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This book deals with the expansion of the emaÌl and isolated Amhara chief-
dom of Menz into the Kingdom of Shoa in the early nineteenth century, and
the struggle for hegemony between Shoa and the northern provinces which
Ìvas Í-rnally resolved after the death of Yohannes tV by the accession of
Meniìik to the irnperial throne in 1889. Dr Darkwah, a Ghanaian, originally
submitted the work as a doctoral dissertation under Roland Oliver at the
School  of  Or iental  and Afr ican Studies in 1966; but dur ing the nine-year in-
terval between completion arÍd publication, some major changes have taken
place in Ethiopian hisüoriography, and Darkwah's tert has in several respects '

been overtaken by morìe recent, and indeed more scientiÍïc works.
The book is organized into thrèe narrative chapters, which recount the

story of Menz and Shoa almost exclusivety i. terms of traditional polit ical
history, and three descriptive chapters, which deal with the social and
economic organisat ion of  the Amhara state.  As a resul t ,  the reader is lef t  to
make his own connect ions between the apparent ly stat ic economic.  system
and the apparent ly dynamic pol i t ical  h istory of  Shoa..The narrat ive chapters
div ide the per iod into three sect ions:  the r ise of  the dynasty (roughly f rom
death of  Negussie Kr istos in about 1703 unt i l  the death of  Sahle Sel lassie in
1847); the period of decline (from 1847 unti l Menil ik's escape from captivity
at  Maqdala);  an{ the reign of  Meni l ik  up unt i l  h is becoming Emperor in
1889. This per iodic izat ion fa i ls to take into account qual i tat ive changes in
the process of Amhara expansion into and domination over Oromo territory
in Shoa, and later in the south generally. Until the assassination of Wassen
Segged in 1813, the movement out of  Menz u/as one of  colonisat ion,  in which
the Amharas ei ther s imply exterminated local  Oromo populat ions or,
somet imes, assimi lated them. The assimi lated Oromo adopfed Amharic
names, used Amharigua, embraced Orthodox Christ iani ty,  and absorbed
Amhara cul tural  values; their  loyal ty to the Shoan state was absolute and
fanat ical .  But af ter  1813, dur ing the reign of  Sahle Sel lasie,  the process had
changed to one in which the t i l lers of , the soi l  were lef t  on the land as tenant-
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farmers under a dominant and exploitative landlord class. Assimilation, of
course, continued. After the brief interruption caused by Tewodros' conquest
of Shoa,.Menil ik gained power and continued to strengthen the Shoan state
and to expand southwards, even into the 1890s after he had become Em-
peror.

Darkwah is correct in emphasizing the significance of f irearme as the
basis of Shoan military predominance. He is much less convicing when he at-
tempts to explain the forces behind the expansionist drive. He writes of the
noble aspirations of the Shoan dynasty, and attributes the attacks on the
divided Oromo communities to a desire to save Amhara culture from destruc-
tion. This is inadequate. The process of expansion brought th'e markets and
trade routes of the south under the control of the Shoan warlords, permitting
them to obtain firearms from Europe in exchange for such commodities as
gold, ivory, musk and coffee. In addition, since the Shoan army was largely
unpaid and had to providè itself with both food and weapons, the promise of
rich booty was an incentive for the peasant soldier, and a necessity for the
continued stabil ity of the regime. Darkwah, however, denies the importance
of plunder as a motive force in the later expansion, and argues that in-
dividual warriors were driven to excel themselves in battle by a desire to at-
tract the attention of the king, and thus to gain promotion.

The narrative of Menil ik's reign concentrates on the king's relations with
European adventurers and emissaries, and desribes the ipperialist rivalry
between Britain, France and ltaly in the Horn of Africa. Darkwah fails,
however, to analyse in any depth the causes of this rivalry, or of Menil ik's
success in maintaining his independence. He writes, for instance, of An-
tonell i 's conclusion of a contract for the sale of guns, which as approved by
the Italian government:

... this was a stroke of luck for An[onelli since the time was favourable to him. The dÍicial

I ta l ian at t i iude of  absolute d is interestedness ls icJ in colonia l  ma&ers underwent a t ran-

sformat ion between 18?9 and 1882 and thereaf ter  became one of  terr i tor ia l  acquis i t ion.

No further explanation is offered.
The three chapters on government and administration, agriculture, in-

dustry and trade, and the army contain much material of interest. Dark*'ah

describes the graduaÌ elimination of local hereditary chieftainships, and their

replacement by a hierarchy of appointed governors who owed their positions

entirely to tl.e favour of the king. By constant shuffl ing of these appointees,

the central authority was able to ensure that none of them was able to build

an independent power-base and thus to avoid a return to the baronial

struggles of the Zemene Metsafint This process of centralisation and

simultaneous expansion of polit ical control over non-Amhara populations

provided the underlying dynamic for the creation of the Ethiopian empire.

yet  the hansformat ion of  Menz/Shoa into the centre of  an empire is in-

comprehensible without some understanding of patterns of agriculture, land
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tenure,  and feudal  (or  according to some scholars,  t r ibutary) relat ions.  The
Amharas, who cuÌt ivated, te l f  ,  wheat and bar ley,  had survived the or ig inal
Oromo incursions by occupying relat iveÌy inaccessible deep-cut vaì leys in a
pattgrn of  s ingle farm steads. TÌre Oromo (referred to throughout the book as
Gal la) ,  cat t le-herders and horse-men, tended towards higher gtound rv i th
heav ie r  ra in fa ì1 .  Whi le  the  ambi l inear  r i s l  sys tem o f  tenure  in  I l Ienz  con-
t inuaÌ ly  su Ì rd i ' " ided  ina l ienab le  land r igh ts ,  the  gr r / /  ho ld ings  in  conquered
areas  s imuÌ taneousìy  p rov ided an  e f fec t i ve  mechan ism fo r  the  expropr ia t ion
of  the  ru ra Ì  surp Ìus ,  and a  means o f  cen t ra l i s ing  po l i t i ca l  con t ro l ,  s ince  gr r i  /
r igh ts  cou ld  no t  be  inher i ted .  Eventua l l y ,  o f  course ,  g r / /  ho ld ings  deve loped
into a form of pr ivate property in land.

Darkrvah w i l ihave v i r tua l l y  none o f  th is .  He s ta tes  qu i te  exp l i c i t l y  tha t
" the  impor tan t  ques t ion  o f  land  tenure ,  Ì inked as  i t  was  w i th  the  expans ion  o f
Shewa,  has  on ly  been touched upon. "  He den ies  tha t  the  re la t ionsh ip  be tq ,een
the  ar is tocracy  and the  peasant ry  was feudpÌ  one,  o Ì ì  the  grounds tha t  an  ad-
ministrat ive area was not a Í ìef .  He hardly dist inguishes betu,een the
Amhara  popu la t ion  o f  Menz in  par t i cu la r  and the  Oromo popu la t ion  o f  Shoa
in general ,  referr ing most of ten-to an undi f ferent iated "peoDle of  Shewa",  an4
to  the i r  loya l t l ' to  the  reg ime.  He c la ims,  surpr is ing ly ,  tha t  " the  na ture  o f
Shewan societ-v also of fered, in a cur ious way, protect ion for  thc indiv idual
aga ins t  exp lo i ta t ion , "  bu t  i t  i s  unc lear  what  type  o f  ind iv idua l  he  has  in
m i n  d .

' l ' he  weakes t  sec t ion  o f  the  book  is  the  d iscuss ion  o f  agr icu l tu re ,  indushy
and t rade.  The chapter  ts  a lmost  en t i re ly  descr ip t i ve ,  and the  au thor  does  no t
ef fect ively relate the data which he has painstakingly coÌ lected from pr imary
souÌ ' ccs  e i ther  to  the  po l i t i ca l  s t ruc tu re  o r  to  the  h is to r ica l  p rocess .  La ter
rv r i te rs  l i ke  Add is  H iwet  (E th iop ia  f rom Autc racy  to  Revo lu t ion ,  London,
1975 and MichaeÌ  S tah l  (E th iop ia :  po l i t i ca l  con t rad i t ions  in  Agr icu l tu ra i
Deve lopment ,  L lppsa la , lg?5)  have o f fe red  much more  conv inc ing  accoun is  o f
the i re la t ionsh ip  be tween economic  cond i t ions  and po l i t i ca l  dynamism in
nineteenth cen{ury Shoa.

"  I ron ica l l y  fo r  a  wr i te r  who descr ibes  the  Amhara  expans ion  as  an  ex-
tension of  the pax Shoana into the conquered regions, Darkwa's chapter on the
army demonstrates the extent to which Amhara society was mi l i tar ised, and
the  grea t  impor tance a t tached to  the  purchase o f  f i r carms f rom Europe.
Al though he descr ibes what was in ef fect  a professional  mi l i tary c lass,  f rom
which  admin is t ra to rs  were  o f ten  drawn and wh ich  was the  main  rec ip ien t  o f
gt l l  grants f rom the crown, Darkwah argues that Shoan society was
cas te less ,  s ince  the  cent ra l i sa t ion  o f  po l i t i ca ì  power  p revented  the
inher i tance o f  wea l th  and hence o f  in f luence.  He s imi la r ly  min imizes  the  ro le
o f  the  Church ,  ma in ta in ing  tha t  i t  p layed no  d i rec t  par t  in  the  po ì i t i ca l  Ì i fe  o f
the  k ingdom.  Yet  the  theo log ica l  d ispu tes  be tween the  Tewahdo and Kebat
sec ts  dur ing  Tewodros '  re ign ,  to  wh ich .he  devotes  severa Ì  paragraphs ,  can  be
shown to  have been par t  o f  a  f ie rce  s t rugg ie  be tween re l ig ious  and secu la r
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authorit ies for hegemony. It is, after all, 'unlikely that the Church as lan-
downer would have had no polit ical role to play.

Dr Darkwah has made extensive use of government and missionary ar-
chives in London, Paris and Rome, and of the printed travel l i terature.. He
has not used Ethiopian-language sources, except for translations of the Royal
Chronicles, and his bibliography of secondary l iterature is sparse, omitting
several  i tems of  importance that have appeared since 1966. The book lacks
an adequate theoretical framework, and fails to make any serious attempt to
relate the economic base of Shoan state formation to the dynamics of ex-
pansion into southern markets and trade-routes, or to the European scramble
for Africa, which was taking place during the later period. Acconding to his
publisher, Darkwah attempts to show how Shoan trading and military power
ensured the survival  of  Ethiopian independence. But al though he succeeds in
presenting a detailed narrative history of the Menz dynasty and the Shoan
kingdom, the author fa i ls  to locate the events he descr ibes concretely in the
context  of  the social  and economic relat ions of  Amhara society,  and so has
described but not explained the rise of Shoa and the establishment of
Amhara dominance.

1 0 9


