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77 POLITICAL DEVELOPMENT IN THE PRE-COLONIAL HORN OF AFRICA 

'I nn precolonial Africa , when Africans controlled their  own affairs and administered 
justicee among themselves, the system of government, defined as ordering of human 
relations,, was characterized by structural diversity and pluralism in political thought, 
politicall  habits and institutions. The diversity of the system was a reflection of the 
pluralismm of political philosophy espoused by Africa' s diverse socio-cultural groups... 
Thee variation in political philosophy, especially, revealed the social groups' views about 
thee nature of political authority , the rights and obligations of politica: authority ' 
(Ohaegbulam,, 1990: 97-98). 

'.... the political structures were not rigid but adaptive to economic and environmental 
exigenciess as welt as responsive to local needs, circumstances and the wishes of the ruled. 
Theyy were reformed when social condition required it. ... The principl e of central 
governmentt  was combined with a greater  degree of local autonomy....'  (Ayittey, 1991: 233). 

'Becausee they were the product of centuries of successful tria l and error  by which men had 
workedd out ways of living in tropics and the forests, in the grasslands and the mountains of 
thiss often harsh continent. These systems were, ..., the outcome of a long period of natural 
selectionn of a social kind: they enclosed men within frameworks of spiritual and moral 
behavior,, collective duty and individual responsibility, that rested on tradition s of 
inherentlyy sufficient power  and persuasion The systems were strong, in other  words, 
becausee within the limit s of the world they knew they worked manifestly better  than 
anythingg that was offered them in exchange. They worked better  not only at a material level 
butt  also in terms of spiritual , moral and socially constructive behaviour' (Davidson, 1995: 
313-314). . 

Thiss chapter is mainly the elaboration of the points raised in the previous chapter with regard to 
thee pre-colonial development of the Horn of Africa. It is a critical re-reading of the pre-colonial 
historyy of a region. By critically re-reading this long history of the region I will try, among other 
things,, first, to show that this part of Africa had complex and diversified political structures 
(systems).. This is an attempt to show that those societies were capable of establishing 
centralizedd political structures. Two examples will be used - the Nubia and the Axumite 
kingdomss - as illustration. Second, those societies were dynamic or there were changes and 
continuities.. The centralized political entities were later weakened, disintegrated and 
reconstitutedd into many kingdoms and chiefdoms (sheikdoms in some cases). Why it was not 
possiblee to sustain such centralized structures is an important question that should be answered 
byy historians. However, the internal and international environments, which affected the 
reconstitutionn of the pre-colonial political structures (political systems), especially after the 16th 

and/orr 17th century, will be discussed briefly here. Third, by examining the nature and political 
historyy of the different political entities (pre-colonial states) which existed immediately before 
thee establishment of colonial rule, I will try to prepare the ground for the next chapter which will 
deall  with the continuity and change during the colonial rule. This will help us to understand 
whatt was destroyed and/or distorted during colonial rule, and how different the pre-colonial 
politicall  entities were from those of the colonial ones. Finally, I will also attempt to show how 
multi-ethnic/triball  the political structures developed in the pre-colonial Horn of Africa were: the 
presentt day Sudan, Ethiopia (including Eritrea), and Somalia. 
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7.11 Pre-colonial Political Structures (Political Systems) in Africa: General Overview 

Itt may be useful to start with the general characterization of the political structures (political 
systems)) of the pre-colonial period. In general, the pre-colonial political organization of Africa 
cann be characterized by, according to Ohaegbulam (1990: 97-98):' 

structurall  diversity and pluralism in political thought, political habits and institutions. The diversity of 
thee system was a reflection of the pluralism of political philosophy espoused by Africa' s diverse socio-
culturall  groups. Expressed differently , the political forms evolved by pre-colonial African societies 
variedd according to their  political thoughts, habits and institutions, the variation in political 
philosophy,, especially, revealed the social groups' views about the nature of political authority , the 
right ss and obligations of political authority.2 

Differentt scholars, Fortes and Evans-Pritchard (1940), Potholm (1970 and 1979), Ohaegbulam 
(1990),, and George B. N. Ayittey (1991 and 1992), have attempted to categorize these diverse 
politicall  structures. Fortes and Evans-Pritchard (1940: 5) have identified two groups of 
politicall  systems in Africa.3 The first group consists of those societies which have centralized 
authority,, administrative machinery, and judicial institutions - in short, a government - and in 
whichh cleavages of wealth, privilege, and status correspond to the distribution of power and 
authority'.. The second group consists of 'those societies which lack centralized authority, 
administrativee machinery, and constituted judicial institution ... and in which there are no 
sharpp divisions of rank, status, or wealth' (Ibid.). 

Moree recently, Ohaegbulam (1990: 98) identified three types of political organizations that 
evolvedd in pre-colonial Africa. Distinctions among the three types are based on the degree of 
controll  exercised at the political centre, the extent of regulation of force within society and the 
naturee of the relationship between kinship and political authority. In the first type African 
societiess made kinship the basis of their membership as well as holding and exercising political 
power.. Political authority segmented, as the kinship groups seldom interacted with each other 
andd had no common leader. Political roles were allocated according to sex and age. Decisions 
weree usually made through discussions and exchange of views on all major issues affecting the 
groupp by a meeting of all adult males. The aim of the system was to achieve a consensus and the 
commonn good of the group (Ibid.). The clan system of the Somali society in which the elders 
hadd a leading role can more or less be included in this category. The second types were larger 
andd more extensive in their interaction than the first. Those societies preferred an egalitarian 
diffusionn of political authority through different segments or units of their society. Within each 
segmentedd political system there was a cultural and linguistic nation performing all the functions 
off  a political system and they were often in competition with one another and lacked a unified 
politicall  authority for the entire nation (Ibid.: 98-99). The various political entities in pre-
coloniall  Sudan and southern and southeastern Ethiopia before the emergence of a centralized 
Ethiopiann state can best be placed in between the second and third type of political organization. 

'Onn the structural diversity of pre-colonial African political systems, see also Potholm, 1979: 4-24. 
Forr  similar  generalization, see also Potholm, 1979: 6. 
'Unlik ee the modernization approach which looks at the various pre-colonial political systems as backward compared 
withh those of the European type, these political systems should be taken as the result of the unique socio-economic and 
politicall  development of the respective African societies. They should also be considered as the solution that those 
societiess developed to solve the respective problems they encountered. 
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Thee third type can be described as centralized kingdoms or states. The great empires of Western 
Sudann - Ghana, Mali, Songhai - and the ancient civilization of the Nile valley _ Nubia, Axum 
andd Egypt - can be taken as the best evidence (Ibid.). The centralized kingdoms have some 
institutionall  features, including administrative machinery and judicial structures. The 
assumptionn was that the concentration of political power served the good of society better than 
thee fragmentation of the segmented systems and that the loss of subgroup autonomy was a 
worthwhilee price to pay for the strength and co-ordination that often accompanied a more 
centralizedd form (Ibid.). The political structure of the centralized Ethiopian polity in which the 
kingg of kings had been the head of the state belongs to this category. Moreover, Potholm (1970: 
86-89,, See also Potholm, 1979: 19-24.) has identified three major variations within the 
centralizedd political system: centralized monarchies,4 federative monarchies5 and federative 
monarchiess with associated bases.6 

AA far more elaborate work (with a more positive view) on the indigenous African social, 
economicc and political institutions, is that of George B. N. Ayittey (See Ayittey, 1991 and 1992). 
Ayitteyy has distinguished two main distinct types of indigenous political organizations and 
furtherr differentiation within each. In the first type, tribal groups existed as separate political 
entitiess and governed themselves independently (some were led by chiefs and others were not) 
(Ayittey,, 1992: 37-38).7 In the second type, conquered tribes came under the hegemony of 
others,, as in kingdoms or empires. There were two discernible political subcultures within it: the 
firstt was an imperial rule that afforded the vassal state extensive local independence or 
autonomy,, while the second type of imperial rule required the vassal states to assimilate an 
allegedlyy superior foreign culture (Ibid.: 38). Let us look more closely into Ayittey's two 
categoriess of African indigenous political systems. 

Societiess that Governed Themselves 

Theree were two subtype structures among societies which governed themselves: stateless 
societiess and societies with chiefs and kings (Chiefdoms and states). The first subtype of 
politicall  organizations, the stateless societies, had two units of government: the council of elders 
andd the village assembly. Although there were often leaders or headmen, around whom opinion 
coalesced,, central authority was absent. There were no officeholders, only representatives of 
groups.. Tribes men could shift their allegiance or support from one leader or decision-maker to 
another.. To resolve conflicts, such societies reached compromises instead of making judgements 
orr applying sanctions. Kinship governed their system of law and order (Ibid.). These societies 
includedd the Ibo of Nigeria, the Kru of Liberia, the Tallensi of Ghana, the Somali, the Jie of 

'Centralizedd monarchies had 'strong central political administration, heterogeneous membership, and territoria l basis' 
(Potholm,, 1970: 86). 'Membership in this type of community is not based solely upon kinship, but also upon direct 
allegiancee to the central political authority , the king or  paramount chief... (Ibid.). 
'Federativee monarchies,exhibit a strong central tendency at least in comparison to segmentary groups; extensive self-
regulationn is left to the subgroups. 'Political participation is through the medium of one's existing leaders. The king's 
councill  is usually made up of the leaders of subgroups. Communal activities are determined and regulated by head of 
specificc lineage groups' (Potholm, 1970: 86). 
"Federativee monarchy with associated bases is a system where 'there is a central political authorit y whose position is 
inherited,, but there is a series of associational groups which cut across clan and kin lines. These are not simple age 
regiments,, but are rather  societies which form a link between the subgroups of clan or  village and the central political 
authority ''  (Potholm, 1970: 86-87). 
'Tribe ss with chiefs and their  attendant administrative and judicial  institutions were referred to as chiefdoms or  states. 
Tribess that dispensed with chiefs but governed themselves peacefully were called stateless societies' (Ayittey, 1992: 37-38). 
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Uganda,, and the Mbeere of Kenya (Ibid.: 39). The second subtype, societies that had states, had 
fourr units of government: a chief, inner council, a council of elders, and a village assembly.9 The 
chief,, in most cases a male, was the political, social, judicial, and religious head of the tribe. As 
such,, he had wide-ranging powers (Ayittey, 1992: 39). The Inner Council usually assisted the 
chieff  in governance and was the first line of defence against despotism. The duty of the Council 
wass not only to keep the chief in touch with happenings in the tribe but also to keep a check on 
thee chiefs behaviour. If the chief ruled incompetently, the tribe would reproach the Council for 
failingg to act responsibly (Ibid.: 40). The functions of the elders'council were also to advise and 
assistt the chief in the administration of the tribe and to prevent the chief from abusing his power. 
Unanimityy was the key feature of decision making. For instance, if the council could not reach 
unanimityy on contested issues, the chief would call a village assembly to put the issue before the 
peoplee for debate. This meant that the people were the ultimate judge or final authority on 
disputedd issues (Ibid.: 41; and see pp. 41-42 on the procedures of the village assembly). Another 
importan tt  point t o no te i s that, 'although in theory the chief rul e for  life, in practice and under  normal 

circumstancess he ruled only as long as his people allowed it - a distinction many observers failed to note. He 

couldd be destooled (removed) at any time if he failed to perform his traditiona l duties or  if his people so 

wished,, irrespective of how long he had been in office' (Ibid. : 47) .10 

Onee can identify a number of major features of chiefdoms and kingdoms (See Ayittey 1991: 
232-234).. First, there was a possibility for the people to choose their own rulers, and there were 
alternativess to choose from. Second, the king's role in the day-to-day administration of the 
kingdomm was severely limited by tradition. Although he was vested with absolute authority and 
power,, much of the power was delegated to the different lower levels of the system. Third, the 
politicall  structures were adaptive to economic and environmental exigencies, responsive to local 
needs,, circumstances. The principle of central government was combined with a greater degree 
off  local autonomy (Ibid.: 233). Fourth, corruption was not a common feature of the indigenous 
systemm of government.1' Last but not least, the system was also very stable and fairly democratic 
inn the sense that the people could participate in the decision-making process. This is attested to 
byy the fact that many kingdoms lasted for centuries. There were few recorded episodes of violent 
revolutionss in Africa's history by exploited 'serfs' against paunchy 'lords' even though there 
weree classes in Africa (Ibid.: 234). 

Imperiall  Rule: Kingdoms and Empires 

Imperiall  rule (empires and kingdoms) was of two subtypes. The differences in imperial rule 
generallyy lay in the degree of independence or autonomy conquerors granted to the subjugated 
tribes.. 'At one end of the spectrum were the Islamic empires such as the Mandinka which made 
consciouss efforts to supplant existing cultures by forcing the subjugated tribes to assimilate an 
allegedlyy superior culture. At the other end were the Asante and the Zende, who adopted a policy 

99 '... the Somali possess no formal hierarchy of fir m political offices... Occasionally, there may be a clan head (the suldaan 
orr  sultan). However, at every level of the segmentation, all adult men are classed as oday (elder) with the right to speak in 
thee shir  (ad hoc council), which deliberate matters of common concern and decide policy' (Ayittey, 1991: 86). For  a 
detailedd account on the stateless societies see Ayittey, 1991: 78-93 
'Tribe ss that had chiefs included the Fanti of Ghana, the Yoruba of Nigeria, the Mossi of Burkin a Faso, the Swazi, and the 
Zuluu of South Africa . 
"Fo rr  a detailed account on chiefdoms, the role of the different branches of government and some examples see Ayittey, 
1991::  93-149). 

"See,, Ayittey, 1991: 233-234, for  the details. 
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off  indirect rule by according the traditional rulers of the subjugated tribes extensive autonomy' 
(Ayittey,, 1992: 48). In both cases there were different levels of government. The leaders of the 
kingdomss or the empires, in some cases, were elected. There were also cases where kings were 
hereditary.. In many cases the political systems were complex and delicate with checks and 
countercheckss against concentration of power in one man's hands. The leaders were deposed (or 
killed)) whenever they could no longer be regarded as fit to rule or when they broke any royal 
tabooss on personal behaviour or whenever they misruled (Ibid.: 49-62 for the details). 

Thee imperial cultures of Africa were, for Ayittey (1991: 245), 'suffused with a great sense of 
hierarchyy which made decentralized decision-making possible.'12 According to the 
hierarchicall  structure at the highest level sat a supreme ruler (king) assisted in the 
administrationn of the empire by an Inner Council (cabinet) and the State Council (Ibid.: 245-
246).. The next lower level of government was provincial; the siblings or offspring (princes) of 
thee king ruled. Each prince would have his own Inner Council and rule through the Provincial 
Assemblyy made up of representatives of the various chiefdoms that formed the province 
(Ibid.:: 247). According to Ayittey (Ibid.), at village level, political structures of the vassal 
statess were generally left undisturbed. Local rulers retained their authority but their duties 
expandedd to include the payment of annual tributes and the provision of local levies for the 
imperiall  army. The imperial government in return fulfilled such obligations as defending the 
locall  communities against external aggression and keeping existing trade routes open for 
commerce.1 1 

Inn general those indigenous political systems had their own strengths and weaknesses. Their 
strengthss lay, among other things, in their stability and consensual democracy enhanced by the 
traditionn of participatory democracy and decentralized administration, which allowed the various 
politicall  entities (ethnic, regional, religious) the autonomy to preserve their own culture and 
managee their own affairs (Ibid.: 271). Davidson (1995: 313-314) has also noted that the pre-
coloniall  socio-economic and political systems were strong because they were the products of 
centuriess of successful trial and error; and the outcome of a long period of natural selection of a 
sociall  kind in which men were enclosed within frameworks of spiritual and moral behaviour, 
collectivee duty and individual responsibility, that rested on traditions of inherently sufficient 
powerr and persuasion. As a result, they worked better not only at a material level but also in 
termss of spiritual, moral and socially constructive behaviour. 

Somee of the weaknesses of the indigenous political systems were, first, the restriction of 
chieftaincyy and kingship to certain lineage. Not everyone could become a king or a chief unless 
hee had royal blood (Ayittey, 1991: 266). The second was the absence of a cohesive agent to 
holdd the polity together. Though kinship was politically expedient, it was a rather poor cohesive 
forcee beyond the village or the town boundaries.14 Third, the importance attached to the 

"Seee (Ayittey, 1991: 245), for  an illustratio n of the hierarchical and decentralized nature of the African kingdoms or 
empires. . 

Itt  is imperative to stress that there were of course numerous variations and modifications of this general paradigm. 
However,, the 
buildin gg blocks or  the structur e remained fundamentally the same and the exceptions to the general norm were very few 
(Ayittey ::  1991: 247). 
"Thi ss was perhaps one of the important factors to which can be attributed the disintegration of many states, mainly 
intoo smaller  and decentralized political entities. 
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hereditaryy positions, e.g. elders on the ruler's council, is often taken as anti-democratic. It is true 
thatt hereditary positions, combined with the principle of hierarchy, could cause some 
difficulties,, however, this was not the norm in many African societies. The strength of the 
indigenouss system lies in the fact that not all the officials of government came from the same 
familyy or lineage. That was important. The councillors were a potential source of opposition or 
checkss on the power of the ruler. He had to deal with them whether he liked it or not. The king 
mightt not like the views of the councillors but he could not replace them with his own 
appointeess (Ibid.: 268). Thus, contrary to what has been hastily dismissed as undemocratic, 
authoritarian,, and primitive, the indigenous systems had political institutions with checks and 
balancess to prevent the abuse of power. In pre-colonial Africa, among other things: 

.... a person was born politicall y free and equal and his voice and counsel were heard and respected 
regardlesss of the economic wealth he possessed. ... there were traditiona l checks and balances 
includingg sanctions against any possible abuse of power. In fact, traditiona l leaders were regarded as 
trusteess whose influence was circumscribed both in customary law and religion. In traditiona l African 
society,, an individual needed only to be a mature member of it to participate fully in political affairs. 
(Ayittey,, 1992: 63). 

Byy comparing those indigenous African political systems with that of the colonial, and more 
importantlyy with that of the post-colonial, one can understand what was distorted and/or 
destroyed. . 

Itt should be noted that for the sake of convenience it is possible to classify African societies into 
aa number of general types (distinguishing those with much government from those with little, 
thosee with centralized forms of rule from those whose authority has been dispersed among heads 
off  clans or extended families). Yet the distinction remains at best an artificial one. There is no 
truee division to be made between African 'states with kings or central governments' and African 
'societiess without kings or chiefs' (Davidson, 1995: 65). Furthermore, it seems absurd to 
supposee that societies who 'have no constructed centralized state have been in some way less 
giftedd or intelligent than their state-forming neighbors. Their modes of individual and collective 
sociall  life, with its niceties of checks and balances, its strength and flexibility , its bare 
simplicitiess of form combined with tolerance for stress and error, allows no place for any such 
idea''  (Ibid. : 66). It should also be emphasized that "th e mere size of any given polity, or  its degree of 
politicall  centralization, offers no reliable guide to effectiveness of development and control of environment. 
Onn the contrary, many of the 'small'  polities, ... have shown quite outstanding capacity for  political and 
economicc adaptation, social coherence, and ideological self-assurance"  (Ibid. ; 70). But it is true that 
classifyingg the indigenous African political systems into different categories is helpful in 
understandingg them. It also makes generalization possible. However, it should be well noted that 
thee political systems were fluid and changing their structures through the years. One time 
centralizedd states became decentralized and vice versa. States with a strong centre disintegrated 
intoo many smaller and decentralized political entities. Decentralized political entities were 
incorporatedd into more centralized and hierarchical states. The political systems should, 
therefore,, be understood as they were ever changing where political structures and political 
communitiess were constituted and reconstituted. The Ethiopian case can be one good example. 

Finally,, the diversified pre-colonial African system evolved to order the affairs of their 
communitiess 'they all invariably share three major traditions' (Ohaegbulam, 1990: 100-101). 
First,, the political role of elders was considerable as their age and accumulated wisdom gave 
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themm power to serve economic, social and political needs of their community. Second, religion 
playedd a significant role in politics.15 Third, the different pre-colonial political organizations 
includedd definite measures for limiting arbitrary use of political power, 16 for the promotion of 
thee common good, to punish law breakers, to arbitrate disputes and to ensure domestic peace and 
tranquillity.177 Moreover, 'popular sovereignty - the concept that the people, not the king or ruler, 
aree sovereign - which western scholars regard as a product of European nationalism was a strong 
elementt of the political philosophy and practice of pre-colonial African societies' (Ibid.). Thus, 
ass Ohaegbulam (Ibid.: 103) correctly concluded, 'by far, this political tradition served African 
societiess much better than the present political systems derived from those imposed on the 
societiess for a period of one hundred years or so by European colonial powers.' 

7.22 Continuity and Change in the Pre-colonial Horn of Afric a 

Thee African society, like the rest of the world, went through continuous processes of creating 
andd recreating political structures. These processes of political development were not linear and 
similarr everywhere. Rather different parts of the continent followed a different type of political 
developmentt and established diversified political communities and structures. Even the same 
societyy had different political structures at different historical periods. Thus, complex and 
diversifiedd political structures were created and recreated throughout the long history of the 
continent.. Such inherent capacity for self-development and self-administration was 
demonstratedd in many parts of Africa including the Horn of Africa. The states of the middle and 
upperr valley of the Nile: from Meroitic Kush and Christian Nubia to Axum and the early states 
off  Ethiopia can demonstrate that the societies in the Horn of Africa were capable of creating 
complexx centralized state structures (Davidson, 1992: 51). The development of long-distance 
tradee within the region and with the outside world (Europe, the Middle East and Far East) is 
anotherr evidence for the complexity of the political systems, which developed in this part of 
Africa.. However, these centralized states were later weakened, disintegrated and reconstituted 
intoo many political entities. On the other hand, societies such as the Somalis and the Oromos had 
moree decentralized political structures, which are different from that of Ethiopia and Sudan. 
Whatt are the possible factors that contributed to the emergence of these diversified political 
structures?? Before attempting to answer these questions it is important to briefly look at the two 
centralizedd states: Nubia and Axum. 

Thee kingdom of Nubia was a civilization that flourished along the Nile valley, in the area now 
knownn as the Republic of Sudan. It was probably a federation of Kush, Nepata and Meroe 
(Ohaegbulam,, 1990: 64). There was a great deal of commercial, political and imperial 
interactionn between Nubia and ancient Egypt. The Nile provided a means of communication, 
tradee and cultural exchange between the two areas. Its capital was Nepata until it was moved to 
Meroee in 591 BC (Ibid.). Meroe, located about 200 kilometers northeast of the modern city of 
Khartoum,, gradually became the centre of Sudanic civilization which lasted for over 800 years 
(Ibid.;; Connah, 1987: 24). As Shinnie (quoted in Connah, 1987: 65) wrote, 'Meroe was an 
Africann civilization, firmly based on African soil, and developed by an African population'. 
Accordingg to Davidson (1995: 40), 'the history of Merotic Kush covers at least six centuries of 

15Onn the intertwined nature of religion and politics in pre-colonial Africa , see also Pot holm, 1979: 28-31. 
16Onn the limitatio n on the use of power  in pre-colonial Africa n political systems, see also Potholm, 1979: 24-28. 
'Seee Ohaegbulam, 1990; 102-103, for  some examples. 
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energeticc and often quite distinctive development in many fields, especially those of town and 
templee building, metal manufacture, and the elaboration of international trade with countries as 
farr removed as India and even beyond'. After several centuries as one of the most important 
cradless of innovation whose impact was felt across Africa, Nubia declined in power and 
influence.. The decline of agriculture and animal husbandry was due to many related factors; and 
thee decline of trade between Nubia and Egypt (when Egypt was under Roman rule) contributed 
too the decline of Nubia (Ohaegbulam, 1990: 66-67). According to Davidson (1995: 43), 'nomad 
incursionn and the invasion from the Tigrean kingdom of Axum combined to bring the 
achievementss of the Meroitic Kush to an end'. When Nubia was on the decline, Axum, the other 
Africann civilization which is located in the northern part of Ethiopia, began the entire process, 
enrichingg itself at the expense of Nubia. In the fourth century (350AD), Axum under king Ezana 
tookk over effective control of Nubia (Ohaegbulam, 1990: 66-67). The state of Axum boosted 
urbann centres; its own form of writing; coinage in gold, silver and bronze; masonry buildings of 
aa distinctive architectural style; unique monuments that indicate substantial engineering skills; 
extensivee trading contacts both within and outside Africa; and a significant role in the 
internationall  politics of its period (Connah, 1987: 67). Ohaegbulam (1990: 68) has also pointed 
outt that trade and commerce advanced the fortunes of Axum (see also Zewde, 1991: 8). The 
Axumitess maintained extensive trade relations with Egypt, Inner Africa, Arabia, India, the 
Mediterraneann world, Greece and Rome.18 In addition, as Connah (1987: 88) puts it: 

Ethiopiann archaeological evidence suggests that at least by Axumite times a considerable degree of 
sociall  complexity had been attained. The society which left so much material evidence in the north­
easternn corner  of the Ethiopian highlands, and in some adjacent areas, must surely have been a 
stratifiedd one. At the top was an absolute monarch, frequently depicted on Axumite coins wearing a 
crownn and in one case shown seated on the throne.... Some of the inscriptions on the coins suggest that 
thesee rulers were, nevertheless, concerned about popular  opinion: 'may the country be satisfied!'... 
andd 'joy be to the peoples' ..., lack something of the usual tone of true autocracy. However, 
monarchicall  government, whatever  its exact character, is indicated also by other  elements of the 
archaeologicall  evidence. 

Axum,, according to Zewde (1991: 8), entered a process of decline from about the middle of the 
seventhh century. The rise of Islam and the subsequent disruption of the Red Sea trade sapped 
Axum'ss sources of life. Moreover, Beja pressures from the north forced the Axumite state to 
recoill  further inward. Later on, the Axumite ruling dynasty was replaced by the Zagwe dynasty, 
whichh lasted from about 1150-1270 (Ibid.). The Zagwe dynasty was later replaced by the 
Solomonicc dynasty. The political structure under both dynasties was more decentralized than in 
thee Axumite period. This was later replaced by a far more decentralized structure where the 
centree was weaker while the regional leaders were stronger and autonomous. It was only after 
18555 that the reconstitution of a more centralized political structure was started (this will be 
discussedd in more details later). 

Thee peoples of Africa, as Davidson (1994: 255-257) rightly put it, had organized themselves into 
aa number of communities different in size and power. They each possessed a community 
consciousness,, a sense of belonging and identity. This community consciousness, this sense of 
belonging,, certainly took shape in a very wide range of forms and images. Culturally, all these 

"O nn the rise and fall of the Axumit e kingdom, and its economic and political impact on the Horn of Afric a and the Red 
Sea,, see Rotberg, 1965: 30-33. 
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