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“Cannibalism” in Southern Ethiopia

An Exploratory Case Study of Me’en Discourse

Jon Abbink

Abstract. - This article addresses alleged “cannibalism”
among the Me’en of southwestern Ethiopia. As cannibalist
representations in this area are rare, they represent a puzzle as
to origins and current role. An explanation needs to address
psychosocial representations and the cultural symbolism of
life forces and fear of death, but reference should also be
made to insecurities of descent and group relations among
the Me’en population while expanding and migrating during
the past century, partly absorbing preexisting populations in
the process. This anxiety is reproduced today via conflictuous
relations between descent groups vis-à-vis land and other re
sources. The discourse of cannibalism being internal to Me’en
society and not directed to outsiders would tend to support this
v iew. [Ethiopia, Me’en, cannibalism, intergroup rivalry, ethnic
relations, lineage/clan relations, cosmology]
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Introduction

Cannibalism or anthropophagy - the consumption
°f human body parts by other humans — continues
to be a challenge for anthropological explanation.
In various parts of the world and over hundreds
°f years this phenomenon has been reported
whether as a collective representation or as an
actual practice. It never fails to evoke intense feel
ings of revulsion, outrage, and fear. From a human

evolutionary point of view, cannibalism is unusual
and is always contested. As important as the ques
tion of its occurrence is that of the embeddedness

of its representations in the discourses of social
exclusion and demonization of others. In a recent
overview, S. Lindenbaum (2004) has elaborated on
the discursive representation of “cannibalism” and
inventoried its many forms. 1 She emphasized that
 the exoticist/primitivist representation of others as
such is quite universal as a feature of colonizing
societies as well as present in modern-industrial
societies that struggle with the inclusion of “oth
ers” in the form of immigrants, subaltern social
groups, alternative lifestyle adepts, or criminals.

Nevertheless, discussions on cannibalism must
always start with assessing the evidence for man-
eating practices in any instance reported, and then
proceed to assess its representational functions as
a discourse of difference and distance. Recent

ly, the African sociologist C. Toulabor (2000)
has claimed the continued occurrence of canni

bal practices among some contemporary political
leaders in Africa. The former warlord and pres
ident of Liberia, Charles Taylor, has been ac
cused of it by certain eyewitnesses during the
civil war, as was ex-emperor Jean-Bedel Bokassa

of the Central African Republic (Telegraph 2003;

1 While the “classical” form of cannibalism may be that of
humans consciously eating parts of other (enemy) humans,
Lindenbaum (2004:47-49) mentions the following vari
eties: survival, psychopathological, medicinal, technologi
cal, sacrificial, innocent, and auto-cannibalism.


