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Francesco Staro & Günther Schlee

Identity Politics 
in Contemporary Ethiopia and Sudan

Francesco Staro Interviews Günther Schlee

GüntherSchleehasbeendirectorattheMaxPlanckInstituteforSocial
Anthropologyfor20years,andheadoftheDepartmentIntegrationand
Conflict.Asanemeritushehastakenupaprofessorshipforsocialanthropology
attheArbaMinchUniversity,Ethiopia.Hisworkisanessentialcontribution
totheunderstandingofinterethnicclanrelationsandethnicidentitydynamics
intheHornofAfrica.Heconductedextensivefieldworkamongmobilepasto-

ralists,asthesegroupsshowhowethnicidentitiesevolveovertime,andadapt
permanentlytochangingsocialandecologicalenvironment.Heanalyzedfrom
ahistoricalperspectivetheprocessofethnogenesisinNorthernKenyaand
Sudan,anddescribedtheimportanceofmigrationdynamicsandexchange
networksincross-borderregionsoftheHornandbeyond.Inhisresearch,
thefluidityofethnicboundariesreflectsthecoexistencebetweendifferent
identitycategoriesandtribalalliances,asethnicclassificationsoverlapwith
membershipstoclansandsubclans(Diallo&Schlee2002;Schlee2008;
Schlee&Horstmann2018).

Theissueofidentitydynamicsisallthemorerelevantasethnicityturns
outtobeanimportantcriteriongoverningnewformsofcitizenshipandthe
selectionofbeneficiariesofinternationalaid.Inthisinterview,wefocuson
thecasesofSudanandEthiopia,whereSchleehasbeendoingfieldworkover
thepast30years.

Francesco Staro

IncountriessuchasEthiopiaandSudan,differentstrategiesofState-ledethnic
categorizationhavebeenimplemented.InEthiopia,theprojectof“ethnic
federalism”wassupposedtoframesocioculturaldiversityintoaprocessof
nationalidentitybuilding.LookingatthecaseofSudan,somestepshavebeen
donetowardstheconstructionofamoreinclusive“Sudaneseidentity:”Ithink,
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forexample,ofthevisitoftheSudanesePrimeMinistertorebels’stronghold
inNubamountainsinJanuary2020.Beyondthesesymbolicmoves,whatare
thepossiblescenariosforthepost-revolutionSudan,inacontextwhereidentity
dynamicshavebeendominatedoratleastinfluencedforalmost30yearsby
theideologyofArab-Islamiccivilizationputforwardbythepreviousregime?

Günther Schlee

Ithinkthatpost-1991Ethiopia,inthewayitsadministrativeorderreflects
ethniccategories,differsmorefrompre-1991EthiopiathanfromSudaninany
period.TheoldprovincialboundariesinEthiopiawereparalleltothelinesof
communication.Whatwasinreachofacenterbelongedtothatcenter.Ethnic
belongingdidnotcount,ethnicgroupswerenottobestabilizedbygiving
themterritorialboundariesandastatusasadministrativeunits.Theywere
meanttodisappear.PolicyaimedatassimilatingpeopletotheChristian,
Amharic-speakingdominantculture.

Incontrasttothat,thepost-1991administrativemapreflectsethnicgroups,
withboundariesatalllevelsfromthedistrictstothefederalstatesoftendrawn
alonglinguisticlines.Boundarieshavemanybendsandbulges,enclavesand
exclaves,sothatasmanypeopleaspossibleliveinthesameadministrative
unitasthosewhospeakthesamelanguageorasimilarlanguage.Historical
linguisticsandlanguageclassificationhavebecomehottopics.Thenew
boundariesoftencombinedpeoplewhoweredividedbydeepgorgesorhigh
mountainrangesandhadahardtimeiftheytriedtomeet,butwhichwere
consideredco-ethnicsorlinguisticallyrelated.

InSudan,therehavebeennosuchdramaticchangesfromoneextremeto
theotheringivingethnicityaroleintheformationofanadministrativeorder
ornot.Repeatedly,idara ahaliyya, NativeAdministration,wasabolishedand
re-introduced,butthetwoprinciplesofbelongingtoaregionordistrict,or
belongingtoatribeanditssheikhshavealwayscoexisted.Peoplespeakof
“geographicalchiefs,”whosepowersendattheconfinesofacircumscribed
area,andtribalchiefs,whorepresentagenealogicallyrelatedgroup(inclu-

dingchosenoras-ifrelationships)andallitsmemberswherevertheyare.
Theboundariesoftraditionalhomelands(dar)playagreatroleinlanddisputes
andcontestedjurisdictionandpoliticalrepresentation.Patrilinealdescentis
nottheonlyformofcollectiveidentification.InKhartoum,regionalorigins
playagreatrole.Peopleidentifyandmaintainlinkswiththeirbalad, their
homeland,andtheirgenealogiesreflectatendencytoregionalratherthan
tribalendogamy.Butpatrilinealdescentatalllevels,fromlocallineagesto
meso-andmacro-groupscomprisingmillionsofmembershasneverlostits
importanceforpoliticalloyaltyandasameansofmobilization.Fromcolonial
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times,whentheBritishthroughoutAfricausedIndirectRuleasacheapform
ofadministrationofallregionswhichtheydidnotclaimforWhitesettlement,
theSudancouldalwaysbelookedatasamosaicoftribalandethnicgroups.
Trulyuniformandequalcitizenship,wherepeoplefirstofallare“Sudanese,”
isnowpropagated,notforthefirsttime,butinrealityhasneverhadachance.

Theurbanprotestmovementsof2018-2019,thespla-North,which
controlspartsofBlueNileStateandSouthKordofan,andthearmedgroups
inDarfurhaveallcontributedtothefallofAl-Bechirandcouldconsider
themselvesaspartofthesamerevolution.Theiraimcouldbetocreateone
just,unifiedorderforeverybody.Instead,theynownegotiatetheallocationof
statepowerstoregionalunitsanddifferentdegreesofautonomy,withspecial
rightsforspecialpeople.Thecenterandtheperiphery(orperipheries)are
tryingtostrikeanewdeal.Thatisabasicpatternwhichhasnotchangedwith
thefallofAl-Bechir.Andpeopleintheperipheryhaveverygoodhistorical
reasonsformistrustingthecenter.

Francesco Staro

Inbothcountries,thenomadicandpastoralcomponentisimportant.Howdo
youconsidertheroleofthesegroupsintheseprocessesofnationalidentity
building,givenpastoralists’mobilityoverterritorialandethnicboundaries?

Günther Schlee

Ethiopiafollowstwoideologies,which,incertaincontexts,arehardtocom-

bine:ethnicself-determinationand“development.”Ethnicself-determination
impliesthatpeoplehavearighttodeveloptheirownlanguagesandcultures
andliveaccordingtotheirownnormsandvalues.“Development,”ontheother
hand,isdefinedbythegovernment.Inthenameofdevelopment,hugeareas
oflandhavebeentakenfromtheirearlierusersanddedicatedtolarge-scale
capitalistcashcropproduction.Also,thepartsofagricultureremainingin
thehandsofsmallholdersareinterferedwith.Ifthegovernmentdecidesthat
thefarmershavetousemineralfertilizer,allthosewhodonotbuymineral
fertilizerareclassifiedasanti-governmentand“backwards.”Theaccusation
ofbeing“backwards”overridesthevaluesofethnicself-determination,which
isthenlimitedtolanguageandafolklorizedversionof“culture.”Asaresult,
Ethiopiansnowhavetherighttospeaktheirownlanguagesandperformtheir
ownritualsontheirownland,buttheyarenotallowedtotillitthewaythey
want.Highmodernityisreplacingtraditionalwaysoffoodproductionatthe
expenseofsustainabilityandbiodiversity.Pastoralism,i.e.allformsofmobile
animalhusbandry,aredenouncedasbackwards.Abiycontinuesthepoliciesof
hispredecessor.AlsounderAbiy,pastoralistsintheLowerOmoareahavebeen
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deprivedofaccesstotheirpastures,forcefully“villagized,”beaten,tortured
andcastrated.

ItstillremainstobeseenwhetherAbiy,whowasmadePrimeMinisterto
mollifytheOromoopposition,willbeableandwillingtointroducetrueethnic
federalismbyalsogivingthe“backward”peoplesavoiceandrespectingtheir
rights,orwhetherhewilljustbeabletoshiftthepowerbalanceamongthe
dominantgroups,theTigray,nowmarginalized,theAmharaandtheOromo,
partofwhomarehisferventsupporterswhileothersarehisworstenemies.

HighmodernityalsohasmadeinroadsinSudan.WithChineseengineer-
ing,laborandmoney,hugeinfrastructuralprojectshavebeencarriedout,
amongthemtheheighteningofthedamontheBlueNileatRoseires.There
havebeenplanstoextendirrigatedagriculturebelowthedam,fromRoseires
righttotheJezira,usinggravity.Duetoanumberoffactors,comprising
incompetence,corruption,andpoliticalinstability,theseplanshavenotyet
beenimplemented.Thisgivesanewleaseoflifetorain-fedagriculture,here
atitsclimaticmargins,andpastoraliststousetheselandsseasonally,byforce
orbystrikingdealswiththefarmers.

Otherlandswhichare“developed”bothinEthiopiaandinSudanbecome
openrangelandsagainbecauselargescalecapitalistcashcropproduction
hasatendencytofail.Theinvestorsgoandpastoralistsmovebackin.Some
investorshaveneverbeenseriouslyinterestedinagriculture.Theywerejust
afterthetaxbenefits.Theyimportagriculturalmachinerywithoutpaying
importtaxandthentradewithmachinery.Thisoccasionallygivespastoralists
someroom,butthisisaneffectwhichisnotintendedbythegovernment.

BothEthiopiaandtheSudanarefarfromimplementingtherecommen-

dationsoftheAfricanUnionthatpastoralistsshouldbeallowedtocross
regionalandeveninternationalboundariesandthattheirwayoflife,which
usesseasonallyandregionallydispersedresources,toalargeextentlocated
insemi-aridandaridlandswhichcannotbeusedotherwise,shouldbemain-

tained.Urbanelitesdonotseemtobeawarethatalargeproportionofthe
meattheyeathasbeenproducedbypastoralists.

Francesco Staro

TheSudaneserevolutionseemsgroundedontherejectionofAl-Bechir’s
regimeasmuchasonanopeningtoglobalaudiencesandthepoliticalmobi-
lizationoftheSudanesediasporabeyondnationalborders.Whataretherisks
ofreproducingsocioeconomicinequalitiesifaccesstothesedifferentpolitical
arenasisunevenlydistributed?
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Günther Schlee

Also,Al-BechirhastriedtoinducetheUnitedStatestoliftthesanctions
imposedonSudanasa“sponsorofterrorism.”Evenbeforetheattackonthe
WorldTradeCenterin2001,Sudanofferedtheusevidenceonthewhereabouts
ofUsamabinLaden,buttheinformationwasrejectedbecausetheus did 

notwanttocooperatewithroguestates.Later,intheGlobalWarOnTerror
(gwot),Al-BechirtoedtheAmericanline,andinpreventingmigrantsfrom
reachingEurope,hecooperatedwiththeeu.Al-Bechirwasapro-Western
dictatorrejectedbytheWest.IntheColdWar,hewouldhavebeenembraced
bytheWestinspiteofhispoorhumanrightsrecord,butunfortunatelyfor
him,hiscomingtopowercoincidedwiththeendoftheColdWar.Inthelast
yearsofhisregime,therewasalotoftalkaboutendingthesanctions,but
theywereneverlifted.Reasonsforthismaycomprisetheneedtopleasethe
religiousrightinAmerica(notunfittinglydescribedas“crusaders”inSudan)
andthearrestwarrantbytheInternationalCriminalCourtinTheHaguefor
humanrightsviolationsinDarfur.

Thepresenttransitionalgovernmentcontinuesthepolicyofopening
thecountrytotheWest(inaddition,ofcourse,tothecountrybeingalready
dependentonChina),inspiteofthepoorrecordofeconomic“liberalism”
forthewelfareofordinarypeopleinAfrica.

Beforetheworldgroundtoahaltbecauseofthecoronacrisis,therehave
beensomepositivesigns.BeingaGerman,examplesfromGermanyarethe
firsttocometomymind.OurpresidenthasvisitedSudan,whereaparadeof
oldVolkswagenbeetleswasorganizedforhim,andourministerforeconomic
cooperationhasstressedtheneedtosupportthetransitioninSudan.Butall
thishascometenmonthsafterthefallofAl-Bechiranditmayalreadyhave
beentoolate.Thecountrywasinasevereeconomiccrisis,withlongqueues
atpetrolstationsandinfrontofbakerieswhichsoldbread.Andthentraffic,
tradeandinternationalrelationswerelargelyfrozen.

Thefutureishardtopredict.Thepresentcrisiscausedbythespreadofthe
coronavirusandthemeasurestakentocontainitmayturnouttobeagame
changer.ManyAfricancountriesareemulatingthecontainmentmeasures
takenbyWesternstates,althoughtheydonothavethefinancialreservesto
compensateforthelossofrevenuecausedbythesemeasures.Insomecases,
thesemeasuresmayalsoturnouttohavebeennotnecessary,becausethecli-
maticconditionsarenotconducivetothetransmissionofthevirus.InSudan,
therehavebeenanumberofpersonspositivelytestedforcoronavirus,typically
withaninfectionhistoryoutsidethecountry.Peoplearewaitingforthephase
ofexponentialgrowthofthisnumber,butformanyweeksnowithasnotset
in.ThereproductionrateofthevirusinSudanmayturnouttobebelow1.
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Bythetimeweknowthisforsure,irreparabledamagemayhavebeendone
totheSudaneseeconomyandtomanyeconomiesandsocietiesacrossAfrica.
Thepoliticalactorswehavediscussedinthisinterviewwillhavebeenblown
awayandallourproblemsmayhavebecomeobsolete.Thisis,ofcourse,
onlyonepossiblescenario.Itmayalsobethatinfiveyears,coronaviruswill
beamatterofthepast.

Francesco Staro

HowhasthereligiousdividebetweenWahhabismandotherIslamictradi-
tions(IthinkinparticularofSufism)affectedtheorganizationofpolitical
mobilizationwhichledtotherevolution?

Günther Schlee

EversinceAl-Bechir’sregimehasturnedouttobeacleptocracy,ithasbeen
rejectedbymanyMuslims,ordinaryMuslimsaswellaspoliticallyminded
“Islamists.”TheftisconsideredasininIslam.Butthedominantvoicesinthe
presentrevolutionseemtobesecularist.Theyarenotirreligious,butstress
thesharedelementsofseveralorallreligions.Thiscombinesreasonablywell
withSufism,whichinrecentdecadeshasshedtheexclusivistandmilitant
characterithadinthe19thandearly20thcentury.

Thisdevelopmentis,however,watchedwithskepticismbyWahhabior
Salafigroups.Especially,theintendednormalizationofrelationshipswith
Israelhasraisedtheirconcern.IntheSudaneseIslamistdiscourse,theWest
andIsraelhavebothbeendemonizedfordecadesandatthelatestduringthe
warinSyria,IranandShiitesingeneralhavejoinedthemasequallyevilin
theFridaysermonswhichIhaveattended.

Francesco Staro

Sudanrepresentsaninterestingcasestudytoanalyzethecomplexrelations
betweenIslamandArabidentitiesinAfrica.Duringthepast30years,Omar
Al-Bechir’smilitarygovernmentattemptedtoimposeitsownconceptionof
SudanesenationalidentitybasedonIslamityandArabness.TheSudaneserevo-

lutioncouldbeconsideredasamovetowardsamoreinclusiveunderstanding
ofwhat“tobeSudanese”means.Inthiscontext,globalaudiencesandpolitical
mobilizationbeyondnationalbordersseemtoplayakeyrole.Atthesametime,
otherformsofinclusionandexclusionmaybeemergingatlocallevel,andnew
socioeconomicinequalitiescanarise.Whatareyourobservationsatthisregard?
HowMuslimandArabidentitiesandsocialbelongingsarebeingreconfiguredin
theSudanpost-revolution,andwhatistheimpactonethnicidentitydynamics?
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Günther Schlee

Weneedtodistinguishbetween“Arab-Islamiccivilization”(thesloganof
Al-Bechir’sregime)andracialism.Thatdistinctionisneededforanalytical
purposes,although(orbecause)intheobservedreality,thetwoareinextricably
interwoven.Bothpre-dateAl-Bechir’sregime,buthaveappearedduringthat
regimeinparticularlyvirulentforms.

InSudaneseArabic,youhavearichterminologytodescribeallsortsof
huesandshadesofhumanskincolor,andcolorislinkedtostatus.Thetwo
aresometimesevenconvertibleintoeachother,likeBourdieu’skindsof
capital.Adark-skinnedmanmaymanagetomarryalighter-skinnedbride
ifheholdsaPhDoragoodposition.Inthetimesofslavery,light-skinned
Ethiopianwomenfetchedthehighestprices,nottheonesfromwhatisnow
SouthSudan.Thefactthatthevalueofapersonandthepigmentationofher
orhisskinarenegativelycorrelatedcanbeillustratedfromallperiodsof
Sudanesehistory,notjustAl-Bechir’speriod.

ThisracialismcombinesuneasilywiththeprideinanIslamictradition.
Toasignificantextent,SudanhasbeenIslamizedfromtheWest,andIslamic
scholarshipinDarfurcanpointtoalongertraditionthanmanyplacesinthe
NileValleywhichwasruledbyChristiankingdomsuntilthe16thcentury.
Still,the“Arab-Islamiccivilization”wasusedbytheAl-Bechir’sregime
asanideologicalinstrumentofthe“Arab”MuslimelitesoftheNileValley
againstallothers.Itwasaninstrumentofexclusion,anaspectwhichcanalso
becriticizedfromaMuslimperspective,anditledfirsttotheseparationof
whatisnowSouthSudanandthenaffectedtheSouthoftheNorth,thewhole
halfcirclefromDarfurviaSouthKordofantoBlueNileStateandEastern
Sudan.TheSudanhasnotbeencapableofintegratingitssouthernperiphery.
Itfirstlostitsouterlayerandwasabouttolosethenextone.Whetherthe
presenttransitionalgovernmentwillbeabletostopthisprocessremainsto
beseen.Prospectsdonotlooktoogood.

FrancescoStaroThe“Ethiopianmodel”gainsinternationalconsensus,
andthecountryismoreandmoreattractiveforforeigninvestorsthanksto
positiveindicatorsofeconomicdevelopment.In2019,thePrimeMinisterAbiy
AhmedwontheNobelPrize,inpartfor“forgingadurablepeaceintheHorn
ofAfrica,”bymakingpeacewithEritrea.Morerecently,nationalpolitical
electionsweresuspendedfollowingtheCovid-19crisis,andthislegitimized
evenmorethepowerofthecentralState.Nevertheless,therevivalofpoliti-
calclaimsbasedonethnicityalongsideregionalborderscanbeconsidered
asareactiontoadevelopmentmodelwhichreproducesinequalities,atthe
detrimentofperipheralregions.Whatareyourobservationsatthisregard,and
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howwouldyoudescribetheimpactoftheselong-termprocessesonnomadic
andpastoralsocietiesyouhavebeenstudying?

Günther Schlee

Ethiopiahasindeedundergonerapidchanges.AddisAbabaishardtorecognize
foranyonewhohasbeenawayforawhile.Newbuildingshaveshotupevery
time.Chinesecompaniescarryouthugeinfrastructureprojectsfromthetram
inAddisAbabatotheMillenniumDamontheBlueNile.Withthecaveatthat
wedonotknowtheimpactofthecurrentcoronacrisis,yetwecanstatethat
Ethiopiahasexperiencedquiteanimpressiveeconomicgrowthofjustunder
10%peryearoverthelastdecade.Whatmakesoneworryisthepossible
long-termeconomicandpoliticaldependencecausedbythisdebt-financed
development.

AbiyreceivedtheNobelPrizeforPeaceforreconcilingwithEritrea
andforopeningtheboundarywiththatcountry.Littlelater(andlongbefore
coronavirus),thatboundarywasclosedagainandpeoplewhohadvisited
theirrelativesforthefirsttimeintwentyyearsgotstuckonthewrongside.
AbiyisfacingstiffandviolentoppositionfrompartsoftheOromoLiberation
Front,i.e.hisownco-ethnics,inWollega.TheTigrayfeelbetrayedbyhim
andmayobstructanyagreementhemightreachwithEritrea.Afterall,itis
themwhospeakthesamelanguageasmanyEritreansandwho,alongwith
theAmharaandAfarregions,borderEritrea,anditwastheirleader,thelate
PrimeMinisterMelesZenawi,whofoughtabitterwarwithEritreain1999-
2000.Sotheyareintheperfectpositiontorepairortospoilrelationswith
Eritrea,dependingontheirpoliticalneeds.

Whatisneededisanationaldealwhichnotonlyinvolvesrivalelitesbut
alsotakesintoaccounttheperiphery,thepeopleexcludedfromthepolitical
arenaforbeing“backwards.”Evenwithoutthenewdisruptionswhichcan
beexpectedasresultsofthecoronacrisis,thisisalongwaytogo.

Laboratoire architecture ville urbanisme environnement (LAVUE), équipe Altérités et 
territoires (ALTER), Université Paris 8 Saint-Denis, France;   

Arba Minch University, Ethiopia; Max Planck Institute for Social Anthropology, Halle 
(Saale), Germany.
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AbstrAct

In Sudan and Ethiopia, different strategies have been implemented to frame cultural 
diversity and ethnic identities into the nation-building process. We discuss it here with 
Günther Schlee, who has been conducting field surveys in these countries over the past 
30 years. We focus on the case of nomadic and pastoral populations, their changing 
identity affiliations and social belongings.

Keywords: Sudan, Ethiopia, ethnic identity dynamics, pastoralism.

résumé

Gouvernement et politiques identitaires en Éthiopie et au Soudan contemporains. Entretien 
avec Günther Schlee par Francesco Staro. — Au Soudan et en Éthiopie,  différentes 
 stratégies ont été mises en place pour incorporer la diversité culturelle et les dynamiques 
des identités ethniques dans le processus de construction nationale. Nous en discutons 
ici avec Günther Schlee, qui conduit des enquêtes de terrain dans ces deux pays depuis 
30 ans, en prêtant une attention particulière au cas des populations nomades et pastorales 
et au caractère mouvant de leurs affiliations identitaires.

Mots-clés : Soudan, Éthiopie, identités ethniques, sociétés nomades et pastorales.


