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Anthropology, contemporary history, political science, and related disci-
plines are close to politics and, therefore, close to morality. This is not to
imply that much of politics is shaped by morals. Such an assumption
would surely lead us astray if we tried to use it to explain what actually
happens. What I mean is that moral and normative appeals abound in
political discourse, where morals are used as a discursive resource. This
discourse is about ‘legitimacy’, ‘corruption’, ‘failed’ states, etc., and it
judges states and other forms of organization by comparing their actual
forms and outputs with a normative idea about what states or other
organizations and institutions should be good for: the common good,
justice, security, and so on. Functional thinking persists here. States and
organizations are assumed to fulfil a function for the benefit of all of their
citizens or members; and if these functionalist assumptions are contra-
dicted by actual observation, they become subject to the two dominant
forms of framing or reframing that are applied to social phenomena in our
times, namely, juridification and medicalization. Issues such as oppression
and poverty – until recently treated in terms of politics – become juridified
as human rights issues or they become medicalized as social pathologies.
Things are measured against standards of law or standards of health or
other such standards. The Weberian ideal-type of statehood also comes
into play here. A normative element clearly shines through in all variants
of these discourses. And it is good that this is so. It is good that there are
people who think about how the world ought to be.

The explanatory power of the many moralizing variants of social
science, however, is low. Often moral assumptions and empirical observa-
tions are woven into a dense web, and that is not helpful for analytical
purposes. Analysis is about taking things apart, not about combining them.
In addition to engaging in politics – and that is what social scientists do
when they become public intellectuals and give TV interviews – we should
care about keeping alive a perspective in social science that abstains from

viii
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value judgements and tries to describe the forces on the ground in their
actual interplay. The realities described are not always beautiful, and that
is why social scientists who abstain from such judgments and try to model
the decisions of all actors, including both those we like and those we
dislike, are often branded as cynics by others.

The contributors to this book examine the effects that borders have on
real people on the ground, and the ways in which these people use borders
in pursuing their own interests. Like cell membranes, state borders are
semi-permeable. Cells are selective in what they let in and what they keep
out. And some micro-organisms overcome these mechanisms of selectivity
and succeed in intruding. Even at this cellular level, different ‘actors’ have
different ‘interests’, although these terms sound a bit metaphorical, as we
are dealing with entities that are not assumed to have consciousness.

The focus of this book is on local people in the borderlands, and even
among these there are many differences. Some use state borders as
resources; they instrumentalize them in developing political or economic
strategies. State boundaries can only become a resource for some people at
the exclusion of others. Obviously there would be no price differences for
goods on each side of a border, and therefore no gain for smugglers, if
everyone found it easy to smuggle. If that were the case, price differences
would even out and smuggling would disappear. And there are many
other examples of ways in which different people are affected by and use
borders differently. Local herdsmen may be able to cross the border, while
soldiers in uniform cannot do so – and so on. Different skills, interests,
opportunities, rules, expectations, and bodies of knowledge allow things
(including social constructs such as borders) to be or to become resources
for some and not for others. 

This differentiating perspective on various categories of people reflects
the research interests (identity and difference) of the ‘Integration and
Conflict’ programme of the Max Planck Institute for Social Anthropology,
which I have the privilege to direct. It is in the framework of this
programme that both editors of this volume have carried out their doctoral
studies and postdoctoral projects. It was also the venue for the colloquium
in which most of the other contributions to this volume originated.

To train young scholars is a by-product of a research institute. The
main institutional aim is to gain knowledge. Sometimes, fortune lets the
two combine. Then one learns from one’s juniors. Another reward is to be
able, from time to time, to be proud of one’s products. Few people can
boast of a Markus and a Dereje.

Günther Schlee
Halle/Saale

Preface
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It all began back in 2005, when we shared an office at the Max Planck
Institute for Social Anthropology in Halle/Saale, Germany, and
occasionally chatted about current affairs in the Horn of Africa. We both
had done research in border areas and among borderlanders, and were
astonished by the high degree of resonance between our field materials.
Together with our common friend, Tobias Hagmann, we contemplated
the idea of holding a conference on borders in the Horn of Africa.
Regrettably, Hagmann’s participation came to an abrupt end due to other
academic obligations. We would like to thank him for his fruitful
engagement with our ideas as well as the continued moral support we
received from him throughout the production process. Günther Schlee,
the Director of the Max Planck Institute for Social Anthropology and
Head of the Department I (Integration and Conflict), generously approved
our plans. 

Despite the fact that we circulated a call for papers expressing an explicit
interest in state borders as resources, many of the abstracts we received
approached borders as constraints rather than resources. Nevertheless, we
received enough relevant responses to put together a conference in
Halle/Saale from 6 to 8 September 2006 under the title, ‘Divided They
Stand: The Affordances of State Borders in the Horn of Africa’. It featured
a good mixture of younger scholars, many of them from the region, and
senior figures such as John Markakis and our most vivid and resourceful
discussant, Christopher Clapham. Despite strong empirical case studies
and the determined interventions of the organizers, a skeptical and
normative undertone remained with regard to viewing borders as
resources. Not all participants followed us in the ‘post-conference’ phase of
further developing our approach on how borderlanders make the best of
being divided. For this reason, we have included some new contributions
that were not originally part of the conference, but that better fit the theme
of the volume. 

x

Editors’ Preface
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During the process of putting together this volume, a number of friends
and colleagues were helpful. We wish to thank all the conference
participants for lively discussions. John Markakis in particular helped us to
sharpen our argumentation through his well-founded critical remarks.
Günther Schlee, Luca Ciabarri, Markus Schlecker, Hussein A. Mahmoud,
and Christopher Clapham commented on our conceptual framework at
various stages in the development of the manuscript. The editors presented
earlier versions of their introductory chapter at two conferences of the
African Borderlands Research Network (ABORNE), in Edinburgh and
Bayreuth, respectively. We profited from comments of the wider ‘border
and borderlands community’ there. John Galaty and Michael Bollig
engaged with all contributions as external reviewers and provided
constructive criticism. Douglas Johnson and Lynn Taylor of James Currey
Publishers offered the necessary guidance and advice for completing the
work. Last but certainly not least, we wish to thank our families for
patiently putting up with all the overtime hours we had to invest in the
preparation of this volume. 

Dereje Feyissa & Markus Virgil Hoehne
Halle/Saale

Editors’ Preface
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