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The Political Ecology of Development: Competing
perceptions of ‘resources’, livelihoods, and state-making
In Southwest Ethiopia

speaker: JON Abbink rof)
The African Studies Centre, Leiden University

Abstract

In Ethiopia, new state development plans targeting agro-pastoralist areas and populations are being
implemented. This paper discusses the political ecology of development in Southwest Ethiopia, revealing a process
of comprehensive developmental restructuring, consisting of a package of land alienation and confiscation,
plantation development, displacement, and ‘villagization’. The process exemplifies the use of economic marshalled
for state-building.

Its features are:

- a transformative environmental effect on the local environment, due to size of projects, water(mis)management
and local livelihoods displacement.

- human rights problems, as the venture is marginalising use rights and civil rights of local ethnic populations,
excluding input from them, or modes of redress.

- a clash between the local agro-pastoralists & cultivators vs. the state agents, the latter acting on perceptions of
‘empty space’ and notions of ‘backward people’. The human toll has been high.

- economic logic superseded by political or governance logic, as the economic benefits, of e.g. the large sugar
plantations, is not yet clear, the local economies are to be subsumed in a state-run economy (all land is state
property). Neither clear are the long-term ecological effects on the wider areas and it water management.

The presentation will give a political ecology-perspective on the above processes and on some disputes and
confrontations of the past three years, indicating a ‘win-lose’ trajectory of land governance and 'development’
that endangers the use rights and civil rights of indigenous people in the Southwest and marks a precarious use of
the environment.

As a case-study of the Suri people illustrates, the process of head-on development tends to undermine
livelihood practices such as cultivation and livestock-herding, and also settlement patterns, social organization,
and - most importantly - local food security. Relations between the Suri and neighboring groups are also affected,
reproducing conflict and rivalry.

Profile

Jon Abbink is an anthropologist and professor at the African Studies Centre, Leiden University as well as
Department of Anthropology, VU University Amsterdam. He carries out research on the history and cultures of the
Horn of Africa (Northeast Africa), particularly Ethiopia. His current projects are a historical-cultural study of the
relationship between political change and ethnicity in Ethiopia, an ethno-history of South Ethiopia, and a study of
violence and culture among southwestern Ethiopian ethnic groups. His major publications include Vanguard or
vandals: Youth, politics and conflict in Africa (co-edited with I. van Kessel, Brill, 2005), and Reconfiguring Ethiopia:
The politics of authoritarian reform (co-edited with T. Hagmann, Routledge, 2013).
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