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R . H . Kofi D a r k w a h , Shewa, Menilek and the Ethiopian Empire 1913—1889 (Lon
don: H e i n e m a n n , 1975), 233 pp. 

T h i s book deals wi th the expansion of the s m a l l a n d isolated A m h a r a chief-' 
dom of Menz into the K i n g d o m of S h o a in the ear ly nineteenth century, andj 
the struggle for hegemony between Shoa and the nor thern provinces which, 
w a s finally resolved after the death of Y o h a n n e s FV by the accession o ^ 
M e n i l i k to the i m p e r i a l throne in 1889. D r D a r k w a h , a G h a n a i a n , originally 
submitted the work as a doctoral dissertation under R o l a n d Oliver at the 
School of O r i e n t a l a n d A f r i c a n Studies i n 1966; but during the nine-year i n 
te rva l between completion and publication, some m a j o r changes have t a k e n 
place in E t h i o p i a n historiography, and D a r k w a h ' s text has i n several respects 
been overtaken by more recent, a n d indeed more scientific works. 

T h e book is organized into three n a r r a t i v e chapters, w h i c h recount the 
story of Menz a n d Shoa almost exclusively in terms of t radi t ional political 
history, a n d three descriptive chapters , w h i c h deal w i t h the social a n d 
economic organisation of the A m h a r a state. A s a result , the reader is left to 
m a k e his own connections between the apparently static economic system 
a n d the apparently d y n a m i c political history of Shoa . T h e n a r r a t i v e chapters 
divide the period into three sections: the r ise of the dynasty (roughly from 
death of Negussie K r i s t o s in about 1703 unti l the death of Sahle Sellassie i n 
1847); the period of dechne (from 1847 unti l M e n i l i k ' s escape from captivity 
at M a q d a l a ) ; a n d the reign of M e n i l i k up unt i l h is becoming E m p e r o r in 
1889. T h i s periodicization fails to t a k e into account quali tat ive changes i n 
the process of A m h a r a expansion into a n d domination over Oromo terri tory 
in Shoa, a n d later in the south generally. U n t i l the assass inat ion of W a s s e n 
Segged in 1813, the movement out of Menz w a s one of colonisation, in w h i c h 
the A m h a r a s ei ther simply ex terminated local Oromo populations or, 
sometimes, ass imi la ted them. T h e a s s i m i l a t e d Oromo adopted A m h a r i c 
names, used A m h a r i g n a , embraced Orthodox C h r i s t i a n i t y , a n d absorbed 
A m h a r a cul tura l values; their loyalty to the S h o a n state w a s absolute and 
fanat i ca l . But after 1813, during the reign of Sahle Sel las ie , the process h a d 
changed to one in w h i c h the t i l lers of the soil were left on the land as tenant-
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farmers under a dominant a n d exploitative landlord class. A s s i m i l a t i o n , of 
course, continued. A f t e r the br ief interruption caused by Tewodros ' conquest 
of Shoa, Meni l ik gained power a n d continued to s t rengthen the S h o a n state 
a n d to expand southwards, even into the 1890s after he h a d become E m 
peror. 

D a r k w a h is correct in emphasiz ing the s ignif icance of f i rearms as the 
basis of S h o a n mil i tary predominance. H e is m u c h less convicing when he at
tempts to explain the forces behind the expansionist drive. H e wri tes of the 
noble aspirat ions of the S h o a n dynasty , and attributes the a t t a c k s on the 
divided Oromo communit ies to a desire to save A m h a r a culture from destruc
tion. T h i s is inadequate . T h e process of expansion brought the m a r k e t s a n d 
trade routes of the south under the control of the Shoan warlords, permit t ing 
t h e m to obtain firearms from Europe in exchange for s u c h commodities a s 
gold, ivory, m u s k a n d coffee. I n addition, s ince the S h o a n a r m y was largely 
u n p a i d a n d h a d to provide i tself with both food and weapons, the promise of 
r i c h booty was a n incentive for the peasant soldier, and a necessity for the 
continued stability of the regime. D a r k w a h , however, denies the importance 
of plunder as a motive force in the later expansion, a n d argues that i n 
dividual warr iors were d r i v e n to excel themselves in battle by a desire to at
t ract the attention of the king, a n d thus to gain promotion. 

T h e n a r r a t i v e of M e n i l i k ' s reign concentrates on the king 's relat ions w i t h 
E u r o p e a n adventurers a n d emissaries , a n d desribes the i m p e r i a h s t r i v a l r y 
between B r i t a i n , F r a n c e a n d I ta ly in the H o r n of A f r i c a . D a r k w a h fails , 
however, to a n a l y s e i n any depth the causes of this r i v a l r y , or of M e n i l i k ' s 
success in m a i n t a i n i n g his independence. H e writes, for instance , of A n -
tonelli 's conclusion of a contract for the sale of guns, w h i c h as approved by 
the I t a h a n government: 

... t h i s w a s a s t r o k e of luck for A n t o n e l l i s ince the t i m e w a s f a v o u r a b l e to h i m . T h e off ic ia l 
I t a l i a n a t t i t u d e of absolute d i s i n t e r e s t e d n e s s IsicI i n c o l o n i a l m a t t e r s u n d e r w e n t a t r a n 
s f o r m a t i o n b e t w e e n 1879 a n d J 8 8 2 a n d t h e r e a f t e r b e c a m e one of t e r r i t o r i a l a c q u i s i t i o n . 

No further explanat ion is offered. 
T h e three chapters on government a n d a d m i n i s t r a t i o n , agriculture, in 

dustry a n d trade, and the a r m y contain much m a t e r i a l of interest . D a r k w a h 
describes the gradual e l iminat ion of local hereditary chieftainships , a n d their 
replacement by a h ierarchy of appointed governors who owed their positions 
entirely to the favour of the k i n g . By constant shuffl ing of these appointees, 
the c e n t r a l authority w a s able to ensure t h a t none of them w a s able to build 
a n independent power-base and thus to avoid a re turn to the baronial 
struggles of the Zemene Metsafint. T h i s process of central isa t ion a n d 
simultaneous expansion of political control over n o n - A m h a r a populations 
provided the under ly ing dynamic for the creation of the E t h i o p i a n empire. 

Y e t the t ransformation of Menz/Shoa into the centre of a n empire is i n 
comprehensible without some u n d e r s t a n d i n g of patterns of agriculture, l a n d 
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tenure, and feudal (or according to some scholars, t r ibutary) relations. T h e 
A m h a r a s , who cult ivated leff, wheat a n d barley, h a d survived the original 
Oromo incurs ions by occupying relatively inaccessible deep-cut valleys i n a 
pattern of single farm steads. T h e Oromo (referred to throughout the book as 
G a U a ) , catt le-herders and horse-men, tended towards higher ground with 
heavier r a i n f a l l . While the ambi l inear risi system of tenure in Menz con
t inual ly subdivided inahenable land rights, the gull holdings in conquered 
areas simultaneously provided a n effective m e c h a n i s m for the expropriation 
of the r u r a l surplus, an d a means of centra l i s ing political control, since gull 
rights could not be inheri ted. E v e n t u a l l y , of course, gull holdings developed 
into a form of private property in land. 

D a r k w a h will have vi r tual ly none of this. H e states quite explici t ly that 
" the important question of land tenure, l inked as it was wi th the expansion of 
Shewa, has only been touched upon." He denies that the relationship between 
the aristocracy a n d the peasantry was feudal one, on the grounds that an ad
minis t ra t ive area was not a fief. He hardly distinguishes between the 
A m h a r a population of Menz i n par t i cular and the Oromo population of Shoa 
in general , referring most often to an undifferentiated "people of S h e w a " , and 
to their loyalty to the regime. H e claims, surprisingly, that "the nature of 
S h e w a n society also offered, in a curious way, protection for the individual 
against exploitation," but it is unclear w h a t type of i n d i v i d u a l he has in 
m i n d . 

T h e w e a k e s t section of the book is the discussion of agriculture, industry 
and trade. T h e chapter is almost entirely descriptive, and the author does not 
effectively relate the data w h i c h he has pains takingly collected from pr imary 
sources either to the pohtical s tructure or to the historical process. L a t e r 
wri ters l ike Addis H i w e t (Ethiopia from A u t c r a c y to Revolution, London, 
1975 and Michael S t a h l (Ethiopia : political contraditions in A g r i c u l t u r a l 

Development, U p p s a l a , 1975) have offered m u c h more convincing accounts of 
the relationship between economic conditions and pohtical d y n a m i s m in 
nineteenth century Shoa. 

I ronical ly for a wri ter who describes the A m h a r a expansion as an ex
tension of the pax Shoana into the conquered regions, D a r k w a ' s chapter on the 
a r m y demonstrates the extent to w h i c h A m h a r a society was mil i tar ised, and 
the great importance at tached to the purchase of firearms from Europe. 
Although he describes w h a t was in effect a professional mil i tary class, from 
w h i c h administrators were often drawn a n d w h i c h was the m a i n recipient of 
gull grants from the crown, D a r k w a h argues that Shoan society was 
casteless, since the central isat ion of political power prevented the 
inher i tance of wealth a n d hence of influence. H e s i m i l a r l y minimizes the role 
of the C h u r c h , m a i n t a i n i n g that it played no direct part in the political Hfe of 
the kingdom. Y e t the theological disputes between the T e w a h d o a n d K e b a t 
sects during Tewodros' reign, to w h i c h he devotes several paragraphs, can be 
shown to have been part of a fierce struggle between religious a n d secular 
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authorit ies for hegemony. I t is, after aU, unHkely that the C h u r c h as l a n 
downer would have h a d no poHtical role to play. 

D r D a r k w a h has made extensive use of government a n d missionary ar
chives i n London, P a r i s a n d Rome, and of the printed t ravel Hterature. H e 
h a s not used Ethiopian- language sources, except for t ransla t ions of the R o y a l 
Chronicles , and his bibhography of secondary l i terature is sparse, omitting 
several i tems of importance that have appeared since 1966. T h e book l a c k s 
an adequate theoretical f ramework, and fails to m a k e a n y serious attempt to 
relate the economic base of Shoan state formation to the d y n a m i c s of ex
pansion into southern m a r k e t s a n d trade-routes, or to the E u r o p e a n scramble 
for A f r i c a , w h i c h was t a k i n g place dur ing the later period. According to his 
pubHsher, D a r k w a h attempts to show how Shoan t rading a n d mi l i ta ry power 
ensured the s u r v i v a l of E thiopian independence. But although he succeeds in 
presenting a detailed nar ra t ive history of the Menz dynasty a n d the S h o a n 
kingdom, the author fails to locate the events he describes concretely in the 
context of the social and economic relat ions of A m h a r a society, a n d so has 
described but not explained the rise of Shoa and the es tabl ishment of 
A m h a r a dominance. 
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