ II til u 1111 .J 

Judge: Aydahis! 

Husband: Yes! 

Judge: Don' t enter that house without buying a cloth ft r your \ ire. 

Aydahis: As you said. 

With Aydahis positive response laughter froll1 tile audiencc foil wed, and II Ia t r 

the group started to discuss other things. It was rather surp ri ing tllJt the hu ba lld 

and wife occasionally addressed and responded to each other in the ur r the e 

F II ft ffi ceren1 n th J'udge rrercd hi 
subsequent discussions . ina y, a er a coee 

blessings to the couple. 

Case 2: A Divorce was Granted to A WOlllan 

Place : Ab'ala Town. 
Date: Nov, 1999. 
Disputants: 1. Awliato Abrahim, age 42 

2. Duda Esmael, age 32 
Judge: Dawd Dahrissa Age 47 
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Awliato and Duda lived in a place called Megalle ~ar s U f Ab I b r U 1 a • 11 re 111 III 

to Ab'ala town eight years ago. Awliato, the hu band 

movement to the town was due to "security reasons . Th 

l1\end th. [ th Ir 

uple \\11. 111. 11 

butchery house in the town. They had four children, three of \ h 111 died \ c:: 1'1 :l ' 

when they were still at Megalle. The oldest, a daughter II e:lr Id , Ii e \\ illl 

them. Two sisters of the wife, Duda, also live in the to. n. 

At Megalle domestic quarrels between the couple were less pre alent. A th me 

to Ab'ala, however, their relations started to become strained. eri u qU:Hrel 

erupted at home one evening and concerned neighbour asked ne re pc led per 11 

Dawd Dahrissa, to intervene. A moot was arranged in the hu e f an III r 

respectable man in the neighbourhood. Dawd started the pr ceding' b a kin " ill 

tu rn, the wife and husband about the cause of the quarrel. The fI II 

text of the proceedings: 

Dawd Dahrissa: Bad news spread easily but good news don't. I am ure c cn tile 

highlanders knew about it. (laughter) 

Awliato: Especially when wives begin to revolt against their hu b. nd . It" n t II 'r 
fault. Her relatives are behind all this . She has been advi ed to d 
Zeineb Esmael (Duda's sister): If you don ' t respect her a a \ irc til n lea e lIer. 

Dawd: wait! wait! let Duda speak for herself. I thought Oll came t II I ur b t t 

reconcile them. Let's us not add fuel to the fire . 

Zeineb: Reconcile! That's impossible. She won't accept this if he i ane. 

Duda: I want a divorce now. Ifnot, I will go to the court. 
(There was murmuring in the room for a while) 

Awliato: Do you have to ask for a di vorce just becau e .1 pr nted I u fr III 

fetching firewood? I am your husband and I am u1e father. It 1 \l1 J b 1 d ide h w 

things should be done under my roof. 

Duda: Who said so? I am also the wife and the mother! If u d n't all W 111 t 
C I If D 't you al 0 r m mb r \ h t . u ha 

fetch firewood then go and fetc 1 yourse . on 
I tl . g need n t b d n b I Ill ' I r. 

been saying to me when I told you t1at every lin 

Awliato: But I overlooked whatever you said to me. e 
l a 
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you to set free the little camel to feed itself Yo r d 11 
h I d

· . u relUse . Ie th r da u hi t 111 

daug ter Jar Just because she dropped a cup of milk WI I ked . . . . I n a y u \\ h " 1I 
said It was none of my busll1ess . Of course it \"as alld . . .. " " IS 111 r p n Ib illt I t ha 
control over what happens 111 this house. 

Duda: She is my daughter too. Yes, why don't you tell them the \ h Ie t 
also you~ responsibility to insult me when I asked permission t g ut t 

firewood ? 1 have to go to the court so that they prove v hether I am a pr lillil 
not. I am not your slave, and shouldn't be hit until my face is co red \ iLb brui 

(The verbal confrontation continued for some hours but the theme of the di pli lC 
never changed. Finally, the judge made a remark) . 

Dawd: We have heard enough of your complaints from each ther. It i n I 
surprising for a woman to ask a divorce if she is not considered a hum:lI\ being. I d 
not have to tell you that it isn't good to mistreat your own \ ife. I mean he 1Iid 
have bcen hurt. This would have meant remorse for you and for u al ike. II W 1Iid 
have been better if you two worked for peace in your household . I f he in i t , ma 
be Abdella (the Woreda Qadi) will help, but we are here to help if the a c i 

retumed to us. 

Two of the neighbours urged Duda to drop her appeal f, r div rce b maki n 

conmlents such as "had your daughter grown up, it would have bccn ea f, r 

divorce. Poor Hawa what is to become of her. At least wai t lInt il he be l11e 

independent". The judge however didn 't seem to support th i em rt and in i ted n 

referring the case to the Qadi (religious judge) . So, the case v a rep rtl:d t thl: 

Sharia Court. But the Sheria court stated that it would have bccn cas t de ide Il 

the matter according to the rules but didn 't want the marriage to end and a ked At 

Dawd (the local mediator) to give it another try. Duda reluctantl a ceptcd their 

request but was apparently sympathetic to the wish of the \ ife to hJ e di or e. lie 

in effect exerted little effort towards reconciliation and finall granted the \ i fe the 

divorce she sought. 

Though the decision of the mediator was accepted as just and ba ed n th 
a lS f 

the case some informants indicated that the mediator could hJ e b n inO u need b I , 
.' b' . d t (lave good rca on ~ r puni hillg the 

other considerations . The ar Itrator seel11e 0 

defendant by using the law as a cover. The story goes as follo\ s: 

Dawd is the son of a prominent Illan who had served as leader f th Hadann 
1I -
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clan of Damohita. When the father died a dccad 0 d e ago, 3W W 

father as leader. However some clan members demallded that tl\' tll r p r 

be considered for the office. Awliato was one of the o · n . I I n millee . 1 ug 1 1 P r 

showed little interest in becoming leader, his supporters wcre ablc t p r uad th r 

to choose Awliato. Though Dawd eventually as umed offie he i laim t Ila 

been disappointed with the whole affair. Many belie e that Oawd alw:1 Ic\\'cd 

Awliato as an enemy though relations bctween the two were lie er 111 t :1 lncd. 

They thus contended that the latent feeling of hatred which explain tile relll tan b 

Dawd to pursue cfforts to reconcile thc couple. Thcir vic\ i Ikll Ill ' di pu tc 

settlemcnt forum availed to Dawd an opportunity to u e the n nn and J lu 

decide against his political cncmy. 

4.4.2. Intra-clan Disputes 

According to informants, conflicts in general and intra-clan c nOi t in part i ular w rc I 

common when the Afar were exercising their traditional pa t ral III d f pr du ti II . At 

present, however, conflicts and confrontations have become more fr quent. 

occur, intra-clan disputes often relate to land, flood water right and di h ha 1 ur, 

especially regarding debt payments. The following case show the main t p r di I ut that 

have become dominant as the Afar shifted from pastora li sm to culti ati II . 

Case 1: "Stealing of land" 

Place: Adi-Haremeli 
Date: February, 1976 . 
Disputants: 1. Hassen Gabdegis, 34 represented by IllS elder br til r Ii , 

2. Haji Mohammed Gogolo, age 42 

Following the Land Proclamatioll of 1975 , land in A~'a la a. in til r p3 r 
Ethiopia, was allocated to fanners. The disputants reCCl cd adp lit pi lS. r land 

. b d I 1976 HaJ'i Mohammed \ a cle ted t b h3Jnnan r 
With a conUllon oun aey. n , . II I r 
the Kebele. By virtue of his position, he sought to acquire III r land and a g 
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expanded his plot by including part of Ha 
brother, Ali, of the incident. Ali was off! dssdelbl s farm . Ha n 111 I 'r 
H .. M I en e the act and CII 
. aJI 0 lammed. He made the appeal to Shcik I . 
111 the area at that time. Haji Mohamm d brahlll1, a rcn " I 
began. Ali insisted that the situation bc ere:~;: sun~l1.lOncd .~nd ~h III 1\\ I1t pr 
any part of Hassen's plot Aft . cd \\ IlIlc 113J I claim hc h d 11 t I, kcn 

.' er some negotiation , Ali \ a ked t dr ) hi r ' 
and take another plot III compensation AI' cd I IUC t 
condition that that the new plot twicc thc' I afgrci t~ . ac pI Ih ~ II I ' Ill nl c area 0 tiC nglll I pi l. 1 h hi' ccd 
to arrange lor that request, but Ali quickly add d I .. I db ' c an t Icr ndlll 1\ \\her I lhe I1 ' W 

an was 1 to e.cleared by hiS opponent. The shcik decided lhat I bji M h:II\\I11 
to pay 00 Blfr to cover the cost of labour Inili all AI ' d 

d
- . . . . 1 . . , I rc u C I c ' pI th ' 
eCISlon statlllg t lat It even had cost him 200 13' 1 I tI . b f:" Irr c car IC pre I 1I bnd wIll h 

was y. ar smal.ler. HaJI Mohammcd refuscd to pay morc. Up n nlinucd pI' urc 
by the Judge, Ah finally accepted the decision. 

Case 2: Hassen in contempt of local elders 

Place: Erkudi 
Date: 25 January, 1999 
Disputants: 1) Hassen Bashir, Age, 39 

2) Mustafa Yassin, age, 41 
Mediators: Clan elders in the neighbourhood 

Hassen and Mustafa were close friends and neighbours f, r quilc a I ns li mc. Thc 

hclped each other in time of trouble and enjoyed days of happinc t gclher. A da 
mc I thc f, r 

before one feast, Hassen asked Mustafa 260 Birr in ordcr I bu 

his three children and a wifc. He promised to sel l one of hi 

to repay his debt. Mustafa gladly lent his fricnd the 1\\ nc . A timc pa cd Mu lafa 

repeatedly asked his friend for the money but rcccived nO fa urablc rcsp II c. Hc 
II 

reported the case to local elders accusing his fri cnd of "caling up hi III n 

was told to prepare his. witnesses for the show do\ n to b hcld n n Frida a fl r 

prayer time. On the speciflcd date and time, Mustafa appeared al nc laling 1 Lh 

elders that his two witnesses could not come. One of hi \ itn c he d I Id him th I 

he could not attend as he had to visit a sick relati c. nlc tllcr neighb ur, Ii , uld 

not also come because two of his camels were reportcdl mi ing and had t 

them. The elders, however, realised that thc dcfcndant had n t III 

meeting was postponed to another date. Hassen again r fu 

continued efforts to influence him. He alwa s ga c c ral r ' 

III pit f 
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before the elders . Discussions were held around this malter. h 

himself made little reference to the loan affair He atl I , . , . r I r mp I I 

refusal to come stating that it is very shameful to d grade Ih 

then, there were already several neighbours intere led in th llIall r ,nd 

sympathy to Mustafa. One man blamed the defendanl fI r 

some of which included the defendant's repeated aet of br kin 

intentional cattle tress-passing into other people's farm land . 

The elders were particularly offended by Has en' SlifTne S alld IlIClllpl IIll I 

everyone in the gathering stated one after the other thaI hc had bccll beh:l ill ,'3iIlSI 

the principles of Afar custom (Ada) alld he would be a bad example I Ihcrs unl . 

people avoided his company. In the mean time, Mustafa \Va I Id n I I rel3kllC fI r 

if he had patience he would get his money or even more fr III 
. The pi e 

ended there and no progress was made as far as the return of Mu 13f3 ' 

conceriled. However, informants claimed that relatioll betwecll lia CII Jlld hi 

neighbours became strained. No one wanted to appear wilh him and hi II hiltlrell 

had to graze their cattlc alone. Eventually Hassen had 10 rea h Ihe \l1cdi. I r ill 

order to apologise and so that a new dispute settlemenl pI' e ' be rgG,ll i cd. 

4.4.3. Inter-clan Conflict Cases 

Inter-clan disputes are much more intense and tend to worry the Afar II id ra I . ' Id r 

of the involved clans usually become restless and anxious. Jnfonnant C nt nd d that ullt il 

the more formal proceedings begin, the concerned elder may pend the 
d 

Id 111 II 

d
. . ' . h ' It h ·lllel to the COUll il l11ediati n. I\ 
ISCUSSlllg the Issue so that It gets t e fig 1 C al 

may be seen standing by the side of a street but slightly leani ng n th ir ti k and ta ing 

there for hours without moving in an attempt to facilitate c un il int 
nti n. 

73 



Inter-clan disputes are otten about theft, homicide and rape. Th ~ II 

of these common dispu~e cases in the research sites. 

Case 1: A Case of Theft 

III 

Members of the Dahimella clan at the Wossama localily accu ed member th 

Seka clan in Assangola of stealing and slaughtering a male camel (Lah.) he 1:111 ' r 

rejected the accusation stating that they have not stolen an camel \ hile admi llin 

tJ1at they slaughtered a camel bought from a man called Mohammed \J h bel n 

the Hadarmo clan. The man was asked and said that the camel, \ hi h he Id, di I 

not belong to the Dahimclla clan as it had a difTcrcnt clan s mb I or l11 ::!rk (I< 11111 .) 

Members of the Seka clan insisted on denying. Clan leaders galhenxl alld held ::! 

series of discussions (Mablo) . Then a sharp division erupted al11 n Ihe judge . 

Some said that the clan symbol or mark appearing on the camel h uld h::! e b ' Il 

properly identifie,d before buying and slaughtering it. Others argued th:ll it \ ~) 

indeed difficult for them to verify this because the camel could 110 1 be ill pc ted I 

determine the mark. Finally, it was decided that the one who s Id the camel h uld 

pay. However, the Dahimella clan members refused to accept the dcci i II ind i alill' 

that it was unfair to punish the innocent while the crimillal wa ct frcc. " We \ :lilt 

our camel from the Seka clan members for they arc the Olle wh t k it. ' Thi l od 

to fierce rivalry between the two. The leader (Mekabanl/l) of the cka Iall aid that 

" I was ready to pay you back the camel but my son wouldll ' t allo\ me to d 

When this news reached members of the Dahimella Clan, the kJI \ that th i 
ue I 

turning into obstinacy. Shortly afterwards, two pregnant call1el bel Ilging I 111 0 

Seka Clan were reported missing. Close investigation later r 0 ea led that the werc 

taken by members of the Dahimela Clan in retaliation for their . reach d th 

Seka Clan that Ol~e of the two camels had already been slaughtered . Thc rctaliat 

measures continued and members of the Seka robbed camel b I nging t thei r 

opponents. Open fighting broke out and there was v ailing and sll uting c 

in Ab'ala. The police Force intervened by reversing the la t in id III f r 
II ult d alld it \\ , 

carried out by the Seka. The leaders of the two elans were 

finally decided that the conflict was to be solved b the illd ig n 
U III n a 
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to the customary laws. The Dahimela were asked to bring ba k th II 

. p IIlg t le II finer pr p al lhc and compensate for the slaughtered While acce I ' I r 

e com pen at I r t. immediately rejected the lattcr arguing that they OUgllt to b cd fi 

they agreed to the proposal because they wcre reminded of all art i Ic ill til ir 

customary law, which states that the crime, which was frcsher, ught I be handl 

promptly. It was finally decided that the compcnsation bc cith 'r onc pr gn nl J.mel 

as a replacement and a fine of 30 goats or 3 camcls . The Dahill1 lIa br ught a 

camel, which the Seka refused to accept on the ground that it wa f mall aluc 

compared to theirs. Later, they paid 1,400 Birr and thc di spulc \Va cLllcd . 

4.5. Summary: Intra-Afar Conllids and Their Resolutioll s 

This chapter sought to describe and discuss the main types of inlra- Afar c nOi t and t h 

mechanisms adopted in their resolution . The account on intra-Afar c nOict wa pur u d at 

three, though often related, levels: family, intra-clan and inter-clan di pu t . I n any di pUI , 

it was maintained, an Afar has two main options for resolution and eulell1 nt : rc rt t the 

modern system of state courts or recourse to the indigen u Afar ill ·tituti n f nni t 

resolution. Most Afar, however, seem to opt for the latter opti n. The purp e f thi 

section is to recapitulate the main findings of the account in the preceding 

highlight aspects of the dynamic of the persistence of the Afar tendency to re I e nn; t 

within the Afar community through customary law. 

The first level of intra-Afar conflict concern family di sputes . Conjugal connict 
rnpri e the 

f 
most frequent cases of family disputes in Ab'ala They are often prompted b " eling 

social and economic insecurity on the part of wives. In some ca 

instigated by husbands resenting assertive wives attempting t emp te " r p v er 
it hi ll th 

rn a e 

household. 
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The second and third levels of intra-Afar conflict are pred millantl 

The former level concerns intra-clan disputes which, more orten than n I , 

behaviour and the need to maximise control over agricultural re ur . Th third I 

conflict among Afar concerns inter-clan conflict. Dispules al thi I I I pi < II la I ll ' 

form of plunder and physical assault. 

Though resort to court to settle disputes is, in principle, open to Afar m f intl a-

Afar conflicts in Ab'ala are resolved outside courts. Afar Ab'ala g n ra il t nd t halln I 

di sputes to local mediation where conflicts are addrc sed in a I rigid lIlann r, I1I par d I 

the modern court where adjudication is based on largely standardi ed and UII nt SI d lui ' . 

Mab/v is an important indigenous Afar Ab'ala institutioll prolll ling I ca l 111 di Bli II in 

conflict resolution. 

Resolutions by local mediators may take the form of negotiati n or arbi trati II and ar' 

generally reached with reference to Afar norms and values. Neverthele , pr eding f 

mediation may be subject to manipulation by the different partie, incl uding the arbitrat r . 

This is particularly true in conjugal conflict. At the inter-clan Ie el, h we cr, u h 

manipulation seems severely constrained by the elaborate and meti f far 

customary law (Ma'ada) . As soon as guilt is proven (murder, injUi or th rt , th 

law provides guidelines for the amount of compensation or fin e t be paid . 

negotiations between the involved clans may result in pa m nl I '" r than 

stipulated by the Afar law. 
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It is conspicuous in inter-clan conflicts that once the proceeding ~ r di put 

the indigenous system commence, possibilities for referring the ca e t 

become minimal. In general, the state itself does not seem eager to be in 

disputes. The only instances of state intervention thus are confined t 

inter-clan disputes involving reprisal killing and counter-raiding f herd . 

ttl m nt b 

tale un 

alat d 

III U h 

intervention, the state seems to target restoration of relative pea e c nditi n ill rd r t 

enable Afar clan leaders and elders to resolve the di spute through cu t mary law. Thu 11\ 

when an Afar disagrees to the decision of local elders in a family r intra-clan di pu te and 

takes the case to the modern court that the state apparatus may find it inl pera ti e I 

intervene. Such cases of disagreement are rather uncommon, and even whcn appea l t thc 

modern court are made court oflicials often tend to encourage recourse to thc indi Icnou 

system. 

Over the decades, the Ab'ala Afar have experienced progressIve incorporation into the 

Ethiopian state administrative system, including the establishment of peasant as ciati 11 

and modern courts. Nevertheless, their indigenous institutions for the re olution of intra­

Afar conflict have demonstrated resilience and persistence. Several factors both internal and 

external to Ab'ala Afar, seem to contribute to that resilience. 

The most important internal factor is that the indigenous institutions acquire their tatu 
f 

authority and power from Afar normative frameworks . The indigenous in tituti n d n 

seek mere restitution and lifting of injustice. They si multaneou Iy stri e to a en rup tu re in 

social relations and to create conditions conducive to peace in future. An th r int mal 
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factor is that the persons intervening to resolve di pute (clan I ad r Id r and I 

mediators) are generally well known to and respected by tile d' t '1'1 d' , , I pu ant . 1 I putant 

thus know both the procedures and the involved personn I bcforehand . In th r rd , til 

system seems quite transparent and at the grassroots in particular ffi r a hi 1\1 d Ir r 

local participation. These features contribute to the consolidation f c nfld nce and tru t in 

its resolutions and, by implication, to its persistence. La t but not lea t , 

the wider society on individuals rejecting resort to the indigenous ys tcm r di '~gr in 

its resolutions, also playa role in the apparent resili ence and persi tcncc of th tcn\. 

The external factors contributing to the persistence of Afar instituti nr c nflict may bc 

analysed at two levels: the general attitude of the Woreda Court mcial (impl ing a d 

facto state policy) towards intra-Afar conflicts and celtain fea ture of state in tituti ns 

particularly of the judiciary. 

At the first level of the external factors, earlier it was explained that the state d e n t eem 

keen to intervene in intra-Afar disputes. Two factors seem to contribute t thal dfect. 

Firstly, intra-Afar disputes seem numerous, albeit often trivial to juri t , and may demand 

greater resources on the Paft of state courts to handle them. Afar cu tomary la in th i 

respect provides the state, represented in Woreda Court, with virtually a free mechani m t 

maintain law and order. Secondly, and perhaps more importantly, experien e ha 

demonstrated that decisions by state courts were not generally succe sful or eITe ti e in 

resolving conflicts or restoring peace in the manner achieved by the Afa r indigen u 

In recognition of this fact, the state seems to adopt a de facIo polic of encouragin
l 
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Ions seem u ICI 1111 r dibl . I' r Ih settle disputes on their own. These two considerat' fTi . 

con I tent ten n first consideration, corroboration may be sought I'n the' d 

officials to refer minor cases to local mediation. For the sec nd, e id n 

instances of serious inter-clan conflicts prompting intervention by r gular ~ 

r HI r da urt 

illdi at d ill 

restore relative peace. The resolution of the escalated c nf1ict i in ari abl I n ~ r lall 

leaders and elders. 

The second level of the external factors pertains to characteri tic f th pr dLII C , th 

standards and the personnel of the Woreda Court. Unlike the ca C in the indi J 11 LI 

both the procedures and the standards of the court are not rcadily c Ill pr hCIl ibl the 

Afar. The laws and regulations are promulgated by a higher central body that uld 11 t b . 

sensitive to Afar customary law and values (not least duc to the Illulti -nati Ilal c Ill p it iUIl 

of Ethiopia itself), The modern court is thus far from tran parent to rdinary Afar, and thi 

may entice lack of confidence in its resolutions. Additionally, court verdict d n t n flil all y 

take into account the extra-judicial context of Ab'ala, where c ncern over table and 

amicable social relations is often paramount. Lastly, as the court per onnel it elf i larg I 

composed of outsiders, it is often the case that Afar decline to di cia e t " tranger " 

sensitive matters pertaining to their famili es or property. 

Through the interplay of internal and external factors, Afar indigenou institution for the 

fl
' ' t H wever it i al important t underline 

settlement of intra-Afar con Ict seem to persIs . 0 

the fact that this persistence is not in a context of competition with tate 

now amply demonstrated, the indigenous system and the tate ill tit uti 11 
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complimentary and often symbiotic bases. The indigenous system pr id I Ih 

state, by handling minor cases. It also avails an effective me hani m ~ r Ih p a ul 

resolution of serious inter-clan conflicts. The state, on its turn, upp rt III illdi 

system in addressing serious conflicts by creating conditions favourable t ca l m di ( li 11 
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eha pter Five 

Afar Relations with Tigrayan hi Jhlallucr 

The preceding chapter dealt with intra-Afar conllicts. Gut di ill III Iud < I a a n I 

exclusively among members of Afar community. The Afar ha ari d and !TI pl 

and economic relations with non-Afar, among whom the Tigre an Iliglll and r arc til ingl 

largest and most important group. The purpose of this chapt r it a Ullt f 

Afar-Tigrayan Highlanders relations, the forms of their illtcraeti n and th typ . flild au s 

of connict between them. Particular attention will be a e rde in thc hapt r t th 

mechanisms for the resolution of inter-ethnic conflict. * 

A cautionary note as to the identity of the Tigrayan Highlandcrs referr d t in the hapt er is 

in order at the outset of the discussion. In Ab'ala Woreda, a e t r f the rc id nt 

population consists of Tigrayans. In some settlements, such a ll idl11 Pea ant /I. 
iati 11 , 

the entire population seems to consist exclusively of Tigrayall . Rclati n bet ee ll Ab'a la 

Afar and this group of Tigrayans are generally amicable alld larg I fri Ildl y. Wh 11 llf1i t 

between Afar and these Tigrayan settlers occur, they usually CO il titute di pute b t W 11 

individual and do not involve their respective larger groups. ]11 di eu illg Afar-Tigra all 

conflict and conflict resolution, therefore, the settlers are not included am ng the Tigra all 

with whom Afar, as a group, develop enmity. The Tigrayan di u ed \,.i th '~rc -

inter-ethnic conflict are those who live in the Tigrayan highlands and are referr d a 

highlanders. 

* Barth (1969) has defined an Ethnic Group as a biologically self perpclualcd pu lali n h. rill 

cu1t4ral values with a field of communication and interaction. 

11111\ n 
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The Afar trace the settlement of Tigrayans in Ab'ala to the time f 

then Governor of Tigray Province. Before then, Ab'ala wa inhabi t d e 

Afar. In the 1960s, the Tigrayan nobility developed intere t in expl ili ng r 

Ulll , til 

tile 

lowlands of Ab'ala. Accordingly Mengesha oversaw the con lru tion I' a d, \ ca th , ad 

connecting Ab'ala with the highlands. He also sent peasants frolll the highl and ill r ler t 

transport charcoal. Some peasants later established families and permanently ttl d \. itll 

their children. For all intent s and purposes, they are considered part f th I < I popul ti n 

(if not the local community as well). 

Afar relations with the Tigrayan highlanders are multifaceted. Their sub tan nlilgc fr III 

prejudice, enmity and feud to a symbiosis involving mutual su pport , integrati Il and p a fu l 

co-existence. Generally speaking, Afar relations with Tigrayan highl and r t Il 

unfavourable and hostile as one moves southwards across the ethnic b undary . 

Afar relations with the Tigrayan highlanders take several forl11s . These can b di u. d 

under trade and exchange, friendship, kinship and intermalTiage, re ource hari ng and 

management and conflict and conflict management. A brief account, ill u trated 

where necessary, is given fo r each of these forl11s. 

5.1. Trade and Exchange 

Prior to the downfall of the Derg in 1991, Ab'ala and much of the n rth rn art 
to th 
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present Afar Regional State were part of the Tigray Pro 111 . Thi admini t 

ans II1tO tle area alld facilitated the free movement of ordinary Tigray . I 

fostering social ties between the latter and Afar. 

Trade relations between Afar and Tigrayans, however, predate th III 

into the modern Ethiopian polity. According to Abir (cited in A ( , 

unit 

ndi ti Il 

lit 

beginning of salt trade in the Afar depression was a historic momenl in Ih ta Ii It m III f 

highland-lowland interaction. At present, the Tigrayans living in tlte we tern plat au f 

Amentilla, Akeza and Milazat are the main trading partners of Ab'ala Afar. lll~ fmant 

claimed that Tigrayan traders from areas as remote as Wukr and Adi ,ral ill n rth II 

Tigray come to Ab'ala market. 

In Ab'ala market, the Tigrayans sell cereals, sugar, tea, clothes, alld lIle l1Iallufe tu r d 

goods such as radio receivers and flashlights to the Afar. The Afar n tlteir pa rt 1\ utt r 

honey, salt, sheep, goats and camels to the Tigrayans. There are no c nlll1uni ati II arri r 

between the two groups. The Ab'ala Afar are predomillantly bilingual, p ak ing Tigri gll a a 

well. The Tigrayan traders who live within Afar region also peak Afar language. 

Bilingualism has promoted personal and social ties and contributed to mutual fe ling r 

trust and friendship between members of the two ethnic group . Thi tate f r lati n 

expressed in several ways. When an Afar notes that the price of live tock i de linin 1 in th 

Ab'ala market, he often turns to his Tigrayan friends in the highland ~ r a i tan . I n 

Afar send livestock to their closest Tigrayan friends, who market the animal in their \! n 

villages and bring or send the proceeds on the following market da Thur da 



agu. \e mar dl U Ab'ala market is also a centre for information exchangJe (D ) -1'1 A r: . \! ith th 

Tigrayans about rains, crops and livestock conditions in the highland . A ill lal r 

men, 11 e 1 nge f n \! in th explained with reference to resource sharing and manage t tl ' I 

course of trading transactions is particularly significant for Afar pa tora li I . 

5.2. Friendship 

The Tigrayans living in Ab'ala town tend to develop close friend ship \! ilh n i Ihb Urlllg 

Afar. Friendship often binds together families from the two ethnic gr up . ulual upp It i 

common in such relations, particularly through mediation in c nj ugal 
nfli a tile 

foll owing case illustrates. 

Assli Mehari, 32 and Tadelle Medhin, 43 are Tigrayan spou 'es wh li ved t gcth r 

in Ab'ala town for about 16 years . One day, a quarrel suddenly eruptcd bw c n the 

couple and ended in divorce as demanded by Assli . Taddellc went t the cI e f::unil 

friend and neighbour, Ali, an Afar, and sadly told him ab ut the di rcc. Ali 

resolved to convince Assli to return to the conjugal home and drc\· a plan t that 

effect. He asked Tadde\le to find another woman who was wi lling t La wi th hilll at 

the disrupted conjugal home. Tadde\le did as was told. No Siler thall the Il C\ 

woman appeared that Assli took her turn to forward a complaint t Ali . he t Id him 

that it was so appa\ling and disgusting that her ex-husband brought an th r \ irc. Ali 

told her he would never allow Tadde\le to marry if she promi cd to go ba k t hi 

house and re-marry him. She accepted the proposal.. Tadde\lc apparcnLl 
III 

peetenee, ,n,t,ally refused to desert h,s new woman and arg
ood 

thaI A Ii had I b 

pun,shed for what she had dOlle. E"ntually he coneed d and ga e h' all god " , 

flaneee 100 B,rr ,n compensat,on Ah co"solled a pr,e I 10 rc- tabl' h Ih rig'" I 

marriage. Assli and Tadde\le now li ve in harmon . 
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Furthermore, it is also common that Afar name their sons after thei r Tig a all rri nd Thi i 

often in recognition of the role of Tigrayan friends in Afar w dding II 

informants indicated that when an Afar man marries, it is ften th a e that a Tigra II 

friend act as best man (Alige) . The following is a case in point. 

Dawa Elama was married to Amiya Yassin in 1998. Da\ a' b st mall ill the 

wedding was his Tigrayan friend (Nkur), Hagos Gerechael. The marriage rem n 

was conducted in a perfect order and Dawa was pleased by the p r~ n1131l f hi 

friend. When Amiya gave birth to their first child, a 0 11 the uplc Ilamed him 

Hagos. 

5.3. Kinship and intermarriage 

Intermarriage between Afar and Tigrayans seems to have a I ng hi tory. 
11\ PI' !lllll lit 

Tigrayan kings and notables are believed to have had" Afar bl od" tmper I' Y hallll alld 

Sebagadis of Agame are cases in point. At present, trade relati n alld frie nd hip ill 

instances develop into marital and kinship ties strengthening the bonds between illdi idual 

members of the two ethnic groups. 

In principle, intermarriage between Afar and Tigrayans is claimed to be c n train d b 

religious restrictions. In practice, however, there are several instances of uch intermarriag . 

This is not a new phenomenon in the area and was practised even by the Tigrayan nobilit in 

the distant past. One of my informants told me that Emperor Yohanne wa marri ed t and 

had a child from Dato an Afar woman who lived in Erkudi . A in the ~ 11 0 ing a e am n I 
, 

the residents of Ab'ala are many parallel cousins who belong to different ethnic gr up and 

religious creeds. 
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Ato Yaku mi = Tahira Mohammed 

Ahita abdella = Aysha Fatima = Fetawrari Kahsay 

Haji Mohammed Sadiu Negash Kahssay 

(Moslem Afar) (Christian Tigrayan) 

Another example of how intermarriage works in the area is illustrated bel w: 

ldris Mohammed Hassen lives in Ab'ala with his wife, Murra Dliri and dau hler 

Nuriya. As trader, ldris often had to travel to the Wajirat highland to pr lIrc ~ r 

sale at Ab'ala market. One of his main suppliers was a Tigra an w man tradcr, 

Akeza Abebe, from whom he frequently bought honey. In return Ak 'za ca i nail 

brought coffee beans as a gift for Idris. Gradually, their trade rclati II de cl ped 

into a kind of bond-friendship (Fikllr) . This kind of friend hip 1113 be con 1I1llJ113led 

by persons of the same or different genders . Eventually Idris prop cd marriage 

and Akeza accepted. One Monday she came to the market in Debub and ne r 

returned to her parents. Idris took her to Ab'ala where they no\ res ide togelher \ ilh 

thei r daughter, Aysha. In spite of her marriage to a Muslim Akeza r mai llcd 

Christian. 

Obviously the cases of intermarriage between Afar and Tigrayans are not pr I11p t d 
nt ,t Th 

by trade or friendship ties as sentimental feelings may develop in a ariet 

case ofHussien Abdella illustrates this point. 
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Hussien Abdella lives in Ab'ala but often ) M goes to ek lie fI r g emm III r I, I 

task. On one of his visits to Mekelle he met 1'· , a young Igra an lad 

, . III ove \ II I 1 r. He Ill , rncd ,lid who was government employee. In due time he fell · I . j I . 

brought her to Ab'ala. They now have a child and 0\ n a teah u ill the I \ 1. \I 

also earns some money as a driver in Assaiyta, capital of the Afar Regi Ik I 

5.4. Resource Sharing and Management 

Administratively, Tigray and Afar Regions are two separate regi lIal tat within F .1 r, I 

Ethiopia. The transitional zone along the borders of the two rcgi n a hal 

territory in which Afar and Tigrayans are involved in b th intcn i and 

interaction. The transitional zone extends from Ab'ala in Afar to the Didiba- ir aj n ar a in 

Tigray. 

The resources of the transitional zone are shared by the local cOlTllTlu niti 
f the t thni 

groups. During the wet season, numerous Tigrayans descelld to Afar territ ry ~ r a ari I 

of reasons . Peasant highlanders in Milazat, Akeza and Amentilla mo e t the I lalld ar a 

for cultivation. Like Tigrayans permanently settled in Afar territory some pea ant Ii III I In 

highlands were beneficiaries of past government land allocation progralllm . Additi lI al l 

population density in the highlands forces some more Tigrayans t 010 e t the I land 

work for the Afar and share the produce. Share-cropping further I r ngth n and 

social ties between members of the two groups. Peasants from highland area 

the lowland plains of Ab'ala to chop acacia tree to be used a fire\! ood . Th fire 

transported for sale in places as far as Quiha and Mekelle town in Ti ra . 
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In the dry season, Afar pastoralists take their herds to the highl and ~ r pa Iur . lilili II • 

Ie UIIC rtall1 CO li I hi government authorities in the area seemed weal'y of tl . 

movement. Officials once suggested that grazing land be demarcated t pre nl mp liti n 

over the same resource and to avoid possible future connict between the t 0 elhni gr up 

Their proposal, however, was adamantly rejected by the local commullilie n b Ih ide r 

the territory. Both groups preferred joint use of available resource in harm ny. 

Even in the areas south west of Ab'ala where the Afar's traditional en mi , Ihe Wajiral 

people live, it is not uncommon to observe this practice of joint utili ati n r re urc . 

Since both exploit a fragile environment, there is occasional 111 vem lit int each til r' 

territory. For example, in July. 1999, a group of Afar from Kalla and 'alla ::is 

experiencing food shortage moved to GO/lka and Se/late I calitie ill th ajirat 

administration to fall back on Beles (the fruit of Cactus tree). No connict wa 

This happened in the rainy season when the Wajirat people, them elve vulll rabl t 

drought and famine, had to rely on other sources of food including [J les. hal i 

conspicuous in this particular case of resource sharing is thaI Afar-Wajirat relati II arc far 

from amicable. As will be discussed later, incidents of inter-ethnic homicide are c I1 ln1 n n 

this side of the border. 

B h I T
' d AI: h their respective rules for resour e management that (If 

ot t 1e Igrayans an ar ave 

generally respected by the olher group. For example, lhe highland f Ti ra adja nl I 

. . d \I the vegetation I regeneral . Li \' i , th 
Ab' ala are closed for grazlIlg III or er to a ow 
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highland areas of Ab'ala contain areas restricted for dry-sea n grainl . III 

Afar rules concerning the management of nat I ura resources al 0 a pi d b I h 

er el IS a owed t dri hi Ii One such rule is that during the wet seaSOll no h d . ' II 

these areas. A small part of the restricted area may, Ilowev r, e cepli nail r 

grazing by oxen. This is in recognition by Afar that oxen are used in pi ughin ) nd h uld 

not be made to move long distances for grazing (liThe ox's I ngu h uld n I 

restricted") . 

The rules pertaining to resource management are communicated t the publi in din~ r nt 

ways. Among the Afar, Dagu is one etTIcient institution ~ r con tallt e hallg 

explained earlier. Among the Christian highlanders, news are cOIlllllunicat 

A group of Ma r youth (Ado) is deployed there to see to it that u h rcgulati II ar 

The leader (Ado Haba) oversee observation of the rules alld allyo ll "h i latc th' lu i ' . i ' 

penalised. In addition to the fines, a goat is sacrificed for the Afar youth whell u h ill id lit 

occur. It does not matter whether the animal stayed in the restricted area ~ r a h rt r I n I 

time; whether it had actually consumed grass or not. A persoll who e ' at, d Ilk , 

or camel throws her front legs into such areas is subject to a fine. A on a 

steps into such restricted areas, they are driven off and taken awa an ther ar 

the animals remain secluded and without feed . The owner ha to pay a tat d am unt r 

money in order to get them back He cannot and should not spend to onu h lime h itali, 

as he wouldn't allow his own animals to starve to death . hen 

(Hizaeli) are declared open for grazing (Fishihj, member of lhe I ' lhni gr UI j inll 

use the resources. This practice of resource management is n t nc\ . It dal 
ba t th 
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time when the Ab'~la Afar used to pursue tl ' d' . 1elr tra luonal nomadi pa t r 1 Ii 

Though pastoralists are often accused of lnl' sln . I ' . anagll1g t 1elr envlr ur 

eng pa tora I t management provides further corroboration of tl1e I th I' III ring r 

their resources. 

5.5. Conflict and Conflict management 

In this section, attempts are made to discuss the types of conflict the Afar ha c b n 

experiencing with the Tigrayan highlanders and how they managed t III 111 III 

historical perspective. This two major themes are presented in cI e qu n e. 

5.5.1. The Nature of Inter-ethnic Conflict 

In assessing inter-ethnic conflict between the Tigrayan highlanders and the Ab'ala Afar, it i 

important to draw a distinction between two groups of highlander : the 

Tigrayans to the north-west of Ab'ala and the Wajirat to the Soulhwe l. Afar r lali II "ilh 

the former have generally been good and many informants could n I r III Illb r an 

significant tensions between them and Afar. Relations with Waj irat in c Ilt ra I, ha 

historically been conflict-ridden. 

During the 20th Century, particularly in the period prior to the llalian ccupa li n th 

in palticular. In what they locally called the Gas expedition, the Ti 'ra an 111 

experienced a series of raids from the Tigrayan highlanders generally and the 

hundreds of villagers for the raid. This resulted in considerable I 

property. Informants claim that one of the reasons for such highland-I ,land 

f Afar Ii 

11 Oi I 
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s an ence the latt r r Id d Ih economic. The Afar had more cattle than the highlander d h . 

, I Ion 0 roug It and epld ml former whenever they encountered losses. In fact in add·( t d I . . 

Afar also ascribe the significant decline in their herds to these raids. In Ihe raid 

Tigrayans used daggers, swords, and out-dated rifles. 

Ih 

Ih 

Inter-group raids before the establishment of an etfective Ethiopian cenl ral admini Ira ti II 

were not unique to Afar-Tigrayan relations. Other pastoral and Iloll-pa toral gr up \11 

Ethiopia also carried out raids for social prestige and status (see for exam pi , Taddc 

1988). However raiding by Wajirat is claimed to have been particularly vi i u . p n a raid , 

the Wajirat not only indiscriminately killed any Afar on their way, but al 0 t k awa lal g 

numbers of livestock. Sometimes, they even killed the livestock on tile V t. cbru 

(1 991:94) states that the attitude of the Wajirat is indicative that the main III tive [! r 

raids was not only economic but also ritualistic. Raids were thus regarded illip rtallt ial 

events in which young men demonstrated their qualities as warriors and p tential ccrcl11 Il ia l 

leaders. Courage and physical strength were measured in terms of involvement ill til 

campaigns, which enhanced the prospects of young men for marriage and p htical m e. 

d b 
Afar elders now refer to Wajirat raids to trace age. The prominent raids witne 

elderly informants were six: the Ab'ala Raid, the Wa-elu raid, the Deratekna Raid the a 

Raid, the Wagari Raid and the Farro Raid 

I 
. II during the imperial peri d u 

The Afar also blamed the Wajirat people w 10, especla y 
• A ~ 0 such term is 'Telt al' .. hi h mean nud an 

SOCially stigmatising terms to refer to /"\Jar. ne 
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ar lves and prop rt up n a r ei III uncivili sed. After causing heavy destruction to At: I' 

ca ear ~elVa and r 'J Wajirat were said to return home and enjoy their 10 I b ( 

. u lear 0 t le new her Ita c singers to praise their deeds by saying' "Have yo I d f I u 

witnessed one Wajiretay [a person of Wajirat identity] who killed th u and 

never threw one of his bullets on the ground" 

f Tcltal and 

Historically, there were also times in which the Afar raided the Tigrayans. Out Afar r id 

were less frequent as most highland areas enjoyed a concentration of g v rnm I1t unit and 

perhaps a natural protection as well . Savard (1965) has documented me ng and p III 

in praise of Afar warlords. The following is an example: 

1 am Ali Bokattu, from the Ma'a Sarra, the real Ma'a Sarra. I \ J the fw t t kill 
du ring the battle. People asked: "who killed"? And somebody Jnswered ' it wa Ali 
Bokatlu". 1 killed a second time and people asked again: "Who killed"? The \ en; 
answered "Ali Bokkattu". I killed a third time and they asked agJin: "Wh killed '" 
Still the answer was "Ali Ookattu" Then I killed a fourth \I1an and til c \ It a ked 
"Who killed" were answered: "The one who killed all the others '. 

In recent decades raids were severely constrained by the institution r effecti e g film nt 

administration. Changes in Afar modes of livelihood, wilh Ihe gradual ad pli n f 

agriculture, seem to result in changed patterns of land use wilh a con id "ble d line in 

pastoral movement towards the highlands. The paslures in the Afar I land lerril ri m 

to suffice, in normal years, the substantially reduced Afar herds. Increa d 

the Afar is also believed to have bridged the cleavage between the t \' 

engaging in settled agriculture more and more Afar have tarted I ad pi 

practices similar to those of the Tigrayan peasants. 

92 

b 

allt and 



Changes in the Southwest Highlands are related to the political rganl' all' n, III Ih P I Ih 

Wajirat people had their own traditional administrative and J'ud'lcl'ary y tern .. At thet lim 

epre ente 111 an 1 rn d b the Wajirat administration had 20 kebeles each ofwl1'Ich was r d ' d 

a central council of elders, Their traditional political organisation opcralcd n Ih 

fusion and fission processes, In simple terms, these processes meant that int rnal 1l0i I 

often divided the community into smaller social groups but when any pan f Ihe \ ajiral 

land was threatened by an outsider, all Wajirat formed a single political gr up I d ~ nd Ihe 

land, arrange raids and retaliate, 

One of the important social institutions among the Wajirat wa L e /l p r , It wa 

elders representing each of the 20 kebeles in the Wajirat administrati n I ca ll ca ll d /1/11 I , 

Election of the elders was based on their acceptance in their respccti e localil , The 'c cit! ' I' 

ran a council whose prime mandate was to look into disputes within their ad lllini 'Ira li n He 

well as to pass resolutions on how to handle their conflict with their Afar nei Ihb ur , 

Resolutions regarding the latter were almost always directed toward m bili ati n r 

Wajirat highlanders for a raid against the Afar. 

According to Wajirat Demer tradition, a territorial or e.hllic group i re p nil ~ r a 

crime committed in their land. For an instance, when a man of ebebera ttl III lit ill .11 

f bb d , but remain unidentifi d, all th 
Wajirat administration is suspected 0 ro ery or ll1ur el 

people of that locality must take the responsibility of iden.ifying the ulpn., Ifa kin 

d 
, ',' ' F 'I e to do so will end up In 

own, and bnngmg hl111 to JUstIce, al ur 

hi III 

i I 

sanctions against the whole group, 
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aJlrat pea anti ~ r a r i I c ga in t In the past the Demer council was etTective in mobilising W .. 

the Afar whenever relations with them grew rough. But that eITecti cn 

undermined as a result of Ethiopian government intervention, particularly durin I til r i III 

Emperor Haile Selassie. Gebru (1991) explained the reasons for intervcnti n itll r 

to the mobilising capacities of Demer. On the one hand, through Delli I f" the p f Ti If a an 

farmers raised issues of taxation. On the other, the institution was su p t d r a umi ll a 

significant role in mobilising the peasantry against the central thi pian I ernmcnt. It i 

common knowledge that the Tigrayan People Liberation Front (TPLr) had it ini tial a 

among Waj irat. During the Derg period, the institution was virtually und rl ll ined. T da I it 

is replaced by semi-governmental structure called Baito that functi II ill a d Ilt rali d 

way. Each administrative unit in Wajirat has its own /JaiLo which is ind pelldcllt r all 

others. In effect, it has now become relatively difficult to mobilise all Wajirat ~ r a Illl ll n 

purpose. 

Furthermore, the balance of power between the two ethnic group ha chang d in r nt 

years. For one thing, the Afar have become more effectively inc rporated inl Ihe Elhi p"n 

national administration. Under the present federal arrangement the n w lIa e th ir \. n 

d Af; t re defi ll th ir id nti t . 
regional administration., a development that encourage

ar 
0 -

d I tllelll el e a a if up. ' quail 
Clan differences became less important an t ley now see 

. . . ' d d the Afar have gained a e 
slgl11ficant, however, IS that 1\1 recent eca es 

fir arlll 

th 
. D g arm . Thi a 

particularly through purchase from the disintegrating er 
. . 1.1 d en'oyed 0 er Afar. The hi Ihland r 

former military superiority which the big 1 an ers J 
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o power, and are generall to have realised this change in the balance f 

in acting against the Afar. 

na mCI ents of II1t cr- thnl killin I (nd Over the last decade, there were only occasio I"d . . 

flOUS mCI ellt wa r p reprisals. Shortly after the fall of the Derg one se . " d 
rt d. Th ugh III 

Wajirat highlanders often raise issues of boundary (Deka) with Afar, til 
d n I pr it 

in open conflict and armed confrontation. But even in the ab sence of intell ive 
lllp t iti II 

over resources and the cessation of group armed confrontations, ho tility b IW n til 

groups seems to persist. This persistence, for all intents and purpo 
r 

a mutual bad history. 

Conflicts involving individual Afar and Tigrayans of course continue t take pia e, but th 

generally do not lead to dashes between their respective groups. Fighl belwe n indi idual 

herders and small groupS of Tigrayan peasants take place frol11 ti me to tilll . illl til ' 

decline of Afar pastoralism, moreover, a rew pasloraJists have j in d Ihe I al bandil' 

(Egugumo) and engaged themselves in robbery and murder. tn in tan e , Ti ,ra an 

highlanders travelling from Ab'ala market after sunset are often ambu hed. In ne u h 

incident, two Wajirat persons on their way back from Ab'.la markel e' e kill d al 

Wosmaelle by a group of bandits (believed to be Afar). As Ihe new ,ca h d Waj i'" ar ' , a 

group of Wajirat came to Ab'.I •• nd killed three Afar and fi e camel . II 

incident was soon contained by elders of the twO groups. Though at pr 

nl tile ill id li t 

involve individuals rather than the twO ethnic groupS as a wh 

r Ih in id II I 

tend to stress the ethnic cleavage through the use of expre i n 

Jl far ha II 
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Jlra I wa I cd b T It 11' '\ h beaten (or killed) by a 'Kistan' (Christian)" or "A Wa" t' k' ll 

el e , a pe U I r Int - thlli containment of these individual conflicts is promoted by G . b I" 

institution for conflict resolution adopted by both Afar and Tigrayan Wajirat. 

5.5.2. The Gereb: An Institution of Inter-ethnic Conflict Resolution 

Through history, the Afar have shown varied reactions to their conflicts with Tigra an 

One reaction was engagement in raids and counter-raids as di cu sed earlier. An III r 

response was relocation. Afar mobility was not only a reaction to the ec I gy and h< n , 

in the physical environment but also a response to pressures by Tigrayan . S me in ~ nnallt 

in Ab 'ala town stated that they used to live in areas bordering the southern highland , Ka ll a, 

Gallaeso and Megalle, before they moved into the interior. Their change f rC idcn c 

dictated by frequent conflicts with the highlanders. But in all Afar-Tigrayan c nfl i t , 

including the bloody confrontations in Wajirat raids, peace was eventually re t red by n n-

violent means of conflict resolution, particularly through Gereb. 

Gereb differs from the Afar institutions for the resolution of intra-clan confli t in that fr \11 

time immemorial it is based on rules written in Tigrigna The e rul e are dean d ith tl ' 

mutual consent of elders from both Afar and Wajirat groupS and arc under c n tanl re i i n 

to accommodate new realities. 

. d f ntatives of both ethnic gr up . Til r 
The Gereb consists of councils compose 0 represe 

. . 'th Tigrayans along the b rder \J itll Oidi a-
are two such councils: one for Afar disputes WI 

., . I ' enerally clailned that the ~ rl11 r un il 

Dergajen, the other for Afar-Wawat confliCt. tiS g 
. d'l nd easily In contrast, the Afar- ajirat 

always managed to resolve conflicts spee I Y a . 
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said to face numerous difficulties in resolving disputes. 

. ere are ome min r 1111 r- Ihm The mandate of Gereb is confined to serious cases l 'h . .' 

. en re ate t I put r conflicts in which the Gereb does not intervene Minor cases oft I d' 

the shares between Tigrayan farmers and their Afar partners who own the land. III u h 

circumstances, elders related to the disputants may suffice to settle the di pule. III 

such a dispute leads to physical offence does the Gereb intervenes. 

Gereb council members (Abo Gereb) are elected by their respective gr LIP II th ba i r 

their proven abilities in sound decision making, impartiality and h ne ty. Th Y h Id r gula 

monthly meetings to review conditions in their joint territorie . Under elll r lell ic til 

assemble twice a month. The gathering is held at valying place . Wh II all 

committed by a Tigrayan, the Tigrayans have to send their repre entative (A bu 

Ab'ala fo r the meeting. If the crime is committed by an Afar, the meeting will be h Id ill a 

Tigrayan locality. 

The Gereb like other local institutions of conflict resolution, fUllCli n ac rding t 
, 

. . ' S . . ) d d res In an offence in 01 in J murd r th 
established gUidelines, rules ( mt an proce u . 

procedures are typically as follows: the family and relatives of t he victim appeal t the A b 
in III 

Gereb of their group. The entire Gereb council would then be ca ll ed ~ r an a 

d urderer i brought b ~ r th 
locality of the victim. At the assembly the accuse m 

• A ~ d Wocho in Tigrigna . A llaq 
wearing a thick black apron (Gula In t\.Iar an 

. I d is tied round hi ne k. Th pi 
blades p01l1ted at the throat of t le accuse 

li n il 

with it 

kith 

11 
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, !nce t liS type f clothing i mm 11 symbolises humiliation for what the person has done S' I ' 

conSI ere lel11l11l11 It n among women only, a male individual appearing in I't I'S . 'd dr " 

, lac I IS C alme that It I mechanism to punish individuals for their wrongdoing In c, t 't' I ' d " 

II Iveness smce y w rIn mechanism by which the criminal is allowed to appeal for corg' ' b 

female clothes he would be considered feminine (ostensibly weak and helple ), n th 

other hand the sickle round his neck symbolises that the criminal has now fallen int th 

hands of the law, It also denotes that he has submitted himself to justice and will a 

verdict including death, The criminal is requested to lie on the ground and the fam ily f til 

victim is asked whether they wanted him dead right away, The family n rmally r pli 

negatively, saving the victim's life, A typical response by the family is to tate that " d 

have children who might in the future do the same by mistake, We don't wi h ad ath 

sentence to our blood and flesh in case that happens," All relatives of the ictill1 at th 

assembly would then queue up and say, one after the other, "we ~ rgive y u ~ r 

sake" , A previously selected Abo Gereb would then stand and addres the fanlil by 

"It is good for us to learn that you [the family of the deceased] arc God's pc pie. Fr '"" 

on, Jet the bygones be bygones. Let what is of the past ,be taken away by the wind in the 

highlands and the floods in the lowlands". To avert reprisal killings before the 

G b d
' 11 I t' fthe victim are required by the council to remain under an 

ere procee lOgS, a re a Ives 0 
, ' I ' k b t ching the Bible ([or hri tian 

oath not to attempt retaliatIOn, The oat 1 IS ta en Y ou , ibl the 

the Koran or Kitab (for Moslems), Where either the Bible or the Kitab are mac e 

oath is performed by touching the ground or grass, 
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As the initial preliminary procedures are conducted, including oath-taking a fc t i 

arranged. Often two cows are slaughtered: one for the Christian highlanders and th th r 

for the Muslim Mar. S?metimes up to five goats may be brought along with a c w. L 

residents bring bread, injera, sewa (a local alcoholic drink for Tigrayans) and Hilwa an 

alcohol free beverage for Afar). All these are consumed together to signify that p e h 

prevailed in the end. A compensation date is then fixed and payment effected acc rdingly. 

Unlike the situation within the Afar themselves, all compensations in an inter-ethni c nt t 

are currently paid in cash. The following table gives some of the agreed upon guid lin s r 

rules (Siril) of the Gereb regarding compensation payment. 

Table 6: Compensation Payments in Afar and Tigrayans 

No Type of offence Compensation Remark 

Paymenl 

1 Goat or Sheep Theft 
50 Birr per head Irrespective 

of size 

2 oxen or cow (Genzeb) 
500 Birr per head Irrespective 

of size 
Theft 

3 Camel Stealing 
800 Birr per head 

Irrespective 
of size 

4 Murder 
5,000 Birr + 100 Birr 

Irrespective 

Jv/egeberia for funeral 
of Age & sex 

5 Physical injury leading to 1,500 Birr 
Irrespective 
of Age & sex 

loss of body part Irrespective 

6 Physical injury noL 
500 Birr of Age & sex 

leading Lo loss of body 
parts 

Source: Gereb Documents in Ab'ala 

G b or compen ati n 
Restoration of peace conditions through ere 

n L a r lit 

phenomenon. 

. the increased in 01 ernenl f the lal In 
What is rather new, however, IS 

of mpen ati n in lh 

recent decades in support of the institution. The effectivene 

. . I 1(1966' 132): 
remoter past is described by Hallemlc 1ae . 
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When Dejazmach Tedla Aba Guben was ruling the . fA ' . . provlIlcc 0 t bl a Dan kil 
[A.far1 village by the name of Gahai Mala was raided b l d f . 

k
'l [AC. ' y a Ilor C 0 salt mill r 

Many Dana I. 1ar1 were. kIlled and much property was looted and destro d Ali 
the Shum Balm [coastal chIefs] were sunmloned and were obll'ged t . r . . ' 0 compcn ate I' r 
the rald ,, : Each H1lner who clallned trophies of Danakils lAfarj paid 12 
M.T.(Mana Theresa) dollars. Those who plundered but didn't kill an Danakil 
[Afar1 had to pay half this sum. This sum didn't come only from thc Endcrta min r 

but also from those ofWajirat, Bora and Selawa. 

It is important that each Abo Gereb behaves in an acceptable manner. Any c un il 111 mb r 

who disturbs or interrupts the settlement process is liable to a fine of ne Birr. If h r p a l 

disturbance, he will be fined 5 Birr. A misbehaviour for the third time will r lilt in di llIi 

from membership. A member of the Gereb who fails to keep a secret is li able t. a fin 

amounting to 50 Birr. If he repeats the same mistake, the fine ri ses to 100 Birr. 1\ fllrl II r 

incident of this type will result in dismissal from Gereb council and a fine of I Oirr. 

Informants contend that the Gereb does not only punish individual ' but.1 th ' nl;r ' 

residents of a settlement Group punishment relates to offences suppo edly perpWaL d 0 

the entire population, such as giving refuge to a fugitive thief or murderer. The p pul"; n 

of the suspected locality may be requested to pay • fine 0 f up to 500 Birr. F.; lure t p' t I, 

fine may result in social and economic sanctions of a higher level. One e ere an t; n' 

. d ft deployed at the out kirt f mark t 
on commg to markets. A group of anne men are 0 en 

an 

the resolution ha e me t 

towns to enforce Gereb resolutions. In recent years, 

enforced by government bodies as well . 

. " fl ' t ses were reported t 
Smce 1970 more than 80 mter-ethrllc con IC ca 

by the Gereb. In some of these cases, the Gereb experienced con iderable tr 

I h ndl d 

and tr in 
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109 case corroborates, a conOi t rna before reaching a solution to conflict. As the follow' 

prove difficult to handle and resolve. 

Case 1: Incidents of Plunder and Rape 

In 1999, a group of Tigrayans from the Dirg'ajen area invaded a localit ncar 

Wossama in Afar. They allegedly plundered about 270 goats from the local Afar 

residents . Owners of the goats followed the foot marks of their livestock to find out 

where they had been taken. When they reached a small locality in the highlands 

they could no longer trace any foot mark and concluded that the residents of the 

locality were to be held responsible. They openly told this to the Tigrayan pea ant 

there and returned home. Soon afterwards, the Afar suddenly attacked back and 

took a number Tigrayan married women as captives. Some of these women \ ere 

married to priests . As the Afar group moved away from the area, they raped the 

wives of priests, sparing the others. The group subsequently released the women and 

disappeared . Upon search by the Police, one of them was arrested at Quiha in the 

Tigrayan highlands. The Afar protested that it was unfair the police did lillie t 

bring the plunderers to justice. The police soon notified the Afar that th plunder 

case is still under investigation. Soon, the case was forwarded to the ereb. 

However, according to the elders, it has become hard to verify the situation and 

identify the criminals. A Tigr,),an Abo Gereb contended this case' as ""cpti 0311 

difficult to handle. He remarked, "The Afar are always urging the Gereb to facilitate 

tile arrest of the plunderers. It has never been eas)' for uS to f"Ir.1 their dcn"nd. 

Unless we do something they [ the Afarl might feel that the case has been dr ppcd 

and hence another cycle of conflict may break out. 

. . fl" ht en utterly absurd as the ~ II 
Sometimes the cause of a particular con Ict mig se I 

. b . cessed by the Gereb. 
illustrates. This was also an ongo1l1g case e1l1g pro 

Case 2: An inquiry led to loss of life 
. . I d spcnt the \ hole da I I kin fI r 

One day three Afar herders lost their came s an h d from dawn to du k but in ain \\ h n 

them. One of them had a gun. They searc e . . As they made their wa h m , til 

the night fell, they deCided to go back home. 
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. 1 lar to ptlml 1I and a flame at a distance near a big mountain This made tl e At: be .. . 

decided to take this last chance. They went straight to the place \! here th I III t 

about six unarmed Tigrayan herders. The Afar asked the Tigra 3n \ h th r th 

saw their camels. The latter responded furiously Slating that the \ ere n t th i 

The Afar gave up hope but asked for water telling the Tigrayans that the I had b n 

looking for their livestock for long and were feeling thirsty. The Tigra an \ ere 

again angry and replied, " We are not your servants!". They rose up and surr unded 

the Afar and tried to snatch the gun. With that move a shot was fired and one of the 

Tigrayans was dead. The other Tigrayans ran away and the incident \Va n after 

reported to the police. The murderer stayed under Police custody fo r a \ hile ber, re 

the case was delivered to the Gereb. The Gereb has decided lhat appr priat 

compensation be paid according to the existing customary laws. Ho\ e er the Afa r 

were not forthcoming with the compensation. A relativc of thc murdcr r altribut d 

the delay to difficulties in collecting contributions from clan mcmbcrs, 

Case 3. Murder involving Three Afar Brothers (Adi lJarclllcli) 

A Tigrayan peasant, Halefom, who lives at Hohelc locality in tltc highlalld ' [ 

Dirgagen has a few Afar bond friends (Fikllr) in Ab 'ala. Tahir, all Afa r \Va hi 

closest friend to such an extent that they always treated each olhcr a br ther . In 

1991 after the collapse of the Derg, Tahir and Halcfol11 concluded a trail acli n 

involving the sale of Halefom's four rifles. Tahir plcdged thai he v uld ell thcm all 
, ' fl d e the procecd to Halcfol1l after 

at attractive prices , Talllf sold the n es an gav 
. ' H I fi q ircd aboul ri fl c price and 

deducting his agreed commisSIOn. Later a e 0111 en u 

I I t I d been claimcd b It i fr iend Tahi r. 
discovered that it was much more t lan w 1a 1a 

He began to suspect that Tahir had cheated him , 

. t' Tahir was eonsultcd b t\ 0 Afar fri nd , 
Six months followlIlg the transac lon, 

, 'I" of urchasing riflcs, Tahir pr lIl i cd lit 111 

Ossman and Muhaba, about pOSSlbl Itles P 
k thcm to Hal f, Ill. Th lall r aw th 

that he would get somc vcry soon, He too , 
. , ven e He asked th III t wai t f, r hllll at a 

occasion as an opportune lime for re g , 
.' H" uSliflcation \ a to a id nl k r L It 

deserted place far from IllS Village, IS J 
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ca . IC t lrcc Afar did might lead to imprisonment if the police knew of tllel'r d I TI I . 

. IC lar \ er c 'ell d had been told . In the evening, Halcfom appeared with a rl'fle "\"1 AC 
• 

at the sight of the rifle which they thought would be sold to them. As h eamc 

nearer, he fired at them. All three Afar were killed and he ran away. On hcaring gun 

shots, local residents hurried to the site and found the bodies. They worried a I t aJld 

restlessly buried them on the spot for fear that their village might come under alia k 

if thc news reached Afar land. But they didn't succeed. News reached Adi Harellleli 

where Tahir's elder brother lived. A group of armed Afar people marched 10 Hohle 

for a reprisal attack (Hanni). Before they could reach there, security mcn bl ked 

the way leading to the village telling them that the murderer is under arre I and 

would be punished through Gereb . A majority of the Afar agreed and rClumed 

home. However, Tahir's brother and one other Afar managcd to find an allcrnali c 

route leading to Hohele. At a palticular place near thc villagc, Ihey ~ ulld IwO 

Tigrayan herders wh0111 they shot inul1ediately. One was seriously wounded \ hilc 

the other died instantly. 

News also reached Tahir's other brother who used to live in Quiha in Ihe Tigra 

region. As he was going to Adi-haremeli to verify the news, he met a Tigra an n 

the mountains near Ab 'ala and killed him. By then, villagers in the highlaJld 

localities knew about the incidents of murder by the Afar. Some Tigra an \ ere 

plotting for an organised counter attack when the police told them that it had to be 

resolved peacefully. The Gereb was then called on to intervenc. 

After a series of deliberations on the matters, the Gereb decided that those killed in 
. . d' th nflict be compensated fir t. Ian 

crossfire who were not directly lllvolve III e co , 
member~ of the Afar involved in the conflict contributed money for the three 

innocent Tigrayans victimised by the conflict. 

. a for the death of Tahir and hi fri lid . 
The relatives of Ha1efom were ordered to p Y . 

ti 
. I osition to effect the C Ill pen all n 

But they were seemingly not in a good Inancla P 
5000) Birr. The requc led h Ip fr 111 I 

payment which amounted to 15,000 (3x f 
.' I refused to assist bccau e Halc~ III a t 

residents of Hohele but 111 va1l1. Peop e . . . ' . 'th their Afar brother . Till r:J U 11 \\ :J 
murder had disrupted their relatIOn WI 
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1 mg one s own bond-friend i particularly so because of a view that the act of kll ' , 

appallingly shameful. Thus people decided not t , 0 co-operate so that olhers uld 

draw a lesson from the situation. Halefom's family a d I I ' 11 C ose re al1ves sold some of 

their household items including livestock to pay the stated amount. 

5.6. Summary: Inter-ethnic Conflicts and Their Resolution 

Inter-ethnic conflicts has coloured the interaction between the Afar and Tigrayan throu 1\1 

their long mutual history. When the Afar were nomadic, such conflicts mo lly rclal d I 

competition over resources such as land, cattle and water points. Competitioll oOell illdu d 

series of raids and counter raids. 

With the institution of effective government administration in Ethiopia, conOictS in ling 

large groups of Tigrayans and Afar have become very few and far between. At pre cnt 

most conflicts take the form of individual incidents of theft, murder and rape. The de ire t 

take revenge is often propelled not only by such incidents occurring at particular lime bUI 

also by the collective enmity resulting from past history. 

In the past the Afar used movement as one of the strategies of dealing wilh c nOict , ilb 

highlanders. Now, movement is no longer an effective response to di pules. Thi 

following the shift to sedentary life, the degree of the Afar-Tigrayan inlera Ii n h' 

. I' t1 t at individual Ie el i thu lik \ t 

Increasing. The frequency of mter-et l\1lC con IC, 
. . 1 I . share-cropping) de p n in \ \11 

Increase as economic interdependence (partlCu ar y In 

11 

more Tigrayans and Afar. 
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o anse, ut whether In the di tant conflicts between the Afar and Tigrayans thus continue t ' B ' 

, w el e con Ict is conflllcd t 
P
ast when conflict involved large groups or at present h ' fl ' 

s I lies to t e po lOt r individuals, both Afar and Tigrayans seem keen not to prolong ho t'l't' h ' 

11 -exls ence. t IS 10 t 11 blowing up all SOlis of inter-ethnic relationships and peacer.ul co 't I " I ' 

regard that the long standing Gereb has from time immemorial served to contain inter-ethnic 

conflict. 

The apparent effectiveness of Gereb stems from the fact that it is based on and inv kc , 

principles and values shared by both Afar and Tigrayans: fair treatment of bond fricnd 

prioritisation of offences (for example, compensation for victims not immediately inv lvcd 

in a conflict first) notions of justice and reason, etc. The resolutions by ereb are thu 

generally accepted by disputants from both groups. In cases where non-compliance wiln 

resolutions occur, social sanclions, traditionally enforced by armed viJIagers and pa torali I , 

serve to ensure implementation. 

I 
b I

, ' I ndertaken by the state However 
n recent years, enforcement of Gere reso utIons is a so u . 

the role of the state is multifaceted. At present, it may be observed at three stages: 

• At the pre-Gereb phase, particularly when inter-ethnic conflict escalates and lead 

, h th tate seeks to restore relati e rder 

reprisal killings and general chaos. At this p ase e s 

to create an enabling environment for Gereb proceedings. 
, h' h the state provides logi ti cal upp rt t 

• At the Gereb proceedings phase, dunng w Ie 

Abo Gereb to convene their assembly 
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• After the Gereb arbitration, when resolution are made and have to enforced. The tate 

often assists in enforcing resolutions. 

The active state intervention in the inter-ethnic Gereb stands in marked contrast t it 

reluctance to become involved in intra-Afar conflicts. As explained in the previous chapt r, 

the Woreda cOUl1 often refers cases of intra-Afar disputes for local arbitration. The tatc 

does not, however, provide either logistical support or regular forces to enforce res luti n 

passed by the indigenous system. In the next chapter, an attempt is made to shed light II 

this differential treatment by the state for the different Afar indigenous institution ~ r 

conflict resolution. 
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Chapter Six 

Conclusion 

In the literature it is indicated that every community though ' , appears an lI1tegrated whole i , 

I eren sources: ll1fllctlon r tom by conflicts between its members, Such conflicts have d'ffi t ' ' , 

damage to persons and property, violation of rights over land and other forms of property a 

well as rights over decision making to mention just a few, Concerning the Ab'ala Afar, 

several factors have facilitated micro-conflicts in the area, 

Generally, the pastoral economy of the Afar is declining, This is witnessed by a significant 

loss of their stock due to drought, epidemics and raids. Hence, the Afar now engage in 

various activities to augment their ever decreasing income. This is evident frolll their 

current inclination toward cultivation and wage labour migration This however i 

adversely affecting their traditional institutions and value systems. For example 

sedentarisation disrupts traditional pastoral property relations. With the emergence f new 

form of land tenure system based on individualised ownership, the Afar developed a new 

altitude toward territ oriali t y. Thi s led to competition over productive resources and 

I 

' ' ,' , ' 1'k 'e the impact of wage lab ur 
u tlmately to Intra-clan conflict wlth1l1 their system, leWIS, 

migration is seen in the gradual weakening of clan solidarity. With urbani ation the 

, , ' I' d Iy affected , As a re ult 
traditional pattern of authonty at the household leve IS a verse 

. .. artners have become frequent 

conflicts among family members espec!ally between marnag
e 

p 
'I b d n their husbands and 1110 e to t \ n 

as Afar women now realise that they can easl y a an 0 

to get better economic and social provisions, 
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ISpU es are said to be "unreasonable social In Ab'ala, even though the causes of all d' t 

IVI ua enellt. In the headings of behaviour," it is evident that the conflict is a quest for ind' 'd I b Co 

Y an etc., \11 Icate that at each dispute cases, the phrases "eating my money" "stealing mid" ' d' 

\11 erests. ater, when the outset, complaints are addressed from the point of view ofprl'vate ' t L 

such matters are brought to the public they take the form of disputes and disputants w uld 

tend to explain them from the point of view of public norms and morality, 

As Gulliver (cited in Caplan, 1995:ix) indicated, disputes are not only a mechanism f 

keeping people apart but also a way of grouping people together. From the foregoing ca c 

we can see that disputants can only be successful if they have the ability to gain supp rl. 

Success does not as such depend on the disputants' adherence to norms but their strategic 

to mani pulate them for their own benefit. At this juncture, it is worth remembering the maj r 

theoretical debate in legal anthropology: The normS versus power debale According I 

Philip Gulliver, the outcome of dispute processing depends on the political streng
lh 

of lh' 

contestants . His work among the Arusha ofTanganiyka showed that allhough norms and 

rules might be quoted or cited at length, they were quite irrelevant 10 the aclual seulemenl 

of disputes. (Vi ncenl 1990: 376.) Max Gluckman asserted the opposile slating thaI rule 
' II I t than procedure action and 

norms and folk categories are more analytic a Y re evan ' 
, ' Ab'ala support Gulli er 

sequence of events (Ibid: 375). My study of the dispute cases In 
d to Max Gluckman's norm

ati 
e 

argument of the impoltance of power as oppose 

determinism. 
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num er 0 alternallve dispute Among Ab'ala Afar, di sputants often chose among a b f . 

ns regar lIlg the cost and settlement fo rums. The selection is based on careful calculat'lo d' 

benefits involved in appealing to one fOlum as opposed to the other. 

Generally, family disputes, intra-clan as well as inter-clan conflicts in the area are better 

handled by local indigenous institutions. This is because notions of what is right and wrong 

i.e. the norms and customs are better known to the people at the grassroots Elders are 

bestowed with life-tested experience and wisdom and handle cases in a more transparent 

manner while the court bases itself on rules that are not even known to the ordinary peopte 

In addition, since litigation in the modern legal structures works according to a ftxed code of 

law, they are unlikely to consider long standing cross-cutting ties among community 

members. As far as the outcomes are concerned, the government legal institutions serve 

justice by ultimately harming the interests of one of the disputants since agreements are 

often imposed. Local dispute settlement involving negotiation, however, can be achieved 

through compromise and is more flexible. The disputants acknowledge that they have 

, ' d E cially in inter-clan dispute ca es, 

somethll1g to gain and something to lose 111 the en, spe 
, ,' th I cal mediation involving elder . 

government legal institutions are regarded auxlhanes to e 0 

. . . re that conflicts between difTerent 

On the ll1ter-ethnic level it has been argued 111 the hteratu , , oth of the groupS are econotnicall 

groups of people become commol1 when either or b d between the Afar and 

socially, politically insecure. The confrontations that oce
urre 
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Tigrayans \11 the form of raids traditionally emanated from competition over meagre 

socia prestige. However, the resources, the need to compensate for loss of stock and . I . 

e exp amed by unfavourable pa t present state of hostility and occasional killings are to b I . 

we resource conflict. At present, history and a desi re to take revenge rather than rene d . 

. ese mc u e. I) a change 111 several facto rs contribute for the decrease in incidents of raids Th . I d . . 

. ergence 0 a new " ethlllc' 
the traditional political organisation in the highlands 2) the em f . 

o a mllustratlon 
identity among the Afar following the establishment of the £ederal system f d . , . 

in Ethiopia. 3) the development of power balance as the Mar began to penetrate into the 

state system with more active involvement in national politics and representation in the 

police and defence forces. 

Whenever they occurred, conflicts and confrontations between the Mar and the Tigrayalls 

have never led to uncontrollable and long lasting warfare. Cross cutting ties between 

members of the two ethnic groupS set a limit to the extent to which conflicts are e'pre ed 

in open warfare These include co-operation in social and economic activities, blood ties and 

intennarriage. Besides, there have been indigenouS mechanisms of redress and peace making 

. I . h d th e purposes Like the inter-
smce t 1e remote past. The Gereb was estabhs e to serve es . 

clan conflict situations, inter-ethnie dispute affairs are believed to be more effectivel 

h d d I gal set-upS Nonethele s b 
an led by this indigenous institution than the mo ern e . 

. . . .. t res seem to shoW concern ~ r 

111tervemng at some stage, government adml11lstratlve struc u 
h . .. of eople such as thOse ob e ed 

t e effective resolution of conflicts llwolv1l1g large group P 
. . . h ultimately lead to large scale nali nal 

111 the mter-c1an and inter-ethnic context as these mig t 

instabili ty . 
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Generally, customary laws and traditional dispute settlement among the Ab'ala Afar are 

dynamic. Nevertheless, olle element seems to have persisted over time: elder men ha 

continued to playa central role in mediation. True, though often in an indirect way, women 

do also play an active role. They influence their husbands in the decision making procc . 

Besides, they are also the ones who prepare the food items for the reconciliation rca t 

without which ally dispute settlement cannot be considered complete. Quite unfortunately, 

however, due to thei r lower status, their contribution is often not appreciated. This seem to 

hold true both within tile Afar and in the inter-ethnic context. 
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Appendix 1: Name of key Informants 

Mohammo Ya-ed 

2 Ali Hamfre 

3 Enhaba Abdu 

4 Wogrissa Aidahis 

5 Mustefa Ahmed 

7 T'ahira Mohammed 

8 Haji Faya Muddeta 

9 Sheik Idris Negus 

10 Mohammed Dawa 

11 Bilata Enhaba 

12 Taddele Kiros 

13 Mohammed Dardar 

14 Adona Dahrissa 

15 Esya Ahmed 

16 Hussien Adam 

17 AlIi Mohammed 

18 Mairam Seid 

19 Haji Yassin Aliyu 

20 Ahmed Aliyu 

21 Fatuma HumtnO 



22 Elalta Ibrahim 

23 Halima Mohammed 

24 Adam Aydahis 

25 Ali Dawd 

26 Saddia Ibrahim 

27 Alii Bal-O 

28 Fatuma Mohammed 

29 Zeineb Abdu 

30 Adbella sibhatu 

31 Muktar Duri 

32 Abduruf Alii 

33 Hussien Ibrahim 

34 Muktar Silla 

35 Yassin Reba 

36 Mohammed Alii 

37 Mohammed Yahiya 

38 Hussien Yahiya 

39 Mohammed Seiko 

40 Mohammed Seid 

41 Beshir Negus 

42 Mohammed Hayat 

43 KedirNur 



44 Mohammed Nursha 

45 Zeinu Nur 

46 Medina Abrahim 



AI'P t..: J1di x 1. I ,isl or I'l:I k .· 



1'Iate 3: The Mar are ,bowing a steady inclination toY/ani cultivation: Their 

pastoral economy is declining 



, ,ys em 0 1I1iormatlOn exchange among the Afar Plate 4' Dagu' As t . f' I' . • 

.... :.: 

Plate s: Neighbours holding a meeting (Mahlo) to dlscu" a marital Dispute (Ab'.I. lown) 

• 



plate 6 : The council of elders holding an assembly to look into :1Il inter-clull disllul . 

case 

. crificed to mark reconciliation in an inter-dan 

Plate 7: Sola: A ,)lace where a sheep IS finally sa 

conflict resolution 

• 



The Ab'ala market is a place where the Afar internet with the Ti " -u 

highlanders 



Platc 9: An Afar lIIall seIling salt lJars ill AIJ ' ala JIIar!"ct 



Plate 10: Intermarriage between the Afar alld T-" 19rayans 

Plate 11: An extra-ordinary Gereb meeting involving Afar and Tigrayan elders_ 

• 
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