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Sayuri Yoshida (Nagoya University)

The author has been conducting cultural
anthropological research in the Kafa Zone,
southwest Ethiopia, since 2004. From September
22 to 29, 2024, the author visited Dr. Werner
Jirgen Lange, who conducted research in
southwest Ethiopia from October 1972 to August
1973 and now resides in the United States of
America.

Dr. Lange’s background

Dr. Lange, born in Germany in 1946, moved with
his family to the United States in 1952 at the age
of six. He completed his B.A. and M.A. degrees
at Ohio State University and earned his Ph.D.
from Goethe University in Germany. He studied
ethnology, cultural anthropology, and Ethiopian
studies under Dr. Eike Haberland, who was then
a professor of ethnology at the university and
director of the Frobenius Institute. Dr. Lange was
part of the Fourth Ethiopian Research Expedition,
conducted by the Frobenius Institute between
1972 and 1974, alongside Dr. Haberland, Dr.
Ulrich Braukdmper, and Dr. Siegfried Seyfarth.
During their expedition to Ethiopia, Dr. Lange
focused his research on Gonga, particularly in
Sheka (Seka). He also married his wife, Roxanna,
in Ethiopia in December 1972 (Picture 1). Dr.
Lange submitted his Ph.D. thesis on the Gimira
in 1975 and later became a professor of sociology
at Kent State University. In 1994, he completed
his Doctor of Ministry (D.Min.) at Ashland
Theological Seminary and became an ordained
minister in 1996, serving as a pastor for 10 years.

Reasons for my visit

Dr. Lange’s well-known contributions in
Ethiopian Studies include his doctoral thesis,
Gimira (Remnants of a vanishing culture) (1975),
and History of the Southern Gonga (Southwestern

Picture 1. Dr. Lange and his wife Roxanna with their Ethiopian
marriage certificate (photo taken by author, 29 September 2024, in
Ohio, U.S.A.)

Ethiopia) (1982). The former explores the history,
social and political structures, and religion of
five ethnic groups: Gimira, Na’o, Tsara, Se, and
Bens, while the latter focuses on the four groups
of Seka, Boga, Hinnaro, and Kafa. The author
has long been interested in Dr. Lange’s research
methods regarding these nine ethnic groups during
his nearly year-long study in 1972-1973. Some of
Dr. Lange’s documents and photographs from his
time in Ethiopia are available on the Frobenius
Institute’s website in Germany. Although the
author reviewed the photographs online, most
were difficult to use for research due to unclear
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locations, subjects, and contexts. Consequently,
the author was eager to meet Dr. Lange to discuss
and gain insights into his research.

Southwest Ethiopia in the early 1970s

Dr.Langeand hiswifedescribed life in southwest
Ethiopia between 1972 and 1973 as reminiscent of
a “Biblical era,” where many aspects of life had
remained unchanged for over a thousand years.
He observed that most people lived in grass-
roofed houses, with only a few towns having tin-
roofed structures. Iron was extracted from the
earth for tools, and people used earthenware for
cooking and eating. They grew cotton, spun yarn,
and wove cloth for clothing. However, Dr. Lange
also noted the prevalence of widespread disease,
including lymphatic filariasis (elephantiasis).
While discussing the photographs published by
the Frobenius Institute, the author shared a 2006
photograph taken in Kafa Zone, showing a poster
aimed at eradicating discrimination against
the Manjo people. The author asked Dr. Lange
to compare the image on the poster with his
memories of the past. Dr. Lange remarked, “The
reality was much worse. The Manjo family on the
poster looked healthy and much better than in the
real past” (Picture 2).

What struck the author was the repeated mention
in Dr. Lange’s diary of being “hungry” and having
“no food.” Dr. Lange and his wife carried flour
and spaghetti with them, purchasing chickens
and other food at markets to prepare meals. By
contrast, the local people typically ate only two
small meals a day. Dr. Lange also recorded that
all government officials he encountered during
his research were Amhara, and they insisted on
collecting taxes from the local people. Those
unable to pay were often arrested and imprisoned.
His diaries and memories revealed the harsh
realities of food shortages, poverty, high taxes,
malnutrition, and disease in rural southwest
Ethiopia during that time.

Dr. Lange conducted his research with two male
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assistants and interpreters: one was a student
from Sheka, recruited by Addis Ababa University,
and the other was a man from She (Se), whom Dr.
Lange met by chance during his travels in what is
now Bench Sheko Zone. Dr. Lange emphasized that
the latter man’s name was likely a pseudonym, as
he had been a university student involved in the
student movement and had returned to his home
to hide out for fear of punishment. The last time
Dr. Lange saw him was in Addis Ababa, where the
man left abruptly, stating he had to leave because
his whereabouts had been discovered.

Conclusion

The years 1972-1973 marked the end of the
Haile Selassie imperial period, followed by the
military-led revolution in 1974, the murder of
Haile Selassie, and the rise of the Derg regime
(1974-1991). Under the Derg, the presence
of foreigners was severely restricted, making
it difficult for foreign researchers to conduct
studies. However, with democratization and
economic liberalization under the EPRDF regime
from 1991 onward, Ethiopia’s society, economy,
culture, and religion became more accessible to
the world. Today’s Ethiopia, filled with cheap
plastic products and ready-made clothing, bears
little resemblance to the “Biblical era” described
by Dr. Lange and his wife. His research was
conducted during a transitional time, as the
country was on the brink of revolution.

The 30-year gap between Dr. Lange’s research
in the early 1970s and the author’s research
beginning in 2004 was unintentional, but it led
the author to visit many of the same places in
Kafa Zone. Remarkably, the sons of Dr. Lange’s
informants became informants for the author.
Conversations with Dr. Lange provided valuable
insights into Ethiopia’s modern history, especially
the transition from the Haile Selassie imperial
era to the socialist regime. The experience also
highlighted the importance of organizing and
archiving field notes, diaries, and photographs,
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Picture 2. Poster for the eradication of discrimination against Manjo by Kafa
in Kafa zone (photo taken by author, 17 August 2006, in Gesha wardda, Kafa

zone).

which may one day serve as vital resources for
future generations of researchers.
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