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Introduction

If there is a region in the world that has tirelessly 
resisted elites and political inequalities of all kinds 
and against all odds, this is the Ethiopian-Sudanese 
borderland, a rugged and isolated area between the 
high	Abyssinian	plateau	and	the	flat	lowlands	of	the	
Sahel. For centuries, this territory has acted as a safe 
haven	 for	people	escaping	or	fighting	the	state,	 in-
cluding minority groups, warlords, rebels and rob-
bers (Triulzi 1981; Caulk 1984). In that, this moun-
tainous African borderland has to be added to a list 
of geographically-complex areas elsewhere in the 
world,	which	have	 thwarted	 the	 controlling	 efforts	
of the state and the emergence of elites (Braudel 
1966: 34–57; Froelich 1968: 33–52; Scott 2009). Look-
ing at the culture and history of those areas – and 
the role played by material culture in mobilizing 
tactics of resistance against the state – might prove 
very useful in our quest for other, more egalitarian, 
models of social organization in the past – a quest 
that has not ceased to grow in archaeology for the 
last two decades (cf. Hill 1995; McGuire/Saitta 1996; 
Osborne 2007). 

The enduring egalitarian ethoi of the communi-
ties that populate the Ethiopian-Sudanese border-
land is particularly remarkable (Fernández 2003), 
given the existence in their immediate surroundings 
of strongly hierarchical and expansive polities. The 
small-scale societies of the region have developed 
manifold mechanisms to cope with external aggres-
sion, state control and socioeconomic inequalities in 
order to maintain their cultural identities and moral 
economies (cf. James 1979; Jedrej 1995). Their atti-
tudes	of	resistance	have	been	quite	different	depend-
ing on the dominant groups they were facing, their 
own historical experiences and their cultural back-
ground. Rather than a monolithic horizon of resist-
ance equally shared by all groups, what we have is 
a sometimes bewildering mosaic of resistances – in 
plural. 

Since 2001, I have been doing ethnoarchaeologi-
cal research in western Ethiopia where I have had the 

chance to work with 18 ethnic groups.1 The objective 
of my research has not been, of course, to study any 
of	them	in	detail,	but	to	explore	the	differences	and	
similarities that can be observed between the groups 
in the way they deal with each other and with domi-
nant societies through material culture (including 
bodies, technologies and landscapes). Anthropolo-
gist Charles Jedrej (1995: 4–5), who worked with the 
Ingessana of Sudan, recognized a diversity of ways 
of resistance in the Ethiopian-Sudanese borderland: 
facing external threats, the peoples of the borderland 
choose	to	flee	and	disperse,	to	resist	in	the	frontier	or	
to absorb foreigners and alien elements. I would add a 
fourth attitude related to the latter: mimicry (Bhabha 
1994: 121–131) and false compliance (Scott 1990: 108–
109, 132–132). In this chapter, I will describe two of 
these four attitudes: open resistance, as represented 
by	the	Gumuz;	and	mimicry,	which	is	exemplified	best	
by the Mao. To understand these attitudes, however, 
we have to take a historical detour.   

Three thousand years of state  
aggression
Ironically, the two oldest states in Sub-Saharan Af-
rica, the kingdom of Meroe and the kingdom of Axum 
(Connah 2001: 18–107) emerged in an area where cul-
ture-historical anthropologists situated some of the 
most archaic cultures of the continent, called Pre-
Nilotes by colonial anthropologists (Grottanelli 1948). 
I say “ironically”, because in the colonial imagination 
the concept of “archaic” encompassed not just cultur-
al traits deemed to be from a very remote past (such 
as throwing sticks, sister exchange marriage, or the 
lack of cattle), but also a particular kind of political 
organization: the more removed from the state, the 
more archaic. In the scale of political inequality, the 
so-called Pre-Nilotes scored low: they were even less 

1 Gumuz, Bertha, Sid Shwala, Gwama, Komo, Opuuo, Añuak, 
Nuer,	Majangir	(Nilo-Saharan	family),	Shinasha,	Anfillo,	
Bambasi Mao, Hozo, Seze, (Omotic), Agaw, Oromo (Cushitic), 
Amhara (Semitic) and Shabo (unknown family). 
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“evolved” than their neighbours, the Nilotes, which 
were already considered extremely primitive. Yet the 
Nilotes, notwithstanding their tribal organization, 
had quite large political communities, age groups and 
something that could be called chiefs, all of which 
was absent in most “Pre-Nilotic societies”.  

The radically egalitarian organization of the peo-
ples of the Ethiopian-Sudanese borderland did not 
pass unnoticed by early European travellers in the 
area. The Italian Matteucci, who visited western 
Ethiopia in the 1870s described the Amam (our Mao) 
as “generation of free men”, who “hardly feel the 
restrains of a chief and almost always live independ-
ently”. Another traveller, Henry Salt, who wandered 
through the borderland in 1809–1810, wrote that the 
Shangalla (our Gumuz) “have neither priests, nor rul-
ers, all men being looked upon as equals”.2 The fact 
that the equality prevailing among the Mao and Gu-
muz called the attention of those travellers is inter-
esting, because they were acquainted with other non-
state societies in the area. 

It was their misfortune, though, that they had to 
share the region with other peoples who soon took 
the path of inequality and territorial expansion. 
Some evidence allows us to think that the egalitarian 
communities of the Ethiopian-Sudanese borderland 
suffered	slave	raids	as	soon	as	the	2nd millennium BC. 
After the conquest of Nubia (northern Sudan) during 

2 Both cited in Grottanelli (1940: 288–289).

the New Kingdom (1580–1080 BC), the Egyptians were 
able to exploit its periphery more systematically. This 
exploitation is recorded in friezes and other artistic 
representations, some of which have very detailed 
depictions of the peoples that were being enslaved. 
The	Egyptians	 clearly	 distinguished	between	differ-
ent groups of Nubians: a particular representation 
of “Nubian slaves” shows men with black skin, thick 
lips, large round earrings and hairstyle in the shape 
of an inverted bowl and painted with red ochre (Ken-
dall 2003), all of which are features shared by modern 
“Pre-Nilotic” populations. 

The pressure over these communities increased 
from the early 1st	millennium	BC	(fig.	1).	At	that	time,	
the kingdom of Kush developed in central Sudan (Ed-
wards 1998). By 350 BC, the capital of the kingdom 
was established in Meroe, closer to “Pre-Nilotic” 
lands. Meanwhile, in Eritrea and northern Ethio-
pia emerged the kingdom of Axum, which gradual-
ly overshadowed its neighbour thanks to a thriving 
international trade through the Red Sea (Phillipson 
2009). The small-scale societies that inhabited the pe-
ripheries of Axum and Meroe had all to lose in these 
early processes of state-building. Those who were 
closer to the core areas were, naturally, more deeply 
affected	 by	 the	 expanding	 polities	 and	 their	 ever-
increasing need for resources and manpower. Other 
peoples managed to escape state pressure (which in-
volved the imposition of tributes, slave raids, or sim-
ply the dispossession of their lands) until much more 

Fig. 1: The Ethiopian-Sudanese borderland. A. Extension of state polities (dotted line) between the mid-1st millennium BC  and the mid-
1st millennium AD. B. Extension of states polities (slashed zones with dotted lines) and chiefdoms (dotted line) between 1500 and 1800 AD. 
Dashed zones represent the present distribution of the peoples traditionally considered “Pre-Nilotes”.
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recently. Thus, whereas the “Pre-Nilotes” living north 
of the Blue Nile, such as the Nara and Kunama, where 
clashing with states already by the 1st millennium 
BC, those living to the south of the river (such as the 
Kwama), were not likely touched by expanding poli-
ties until the 16th century and their existence was not 
radically	affected	until	the	19th century (Theis 1995). 
However, the obvious disadvantage of having to live 
side by side with an aggressive state turned out to be 
also a sort of “cultural vaccination” – and a guarantee 
of survival in the long term: those who lived in closer 
contact with the state developed tougher and more 
lasting mechanisms of resistance for their cultural 
survival. The peoples who remained more isolated 
had fewer resources to resist and less time to impro-
vise	them	when	they	were	finally	reached	by	the	long	
arm of the state. 

Resisting the state north of the Blue Nile
Only this cultural vaccination can explain the sur-
vival of the Nara, Kunama and Gumuz people. The 
first	 two	 groups,	 who	 live	 mostly	 in	 modern	 Erit-
rea, are particularly remarkable cases. They are the 
northernmost Nilo-Saharan speakers in the Horn of 
Africa, and their territory lies very near the centre 
of the kingdom of Axum and the Meroitic frontier. 
Despite living in an area dominated since Neolithic 
times by specialized Cushitic pastoralists, they have 
maintained mixed economies based on slash-and-
burn agriculture, along with their peculiar languages 
and	customs,	which	differ	markedly	from	their	more	
numerous, powerful and hierarchical neighbours. 
The Nara, known as Bareya (a term which is equated 
with “slave”) by the surrounding dominant groups, 
made their appearance in the epigraphy of the Axu-
mite kingdom around the 4th century AD. The Axu-
mites plundered and enslaved not just the Bareya 
(Pankhurst 1977: 1–3) but probably as well the nearby 
Kunama, of whose existence we have testimonies go-
ing back to the 10th century AD (Pankhurst 1977: 3). 
Some of the features that characterized the Kunama 
and Nara according to early records still identify the 
current “Pre-Nilotes”, such as the removal of the fore 
teeth and the use of bows and arrows (which are sel-
dom used by either Ethiopians or Sudanese). 

With regard to the Gumuz, although they probably 
escaped the brunt of the Axumite pressure, they were 
within the range of both the Meroitic and the Axumite 
states. An Axumite inscription recorded by a Greek 
geographer of the 6th century AD mentions a slave 
raid in the land of the Bega and Tangaitae, in the bor-
ders of Egypt (Pankhurst 1977: 1). Although it might 
be pure coincidence, it is worth noting that “Bega” 
(meaning “human”) is the name that the Gumuz give 
themselves today (Wallmark 1981). The dark hour for 
the Gumuz, though, arrived during the Middle Ages, 
with the consolidation of the Abyssinian kingdom, 

the heir of Axum in the Ethiopian highlands. The 
dominant ethnic groups in the Abyssinian kingdom, 
like those of its predecessor, were quite unique in the 
context of Sub-Saharan Africa, in that their peoples 
were Christian, light-skinned and with Caucasoid 
features, and their culture was strongly associated to 
literacy and monumental architecture. This unique-
ness led the Abyssinians to consider themselves as 
naturally superior and see the black people living in 
their margins as little better than animals – unintel-
ligent, ugly, heathen and evil. This racist attitude to-
wards the Other (which has not completely vanished) 
was crucial in shaping the treatment they bestowed 
to	their	egalitarian	neighbours.	The	first	mention	to	
the Gumuz in the Abyssinian chronicles, as Shanqella 
or Shangalla (a pejorative term, like Bareya meaning 
“slave”), is from the time of emperor Yeshaq (1412–
1427), who imposed a tribute on goats to the Gumuz. 
During	the	following	five	centuries	the	Gumuz	were	
regularly invaded, plundered and enslaved by the 
highlanders	 (Pankhurst	 1977).	 The	 effective	 end	 of	
slavery did not arrive until the 1930s and isolated cas-
es of enslavement have occurred much more recently.  

Resisting the state south of the Blue Nile
In the mid-16th century a group of pastoralists, the 
Oromo, living in south-eastern Ethiopia, expanded 
northwards. Their expansion brought lasting conse-
quences to the cultural map of the Horn of Africa. The 
Oromo migrations provoked the collapse of the sev-
eral chiefdoms, inhabited by people speaking Omotic 
languages (from the Omo river, in southern Ethiopia) 
(Hassen 1994: 18–47). Some of those Omotic speakers 
mixed with their invaders and became Oromo. Oth-
ers escaped to the north and west and established 
chiefdoms mirroring those that existed in their origi-
nal land: this is the case of the Boro or Shinasha, that 
was founded in the midst of the Gumuz, north of the 
Blue Nile. Another group of fugitives were the Busase. 
The Busase, like the Boro, came from what are known 
as the Gonga states in south-central Ethiopia, some 
of which survived until the early 20th century (Lange 
1982). The Busase were an aristocratic group that 
found refuge in the western fringes of the Ethiopian 
plateau (Grottanelli 1940: 292), where they most likely 
arrived, with their servants, during the last years of 
the 16th century. Like other Ethiopian highlanders, the 
Busase are light-skinned and have Caucasoid features. 
When	 they	 arrived	 to	 the	 area	 (known	 as	 Anfillo),	
they found an egalitarian society of slash-and-burn 
agriculturalists: the Komo, a group of Nilo-Saharan 
speakers belonging to the Koman subfamily (Bender 
2000: 46) and, like the Gumuz, very dark-skinned. The 
Busase made part of the indigenous Komo population 
into serfs and called them “Mao”. The Mao adopted 
the language and some of the customs of their con-
querors and remained as a subaltern group until their 
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though these were not completely absent) and their 
expansionist policies were based in the assimilation 
of the conquered populations, through adoption ritu-
als and intermarriage. This is key to understand how 
minority groups reacted to being conquered.  

Gumuz:  
Open resistance in the borderline 
The reason I have delved a bit into the history of the 
Ethiopian-Sudanese borderland in the previous sec-
tion is that the past is absolutely crucial to understand 
present strategies of resistance. Without centuries of 
resistance in the boundaries of an aggressive state, it 
would not be possible to understand the cultural and 
political attitudes of the Gumuz now. It is not only 
strange that the Gumuz have not vanished as a people 
or their numbers drastically reduced after centuries 
of enslaving and exploitation. It is equally surpris-
ing the degree to which their culture has resisted the 
pressures of dominant groups, avoiding disappear-
ance or mixture to a large extent. Unlike other com-
munities of the borderland, the Gumuz cling strongly 
to	some	of	their	traditions,	despite	the	state	offensive	
against them: recently banned customs include sister 
exchange marriage (James 1986) and healing rituals 
(Abbute 2004: 72–76; González Núñez 2010: 188–199), 
among other things. As opposed to other groups, such 
as	the	Mao,	the	Gumuz	are	not	ready	to	find	a	middle	
ground or to negotiate their principles, least of all 
those that are more directly attached to their moral 
values – which revolve around ideas of egalitarian-
ism and independence. Their attitude of unyielding 
resistance has shaped their character, which is often 
described by foreigners as sullen, hard and inhospi-
table (e. g. González Núñez 2010). This is particularly 
the case, as I have had the chance to experience, in the 
areas of contact with dominant groups: the Ethiopian 
highlanders (Amhara and Agaw). Resistance among 
the Gumuz is not just a matter of discourses, gestures 
or ideas; resistance rests on things: the organization 
of domestic space, architecture, dress and the body, 
and the production and consumption of pottery and 
other handicrafts. Here, I will consider technological 
issues (particularly pottery) and the body.

Regarding pottery, whereas the Mao have either 
lost their knowledge of pottery-making or have heav-
ily	transformed	it	under	the	influence	of	neighbour-
ing groups (see below), and the number of pots is di-
minishing among other borderland communities in 
benefit	of	industrial	containers,	Gumuz	women	con-
tinue to produce traditional vessels in large quanti-
ties	and	without	any	noticeable	influence	from	other	
communities. Furthermore, they seldom consume 
pots from other groups. However, some of the pots 
they make are regularly acquired by their highland 
neighbours (Amhara and Agaw), even if they look 

emancipation in the 1930s. The Mao as a people were 
thus created in the encounter with a dominant, al-
ien society. In fact, the name “Mao” became a generic 
term that could be applied to all those small indig-
enous groups with which the Busase (and later the 
Oromo) entered into contact (James 1980). However, 
not all the Komo accepted domination: many did not 
and	decided	 to	flee	 to	 the	 lowlands,	where	 they	re-
mained free and loyal to their ancestral customs until 
today (Theis 1995). 

At some point during the late 17th century, the 
Busase polity split into two. A member of the ruling 
Busase	clan	left	the	kingdom	of	Anfillo	with	his	serv-
ants and kin and migrated to the north, where he es-
tablished a new political entity. The process of eth-
nogenesis	that	took	place	a	century	before	in	Anfillo	
occurred again further north. This time, it was an-
other Koman group, the Kwama, that became “Mao” 
under the pressure of the Busase. And once again, not 
all Kwama were happy with accepting domination 
of any kind. Many migrated to the lowlands, as the 
Komo had done before them. Today, those who still 
live in the lowlands call themselves Gwama. As with 
the Komo, the arrival of the Busase created two eth-
nic groups where there used to be one. The ethnic di-
vision that emerged from the invasion is predicated, 
in both cases, on the readiness of the people to accept 
domination or refuse it altogether. Given its histori-
cal origins, it is normal that the concept “Mao” con-
ceals an astonishing cultural diversity. There are at 
least	five	groups	considered	Mao;	the	Mao	of	Anfillo,	
the Hozo or Amo, the Seze, the Mao of Bambasi and 
the Sid Swhala. Despite their diverse origins and de-
spite speaking mutually unintelligible languages (Sid 
Shwala is Nilo-Saharan, the rest Omotic) the groups 
that were called “Mao” eventually developed a sense 
of a common (subaltern) identity that, far from dis-
appearing, is growing stronger as a way of political 
empowerment (González-Ruibal/Fernández 2007).

The expanding Oromo eventually arrived to the 
lands where the Busase had taken refuge. The proc-
ess of absorption (rather than conquest) was lengthy: 
the	Oromo	likely	arrived	to	the	Anfillo	periphery	in	
the early 17th century (Gidada 2001: 28–29) and the 
effective	end	of	the	Busase	as	an	independent	group	
did not occur before the mid-20th century, when they 
were	finally	assimilated	into	Oromo	culture.	It	is	im-
portant to note that, as opposed to northern Ethio-
pians, the Oromo did not develop states, much less 
an empire. They never had a centralized govern-
ment and their political organizations could be bet-
ter labelled as chiefdoms or complex chiefdoms than 
states. Among other things, the Oromo lacked cities, 
monumental architecture and writing, whereas as-
semblies, age groups and other democratic counter-
poises existed to the chiefs’ power (Hassen 1994: 13–
17). Also, unlike the northern Ethiopians, the Oromo 
did not have deeply entrenched racist attitudes (al-
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coarser	than	highland	pottery	(fig.	2).	This	is	the	case	
with large containers for brewing beer, which are 
much appreciated by highlanders. 

Technological processes are not trivial in but-
tressing equality: quite on the contrary, they are basic 
in the maintenance of Gumuz moral values and po-
litical identity. In the highlands, artisans are despised 
and marginalized. Tanners, iron smiths and potters 
form special groups that live in the periphery of vil-
lages and towns, are not allowed to marry with non-
artisans, and are subjected to many taboos and social 
restrictions (Quirin 1998; Freeman/Pankhurst 2001). 
Nothing of the sort occurs among the Gumuz because 
it would go directly against their egalitarian ethics. It 
is not that artisans are not marginalized among the 
Gumuz. The point is that the very category “artisan” 
as a distinct individual or group does not, and cannot, 
exist. Every woman, or almost, has the ability to make 
pots, and many men are skilled in the work of metals, 
basketry and wood carving. This prevents, on the one 
hand, the marginalization of a particular communi-
ty, but, equally important, it also hampers the crea-
tion of wealth, as “artisans” cannot obtain a surplus 

by	selling	significant	quantities	of	 their	products	 to	
other households. This technological egalitarianism 
is	 spatially	 reflected	 in	 villages:	 unlike	Amhara	 set-
tlements, where iron smiths and potters occupy mar-
ginal, restricted areas, in Gumuz villages, forges and 
pottery-making areas are evenly distributed through-
out	the	place	(fig.	3).	This	daily	nature	of	technology	
also permits its social dissemination, as one can eas-
ily learn the craft from neighbours and kin. Besides, 
by	being	self-sufficient,	Gumuz	households	avoid	be-
ing caught in a chain of exchanges with highlanders, 
whom the Gumuz deeply mistrust. They think that 
the Agaw and Amhara will always try to hoodwink 
them (González Núñez 2010: 155). Exchanges are lim-
ited to very few items (such as some plastic contain-
ers, pieces of cloth or salt). By producing what they 
need,	 the	Gumuz	curtail	 the	flow	of	 influences	 that	
can enter their households and potentially disrupt 
their egalitarian values. 

The items that have most surprisingly resisted in-
novation and change, however, are the bow and ar-
rows. “We could say” – writes Father González Núñez 
(2010: 161) – “that Gumuz children are born with bow 

Fig. 2: Pottery assemblages from two households in the village of Manjari (Metekel, Benishangul-Gumuz). Dotted surfaces indicate Gu-
muz pottery. The Gumuz purchase very few pottery from other groups, whereas the dominant groups (such as the Agaw) do buy pots 
from the marginalized community.  
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firearms	 from	 the	 mid-16th century onwards. Fur-
thermore, the Gumuz themselves have being in pos-
session	of	rifles	since	the	late	19th century at least and 
with the wars of the communist regime (1974–1991) 
the number of weapons has increased exponentially. 
In almost every Gumuz household there is at least 
one	gun	(often	a	modern	automatic	rifle).	Neverthe-
less, when asked about their weapons, the Gumuz 
mention	arrows	in	the	first	place,	 followed	by	rifles	
and, in the third place, spears.3 The Gumuz are very 
often seen walking about bow and arrows in hand – 
and they are not just decorative: arrows are actively 
used for hunting small and medium animals (such as 
gazelles) and they play a role in internecine feuds and 
in raids against neighbouring communities: an old 
Boro remembered with horror how in 2003 a Gumuz 
party raided his village, burning houses and killing 
people with bows and arrows and automatic weap-
ons.4 Not surprisingly, bow and arrows are related 
to	different	rituals	among	the	Gumuz:	they	were	the	
only items that were buried with men (Bruce 1813: 
44) and arrows are involved in male rites of passage 
(González Núñez 2010: 126). In some places there are 

3 Interview with Albana Alfoye, Gumuz (Lugo, Kamashi, 
Benishangul-Gumuz). November 2009.

4 Interview with Morka Dumesu, Shinasha (Dor, Wembera, 
Benishangul-Gumuz). November 2009.

and arrows in their hands”. Unwittingly, the mission-
ary is echoing the words of James Bruce (1813: 43), 
who saw the Gumuz in the late 18th century and said 
that	“they	are	all	archers	from	their	infancy”	(fig.	4).	
The survival of those archaic weapons is striking in 
a group that has been surrounded by peoples using 

Fig. 3: Map of a neighbourhood in the Gumuz village of Bowla Dibas’a with location of iron-working and pottery-making areas. Map 
after Xurxo Ayán Vila.

Fig. 4: Gumuz children in Manjari armed with bows and arrows. 
Children are more often seen playing with bows in areas of culture 
contact, such as Manjari, where the Gumuz live side by side with 
highlanders (Agaw and Amhara).
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ritual specialists that, before going to hunt or to war, 
put a medicine (biya) in the arrowheads of the hunt-
ers so that they can hit the target. 

To understand why the Gumuz still cling to the 
bow we have to understand the historical role of this 
weapon. According to the written sources of the Ab-
yssinian empire (as well as the texts of travellers from 
the 18th century onwards) it was the bow that actually 
allowed the Gumuz to survive as a group. As early as 
1535 we are told that the arrows of the Gumuz forced 
the apparently invincible Imam Ahmed Grañ out of 
their land (Pankhurst 1997: 217). At that time, the 
Imam was engaged in a war of conquest against the 

Christian kingdom of Abyssinia and was routing one 
army after the other. Over a century later, in the great 
raid of 1651–1652 launched by the emperor Fasilädäs 
through the lowlands, the invading soldiers were 
again almost completely annihilated by the arrows 
of the Gumuz (Pankhurst 1997: 355). Similar episodes 
are transmitted time and again by the chronicles up 
to the early 20th century. 

Bows and arrows, then, have been indissolubly 
linked to the very existence of the Gumuz as an inde-
pendent group through the centuries. They are not 
just another artefact. The emphasis on possessing 
and using bows and arrows could be, in some sense, 

Fig. 5: The female Gumuz body: representation of breasts in a Granary (Manjari), a woman’s back lavishly decorated with scarifications 
(Berkasa) (photo by Víctor M. Fernández) and a woman carrying the ndiga (Mandura) (photo by Víctor M. Fernández).
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equated with the American obsession with citizens 
being allowed to bear arms (Shalhope 1986). In both 
cases, fundamental ideas of community, independ-
ence, morality and egalitarianism explain the ethic 
of arm-bearing individuals rather than utilitarian is-
sues. As in the case of the Mexican Rarámuri, the bow 
and arrows are not just a practical means of defend-
ing themselves, but also “symbolic weapons of resist-
ance, because they are predicated on nonritual uses, 
uses that for centuries were means to combat [...] en-
emies” (Levi 1998: 315). The fact that it is precisely 
the bow and arrows the objects that come to repre-
sent Gumuz identity and freedom speaks eloquently 
of the strategies of resistance chosen by this people. 
However, with dominant groups such as the Amhara 
and Agaw endowed with a hegemonic ideology in 
which the Gumuz were less than human, the choices 
were limited to either resist violently or to disappear 
altogether. 

The last element that I would mention here is the 
female attire (or lack thereof). If it is surprising that 
Gumuz men have not given up bows and arrows after 
centuries	 of	 coexistence	with	 firearms,	 it	 is	 no	 less	
remarkable that Gumuz women have not adopted 
clothing despite living side by side with cultures that 
have developed complex clothing traditions. Only the 
most	 recent	 offensive	 of	 the	 government	 is	 some-
what succeeding in making the Gumuz women cover 
their	torsos,	by	imposing	fines	on	those	who	go	bare-
breasted to towns and markets. Yet when I carried 
out	fieldwork	among	the	Gumuz	of	Metekel	 in	2005	
and 2006 (that is, in the area where they are in closer 
contact with highlanders), most Gumuz women still 
stood proudly naked from the waist up in the middle 
of multi-ethnic markets where all other women were 
heavily dressed Ethiopian-style. That the Gumuz in-
sist in going half-naked is not mere chance. It is an 
attitude of resistance to the hegemonic order that 
has	 important	 cultural	 ramifications.	 First,	 breasts	
have an outstanding importance in Gumuz culture as 
a symbol of fertility and life. Granaries are decorat-
ed by young women with clay breasts and these are 
particularly elaborate and abundant in areas of con-
tact	with	dominant	groups	(fig.	5).	Secondly,	women	
decorate	 their	 bodies	 lavishly	 with	 scarifications:	
breasts, belly and back were (and still are) covered 
with geometric designs. These decorations simulta-
neously made them Gumuz and women. It would go 
against the core of their very being to conceal their 
bodies under a dress. Besides, the particular way Gu-
muz women display their bodies is related to their 
status, which is characterized by more egalitarian 
relations with men than those of dominant groups: 
Gumuz women can discuss with their husbands in 
high voice – and even contradict them – and they 
participate in meetings and decision-making – all of 
which is unthinkable among the Amhara and Agaw. 
Actually, Gumuz women regard highland woman as 

slaves of their husbands and they refuse categorically 
to marry Amhara, Agaw or Oromo. The particular 
female status among the Gumuz can be seen rather 
than in the female body itself in the bodily hexis. 
Whereas women from the dominant societies walk 
with a stoop under the colossal loads that they are 
forced	to	carry	(firewood,	pots	to	the	market,	cereal,	
water jars), Gumuz women always maintain an erect 
position, which allows them to see others face to face, 
even	defiantly.	This	is	not	to	say	that	Gumuz	women	
transport lighter burdens. They do carry heavy loads, 
but in a way that allows them to keep their upright 
position: they put a long stick (ndiga) on their shoul-
ders, from whose edges hang nets where things are 
enmeshed. In this way, women can walk about erect 
and	balanced.	A	whole	ethic	reflected	in	their	gait.	

Pots, bows and bodies, all of them transmit the 
same clear and visible message to foreigners and 
potential invaders: the Gumuz resist assimilation, 
openly and, if necessary, violently. The fact that those 
things have such an importance in Gumuz culture 
and that they, more than anything else, resist disap-
pearance or transformation lies in their relationship 
to deeply rooted values in the moral economy of the 
Gumuz, values that emphasize egalitarianism and in-
dependence. If visibility is what characterizes Gumuz 
tactics of resistance, the opposite can be said of the 
group to which we now turn: the Mao.

Mao: Mimicry and resistance5

Homi Bhabha in his essay “Interrogating identity” 
quotes a poem by Meiling Jin, a Guyanese woman of 
Chinese ancestry writing about the experience of ex-
ile in England: “One day I learnt/ a secret art,/ Invis-
ible-Ness, it was called./ I think it worked/ as even 
now you look/ but never see me ... / Only my eyes 
will remain to watch and to haunt,/ and to turn your 
dreams/ to chaos” (Bhabha 1994: 65). The art of invis-
ibleness has also been discovered by the Mao. Their 
very existence, in fact, is based on invisibleness, but 
one that, as in Jin’s poem, allows them to watch and 
haunt the dreams of the powerful. According to Bhab-
ha (1994: 80), it is the disavowal of the marginalized 
(their social and political invisibility) that is used in 
their “secret art of revenge – mimicry” (his emphasis).   

The existence of the Mao is often denied by the 
dominant Oromo and this is not surprising. That after 
a couple of centuries the Mao have not been complete-
ly assimilated to the dominant order is a failure in the 
very essence of Oromo culture, which is based in the 
assimilation (and neutralization) of alterity. In our 
interviews, many Oromo asserted that the Mao had 

5	 Given	the	limits	of	this	chapter,	I	will	not	linger	in	the	differ-
ences between the Mao groups (Bambasi-Kweri, Hozo-Amo, 
Seze and Sid Shwala).     



75Generations of Free Men: Resistance and Material Culture in Western Ethiopia

women wear clothes can be deemed ultraorthodox, 
because they never fail to wear any single piece of 
attire in public: girdle, veil, necklaces and one-piece 
dress. This is the Oromo female dress as well, but in 
this case a lesser degree of concern with uniformity 
is	observed	(fig.	6).	By	complying	too	much,	by	being	
too much and too perfectly dressed, the Mao manage 
to maintain their particularity even in adopting oth-
er’s	robes.	On	the	other	hand,	difference	 is	 stressed	
in their adornments also: Mao women wear larger 
armlets and earrings and have more necklaces than 
the Oromo, and these are almost always made of thick 
yellow plastic beads. Traditionally, Mao women wore 
many necklaces made of thick amber beads, which 
hanged around their necks over their naked breasts. 
Although in some marginal areas it is still possible to 
see women in this guise, most have renounced nu-
dity, especially when they go to markets and towns. 
They have not abandoned their adornments, though, 
because they are crucial in their constitution as per-
sons: necklaces are worn from a very early age and 
they are only taken away in traumatic occasions, such 
as severe illnesses or mourning. Adornments, then, 
are a diacritical element of Mao identity, but one 
which is not openly confrontational – Oromo women 
have similar necklaces and earrings and, in fact, both 
Oromo and Mao jewellery is made by Oromo smiths. 
The	ambiguity	(in-between	sameness	and	difference)	
is powerful, as it allows the Mao to perform identity 
in a way that cannot be censored.

Other elements of material culture that are “almost 
the same, but not quite” are houses and pottery. Mao 
have either given up pottery-making and their pot-
ters have been replaced by Oromo, or have developed 
a mixed style that incorporates Bertha and Oromo 
traditions. This new mimetic style allows Mao potters 
to sell vessels to any group, as they are not conspicu-
ously and distinctly “ethnic”. This homogenization, 
however, is less than it appears. Pottery assemblages 
inside Mao or Oromo households can still be clearly 
distinguished on an ethnic basis but not on obvious 
typological	grounds,	as	in	the	Gumuz	case.	The	differ-
ence lies in the kind of pots that are consumed. Mao 
households have more hemispheric bowls and fewer 
plates	than	the	Oromo	(fig.	7),	a	fact	which	is	related	
to	 differing	 cooking	 and	 eating	 practices:	 the	 Mao	
still cling to porridge, whereas the staple food among 
the	Oromo	is	a	flat	fermented	pancake	typical	of	the	
Ethiopian highlands. For the Oromo, porridge is a less 
civilized food than pancakes. Also, Mao households 
have large open bowls for brewing beer and little, if 
any, amphoroid jars, which are used by Oromo for 
the	same	purpose.	The	difference	is	that	bowls	can	be	
used in collective drinking, whereas jars cannot. 
With	 regard	 to	 houses,	 the	 differences	 between	

Oromo and Mao are becoming less obvious than they 
used to be. The Mao are now making square hous-
es, like the Oromo, and introducing partition walls, 

lost their culture and become Oromo (wishful think-
ing) or that they had simply vanished. Yet the Mao 
resist disappearance. Not in the Gumuz way, by mak-
ing themselves hypervisible, but, quite the opposite, 
by passing unnoticed. Interestingly, it was in those 
areas where the Mao were less conspicuous that the 
Oromo were more anxious in denying its existence. 
If the Mao did not really exist, why so much anxiety? 
Because, as Bhabha (1994: 88) reminds, “Denial is al-
ways a retroactive process; a half acknowledgement 
of that otherness has left its traumatic mark”. 
Which	are	the	“techniques	of	camouflage”	(Bhab-

ha 1994: 89) adopted by the Mao? One of them, as with 
the Gumuz, has to do with the body. Yet whereas Gu-
muz women make their half-naked bodies into em-
blems of resistance, the Mao cover them with layers 
of cloth. Apparently, the way women (and men) dress 
is very similar to that of the Oromo. But, as Bhabha 
(1994: 122) would put it, these similar dresses are 
“almost the same but not quite”. And this “almost” 
makes	a	whole	difference:	it	allows	the	Mao	to	display	
a distinct identity while at the same time they show-
ing compliance to the dominant order. Mao women 
wear dresses, necklaces and veils which are like 
Oromo – with a twist. On the one hand, the way Mao 

Fig. 6: Mao (left) and Oromo (right) women in Kober market (Begi, 
Western Oromia). 
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For the Oromo, the kitchen, the bedrooms, the cow-
sheds,	are	fixed	places,	whereas	for	the	Mao	are	not.	
Activities	are	badly	organized	among	them”	(fig.	8).	
Besides, according to our informant, the Mao tend to 
change houses frequently, unlike the Oromo, whose 
residence is permanent. The fact that Mao houses 
are smaller and look more dishevelled has to do with 
their less durable nature, as it belongs to a commu-
nity of slash-and-burn agriculturalists, but it is also 
related with moral values. Whereas some Oromo have 
large households, with many granaries, cowsheds 
and tin-roofed buildings, this is never the case with 

which are fundamental for organizing space indoors 
among the Oromo: as a ranked, hierarchical group, 
their domestic space is also ranked and hierarchical. 
Despite	this	assimilation	of	foreign	traits,	differences	
do exist and they are perceived by the Oromo. Inter-
estingly, one of our Oromo guides, when asked about 
what	made	 the	Mao	 different	 in	 his	 opinion,	 spon-
taneously talked about their houses.6 According to 
him, “Mao houses are smaller and more disordered. 

6 Interviewed in Boji Gara Arba (K’ondala, W. Oromia). March 
2010.

Fig. 7: Pottery assemblages from two households in the village of Rubo (Shera K’ama, Begi, Western Oromia). Although both Mao and 
Oromo buy in the same markets from the same potters, they clearly acquire different kinds of pots.
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Fig. 8: Comparison of two houses in the same village (Rubo). Although they have the same square layout and indoor partition walls, the 
logic of space is quite different. The Mao house still follows their traditional dual organization of domestic space (front space for guests 
and animals and back space for all other activities), whereas the Oromo have more (and more rigid) divisions.



78 Alfredo González-Ruibal

The only element whose symbolic relevance is 
homologous to honey is hunting. Although carried 
out	in	different	ways	among	different	Mao	groups,	its	
symbolic and social role is out of the question eve-
rywhere. I will describe two instances of hunting as 
memory-oriented practice mobilized for purposes of 
fostering social solidarity and cultural identity.

One of them is collective hunting as practiced pre-
dominantly by the Seze Mao (although Hozo people 
are also involved). The hunt is coordinated by a hunt-
ing leader, called henmai (“man of the hunt”), who is 
usually a person invested with spiritual power, often 
a bishmai (diviner or “man who sees”). The henmai has 
to	 summon	people	 to	 the	hunt	and	fix	 its	date	and	
time. Collective hunt takes places mostly during the 
dry	season,	after	the	harvest	is	finished,	the	grass	has	
been burnt and one can walk about the forest easily – 
that is, basically between January and April. Accord-
ing to our informants,8 the number of participants 
is uncountable: they come by the hundreds from all 
Mao clans in the region. When they return from the 
hunt, they gather in the village from which they have 
departed	 (a	different	one	each	 time),	and	drink	 the	
beer and eat the porridge that women have prepared 
in their absence. Although hunting is coordinated by 
a leader, his role is mainly ritual and it is dependant 
on charisma and skill. As a matter of fact, more rele-
vant	than	the	figure	of	the	leader	is	that	of	the	whole	
community, a society of equals brought together 
for the common good. By performing the collective 
hunt, the Mao are playing out and making visible 
their sense of communitas.  

Actually, it seems that what is important is less the 
hunt itself than the fact that all the Mao come togeth-
er around a tangible symbol of their traditional iden-
tity. As the Mao communities become more and more 
fragmented due to the encroachment of the Oromo 
and their ever-growing families, as the Mao lose ele-
ments of cultural distinctiveness with schooling and 
the spread of Islam, collective hunting becomes an 
activity of paramount importance to buttress their 
sense of common self – an identity in tune with their 
ideal image of people of the forest and the wild. Thus, 
although I have not witnessed any actual episode 
of hunting, I got a glimpse of what they look like in 
2007, among the Bambasi Mao. All the men from the 
village of Mus’a Mado and some women had gathered 
together to go to the local administration to protest 
for the disappearance of a small child. They went to 
the town council fully equipped as if for a hunt in 
the forest, with spears, throwing sticks, knives, cala-
bash	trumpets	and	horns	(fig.	9).	 In	this	guise,	they	
transmitted a powerful image of a closed community 
of equals. In fact, although the collective hunt (or 
similar ceremonies, such as the one I witnessed) only 

8 Interview with Al Mahdi Kamisa, Hozo (Koli Cherpa, 
K’ondala, W. Oromia). March 2010.

the Mao, who share the same economic status and op-
pose the formation of individual wealth. Small hous-
es, which are almost the same as Oromo but not quite, 
are tightly linked to inhibiting economic inequalities 
within the group. 

The other resistance tactics to which the Mao 
resort have to do with their cultural memory. This 
memory is predicated upon an image of the Mao as 
people of the forest. A typical Mao narration goes 
like this: “The Mao live in the forest and their life is 
attached to it. The Oromo needed grazing land and 
felled the trees. The Mao took refuge in the forest. We 
kept going further and further into the woods while 
the Oromo advanced, until they came here”.7 The im-
age of the Mao as forest dwellers is, therefore, a prod-
uct of the encounter between them and the Oromo 
or Busase. The latter are the peasants par excellence, 
people who fell trees, cultivate every inch of the land 
with ploughs, rear cattle, and establish permanent 
villages. As opposed to the peasant culture of the for-
eigners, the Mao are (or used to be) slash-and-burn 
agriculturalist, who move about the forest and tap its 
resources. The image of the Mao as a forest people is 
becoming more a fantasy than a fact, as deforestation 
grows and sedentary villages spread. This fantasy is 
sustained through cultural practices, which work, in 
turn, as tactics of cultural resistance. 

The Mao are related to the forest in many ways: 
they tend to live in the periphery of Oromo settle-
ments, which is also the limit of the cultivated land. 
Rather than in the forest, the Mao live in the mar-
gins of wooded areas or in its vicinities. This proxim-
ity to the forested areas, which is both cultural and 
geographical, allows them to exploit their resources: 
game,	fish,	firewood	and	bamboo.	A	 fourth	element	
strongly related to the forest is honey, whose half-
wild, half-domesticated nature reminds the in-be-
tweenness of the Mao themselves. The Mao use bee-
hives, which they make with bamboo, tree bark, straw 
and mud or dung. The hives are hung from trees in 
the forested areas that surround Mao settlements. 
The relevance of honey is such among the Mao that 
several major rituals revolve around it. Meaningfully, 
the Mao celebrate rituals of blessing, propitiation and 
thanksgiving which are restricted, in other groups, to 
cereals. It is only logical that there is an interesting 
material culture associated to honey, which includes 
calabashes for transporting and storing honey, bee-
hives and pots for preparing and drinking honey 
wine. Honey among the Mao is not just crucial be-
cause of its undeniable economic importance, the 
key to its prevalence in Mao cultural identity lies, as 
I pointed out, in its links to forest life and to the past 
– a past of hunting and gathering and living an inde-
pendent life in the bush.  

7 Interview with Mahmudi Masale, Sid Shwala, Rubo (Shera 
Kama, Begi, W. Oromia). February 2009. 
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is the quintessence of the role of memory and mate-
rial culture in the tactics of resistance developed by 
the Mao. To start with, the structure is called swal 
kwama, that is, “the house of the Kwama”. Kwama, 
as I pointed out, was the ethnic denomination of the 
Sid Shwala Mao before they changed their ethnonym 
after contact with the Oromo.9 Interestingly, they do 
not seem to recognize the old ethnic term anymore, 
but it has become fossilized in the name of their ritual 
structure. Other groups also have a similar term for 
the hut: e. g. amo kera (“house of the Amo”). The very 
name of the structure evinces its importance in the 
identity of the people; moreover, the complete iden-
tification	between	ritual	hut	and	the	people	in	ques-
tion. As an old man put it: 

“Swal kwama and Mao cannot be separated. They 
are the same. It is like the mosque for the Muslims and 
the church for the Christians. We pray there to our 
god. The swal kwama has to be perpetuated through 
generations. The moment the swal kwama ceases to 
exist, there will be no more Mao”.10

Many large domestic units have a swal kwama, 
where the pater familias and ritual specialist (kukulu) 
prays and blesses crops, honey and newborns. The in-

9 Sid Shwala means “Black Men” in Kwama language. This is 
how the paler Oromo perceive the darker Mao. This is a mi-
metic (and subversive) use of the conqueror’s discourse. The 
Sid Shwala use the apparently derogatory name with pride (a 
similar situation can be found with the term gay in the West). 

10 Interview with Harun Rusk’alla, Sid Shwala (Boshuma, Bam-
basi municipality, Benishangul-Gumuz). November 2009. 

takes	place	in	specific	moments	of	the	year,	the	spirit	
of the hunt is always present through its related arte-
facts, and most particularly the spears. Like the bow 
for the Gumuz, many Mao never go around without 
their spear, especially when they walk to another vil-
lage	or	 to	 their	cultivated	fields.	Unlike	 the	Gumuz,	
though, the spear has no warlike connotations any-
more. Actually, I would suggest that a displacement 
of war into hunting has occurred. Interestingly, our 
informants translated henmai – the leader of the hunt 
– as abba dula in Oromo language, a term which is 
properly translated as “war leader”. This phenome-
non of translation is doubly relevant: on the one hand 
it proves that instead of open confrontation, as in the 
case of the Gumuz, the Mao prefer to resort again to 
more subtle tactics: in this case, the symbolization 
of war as hunting, which deactivates the dangerous 
potential	of	armed	conflict.	Yet	simultaneously,	every	
time they gather together to hunt, they are show-
ing their power: every act of communal hunting is a 
camouflaged	threat	of	war.	On	the	other	hand,	we	are	
again in front of an act of mimicry (henmai as abba 
dula), with all its menacing ambiguity. 

The other tactic of resistance related to cultural 
memory has to do with the ritual houses of the Mao, 
where propitiatory and healing rituals used to take 
place. Under the pressure of Islam and the state, many 
Mao villages have lost this kind of structure. However, 
in one place, Boshuma, ritual huts are thriving rather 
than vanishing. We counted a dozen of them, some of 
which were used by people in their thirties. The hut 

Fig. 9: A group of Bambasi Mao with spears, throwing sticks, horns and trumpets. 
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Conclusions:  
An archaeology of marginality
In this chapter, I have tried to show that the Gumuz 
and Mao of the Ethiopian-Sudanese borderland have 
developed,	 through	 centuries,	 different	 tactics	 of	
resistance against hegemonic ideologies and politi-
cal regimes. Taking into account that both Gumuz 
and Mao depart from similar egalitarian ethoi, the 
different	nature	of	the	tactics	that	they	employ	can-
not only be attributed to their particular cultures, 
although they, of course, play a prominent role in 
shaping those tactics. The two issues that I consider 
most important are, on the one hand, the experience 
of inequality and the state that the groups in ques-
tion have: a long history in the case of the Gumuz, 
a shorter one in the case of the Mao. On the other 
hand, tactics are also determined by the character 
of the hegemonic order that the minority groups op-
pose: a true territorial state with a developed idea of 
cultural and moral superiority in the case of the Ab-
yssinian empire; smaller chiefdoms in the case of the 
Oromo and Busase, which are based less on violent 
conquest	than	on	the	absorption	of	difference.	Fac-
ing	these	different	hierarchical	and	expansive	poli-
ties,	the	Gumuz	and	Mao	have	taken	different	path-
ways. The former have opted for open confrontation, 
the latter for mimicry. The fact that Gumuz and Mao 
react	 differently	 to	 different	 kinds	 of	 hegemony	
proves	Laclau	and	Mouffe	(1985:	58)	right	when	they	
say that “hegemony supposes the construction of 
the very identity of social agents”. 

In both cases, material culture plays a paramount 
role in making tactics of resistance durable and ef-
fective. The Gumuz and Mao do not only mobilize 
ideas, discourses, myths or social institutions to 
counteract	the	effect	of	hegemonic	ideologies.	They	
also mobilize dresses, bows and arrows, spears, hon-
ey wine, pots, calabashes, houses – and their own 
bodies. It is also the manifold articulations of things, 
values and peoples, and not just hegemonic orders, 
that give rise to varied cultures of resistance.

A further lesson might be learnt from the case 
studies. Our archaeological imagination, deeply 
shaped by clear-cut culture-historical categoriza-
tions,	finds	hard	 to	conceive	mosaics	of	egalitarian	
and inegalitarian societies coexisting side by side, 
marginal groups living in-between powerful polities, 
and	 patchwork	 states	 filled	 with	 pockets	 of	 resist-
ing minorities. Looking at those situations, which 
must have existed since the origins of inegalitarian 
political regimes, implies doing an archaeology of 
marginality: an archaeology of those peoples who 
have been able to resist in-between the crevices of 
states and chiefdoms, against all odds, challenging 
hegemonic ideologies. Generations of free men and 
women whose existences have been shaped by con-
tinuous confrontation with hierarchical regimes and 

side of the swal kwama could not be more representa-
tive of the fantasy of the Mao as a people of the for-
est. The swal kwama is a house of relics – things of the 
spirits (shwombo): bones, horns, jawbones and skins 
of hunted animals; spears used in hunting and in war 
(shin); war leather shields (kep); old beehives (gjandal) 
and rings used in the making of beehives; gourds of 
honey (ugu tam); ancient pots where beer and honey 
wine are brewed and collectively drunk (koŋo). Some-
times they have rarer items, such as an elephant 
ear or the tail of a hippopotamus – the souvenir of a 
glorious hunt. The location of the swal kwama is also 
meaningful: it is always built in a corner of the com-
pound, surrounded by bush, giving the impression 
of	a	hunter’s	shelter	in	the	forest	(fig.	10).	Inside	the	
swal kwama	animals	are	sacrificed,	but	they	can	only	
be killed with a spear there11 – like wild animals. Be-
cause the swal kwama is the house of the forest. In the 
swal kwama, hunters are blessed before they go to the 
forest and they return there with their preys, to share 
the meat with the kukulu. 

In sum, the Mao do resist the hegemonic order im-
posed by the Oromo and struggle to maintain their 
egalitarian values. But not as the Gumuz do. They 
do	not	openly	fight	domination.	We	could	not	docu-
ment	a	single	case	of	Oromo	and	Mao	fighting	each	
other. The Mao work in more subtle ways: they re-
sist by destabilizing the hegemonic gaze, resorting to 
ambiguity and mimicry, and by strengthening their 
cultural memory – a memory that stresses equality 
and independence. This is the moral life of the forest 
dweller. 

11 Interview with Awsholi Hamis, Sid Shwala (Boshuma, Bam-
basi municipality, Benishangul-Gumuz). November 2009. 

Fig. 10: A swal kwama in Boshuma. The man in the foreground to 
the left is the kukulu, the ritual specialist who owns the hut. 
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