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Conflict Resolution Among The Gumuz Communities: Mangima 
Institution In The Twentieth Century

This study critically inspected the Mangima conflict resolution 
within Gumuz society in Metekel Zone, Bineshangul Gumuz 
National Regional state, Ethiopia. Mangima institution played a 
significant role in resolving conflicts as well as contributed to the 
establishment of peaceful relations within Gumuz communities 
in each districts of region. Gumuz are one of the indigenous 
peoples have settled in the region. Their conflict was instigated 
by the problems related to marriage, abducting girls, elopement, 
adultery, incest, belief in evil eye, Gäfia (Witch doctor), deliberate 
killings for heroism, competitions over the use of land resourc-
es, insults and failure to pay back debts.  The Gumuz inhabited 
areas of Metekel was purposively selected for this study. The 
data was collected using key informants interview and focus 
group discussion. Gumuz elders and local leaders that appoint-
ed during the regime were independently interviewed and focus 
group discussions attended by five groups through 20 peoples in 
each group on the issues of conflict generating practices and the 
role Mangima conflict resolution within Gumuz communities. The 
sources are critically collected, examined and then analyzed. 
The legitimacies of the sources are cross-checked one against 
the other.  

Keywords:  Intra-Ethnic Conflict, Indigenous conflict resolution, 
Mangima institution.
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 1. Geographical Setting and Peopling of the 

Region 

 1.1. Geographical Setting 

 Mätäkkäl is located in Northwest Ethiopia along 

the Ethio-Sudanese border. Geographically, it is 

bounded by North Gondar zone in the north, the 

East Wällägga and Assosa in South, Agaw- 

Meder and Bahir Dar in the East and North east, 

Sudan and the newly independent South Sudan 

in the West. The area formed, in the past, one of 

the provinces (Awrajjas) of Gojjam administra-

tive region. The administrative restructuring that 

followed the 1991 political change in the country 

placed Mätäkkäl under region six, or the Ben-

ishangul-Gumuz Regional State.1 It was to be 

found on frontier of Agaw-Meder towards the val-

ley of the Abbay which was inhabited by 

Gumuz.2 Formerly this Awrajja was bounded by 

Qolla Däga Dämot in the east, Sudan in the 

west, Agaw-Meder Awrajja in the northeast, Wol-

lega in the south and Begi-Meder and Semen in 

the north.3 

It is one of the largest zones constituting about 

51.6% of the Benishangul-Gumuz Regional 

State among three zones.4 Mätäkkäl zone also 

contains six Wärädas such as Dibätie, Mändura, 

Dängur, Bullän, Guba, Wänbära and with Päwie 

Special Wäräda.5 Guba administration was 

shifted from Begi-Meder administrative region 

into Gojjam administrative region under 

Mätäkkäl Awrajja in 1939.6 The region kept its 

former territorial size with exception of the dis-

tricts of Gwängua and part of Dibäti that were 

placed within the Amhara Regional State.7  

1.2. Peopling of the Region 

Mätäkkäl is broad and sparsely populated zone 

by different ethnic groups.8 These ethnic groups 

 
 1Bezazew Gelaw, “A History of Chagni Town to 1974,” (Senior Essay in History, Addis 

Ababa University,1991), P. 1. 

 2Charles T. Beke, “Abyssinia Being a Continuation of Routes in that Country,” Journal of 

the Royal Societyof London, Vol.14, No.14 (1844), P. 9. 

 3Däbrä Markos University Archive Center( after here DMUAC), Folder Number 278, File 

Number 51, A letter from Yä- Mätäkkäl Awrajja Astädadär Tsefät Bét to Kebur Yä-Goj-

jam Tägelay Gezat Tsefät Bét, Reference Number 225/95/47, Date 13/1/1951 E.C. 

 4Melkamu Bessie, “Fiscal Decentralization in Benishangul Gumuz Region: A Review of 

Problems of Fiscal Imbalance,” (M.A. Thesis in Regional and Local Development Stud-

ies, Addis Ababa University, 2004), P.62. 

 5Desalegn Amsalu, The Nature of Awi- Gumuz Relations: - The Dynamics of Ethnicity in 

Ethiopia (USA:VDM verg, 2010), P.37. 

that settled in the region are the Gumuz, Shi-

nasha, Agaw, Amhara, Kunfal, black Arab and 

Oromo and the spontaneous settlers.9 Of all, 

Gumuz people are the indigenous and originally 

occupied a vast territory of the region. 10 The 

peoples of Gumuz living in the surrounding of 

Guba and Ethio-Sudan borderlands dominantly 

followed Islamic religion. The Gumuz People 

who inhabited the areas of Dibäti, Dängur, 

Bullän and Mändura, on the other hand, prac-

ticed their own traditional beliefs, with a noticea-

ble influence of Orthodox Christianity from the 

Ethiopian highlands along the east and Islam 

from the Sudan.11 

2. Methodology 

This research was conducted based on the qual-

itative approach. Both primary and secondary 

sources of data are utilized. The key informants, 

focus group discussions, document analysis and 

archival materials are included. Unstructured in-

terviews were carried out with intention of col-

lecting the required data. Elders of Gumuz, 

Shinsha, Awi, Amhara , oromo and local leader 

that appointed during the regime are interviewed 

in depth. Focus group discussions were at-

tended by five groups through 20 peoples in 

each group on the issues of ethnic relations in 

the region and the role Mangima conflict resolu-

tion within Gumuz communities. Additionally, let-

ters, news-papers, articles, research papers and 

archival materials and reports that give brief in-

formation about the relation of Gumuz with other 

ethnic groups in the Metekel zone are consulted 

from the office of security, culture and tourism 

office. 

Published and unpublished sources are cross-

checked with responses of focus discussions 

and key informants. The collected data from key 

 6DMUAC, Folder No. 639, File No. 655, A letter from Yä- Agaw-Meder Awrajja Tsefät 

Bét to Yä-Ityopi YäNegusa Nägäst Mängest Yä- Gezet Minister, Ref.No.6743/5, Date 

24/12/1939 E.C. 

 7Desalegn, The Nature of Awi- Gumuz Relations- - -, P.37. 

 8 DMUAC, Folder No. 278, File No. 51, A letter from Yä- Mätäkkäl Awrajja Astädadär 

Tsefät Bét to Kebur Yä-GojjamTägelay Gezat Tsefät Bét, Ref. No.5258/4/47, Date 

9/11/1962 E.C. 

 9 DMUAC, Folder No. 278, File No.51, A letter from Yä- Mätäkkäl Awrajja Astädadär 

Tsefät Bét to Kebur Yä-Gojjam Tägelay Gezat Tsefät Bét, Ref. No. 1/598/48, Date 20/4/ 

1945 E.C. 

 10 Berihun Mebrate, “Spontaneous Settlement and Inter-Ethnic Relations in Mätäkäl, 

North- West Ethiopia,” 

(M.A. Thesis in Social Anthropology, Addis Ababa University, 1996), P.75. 
 11 Ibid, P.61. 
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informant interview, focus group discussion and 

written sources were critically analyzed narrative 

and summarized in document investigation 

methodology. 

 3. Results and Discussion 

In most parts of Ethiopia, “conflict is communal 

concern.” Communal conflicts refer to intra-state 

conflicts involving different identity communal 

groups. It is very important to foster the partici-

pation of all communities. Traditional conflict res-

olution mechanisms were very helpful in order to 

handle their problems in the community.12 This 

section highlighted the Mangima traditional insti-

tution of conflict resolution that played a very sig-

nificant role within Gumuz Communities in the 

Mätäkkäl Zone.  

 3.1. Intra- Ethnic Conflict 

It is a type of conflict which is created between 

parties within a given ethnic group. This type of 

conflict occurs because of various reasons com-

peting to personal, group or organization as a 

whole.13 Intra- ethnic conflict happened between 

different socio- economic groups within an eth-

nic group.14 As indicated in the Mätäkkäl zone, 

frontier area along North West part of Ethiopia 

was sparsely settled by different ethnic groups. 

Among those ethnic groups, Gumuz Communi-

ties were known in the region as the earliest in-

habitants of the region.15 The Gumuz communi-

ties were experiential and well known in various 

intra-ethnic relations. They interacted in the 

times of death and mourning, defending and 

avenging attacks on other clan members, mar-

riage and other related ritual events.16 In the face 

of the relations and interactions in their daily 

lives, there was conflict within a Gumuz soci-

ety.17 

 
 12Dereje Seyom, “The Role of Local Government in Conflict Management: The Case of 

MESO Woreda,” An Anthology of Peace and Security Research in Collaboration with 

Friedrich Stiftung (Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, 2010), P.83. 

 13Mulatu Mebratu, “Assessment of Conflict Management Practices: A Case Study of Ad-

mas University College,” (M.A. Thesis in Business Administration, Addis Ababa Univer-

sity, 2007), P. 39. 

 14Adrian P. Wood, “Natural Resource Conflict in South-West Ethiopia: State, Communi-

ties and the Role of the National Conservation Strategy in the Search for Sustainable De-

velopment,” Nordic Journal of African Studies, Vol.2 (2), No.83-99,(University of Hud-

dersfield: Uk, 1993), P.84. 

 15 Taddese Tamrat,, “Early Trends of Feudal Super Imposition on Gumuz Society in 

Western Gojjam,” 

International Symposium on History and Ethnography in Ethiopia Studies (1982), PP. 3-4. 

 16 Wold Sellassie Abute, Gumuz and Highland Resettlers: Differing Strategies of Liveli-

hood and Ethnic 

 3.2. Conflict Generating Practices within 

Gumuz Communities 

 Conflict among the Gumuz was wide spread 

and the possible causes were different in nature. 

The major causes of intra-clan and inter- clan 

conflict within Gumuz communities in the 

Mätäkkäl zone were the following. 

 3.2.1. Intra-Clan Conflicts 

The intra-clan conflicts within Gumuz caused 

with various practices. The practice mostly un-

acceptable that irritated intra- clan conflict within 

the Gumuz tradition and society were adultery 

and incest. It was practiced widely among young 

Gumuz who did not have sister, could not get 

wife that passed his life without wife on the one 

side; one man could have up to five wives. The 

Gumuz called the conflict caused by adultery 

and incest Mänjé Gutsa, literary fire of sex.18 Be-

lief in evil-eye was another serious source of in-

tra-clan conflicts among Gumuz societies in the 

region. This may cause severe cyclical and end-

less revengeful among the entire Gumuz com-

munities unless the neutral local elders solve 

such conflicts.19 

3.2.2. Inter-Clan Conflicts 

The inter-clan conflict within Gumuz communi-

ties instigated by the following practices. In 

Gumuz culture, exchange marriage was be-

lieved to be the original form of marriage for 

them and fundamental way of life. James anal-

yses this as “Exchange marriage in this light is a 

more fragile bond than bride wealth, since the 

rights and obligations one either side are sup-

posedly exactly balanced and defaulting on one 

side can mean tit-for tat retaliation---, one di-

vorce precipitate another.”20  

Relations in Mätäkäl, North western Ethiopia. Institute of Ethnology (Gottingen: Gottin-

gen University Press,2002), 

P.100. 

 

 17Tsega Endalew, Conflict Resolution Through Cultural Tolerance: An Analysis of the 

Mičhu Institution in 

Mätäkäl Region, Ethiopia ( Addis Ababa: OSSREA,2002), P. 127. 

 18 Informants: Berllé Dimini , Adego Blute , Mäkonnäne Guki . 

 19Informants: Sänebet Seräw, Wudem Embäw, Dimin Mänjjai ; DMUAC, Folder N0. 

278, File No. 51, A letter from Yä- Mätäkkäl Awrajja Astädadär Tsefät Bét to Kebur Yä-

Gojjam Tägelay Gezat Tsetät Tsefät Bét , Ref. No.2947/94/47, Date 28/8/1963 E.C. 

 20 Wendy, “Life Lines: Exchange among the Gumuz,” In Donald D. and W. James Eds. 

The Southern Marches of Imperial Ethiopia (London: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 

P.134. 
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In Gumuz nationalities, Marriage practiced in 

high bride price or exchange.21 Exchanged 

wives were expected to be active, hard worker 

and virgin. Virginity takes special place in the 

Gumuz society. If a girl was not virgin at the time 

of marriage, she would be given a very low social 

status within society and would be sent back to 

her parents.22 

Another conflict instigating practices among 

Gumuz communities of the Mätäkkäl zone was 

abducting girls. Abducting girls was marriage ar-

rangement not acknowledged within societies in 

the region. It happened by absence of other al-

ternatives of young man in the societies with no 

sister to exchange that engaged to kidnap a girl. 

Such kind of practices was considered in their 

tradition as marriage by stealing.23 Inter-clan 

conflict may occur between the family of abduc-

tors and abductees for a long period of time 

when the abductor had no sister to be exchange 

back or other compensation to be paid. The con-

flict affected the freedom of both parties in the 

season of harvesting and on the days of market 

to exchange each other and brought a massive 

social disorder in the region within communi-

ties.24 

The most serious cause of conflict within the 

Gumuz that was highly respected and consid-

ered as warrior- patriot of them was deliberate 

killings. In Gumuz society killing for fame was 

given a special place and also given priority in 

every social activity.25 በነገደ ሻንቅላ ም/ወረዳ ግዛት ውስጥ 

ዳጉህ. ከተባለ የሻንቅላ ጎጥ የሚገኙ ስማቸው ያልታወቁ ሻንቅሎች 

አንዲን የተባሉትን ሻንቅሎች ይዘው ከነ ነፍሳቸው ቀብረዋችዋል:: In 

the Shanqella tribe administrative region of the 

Däguhje qäbälé unknown Shanqella tribes are 

buried Andene Shanquellas’ alive without homi-

cide. 

In addition to the above mentioned factors, fur-

ther inter –clan conflict instigating practices 

within Gumuz communities were resource use, 

 
 21 Ethiopia News Agency, “Yäshänqella Behéräsäb Tärik,” Addis Zämäne Tire 29, 1973, 

P.3. 

 22 Informants: Adego Blute, Sänebet Selämb, Abdul Dene 

 23Informants: Kidäné Bädeme , Sänebet Seräw, Wudem Embäw 

 24 Ibid  

insults and failure to pay back debts. Those 

problems caused the distortion of the smooth 

and peaceful relations among Gumuz societies 

in the region. 26 The practices resulted counter-

retaliatory actions until the number of victims on 

both sides became equal or the conflict would be 

settled through the application of peaceful mech-

anisms of resolving conflicts called Mangima in-

stitution.27 

 3.3. Traditional Mechanism of Conflict Reso-

lution: Mangima Institution 

The traditional mechanism for resolving intra-

ethnic conflicts within Gumuz societies of the 

Mätäkkäl zone was Mangima institution. “Man-

gima literary means assembly and the name of 

the assembly site is called Tämba.” It was the 

most vital traditional institution for resolving intra-

ethnic clan and lineage level conflicts. In each 

districts of the Mätäkkäl region, Mangima played 

a very significant role in alleviating conflicts 

within the various Gumuz clans.28 This indicates 

that the mangima traditional conflict resolution 

was active, significant and widely accepted 

among Gumuz ethnic groups of the region. The 

social problem including intra-ethnic conflicts 

was solved by the elders at Mangima traditional 

conflict resolution institution. 29 An archival 

source states one of such conflicts as follows: 

 በጓንጓ ወረዳ በነገደ ሻንቅላ ም/ግዛት ከማስ ከተባለው ቀበሌ 1ኛ 

ሴንታ ኡባላ 2ኛ ገስህ 

 ኡብነጋሺ የተባሉ ነገደ ሻንቅሎች ሰው ብሉት የተባለውን ሻንቅላ 

ገድለው ኡፋንቻ ብሉት 

 የተባለውን ስለአቆሰሉት የሟቹና የቆሰለው ወገኖቹም 1ኛ ገው 

ተክሌ 2ኛ ቡሉት ባክዋ 

 የተባሉት ሻንቅሎች ከገዳይ ወገኖች ቡስ ኡካላ የተባለውን ሻንቅላ 

ስለመግደላቸው 

 ምርመራውን ለማጣራት የተላከው አምሳ አለቃ እቦታው ድረስ ሂዶ 

ጉዳዩን ከተከታተሉ 

 በህላ ወንጀለኞችም በአገር ላይ ቢኖሩ እጃቸውን ለመያዝ የማይቻል 

ስለሆነ በአገራቸው 

 25 DM UAC, Folder No. 278, File No. 51, A letter from Yä- Mätäkkäl Awrajja Astädadär 

Tsefät Bét to Kebur Yä-GojjamTägelay Gezat Tsetät Tsefät Bét, 

Ref.No.382/91/51,Date14/2/1951E.C. 

 26Informants: Sänebet Seräw, Wudem Embäw, Dimini Mänjjai  

 27Ibid  

 28 Informants: Sänebet Selämb, Berllé Dimini, Adego Blute 

 29Informants: Wudem Embäw , Sänebet Seräw, Yäshi Libet. 
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 ልምድ ተራርቀው የተጋደሉበትን ሁለት ጠመንጃ በፈቃዳቸው 

ሰጥተው በያሉበት አገር 

 መቅረታቸው ታውቆአል ::30 

In the Gwängua provinces of Shanqella tribe at 

Kamäse qäbälé, Sänta wubälla and Gäshie 

Shanqella tribes killed Saw Blute and wounded 

Wufäncha Blute. The relatives of deceased and 

wounded, Gaw Täkelé and Blute Bäkew 

Shanqella tribes killed Buss Wukäl from the killer 

Shanqella tribe. A police officer was sent to the 

area to investigate the crime. He found out that 

the criminals are live in the village, but unable to 

subjugate them. As result of this, they tradition-

ally resolved the conflict and submitted two guns 

voluntarily and they remained in their villages. 

Shibabaw stated this as follows: በሻንቅላ ብሔረስብ 

አባለት መካከል ጠብ ሲፍጠር ችግሩ መፍትሔ የሚገኘው ከራሱ 

አባላት ውስጥ እንዲመራና እንዲያስተዳድር ተብሎ በተሰየመውና 

በሽማግሌዎች ይሆናል፡፡ ከመሀከላቸው የተሰየመው ዝንጉርጉር 

ልብስ ለብሶ ይደኛል፡፡31 Conflict is broke out between 

the members of Shanqella nationalities. The 

conflict resolved by the recruited elders to lead 

and administer of them. The recruited elder 

judged them by wearing motley cloth. 

At higher –level conflicts the Tissa would inform 

the elders from different non-feuding clans. .El-

ders’ council would be recruited from neutral 

clans who did not have earlier conflicts with ei-

ther of the two conflicting clans during the mo-

ment of intra-clan conflicts. They prepared and 

discussed with representatives of a clan who 

killed more people from other clan or the clan 

who committed the worst act on the other clan. 

A clan who killed more people would be sent to 

the victim clans.32 

Elders were given sorghum and gourd to the rel-

atives of victim clan. In Gumuz custom, the sor-

ghum and gourd were given to resolve the intra-

ethnic conflicts. The relatives of victim clan re-

fused resolving the conflict until the numbers of 

victims on both sides are equal; they sent pepper 

and bullet to the enemy. On the other hand, the 

 
 30 DMUAC, Folder No. 278, File No. 51, A letter from Yä-Mätäkkäl Awrajja Astädadär 

Tsefät Bét to Kebur Yä-Gojjam Tägelay Gezat Tsetät Tsefät Bét, Ref. No. 8104/95/47, 

Date 4/5/1951 E.C. 

 31Shibabaw Wollie, Qä-Gojjam Kifle Hägar Behéräsäbuch Bähelläw Gätsta ( No Pub-

lisher : Bahir 

Dar, 1981), P.15. 

 32Informants: Wudem Embäw , Sänebet Seräw, Dimini Mänjjai . 

individuals of victim clan were accepted; they 

sent sorghum as a positive response. Elders can 

fix the date of reconciliation. On the date of rec-

onciliation, the representatives of conflicting 

group went to the place of appointment. Then, 

the elder’s started the mediation.33  

For the mediation to be continued the relatives 

of the deceased need to agree to the reconcilia-

tion offer. A clan that killed more people would 

be forced by the elders to offer a girl without 

claiming one in exchange to compensate and 

balance the losses of the clan and to bring a goat 

and bulls to be slaughtered and sacrificed during 

mediation process. Afterward the approval of a 

killer of more people, the conflicting men or clans 

would be invited for the Mangima ritual.34 The rit-

ual according to the Dejene is “social drama that 

resolves by dramatizing the advantages of val-

ues and social arrangements. It is performed in 

response to the breach of law during times of so-

cial conflicts to restore the social order.”35 

The elders blessed the two conflicting parties. 

Blessing of elders symbolically mean to appease 

the spirit of the area for the success of the pro-

cess. The reconciliation process was started 

with the slaughtering of a goat or other domestic 

animal. The two conflicting individuals would be 

covered by garment until the end of the process 

or the end of animal slaughtering. Tänba was a 

ritual ceremony celebrated nearby the river. In 

the ceremony conflicting groups put their hands 

blood of slaughtered animal and shake hands.36 

The representatives of conflicting groups also 

dragged the intestine of slaughtered animal with 

establishment of river between them. The intes-

tine was sliced down that symbolized the end of 

conflict between two conflicting groups. Then, 

they pledged not to involve violence between 

themselves and their family members. The 

slaughtered animal blood would be flown away 

which symbolized the washing away of the vio-

lence. The process was marked by enjoying of a 

 33 Ibid 

 34 Ibid 

 35Dejene Gemechu, “Some Aspects of Conflict and Conflict Resolution among Waliso 

Oromo of Eastern Macha, with Particular Emphasis on the Guma,” (M.A. Thesis in Social 

Anthropology, Addis Ababa University, 2002), P. 29. 

 36Informants: Adego Blute, Sänebet Selämb, Berillé Dimini. 
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feast prepared for the occasion between the 

families of the offender and the victim.37 

The two individuals would be washing their legs 

each other at the river. This symbolized their 

apology to each other. The participants would fix 

an appointment for the main reconciliation pro-

cess at villages of the two groups turn by turn. 

This was done in the first stage of reconciliation 

process. An appointment day was intended to 

realize full reconciliation and cessation of hostil-

ities. In the second stage the cessation of hostil-

ities and giving and receiving of a girl in compen-

sation to the victimized group. The stage also 

targeted to bridging the disrupted relation. The 

Mangima reconciliation process would be final-

ized by the invitation of the offender in one and 

the victim clan with other. This was vividly re-

flected that the Gumuz communities of the 

Mätäkkäl zone have their own elaborate ways of 

dealing with intra-ethnic conflicts. It also shows 

the concern of the Gumuz people much more 

concerned to the peace and stability of their 

community for disputes and conflicts were re-

solved by elders who had no official power and 

authority to impose decisions. 38  

 Conclusion 

Mätäkkäl Zone is inhabited by diverse ethnic 

groups. Those ethnic groups are Gumuz, Shi-

nasha, Agaw, Amhara, Oromo and settler com-

munities. Of all, Gumuz people are the earliest 

inhabitants of the region. The Gumuz people 

were also well known in various intra-ethnic re-

lations. They interacted among themselves in 

the times of death and mourning, defending and 

avenging attacks on other clan members, mar-

riage and other related ritual events. In face of 

the relations and interactions in their daily lives, 

there was conflict within a Gumuz society. Intra 

-ethnic relations within Gumuz communities 

were more identified in conflict than peaceful co-

existence. Their intra –ethnic conflict was 

caused by the past disconcerted socio-cultural 

relations and historical experience of the people, 

problems related to marriage, abducting girls, 

 
 37 Informants: Wudem Embäw, Sänebet Seräw, Dimini Mänjjai 

elopement, adultery, incest, belief in evil eye, 

Gäfia(Witch doctor), deliberate killings for hero-

ism, competitions over the use of land resource, 

insults and failure to pay back debts. Those 

practices aggravated counter-retaliatory actions 

within Gumuz communities in the Mätäkkäl 

Zone. Their cyclical intra-ethnic and inter-ethnic 

conflict continued until the number of victims on 

both sides became equal or the conflict would be 

settled through the application of traditional 

mechanisms of resolving conflicts called Man-

gima institution  
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