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The social construction of locality and landscape
: from ‘local subjects’ to ‘national citizens’ in the Lower Omo Valley, southwestern Ethiopia
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The lecture builds on an argument about the ‘production of locality’ developed by the anthropologist Arjun
Appadurai in his essay of that name in ‘Modernity at large’. My aim is to use Appadurai’s insights to shed
light on the social and environmental consequences of the relatively recent incorporation of the peoples of
the Lower Omo into the Ethiopian state. He points out that, once you treat locality as a product of social
activity, rather than simply as a stage for it, most of the behaviour anthropologists write about can be seen
as contributing to the process by which a sense of belonging to a specific physical terrain is produced. This
includes the building of settlements and the division of fields, rituals of all kinds and the everyday
language used to describe the landscape. There are two reasons why the lower Omo provides a particularly
good opportunity for a study of this kind.

First, this is an area of great ecological and cultural diversity, in which the key to survival for its human
population is a combination of economic diversification, adaptability to changing ecological conditions and
the ability to move to a new ‘locality’ when necessary. This is a picture which characterized much of East
Africa before the advent of colonial rule. Second, both the mobility and the locality building efforts of the
peoples of the lower Omo are now being challenged, to an extent they have never been before, by
state-sponsored schemes for the economic development of the Omo basin, including national parks,
hydropower plants, and bio-fuel feedstock plantations.

The Omo National Park was set up in 1966 but has remained more or less a ‘paper park’ ever since. For the
last two and a half years, however, it has been managed by a Netherlands-based multinational company,
African Parks Foundation, which is dedicated to stamping out all ‘poaching’ and to running the park
according to ‘sound business principles’. Judging by its actions rather than its rhetoric, it believes in a
‘preservationist’ approach to conservation, according to which local people are a threat to ‘nature’ and
conservation is therefore best left to the ‘experts’.

The impact of the national park on the ‘locality building’ efforts of local people pales into insignificance
when compared to the massive potential impact of an extremely ambitious scheme to develop the
hydropower potential of the Omo drainage basin. Three dams are either completed, under construction or
planned. One of these will have the second largest dam reservoir in Africa and is bound to have a drastic
impact on the size and timing of the Omo flood, upon which thousands of people in the lower Omo depend
for cultivation.

Finally, the Lower Omo has not escaped the current rush amongst African governments to hand over vast
tracts of their countries to foreign companies for the production of biofuel feedstock. As yet unconfirmed
reports suggest that three companies will be taking over thousands of hectares of grazing land in the lower
basin of the Omo for the production of oil-palm and jatropha. Apart from the loss of productive resources
this will entail for local people, the adverse environmental consequences of these monoculture plantations
are likely to include the loss of biodiversity and the destruction of fragile tropical soils.

The lecture will end by considering three different debates which are reflected by these state-sponsored,
internationally financed (and in two cases internationally managed) development schemes: debates about
the construction of the African environment, about the rights of ‘indigenous’ peoples and about the role and
impact of so-called ‘global’ capital in Africa.



