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The Sidama of Ethiopia and Rational
Communication Action in Policy and Dispute Settlement

John H. Hamer

Ah’“’"’tla — In this paper [ seek to discover whether Jiirgen
matl’;:ﬁﬂa_s's rational commumcmi:'m lhuur_y can be app_limi
e dispute settlement and policy making of an African
E;rrz"“- '_l'hul Sidima of Ethiopia arc shown to use rational
Mubnication in terms of establishing procedural limits to
;‘:;;h consensus, recognizing distinctions between rational and
ive -:ilnu! discourse, L‘lﬂphgﬂ-;z}n_g the importance of norma-
ity !h cm:f.;upls, and _njamlaml_ng_ L'l'l-['.’.“ﬂil for sincerity. In
SuChp?!‘}m wuh other M‘ncap_ societies it is dcnmnstruleq llh:il
v IStourse is Itar from uniformly distributed across Affica.
Hally, the question is raised as to whether Habermas's theory
2:'::::1- more upprupii_alc in some prcfm?dcm than muldcrn 50-
dispues | ..':.tim pia, Sidama, ,";lfrrr'_.fm .\'ru'ur_ﬂg.\'_ rational discourse,
€ -\f'ﬁ!r'ﬂlfﬂf. CEMmUICation, decision C'{JH.\'t’".S'N.'-']F

g?[:'_“ H Hamer, several periods of field research among the

liUr::nd in Ethiopia and the Bukusu in Kenya. - His publica-

ang th; 4s result from this research — include _.-;uueral articles

iy hnnk_"Humhnc D:\'el_:.\pn;e.nl. Participation and Change
Ong the Sidima of Ethiopia” (Tuscaloosa 1987),

:(]: g}ls paper I examine rationality as it relates
ISpute settlement and policy making among
o f ti}de‘lma of Ethiopia.' The theoretical setting
Botiq 1S analysis is that of rational communication
N as propounded by Jiirgen Habermas (1984).
6 l?t]?roblem will be to consider the validil)r' claims
elnbg?jth‘ normative commitment, and sincerity,
e ded in argumentative reasoning, directed
Ward establishment of social consensus. First it
li\:é 3’5 necessary to discuss consensual argumenta-
Iscourse concepts as developed by Habermas.
pem;“b}iima:*: postulates that in the “modern” world
Et:.u NS raising validity cl:um::: have to dmmg_msh
o ic;@n language representations and the objects
on ho they represent in order to reach a consensus
‘:ﬂntr-\-y to deal with the latter (1984: 51). By
Wm_];hl._lhere is a tend_t_:nc_y in El::e ‘pr%{mu_vc;_
Wur|¢,0f myth for the “objective” and ° social
! Ema[‘-\.m b’e‘mlxed. Therefore the linguistic repre-
“sen_luns of lh.cm are reified, leading to dogmatic
Sion 10“.5. outside t.he realm of “r_atlunal_dlﬂcu.q-
can 021’ criticism.” In his view rational discourse
y occur when a discussion is open and

of sufficient length so that the validity claims of
truth, normative commitment, and sincerity can be
used to reach an understanding (42-—44). Habermas
admits that such an ideal speech situation is only
a latent possibility and not a reality. Nevertheless,
the universal structure of speech implies the poten-
tial for realization of the ideal. It is his contention
that all speech directed toward intention requires
some form of truth orientation. What this truth
may be can only be realized through consensual
discourse (372).

Habermas does not accept Peter Winch's prop-
osition that worldviews of truth are relative to
particular language structures. He accepts the prin-
ciple that all languages will provide some truth
criteria, but the forms will vary and some will
make greater provision for elaboration than others
(1984: 581f.). In fact he has been criticized for
ignoring cultural differences in arriving at truth
concepts, and that norms and values may not be
conceptualized as open to discursive validation
(Braaten 1991: 35f.). But, in Habermas's view
language should be simply a means of .
communicative action utterances . . ." for reaching
understanding with others (1984: 98 f.). The ques-
tion is the extent to which it permits contestation
between subjects regarding the validity claims that
can lead to consensual action?

Despite some degree of linguistic terms for
truth and rationality in all languages Habermas has
tended to equate the highest degree of potential
for rational discourse with the “modernism” of
the Western world. The use of myth to conflate
nature and culture on the same level cannot, in his
view, compare with the standards of the modern
thinker (1984: 48). Since a clear distinction is not
made between things and persons, moral failure is
articulated with physical failure,

1 Research with the Sidama was carried out in 1964635,
1973, and for a brief period of interviews in 1984. Support
was provided by the Ford Foundation, Great lakes Colleges
Association, and Canada Council.




