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Persistence of Cross-Cutting Ties in East African Pastoral Societies

Sacawa, Toru
Kyoto University

Previous studies focusing on inter-ethnic relations in East African pastoral
societies have shown various trans-ethnic cross-cutting ties. Some researchers
have implied that amicable and flexible relations among members of different
ethnic groups have been replaced by hostile and inflexible relations because of
the encroachment and domination by colonial powers, which began in the late
19th century. However, my research in 2006 indicates that the Daasanach have
kept many cross-cutting ties until now.

The Daasanach are agro-pastoralist in southwestern Ethiopia and north-
western Kenya. Six other groups inhabit the areas surrounding the Daasanach.
Of these, the Kara and the Hor have maintained friendly relations with the
Daasanach and are classified as “our people” (gaal kunno). In contrast, other
four groups are “enemies” (kiz).

The Daasanach have kept various individual cross-cutting ties, not only
with gaal kunno, but also with kiz. These ties have contributed to people’s
survival in an uncertain environment. They have constructed and maintained
a local network of food security through the trans-ethnic movement of resi-
dences, goods, and members. In addition, amicable trans-ethnic communica-
tion provides an opportunity for the “socially weak” to escape from invisible
violence in the community and a place where they can rebuild their lives.

Researchers’ tacit assumptions may misrepresent the realities on the
ground. One assumption has been that government-imposed borders inevi-
tably diminish mutual visits and friendly relations among neighboring ethnic
groups. Another assumption is that as towns and markets are established by
the government and large amounts of goods are introduced from the outside
world, trans-ethnic transactions will come to an end. Both assumptions are
partly true. On the other hand, people sometimes intensified cooperation with
kiz in order to resist arbitrary boundary making by the government. People
also use goods from the outside world to exchange or give within the trans-
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ethnic friendly network. Although the way of cooperation and the goods
which people transact have been affected by outside influences, the social sig-

nificance of cross-cutting ties has persisted.
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