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Visualizing Relationships
The Reality of Communality in Rural Ethiopia

MatsuMURA Keiichiro
Keywords: community, social relationships, communality, ethnicity, Ethiopia

This paper examines how multiple relationships in rural Ethiopia are visualized by the various
arrangements of persons, things, and places that constitute the social contexts. I argue that communality
based on multilayered relations in the research village is constructed and realized through the accountability
of people’s everyday practices, although the social relationships — such as clans, kinship groups and ethnic
groups — have long been considered as an enduring ground for anthropological descriptions. This argument
also leads to a reconsideration of the concept of “community/communality” as well as “the social.”

My field research was conducted in a coffee-growing village in the Gomma area in southwestern
highland Ethiopia. In the research village, the local Oromo people live together with several other ethnic
groups. Since the beginning of the 20th century, the northern Amhara settled in this area after the conquest by
the Ethiopian empire. In 1974, the imperial government broke down and was replaced by a socialist regime.
Some commercial plantations built around the village in the late 1950s and 1960s were all confiscated by the
government and integrated into a newly-established coffee state farm. Since then, many migrant workers and

coffee pickers, especially the Kullo from the south, have increasingly flowed into this area, and some later

settled in the village.
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There are several social membership categories mentioned in the village: religions (Muslim, Christian),
areas (Gomma, Jimma, etc.), ethnic groups (Oromo, Amhara, etc.), and so on. The people usually refer
to one of them as an appropriate framework to understand and explain their interactions and situation. They
don’t always act as members of an ethnic group, but behave differently according to other category’s norms.
The term “cohesiveness” is employed here to indicate those membership categories that remind people of
their unity at a certain moment.

In section II, I explain how people belong to different social groups and develop multiple relations.
Most of the local Oromo are Muslim (72%), while many of the migrant Oromo, the Amhara, and the
Kullo are Ethiopian Orthodox Christian (27.2%). The villagers belong to social groups according to their
religions, such as the church association known as senbete or the Muslim women's association known as
dalama. At the same time, they act as members of other groups and form their relations regardless of religion
or ethnicity, such as in the cooperative for funeral and financial support known as iddir. The cohesiveness
provoked in certain contexts is replaced by another in different settings of persons, things and places. The
cohesiveness constructed at various occasions gives people the opportunity to have multiple relations beyond
the boundaries of village, settlements, ethnic groups, and religions.

In section III, 1 focus on those potentially multiple relations among the villagers. In a village, villagers’
dyadic relations are symbolized through gatherings to drink coffee. People always invite their neighbors
to drink coffee together, regardless of their ethnicity or religion, except on bad terms. Through them, the
villagers can clearly find out how the dyadic relations between neighbors are kept or changed. Gathering to
drink coffee is a device to visualize the relationships between villagers and make them understandable, and in
some degree predictable, not just for other villagers but also for themselves.

Those coffee-drinking relations are not stable, but are frequently disrupted by trivial frictions. In section
IV, I analyze how such relations are stopped and restarted. One case study shows that coffee relations, once
breached, are restored by means of other dyadic relations, such as at religious festivals or during post-natal
rituals. Those settings provide villagers the chance to interact with one another and make their relations
visualized again in a different way. The visualized relations can in turn make it accountable for them when
they restart their coffee relations. The multiple relations that emerge in various social contexts, with different
arrangements of persons, things, and places, make it possible for people to have alterative relations and
even shift them. Among those contexts, the eating of food together can be a symbolic situation in which the
arrangement of bodies at meals inevitably not only visualizes the relationship but also actualizes it.

In section V, I argue that the various social contexts composed of arrangements of persons, things
and places might historically create a specific setting in highland Ethiopia. During the socialist regime, the
“villagization™ policy forced people to live together in newly-built settlements. As a result, that political
measure arranged places for villagers to interact with each other beyond the boundaries of different religions
and ethnic groups. In the setting of congested settlements, people developed the new custom of coffee-
drinking that reminded them of an image of cohesiveness and communality. “Community” is no longer
considered a substantial entity. This paper suggests that we can understand “the social” of rural Africa
properly by describing “community” as a place where multiple relations are visualized and realized in

everyday practices.




