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Abstract 

This thesis is an exploration of the ongoing, dynamic processes which shaped hyena and 

human relations in a Muslim town in Ethiopia. These processes had their roots in world 

prehistory; in millions of years of coexistence which is evidenced by the fossilised 

remains of human and hyena ancestors. Whereas hyenas recently disappeared from 

much of their former range, they persisted in eastern Ethiopia and figure prominently in 

the oral traditions and historical accounts of the walled city of Harar. At the time of 

writing, the hyenas of Harar combined with hyena feeders and tourists in processes in 

which two hyena feeding places were evolving along different lines. Yet the hyenas 

were also engaged with Harari people in face-to-face encounters and the maintenance of 

Harari traditions. Where hyenas were constantly trying to avoid having to interact with 

people, they were in turn shaping the ways in which people could interact with, 

conceive of, and form representations of them. Many Harari people recognised this and 

attested to a kind of engagement with hyenas that is normally reserved for intra-human 

relations. Under the guidance of an unusual hyena named Willi, I explore here what it 

means to be engaged with hyenas at an inter-subjective level. Together, we challenge the 

established ethical, theoretical and methodological principles which guide and separate 

human and animal research, providing rich material for theoretical debates on human-

animal relations.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

Harar, June 2010 

I am walking alone at night along a narrow laneway. On either side of me, lime-washed 

stone walls stand more than two metres high, preventing me from seeing anything 

other than the cobblestones ahead and the stars crowding the sky above. At the place 

where the laneway intersects with another, I turn left and find myself in an almost 

identical laneway; the only significant difference being the orientation of the stars. I 

continue along but stop in my tracks when I hear a cracking sound ahead. I raise the 

beam of my flashlight from the cobblestones in front of my feet to what is blocking the 

laneway up ahead: a spotted hyena. The creature ceases crunching on the bone it has 

found, raises its massive head and stares at me, long and hard, before turning and 

loping off into the darkness. But before the hyena has disappeared, I see the bouncing 

light of another flashlight approaching from the other end of the laneway and hear a 

るざゐaゑ’とゎれce’sayれゑり,’∬WarabaÅ. At that, the hyena turns and charges in my direction. It 

bursts from the darkness and looms large in the beam of my flashlight, its eyes glowing 

first blue, then yellow as the angle of the light steepens. Without even thinking about 

running, I pin my shoulders to the wall beside me and hold my breath as the hyena 

races past. At that moment I see with intense clarity, every detail of the hyenaÅs body 

— the texture of the short hair on its snout, to the blackness of the tip of its wispy 

tail. It disappears into the darkness, looking for another place to find food. If I continue 

on towards the market place in the centre of the maze of laneways, I will repeat that 

experience several times with various other hyenas — lone wanderers, seeking scraps 

of food or large groups of as many as ten hyenas with their manes bristling and tails 

erect, marching through the streets, demonstrating their right to co-occupation of the 

town. It is a typical night in Harar, Ethiopia. 

 

An Other kind of hyena 

I first heard about the hyenas of Harar when I was studying relationships between 

humans and large carnivores in evolutionary history. In Hans Kruuk’s seminal work 

about spotted hyena predation and social behaviour, there is an intriguing passage:  
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Only rarely are the scavenging habits of hyenas viewed with gratitude, and the 
most interesting example I know is the town of Harar in Ethiopia, where they walk 
in the streets without being molested. Occasionally they are even fed by the 
inhabitants and they become extremely tame (Kruuk 1972, p. 144). 

In a wider, African context, the above statement speaks of an exception to a rule. In 

general, hyenas are not well liked. Indeed, hyenas are usually feared, loathed, vilified, 

derided, persecuted and where people have the means, eradicated. Often, hyenas are 

associated with what are called witches (Johnstone 1902, p. 265; Morris 2000, p. 168).1 

Hyenas’ nocturnal habits, human-like giggles and propensity to exhume and consume 

human corpses makes them obvious companions to people exercising supernatural 

means to malevolent ends (Gray 1963, p. 167). Often the hyenas do the bidding of the 

witches, bringing home fresh human meat, or else they are ridden through the night sky, 

with flames shooting from their anuses (Beidelman 1963, p. 65; 1975, p. 190; Gray 

1963, p. 166). In many countries, witches are believed to transform into hyenas and 

prowl around at night looking for victims to eat (Niehaus 1995, p. 514; Rutherford 

1999, p. 95; Sapir 1981, p. 533).  

Beyond associations with witches, hyenas’ necrophagy is dangerous in other ways 

(Gottleib 1992, p. 117). Where people dispose of the dead by leaving them out for 

hyenas to consume, a hyena defecating in the village — returning the dead to the living 

— can be a serious concern (Gottleib 1989, p. 493; Leakey 1977, p. 165; Routledge and 

Routledge 1968, p. 169). Hyenas also prey on the living (Lawi 1999, p. 288). They 

attack people sleeping outdoors in the hot summer months, or they break into huts and 

tents and drag their victims away to be eaten (Balestra 1962, p. 25; Long 1973, p. 66; 

Kruuk 1968, p. 55; Marshall 1976, p. 315; Morris 2000, p. 34; Sayers 1930, p. 408). 

They are especially adept at preying on children; unfortunately for the victims, the usual 

method of attack is to bite the face (Duff 1903, p. 107). Even where children survive, 

they bear the scars of the attack for the remainder of their lives. 

Furthermore, hyenas are loathed or derided for their confusing sexuality; the enlarged 

genitalia of the females lead people to see them as hermaphrodites (Gray 1963, p. 166). 

And hyenas are a joke, a hated joke. African folktales consistently portray Hyena as 

                                                 
1 I recognise that the term ‘witch’ is loaded with cultural bias and preconceptions (Ciekawy and Geshiere 
1998, p. 8). However, this is the term that is common in literature about the kinds of people in Africa 
suspected of using supernatural means to inflict harm upon and/or consume the souls of others (see for 
example Austen 1993, p. 90). 
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loathsome, greedy and above all, stupid (Beidelman 1980, p. 29; Crandall 2002, p. 293; 

Gottleib 1992, p. 108). No doubt their appearances influence such conceptions. 

Ungainly heads, perched on the ends of overly long necks, bob up and down as they 

lope off into the long grass; hard feet designed for long distance running, slip out from 

under their bodies on hard surfaces. During a safari visit to Kenya, Ernest Hemmingway 

shot a hyena who tumbled to the ground and tore at its wound. He gave an account of 

the reaction of his Kenyan guide: 

“Fisi,” M’Cola would say and shake his head in delighted sorrow at there being 
such an awful beast. Fisi, the hyena, hermaphroditic, self-eating devourer of the 
dead, trailer of calving cows, ham-stringer, potential biter-off of your face at night 
while you slept, sad yowler, camp-follower, stinking, foul, with jaws that crack the 
bones the lion leaves, belly dragging, loping away on the brown plain, looking 
back, mongrel dog-smart in the face; whack from the little Mannlicher and then the 
horrid circle starting. “Fisi,”M’Cola laughed, ashamed of him, shaking his bald 
black head. “Fisi. Eats himself. Fisi.” (Hemmingway 1935, p. 38) 

And yet, there was Kruuk’s account of Harar: a town where hyenas patrolled the streets 

at night and were ‘encouraged by the local population’ (Kruuk 1972, p. 114) — a town 

where men sat outside the town wall at night, giving scraps of meat to hyenas (Kruuk 

1968, p. 51). It cried out for further research, so I set about planning a study of the 

people and hyenas in Harar. Marcus Barber of James Cook University had provided the 

original impetus for the study. Whereas I had originally intended to include an account 

of the town within a wider research project on large carnivores, Marcus recommended 

that I focus my research specifically on the hyenas in Harar. The Centre for Research on 

Social Inclusion at Macquarie University had made a scholarship available for 

interdisciplinary research on human/animal relations. I made a successful application 

for the scholarship and under the guidance of Debbie Rose, set about planning an 

ethnographic account of humans and hyenas in Harar. 

In 1993, Barbara Noske called for anthropologists to pay greater attention to the roles of 

non-human animals (hereafter animals) in the lives of humans. Noske (1993, p. 185) 

complained that anthropologists only considered animals as far as they were passive 

objects that were acted upon, dealt with or thought about. Consequently, Noske argued, 

social scientists formed conceptions of what it is to be human based on a ‘non-

animalness’ that was likewise a conception formed by social scientists without having 

studied the very animals they were using in their comparisons (p. 188). Noske argued 
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that this biobehavioural scientific characterisation was insufficient for making such 

comparisons because it was based on observable traits thought to be encoded in the 

animal’s genetic makeup. Noske’s call was for an anthropological approach to the study 

of animals. She argued that an ‘inter-subjective non-reductionist’ approach was 

necessary before social scientists could decide what animals were or were not (p. 190). 

Furthermore, anthropology, with its inter-subjective methods of understanding was well 

situated to adopt such an approach (see also Fuentes 2006b, p. 130; Knight 2000, p. 24). 

However, such a study first had to bridge the gap between conceptions of humans as 

social subjects and of animals as biological objects; a gap that was perpetuated by 

numerous disciplines. 

While Noske’s call has not since created a paradigm shift in the field (Knight 2005a, p. 

1), the past two decades have seen a trend towards research which is inclusive of 

humans and animals. Augustin Fuentes has since headed an extensive project 

investigating relations between humans and long-tailed macaques (Macaca fascicularis) 

on the island of Bali, Indonesia. In Fuentes’ research, long-tailed macaques and humans 

are considered together as ‘actors and participants in shaping and sharing mutual 

ecologies’ (Fuentes 2010, p. 600). Consequently, much of the research takes place in the 

contact zones where the interface between humans and monkeys is backgrounded by 

histories, religion, landscapes and social processes among both species (Fuentes, 

Southern and Suaryana 2005, p. 178). What emerges is a processual account in which 

the landscape and its participants are constantly evolving in a multi-relational manner. 

Another project in a similar vein but with a narrower focus comes from Matei Candea 

(2010) who provides an ethnographic account of researchers and meerkats participating 

in the Kalahari Meerkat Project. Candea gives an account of a field of research in which 

the project’s volunteers were directed to maintain a kind of detached engagement with 

the meerkats (which he refers to as ‘inter-patience’) (Candea 2010, p. 244). The 

intention behind that directive was that the observers in the project were to have as little 

influence on the behaviours of the meerkats as possible.2 However, for the purposes of 

Candea’s research I think the directive prevented him from getting close enough to the 

meerkats to provide a sufficiently engaged, inter-subjective account. Knight (2005a) 

provided an edited collection of accounts from the interface between humans and 

                                                 
2 Rowell cited in Despret (2006, p. 362) notes that the mere presence of a researcher deters predators and 
therefore greatly influences the lives of the animals being studied. Fuentes (2006a, p. 4) suggests that this 
might even impel animals to exploit the protection afforded by a human presence. 
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animals. They come from both the domestic and wild spheres of human animal relations 

and provide balanced accounts of inter-subjectivity between humans and the animals 

with whom they interact. Eduardo Kohn is another who has bridged the gap between the 

human and non-human in anthropological research. Kohn revealed how the apparent 

dreamless sleep of a Runa woman’s dogs, prior to their being killed by a jaguar, led 

their owner to question her own knowing of the world. In doing so, Kohn demonstrated 

how people can develop alternative ways of perceiving the worlds of non-humans. More 

recently, Natasha Fijn (2011) has extended the methods of these kinds of ethnographies. 

In addition to her account of domestication as a mutual process for herders and 

livestock in Mongolia, Fijn provided audiovisual material to compliment her writing 

about these relationships.  

The above modes of research, writing and filmmaking, are concerned with ways of 

becoming together (Kirksey and Helmreich 2010, p. 546); ways that humans and other 

species co-produce each other in shared ecologies. They depart from human 

exceptionalism. These kinds of research break down nature-culture dichotomies, take on 

new methodological challenges and blur ontological boundaries (Lestel 2006, p. 150). 

They insert the human in amongst the other animals and open up possibilities for inter-

subjectivity between species (Smuts 2001, p. 308). They point to cognitive parsimony 

and shared phylogeny as grounds for phenomenological accounts of human/animal lives 

(Hayward 1997, p. 56; De Waal 2005, p. 48; Francione 2005, p. 51, Sober 2005, p. 96). 

Indeed this is not at variance with the biological sciences whose practitioners use their 

own experience of emotions and behaviours such as fear, vigilance and aggression, even 

if only to apply labels to similar states in animals (Milton 2005, p. 265). Biologist 

George Schaller (interviewed in Bond 2007, p. 46) held that the study of animals could 

not be done properly without intuition and emotional engagement on the part of the 

scientist. Lestel, Brunois and Gaunet (2006, p. 155) suggest that the study of humans 

and non-humans can be synthesised as a coming together of etho-ethnology and ethno-

ethology. The future science of hybrid human/animal communities that they advocate 

has no single name and is in the process of being theorised. It is as hybrid and 

multifarious as the communities that it seeks to understand. One key expression of this 

ongoing project is the ‘multispecies ethnography’ (Kirksey and Helmreich 2010, p. 

546). 

The species covered in this particular ‘multispecies’ ethnography are primarily modern 



6 

humans (Homo sapiens sapiens), spotted hyenas (Crocuta crocuta) and their respective 

ancestors. At the time of writing, there were other species in Harar which were having 

marked effects on hyenas, humans and other species, however, it would not be possible 

to include them all in detail. The chat plant (Catha edulis) was dominant in and around 

Harar. It affected everything from the fortunes of different ethnic groups, to the conduct 

of business and politics, to the habits of goats. Yet I devote only two paragraphs to that 

very important plant. With regard to the other animals, dogs appear from time to time in 

the text; however, the remainder of the species of Harar are summarised in a single 

paragraph. The importance of livestock in Harar cannot be underestimated. Donkeys 

especially deserve greater attention for their interdependence with humans and for the 

ways that they interact socially. So too, bulls and oxen deserve more attention — I recall 

jumping onto the bonnet of a taxi in Harar to avoid a bull that had broken free of its 

owner and was running amuck. These animals’ and plants’ stories deserve to be told but 

there is insufficient space (and insufficient data) for me to do so here.  

Given the relative paucity of ethnographies that include both humans and animals, there 

are a number of questions which I address in this thesis. First: how should I write a 

multispecies ethnography about humans and hyenas? The genre is not well established; 

there are few examples to follow. In the first place, it requires that the disciplinary 

boundaries be made permeable. In which case, the question is how to blend the social 

and natural sciences? This thesis is an exploration of how to study across species and 

then how to go about writing up those studies. There are also questions of ethics which I 

address; specifically whether ethical research standards can be applied broadly across 

species. With regard to humans and hyenas in Harar, I want to ask questions pertaining 

to the dynamic processes of mutual co-shaping. What was before? What were the 

historical threads which tangled together to create a community of humans and hyenas? 

Furthermore, what were the natures of the ongoing processes occurring in Harar? What 

were the effects of each species upon each other? And in what directions were the 

processes taking the two species? The aim of this thesis is to answer these questions and 

in doing so explore different ways in which humans (including researchers) and animals 

can engage each other. 

In answering these questions, I favour the biosemiotic approach based on the theory of 

Jacob von Uexküll (1926; 1982) and propounded by Lestel, Brunois and Gaunet (2006, 

p. 166). Von Uexküll’s theories provide some useful tools for the study of the interfaces 
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between the worlds of different species at the level of the organism. According to von 

Uexküll  (2001[1936], p. 107), every organism exists within a surround-world (umwelt) 

that contains meaningful perceptual cues. These perceptual cues in turn lead the 

organism towards action. His classic example is that of a tick (von Uexküll 2001[1937], 

p. 119). The tick crawls to the top of a branch where it waits in a state of suspended 

animation until it perceives the smell of butyric acid that emanates from mammals. On 

perceiving that smell, the tick drops from the branch onto the body of the mammal. 

Once there, it perceives the warmth of the mammal’s body, inciting it to burrow into the 

skin of its host and begin feeding. Von Uexküll argued that the task of the biologist 

should be to investigate these surround-worlds of organisms and discover how they are 

meaningful.  

More recently, Tim Ingold has provided useful tools for understanding the processual 

aspects of the human-animal interface. He proposes an engaged kind of anthropology 

that sees humans as constituents of environments rather than actors upon objectively 

defined animals and landscapes (2000, p. 60). In the first place, Ingold suggests that 

there is no break between human social relations and relations with the environment. 

Instead the former are a subset of the latter (1996, p. 150). This is an invaluable concept 

in which it is possible to foreground the human-animal interface beyond functionalistic 

terms and treat the various species as subjects. In the second place Ingold provides a 

way of conceiving of actors engaged in worlds that are not pre-existing. The worlds of 

organisms only come into being as the subjects move through them. This understanding 

cross-links directly back to von Uexküll’s theory of meaning and provides a picture of 

organisms’ surround-worlds constantly changing as the meanings are transformed with 

the organisms’ movements through the landscape and their interactions with other 

organisms. 

Lastly, like a spirit guide, the ecologist and theorist Paul Shepard appears in the text 

from time to time. Shepard was passionately committed to what he called the ‘myth of 

biological evolution’ (1996, p. 7). It connected humans to other animals through a 

shared prehistory — a shared ancestry — and revealed industrialised/urbanised humans 

to be disconnected from their animal essences. According to Shepard, this disconnection 

was a problem. The principle of phylogenetic probity holds that the healthy 

development of an organ is best assured under the circumstances in which that organ 

evolved (1978, p. 189). As a consequence, normal human development was retarded in 
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modernised humans who were distanced from the Palaeolithic landscape which teemed 

with wild animal Others (1998, p. 154).3 According to Shepard, ‘Homo industrialis’ was 

trapped in a perpetual adolescence ‘subjected to the myths of the animal/machine, 

heroes of progress and domination, and the dualisms of ideology’ (1996, p. 282). His 

views create possibilities for reducing the ideological distance between humans and 

animals and re-conceptualising them in shared ecologies. 

Methods 

I modelled my methods for studying hyenas on the work of Elizabeth Marshall-Thomas 

(1993). In order to gain insights into the nocturnal movements and activities of her dog, 

Misha, Marshall-Thomas simply followed her subject around the neighbourhood with a 

notebook (1993, p. 190). The hyenas in Harar were accustomed to close proximity to 

humans so it was not long before I was sufficiently familiar to some of the hyenas to be 

able to follow them around the town at night, making observations. However, it was 

only possible with familiarised hyenas; hyenas who were not accustomed to my 

presence made it clear by means of behavioural signals that they were not happy being 

followed. I will take up the subject of habituation and the difficulties it entails, in 

Chapter Five. In other studies, hyenas have been observed from four wheel drive 

vehicles (see for example Boydston et al. 2003a, p. 1008; Cooper 1990, p. 134; Hofer 

and East 2003, p. 319; Kruuk 1972, p. 8; Mills 1990, p. 7). That was not practicable in 

Harar. Of the hundreds of laneways and roads in Harar’s Old Town, only five were wide 

enough to allow vehicles to pass along them. In the New Town, hyenas usually travelled 

via drains, stream-beds, and narrow laneways that all precluded vehicles. In the 

farmland outside Harar, gullies, woods, streams and thorn hedges broke up the 

landscape, making it traversable only on foot.4  

Equipment 

When I was following hyenas around Harar I carried with me a hand-held voice 

recorder, a flashlight, a point-and-shoot camera and a night-vision monocular. Hyenas in 

Harar are normally uncomfortable in the beam of a flashlight so the night-vision 

equipment was invaluable for being less intrusive; however, the flashlight was still 

                                                 
3 I follow Shepard’s capitalisation of ‘Others’ in reference to non-human animals. 
4 Rough terrain also prevented Kolowski et al. (2007, p. 1019) from following one of the clans in the 
Masai Mara. 
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necessary for negotiating obstacles at my feet. Following hyenas often involved moving 

at a fast pace around the town and climbing over or under obstacles, so my equipment 

needed to be compact and light. I am strongly opposed to the use of radio collars and 

receivers. Besides the obvious issues pertaining to the imposition of a device on an 

animal who would rather not have to wear it, there were cultural issues involved. 

Putting a collar around the neck of a spiritually powerful animal may have been 

offensive to some people in Harar.5 I found that it was possible to locate and follow 

hyenas in Harar simply by attending to clues in the landscape. If a hyena disappeared 

through a drain hole that had several outlets, I could listen for the barking of dogs to tell 

me where the hyena had probably gone. So too, I could guess that if people were 

walking towards me along a laneway, the hyena I was seeking must have travelled in the 

other direction. The more familiar I became with hyenas, their fears, desires and 

individual preferences for certain places, the better I could anticipate their movements 

and simply wait at places where I knew they would emerge (see also Liebenberg, Louw 

and Elbroch 2010, p. 111). For the purposes of trying to understand hyenas’ surround-

worlds, I find there is no substitute for being on foot (or on hands and knees) and seeing 

the world through their eyes. 

Hyena subjects 

Here, I should point out that spotted hyenas are not canids. In fact they are more closely 

related to cats than they are to dogs and even more closely related to mongooses. The 

reason why hyenas look dog-like (or that dogs look hyena-like) is that both species are 

adapted to life as open country pursuit predators and sometime scavengers, living in 

extended social groups. It is as a result of convergent evolution that they both evolved 

long snouts, big ears and straight backs. The more familiar one becomes with hyenas, 

the less dog-like they seem. First, hyenas are primarily, nocturnally adapted. Much of a 

hyena’s day is spent resting, then at night hyenas employ their acute senses of smell, 

sight and hearing to locate prey or scavengeable food.6 Second, hyena societies are 

structured in a different fashion to those of dogs. Among hyenas the females are larger, 

more aggressive and higher ranking than the males. Female hyenas remain with their 

natal clans while males usually disperse to seek mating opportunities in other clans (van 
                                                 
5 See also Nelson 1993, p. 217 who described how the Koyukon of northern Alaska saw radio collars as 
dangerously offensive towards the animals who were made to wear them. 
6
 Hyenas have astonishing hearing. Not only can they recognise people from their footfalls, they can 

distinguish the sounds of different taxis of the same make and model. 



10 

Horn, McElhinny and Holekamp 2003, p. 1027). Third, hyenas differ from dogs in their 

physiology. Hyenas develop genitalia which make it difficult to differentiate males from 

females without close examination.7 Finally, hyenas differ from (domestic) dogs in the 

ways in which they interact with humans. Where dogs often seek human attention or 

approval, hyenas are normally disinterested in what humans want. Hyenas simply want 

to avoid us. Furthermore, when they interact with humans, they use different body 

signals to those we are accustomed to seeing in dogs. They are often subtle, and a 

simple turn of the head from a particular hyena can carry more implicit threat than a 

pointed gun. It is only through spending a lot of time in their company, watching what 

they do and how they respond to others that one can appreciate how very subtle hyenas’ 

modes of communication are. 

Narrative ethology 

I realised early on in my fieldwork that I was in no position to collect quantitative data. 

I was a lone researcher on foot in the dark with a limited field of view. I missed so much 

that was going on around me in the night and was only privy to small segments in the 

lives of individual hyenas. As a consequence, I have chosen to present many of my data 

as narratives. The narrative method of data presentation or ‘narrative ethology’ is a valid 

tool in studies of animal behaviours (Bekoff and Pierce 2009, p. 37). Indeed, it is 

especially useful to the study of spotted hyenas. Both Hans Kruuk (1972) and Gus Mills 

(1990) employed numerous narratives to support their data from their respective studies 

of hyenas. Half of the chapter on inter-clan disputes in Kruuk’s (1972) study of spotted 

hyena predation and social behaviour consists of excerpts taken directly from his 

fieldnotes (pp. 251–65). Hyenas are complex and unpredictable animals; they are full of 

surprises and sometimes those surprises cannot be quantified. While I acknowledge that 

there is a lot to be learned from statistical analyses of hyenas’ activity times, space use, 

hierarchies and even vocalisations, and indeed I draw on these extensively, my interest 

here is in hyenas and humans as subjects involved in mutually shaped, inter-subjective 

worlds. Hence, I have peppered this thesis with narratives from my fieldnotes and from 

a blog which I maintained while I was in Harar (see http://hararhyenas.wordpress.com). 

I find these invaluable in capturing the fine detail which emerges from attention to the 

subjective worlds of Others. 

                                                 
7 See Wilson (2003) for a critique of the abnormalisation of female hyenas in scientific studies. 

http://hararhyenas.wordpress.com/
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Informants 

For the human element of my research in and around Harar, I employed standard 

ethnographic methods. I spent a total of fifteen months in the town: eleven months from 

October, 2009 to September, 2010 and another four months from December, 2010 to 

April, 2011.8 During that time, I lived in the Old Town, ate the food, drank the coffee, 

hosted the intestinal parasites and spent many hours chewing chat and discussing 

hyenas with a great many people. Hararis were very hospitable, very open to me and 

always happy to share information. The informal discussions were the most revealing 

and informative; however, I supplemented them with some formal interviews and 

surveys that I conducted with the help of my multilingual friend and translator, Arif 

Mohammed. I regret that I did not conduct more structured interviews because I find the 

quotes from the people invaluable to the text. Older people were more difficult to 

interview as they often cancelled appointments or cut interviews short. In the rural areas 

around Harar, I conducted surveys, interviews and focus groups with farmers and their 

families. I found the Oromo and Argobba people to be unreserved, open, welcoming and 

helpful. Yusuf Mumey, the Oromo hyena-man and his family (see Chapter Four) 

typified those qualities which I found so endearing (see Figure 1.1). 

I should also note the importance of discussions that I had with Abdulmuheimen 

Abdulnassir whom I hereafter refer to affectionately as ‘Qadir Abdi’ because he was my 

teacher. Qadir Abdi’s knowledge was extensive, not only of hyena lore but of just about 

anything else that was considered Harari tradition. In fact, many people to whom I 

spoke suggested that if I wanted to know anything about Harar, I should talk to Qadir 

Abdi. It was as though they collectively agreed that he was a storehouse for Harari 

knowledge, thereby relieving anyone else of that responsibility. Throughout my 

discussions with him in his travel agency (where we were never interrupted by the 

appearance of a customer) my teacher amused, confused, enlightened and challenged 

me. Sometimes, information he gave me was posed as a question and it took me 

considerable time before I was able to find the answers. Qadir Abdi’s words feature 

regularly in the text. 

 

                                                 
8 In February, 2011, I also visited the hyena research project in the Masai Mara, Kenya, run by Kay 
Holekamp of Michigan State University. 
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Figure 1.1: Yusuf Mumey feeding hyenas at the shrine of Aw Ansar. 

 

 
Figure 1.2: AHdulﾏuheiﾏeﾐ けQadir AHdiげ Abdulnassir outside his travel ageﾐIy, けTravel 

Through Timeげ in Harar. 
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Previous ethnographies 

The hyenas of Harar have not escaped the attention of writers and ethnographers in the 

past. Both Richard Burton and Philipp Paulitschke, who each visited Harar in the 19th 

century mentioned the presence of hyenas. Burton (1856, p. 321) wrote that at the time 

of his visit, hyenas were lured into the town with offerings of meat before having the 

gates shut behind them and being ‘safely speared’. However, there is no indication that 

Burton left his quarters at night to witness what he described. Paulitschke (1888, p. 142) 

related his own experience of hunting hyenas in the hills around Harar. He was told that 

in times of famine, hyenas entered into the town and attacked people in the streets. 

Possibly he had been given an account of the origins of the Ashura tradition which I will 

discuss in Chapter Eight. Paulitschke also described how Amirs in former times 

organised hunts, not to kill hyenas, but to ‘worry’ or ‘dislodge’ (beunruhigen) them 

from their hiding places. During the Italian occupation, the governor of Harar, Enrico 

Cerulli (1936) recorded some Harari folktales. These are not dissimilar to African 

folktales from elsewhere in which the protagonists are animals; however the 

characterisations of Hyena differ in some of the tales.  

Later, in the 1960s, Wolf Leslau compiled and translated accounts of Harar written by 

Hararis. In the description of Harar’s hyenas, Leslau’s informant says that the hyenas 

emerge from their dens at night but remain outside the wall (1965 p. 24). During my 

fieldwork, this was no longer the case. Hyenas were entering the Old Town on a nightly 

basis. Leslau’s compilation also includes an account of a tradition of feeding porridge to 

hyenas during Ashura (p. 249). Sidney Waldron wrote an ethnographic account of ethnic 

and class differences in Harar, based on his fieldwork conducted in the 1960s. 

Unfortunately, I was only permitted to view one chapter of his thesis and it made no 

mention of hyenas other than that Hararis ‘jokingly’ referred to Argobba people as were-

hyenas (Waldron 1974, p. 281).  

The most recent comprehensive account of Harar comes from Camilla Gibb (1996) who 

conducted fieldwork in the town in 1994. Gibb’s account is of a society that maintained 

economic, political and social dominance over other ethnic groups, not by distancing 

strategies but by inclusivity which was mediated by the activities of the shrines in the 

town (1999, p. 90). Gibb wrote that hyenas in Harar were regarded by Hararis as a 

‘curious sort of half brother, half wild, half civilised, roaming the hills around the city 
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yet familiar with the tangled streets of the town’ (1996, p. 191). The ethnographies by 

Waldron and Gibb are both concerned with elements of social differentiation from, and 

inclusion of, other ethnic groups, and how those pertained to relations of power in 

Harar.  

Organisation and outline of chapters 

The chapters of this thesis are discrete and independent yet each chapter is supported by 

those that precede it so it is preferable that they be read in succession. In Chapter Two, I 

aim to establish a background for contemporary relationships between humans and 

hyenas. Beginning with the early evidence of associations between hominins and 

hyenas, I follow stories of co-existence that emerge from the fossil record.9 Our two 

species did not evolve separately but together in conflict and competition over the same 

resources. In light of the evidence for co-evolution, I borrow from the theory of von 

Uexküll to argue that modern hyenas are adapted to a world that includes humans and 

so too modern humans, hyenas.  

In Chapter Three, I introduce Harar. I begin the first section with a story of the town’s 

beginnings followed by a brief history of the town, interspersed with local lore about 

hyenas. The story of Harar is one of expansion, contraction and changing fortunes, 

throughout which the presence of hyenas is always implied in Harar’s oral histories. The 

second section provides an account of the people and landscape of Harar. At the time of 

writing, Hararis were a minority in their own homeland but with a disproportionate 

amount of influence over the town. Meanwhile the Oromo people were seeing 

transformations through which some of their number were acquiring economic and 

political power. The hyenas’ territories converged on Harar’s Old Town where there 

were predictable places for them to find food and two locations where they were fed by 

hand for the benefit of tourists. The proximity of their dens, food sources and population 

densities set them apart from hyenas elsewhere in Africa. I finish the chapter with a 

brief account of some of the other species which affected life in Harar. 

Chapter Four addresses the two most obvious zones of interaction between humans and 

hyenas in Harar: the hyena-feeding places. In light of the argument that wildness is 

                                                 
9 Here I follow the accepted usage of the term hominin to refer to descendants of the last common 
ancestor that humans share with chimpanzees. Hominins are distinguished by their dentition, brain size, 
tendency towards bipedalism and tool use (Jurmain, Kilgore and Trevathan 2011, p. 189). 
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incompatible with the demands of the tourist industry, I contrast the practices and 

fortunes of the two hyena-feeding places. In one place, the hyenas were being 

encouraged to be more audacious. This was eliciting financial benefits for the operator. 

However, I challenge the view that those hyenas were being dominated. Instead I 

introduce a perspective, seen from which the hyenas, hyena feeders, tour guides and 

tourists were caught up in a process of mutual domestication. Meanwhile, the hyenas 

and hyena feeder at the other place were resisting those processes.  

In Chapter Five, I narrow the focus to a single hyena called Willi. He chose a trajectory 

that differed from the other hyenas and some negative outcomes followed. While I felt 

responsible for these, I realised that for me to take responsibility for his actions would 

be to disregard what Willi was demonstrating: that he was an actor in his own right. As 

a consequence I argue that an engaged, inter-subjective study of animals is at once 

problematic and a way of solving those problems.  

In Chapter Six, I broaden the scope of the study to explore the meanings in the 

surround-worlds of hyenas and humans in Harar. I show how the ways that hyenas and 

humans perceived the landscape were often opposed but also converged in some 

respects. Furthermore those meanings were entirely conditional. Such factors as the 

time of day, time of year, rain and the presence of others all combined to create 

changing meanings in hyenas’ and humans’ landscapes. These in turn were dependent 

on characteristics of individuals such as experience and personality. 

I explore in Chapter Seven Hararis’ conceptions of hyenas. The first section gives an 

account of conceptions that held them to be human-like in their social organisation. The 

second section expands on that and reveals how hyenas were conceived of as being in 

communication with mysterious people in the town, known as hyena listeners. The 

hyenas were also protectors — they fended off dangerous hyenas from other places as 

well as unseen spirits which could harm the people. What the Harari conceptions reveal 

is that human-animal relationships can be explained in terms other than simple 

ecological utilitarianism or costs and benefits. The Hararis were socially engaged with 

the hyenas and ethically constrained in their actions towards them.  

Chapter Eight is an account of a Harari tradition: the hyena feeding at Ashura. When I 

began to investigate the tradition I suspected that it was more legend than contemporary 

practice. However, with the help of some Harari friends, I found a shrine outside of 



16 

Harar where I was able to witness and film the hyena feeding. The video footage 

became a political football which led me to question why the tradition was so important 

to Hararis. After an analysis aimed at answering that question, a further question arose. 

If the tradition of hyena feeding at Ashura was so important, then why was it that so few 

people in Harar had witnessed it? I argue that the tradition was in a state of tension 

whereby the presence of people at the shrine stood in opposition to the participation of 

the hyenas. As a consequence, people had to be content with the tradition maintained as 

a text.  

In Chapter Nine, I explore some Harari representations of hyenas. With some guidance 

from Paul Shepard, I follow the development of Hararis’ representations from early 

childhood into adulthood. Hyenas for children were represented as simplistic dangerous 

beasts. However, as Hararis matured, these representations became more detailed and 

complex with greater attention to the hyenas who were out there in the streets. These 

culminated with the representation of Derma Sheikh: the respectable, well-meaning 

hyena who was addressed personally. This ‘talking to hyenas’ by Hararis spoke of a 

high degree of social engagement with wild animals; such as is normally ascribed to 

hunter/gatherer people. 

Chapter Ten expands the scope of my thesis to include relationships between hyenas and 

people in the region around Harar. Having heard about ongoing conflict between people 

and hyenas in the Kersa area, fifty kilometres from Harar, I set about conducting 

fieldwork in the area with the intention of making comparisons between rural dwellers 

and urbanised Hararis. As it turned out, the rural dwellers held similar conceptions to 

Hararis and were similarly socially engaged. However, the main difference was that 

their relations with hyenas were made tense by ongoing conflict which was exemplified 

by a series of attacks in the town of Kombolcha. What these reveal is that relations 

between people and hyenas in Harar were comparatively peaceful. Both hyenas and 

people had a culture of non-violence towards each other.  

In Chapter Eleven, I summarise my findings and look at future directions. What I 

discovered in Harar were processes of mutual co-shaping of hyena and human worlds. 

However, these processes were being affected in profound ways by globalisation. The 

hyenas in Harar were following different evolutionary trajectories to their cousins 

elsewhere in Africa. They required different physiologies and behaviours in comparison 



17 

to other hyenas because of their dependence on anthropogenic food and the requirement 

that they tolerate close contact with humans. Furthermore, the traditional conceptions 

and representations of hyenas by Hararis were being challenged by information from the 

outside world which pervaded Harar. These latter threatened the relationship because 

they fostered conceptions of hyenas as objects in the landscape which could be acted 

upon. My research also had the potential to dramatically alter the relationship between 

Hararis and hyenas, especially with regard to Ashura. Thus I examine the ethics and 

effectiveness of my methods in studying hyenas and my own ways of representation. In 

the end, I find that the example that Harar gives to the world is a way of conceiving of 

the Others as precarious subjects of significance whose lives affect and are affected by 

our own. 

Orthography and representation 

As stated above, the project of writing a multispecies ethnography requires that the 

boundaries between disciplines be made permeable. To that end, I have tried to avoid 

discipline specific jargon throughout. I have also been careful to write about Harar in 

the past tense. There were continuous and ongoing changes in the town at the time of 

my fieldwork and beyond. All I am describing here is a snapshot of processes which 

were ongoing. Where I here ascribe to Hararis particular conceptions of hyenas, I do not 

imply that Hararis were homogenous in those conceptions. Indeed I encountered a 

variety of worldviews in the course of my research and I discuss the significance of 

those in Chapter Eleven. However, there were many recurring themes and I have given 

these prominence. Wherever possible, I have used English translations of Harari words 

in the text. This is to make the text flow as smoothly as possible without need for the 

reader to commit Harari words to memory. Where there are terms which do not translate 

faithfully into English, I retain the Harari words and give translations in parentheses. 

With regard to the names of individual hyenas, rather than writing them phonetically in 

the native language (Oromo), I have written them so that an English speaking reader can 

approximate the sounds of the hyenas’ names. My aim in all of this has been to make 

the journey easier for the reader.  
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Chapter 2 Hyena as Ancestor 

The Leftover Evidence for Hyena-Human 

Co-evolution 

Harar, October 2009 

As the rising sun touches upon the tops of the two white minarets of Juma Mosque, I 

make my way past the slaughter yards along the dirt road to where a rock outcrop 

overlooks the farmlands. Rounding a bend, I am surprised to see so many hyenas. There 

are three sub-adults and three adults resting in the space between a large boulder and 

some lantana. They all stare back at me. These are hyenas of the Aboker clan; they do 

not recognise me and I recognise only the big orange female with the matriarchal air. 

Beneath them, bones lie scattered about the place, some exposed and some trodden 

into the bare earth showing only an outer surface. While I shoot some video, a young 

man who ran off when I arrived, returns with some articulated bones and a pair of 

horns with bits of flesh on them. He offers the pieces to the hyenas and I anticipate 

what his next move will be — to demand money — so I depart. As I walk down the 

hill towards the farmland, I wonder what an archaeologist of the future would make of 

that great mound, built up of layers and layers of earth and bones, chewed up and 

trodden into the ground by generations of hyenas. 

 

Earth history places us among the animals, as one of them, in food chains and other 
symbioses which we do not invent, but inherit, and which set our limitations 
among the Others (Shepard 1996, p. 318). 

 

Hyena studies so far 

Until recently, studies of free ranging spotted hyenas have primarily been undertaken in 

national parks, national reserves and conservation areas where there has been a limited 

human presence. Few have been conducted in non-protected areas where hyenas and 
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humans co-occupy the landscape.10 Indeed, of the twenty hyena study areas listed in 

Holekamp and Dloniak (2010, pp. 191–3), all but three are national parks, national 

reserves, conservation areas or game reserves. While some of these studies examine 

hyenas’ responses to tourism and pastoralist encroachment (see for example Boydston et 

al. 2003b; Kolowski et al. 2007; Kolowski and Holekamp 2007), those that are 

concerned with hyenas ‘natural’ behaviours neglect to include humans. Scientists note 

that gregariousness and vigilance in hyenas evolved as adaptations to the need to defend 

resources against competitors, but these hypothesised competitors only include lions 

and other Carnivora as effectors in hyena evolution (see for example Smith et al. 2008, 

p. 631). Meanwhile humans are only discussed where hyenas are argued to be their 

analogues in the evolution of social intelligence (Smith et al. 2010, p 298; Holekamp, 

Sakai and Lundrigan 2007, p. 545; but see Pangel and Holekamp 2010, p. 264). While 

the studies themselves do not abnormalise the co-occurrence of humans and hyenas, I 

argue that their locations reflect conceptions of hyenas ‘natural’ ecologies as being 

exclusive of humans. Such conceptions disregard the influence of humans on hyenas’ 

evolutionary histories and the inclusion of humans in so-called ‘natural’ processes 

(Everndon 1992, p. 35). Gade’s (2006) account of hyenas in the Horn of Africa 

challenges such conceptions. In his paper Gade described how the persistence of hyenas 

in the region is a ‘vestige’ of an ancient relationship in which both humans and hyenas 

changed and adapted to the presence of the other (2006, p. 625). Gade offers a bio-

cultural framework for better understanding the ongoing patterns of ‘predation, 

competition and complementarity’ in the Horn. Accordingly, ‘nature’ and ‘history’ meld 

together so that the present is but a window looking into an ongoing ecological process 

that began millions of years ago when humans and hyenas first crossed paths on the 

African savannah (p. 627).  

In line with Gade’s biocultural account, the evidence shows that those processes are 

integral to both the human and hyena conditions. Prior to 10,000 years ago in Africa and 

Eurasia, wherever there were humans, there were hyenas; from the southern tip of 

Africa to the tundra of northern Europe, there were hyenas; from southern Ireland to 

eastern Mongolia, there were hyenas; at the place where my father was born in 

                                                 
10 Recently H. Bauer, G. Yirga Abay and associates have conducted hyena research in Tigray Region in 
Ethiopia. This has been limited to scat analysis and population estimates using calling stations (see for 
example Abay et al. 2010; Yirga and Bauer 2010). 
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Cambridgeshire there were hyenas. The Isle of Ely in Cambridgeshire is a raised block 

of Kimmeridge clay surrounded by drained fens. Thirty thousand years ago, it stood 

amid a grassy, marshy plain, teeming with reindeer, woolly mammoths and indeed, 

hyenas (Schreve 2006, p. 544). Despite the companionship of arctic species in ice age 

Britain, those were not an archaic, arctic species of hyena but members of the 

subspecies C. crocuta spelaea, whose mitochondrial DNA has revealed that they were 

genetically more closely related to extant spotted hyenas north of the equator than are 

extant southern African spotted hyenas (Rohland et al. 2005, p. 2437). In evolutionary 

terms, the ten thousand years during which spotted hyenas have not been seen or heard 

outside of Africa is a very brief period and it is worth examining just how closely our 

two species paralleled each other in our respective emergences. 

As far back in human evolutionary history as evidence permits us to see, the presence of 

hyenas in ancestral human landscapes is always implied, if not positively attested to by 

their bones and teeth marks. The story of this relationship begins on the African 

continent around 4.4 million years ago. At a place now known as Aramis, in the Middle 

Awash in Ethiopia, ancient antelopes and rhinoceroses grazed alongside Old World 

monkeys who had descended from scattered trees to find food. Remains of six 

individual Ardipithecines indicate that ancient hominins were there as well, alternating 

between frugivorous predictability in the trees and omnivorous opportunity at ground 

level in a mosaic environment of grasses, scattered trees and stands of forest (Suwa et 

al. 2009, p. 68; White et al. 2009a, p. 89). So too were hyenas present. In fact almost all 

of the remains of the Ardipithecines from that place and time have been heavily 

‘ravaged’ by hyenas, probably Crocuta dietrichi, the precursors to modern spotted 

hyenas (Louchard et al. 2009, p. 66).  

The most famous fossilised Ardipithecine, known as ‘Ardi’ came from Aramis and her 

remarkable state of preservation is due inversely to hyenas, as it is they who crunched, 

digested and scattered so much of the other evidence in that locality. Ardi died in a 

swale and was quickly buried before her remains were trampled by hippos. She escaped 

the local hyenas’ jaws and powerful digestive juices to return to the surface 4.4 million 

years later and inform palaeoanthropologists of the nature of her species (White et al. 

2009b, p. 78). Prior to the discovery of Ardi, the only evidence for Ardipithecus was a 

collection of undigested teeth, a basicranium fragment and some shattered, gnawed arm-

bone elements (White, Suwa and Asfaw 1994, p. 308). It is this destructive capacity of 
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ancient hyenas that has made palaeoanthropology the treasure hunt that it is (Kruuk 

2002, p. 104); where a find like Ardi, with postcranial skeleton uneaten, is so rare as to 

appear on the cover of National Geographic and feature on numerous news programs. If 

not for hyenas, there would have been hundreds of such specimens bequeathed to us, 

bleached by the sun and buried beneath years of sediment to be unearthed later with the 

help of tectonic processes of the Rift Valley. If not for hyenas, Ardi would have been 

just another near-complete Ardipithecine.  

Half a million years later and 800 kilometres southwest of Aramis, in the Turkana basin, 

hominins of another species lived and died on a plain beside a river channel. Those pre-

humans were individuals of the species Australopithecus anamensis who commingled 

with bushpigs, monkeys and hippos in their food quest (Shoeninger, Reeser and Hallin 

2003, p. 203). The remains of the hominins who died in that place had been thoroughly 

modified; all from Kanapoi and several from Allia bay in the Turkana basin had been 

‘ravaged’ by carnivores and all that remained were some teeth and long bone ends 

(Coffing et al. 1994, p. 58; Leakey et al. 1998, p. 65; Ward, Leakey and Walker 1999, p. 

198). There were hyenas there too; members of an indeterminate species who were the 

most common carnivores in the fossil assemblages (Leakey et al. 1995, p. 571). 

Later still, 3.6 million years ago, at a place now known as Laetoli in Tanzania, a volcano 

now extinct was belching ash into the air above an ancient landscape that was not 

dissimilar from that of the present. The ash fell with rain and filled wide depressions in 

the ground surface, creating beds of light grey mud, across one of which, three hominins 

ventured onto the plains from the woods to the south. There were three individuals, a 

male, a female and a juvenile — the earliest known nuclear family — and their 

footprints became incontrovertible evidence of the bipedality of their species. The 

sodden ash crystallised and cemented quickly in the heat of the sun. Then, soon 

afterwards, another layer of sodden ash filled the depressions, miraculously preserving 

the moment in time for palaeontologists to discover millions of years later (Leakey and 

Hay 1979, p. 318). And among the other animals whose footprints were preserved at 

Laetoli were the ubiquitous hyenas. A Musukuma tracker employed to identify the 

species represented in the numerous animal footprints that criss-crossed the ancient 

cement, identified eight trails made by hyenas (Leakey and Hay 1979, p. 320). The 

respective hyenas walked, loped and cantered their way across the cement; one of them 

leaving prints averaging 125 mm x 102 mm (length x breadth). That was a large hyena, 
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as large as a modern Crocuta, the ancient species of which was one of the five hyaenid 

species recorded at Laetoli (Barry 1987, p. 240). It may not have been proof of 

competition or conflict, but it was incontrovertible proof of coexistence, early in human 

evolutionary history. 

That was the time of the emergence of spotted hyenas (Turner 1985, p. 256). While 

designated in the same genus, Crocuta, those ancient hyenas were not identical to those 

of the genus that are extant in Africa today. The bone cracking and carcass lifting 

adaptations of modern spotted hyenas evolved at different times in their history and the 

suite of adaptations that define spotted hyenas as they are known today only evolved 

one million years ago (Lewis and Werdelin 2007, p. 93). However, early spotted hyenas 

were sufficiently adaptable to have been able to disperse into Asia during the late 

Pliocene (Rohland et al. 2005, p. 2435). It is difficult to determine the relationship 

between hominins and spotted hyenas early on in our history of coexistence, not least 

because it is difficult to determine the adaptive niches of each species. But assuming 

that spotted hyenas hunted, then a ground dwelling bipedal primate would have been 

likely prey, as humans are to this day in Africa (Kruuk 2002, p. 65). Whether there was 

competition for carcasses between Australopithecines and hyenas is anyone’s guess as 

there are no cut marked bones or stone tools from that time as firm evidence that 

hominins were exploiting carcass based resources. 

In southern Africa in the second half of the twentieth century, the fossilised evidence of 

spotted hyenas and hominins combined to create a persistent myth about the origins of 

modern humans. An Australian born anatomist, Raymond Dart, excavated localities in 

the Sterkfontein Valley, unearthing fossils of baboons, ungulates and hominins that 

exhibited many depressed fractures and puncture marks. Dart (1949, pp. 11, 14) noted 

the damaged bones and others that he suggested had been modified for cutting and 

clubbing and concluded that human ancestors were using the bone tools to kill and 

process other species as well as their own. He ascribed the bone ‘tools’ to what he called 

the ‘Osteodontokeratik’ culture which he said represented the ‘crude, carnivorous, 

cannibalistic, bone-club wielding, jawbone-cleaving, Samsonian phase of human 

emergence’ (Dart 1953, p. 206). The concept of the killer ape had been born. 

Such was the appeal of Dart’s killer ape theory that his conceptions were to influence 

notions of human ancestry for three decades. Despite a range of counterarguments (see 
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for example Brues 1959, p. 499; Coon 1962, p. 239; Washburn 1957, p. 613), the killer 

ape theory engendered a range of popular books by Robert Ardrey (Pilbeam 1973, p. 

112) and even inspired the opening sequence of Stanley Kubrick’s (1968) film 2001 a 

Space Odyssey. Dart’s colleague, Oliver Tobias, was an advisor during the making of 

the film which depicted apes becoming sapient and picking up thigh bones with which 

they beat their neighbours to death (Reader 1988, p. 127). After endorsement from 

Louis Leakey (1960, p. 183), the conception of hunting as central to the modern human 

condition reached its apotheosis in the ‘Man the Hunter’ symposium held in Chicago in 

1966 (Washburn and Lancaster 1968, p. 303). The last word came from Robert Ardrey’s 

(1976) popular book, The Hunting Hypothesis, which ascribed all manner of human 

adaptations to a violent ancestry centred on hunting. 

The demise of the killer ape theory and the hunting hypothesis came when a researcher 

from the University of Witwatersrand, C. K. Brain (1981) published the results of a 

‘painstakingly empirical’ (Quammen 2003, p. 326) study of the Sterkfontein Valley 

assemblages in which he made comparisons between the Sterkfontein Valley fossils and 

assemblages from modern human foragers and carnivores in order to determine the 

taphonomic processes involved in the bone accumulations. Brain found that the 

hominins concerned were not hunters but were actually falling prey to carnivores after 

which the jaws and digestive juices of hyenas modified the bones, leaving behind what 

Dart called the Osteodontokeratik culture. With regard to which species were preying on 

the hominins, Lee-Thorpe, Thackeray and van der Merwe (2000, p. 572) compared the 

ratios of carbon thirteen to carbon fourteen in the fossilised bones and the teeth of the 

carnivores and concluded that the culprits were most likely leopards and/or spotted 

hyenas. Once again, the setting where ancient humans perished bore the marks of the 

ubiquitous presence of hyenas. 

Contested bones 

The killer ape theory had been chewed up and spat out by hyenas, leaving unanswered a 

lot of questions about human origins. Attention was turned towards the successors to the 

Australopithecines; the first in the human evolutionary line to be regarded – or at least 

named - as human: Homo habilis. If ever there were hominins whose adaptive niches 

had such a great degree of overlap with those of hyenas, it was Homo habilis. Louis and 

Mary Leakey first discovered these hominins’ fossils in Olduvai Gorge, Tanzania, and 
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gave them their specific name because of the material remains in association with which 

they were found (Leakey, Tobias and Napier 1964, p. 9). The name means, ‘handy man’ 

and the material remains were stone tools: cobbles that had been struck with other 

stones to produce flakes with which the hominins cut flesh and tendons from the 

remains of dead ungulates. Meanwhile, the cobbles were used to smash open long bones 

so that the fatty marrow could be removed. From those few bones, cobbles and flakes, a 

new origin myth for humanity was constructed in which the human was no longer club-

wielding killer, but diffident scavenger and caring, sharing provider. 

During the 1970s and ‘80s, there was considerable debate in palaeoanthropological 

circles about the importance of scavenging as a human adaptation and what it revealed 

about Homo habilis ecological niches. Initially, Glynn Isaac interpreted accumulations 

of bones and artefacts from Olduvai Gorge and Koobi Fora, Kenya, as evidence for 

scavenging of body parts from kills or natural deaths and transportation of those parts to 

home bases where they were shared with other group members (Isaac 1983, p. 532). 

The Scavenging Hypothesis was born. In 1980, Bunn (1981, p. 575) examined the 

assemblages, finding cut marks and fractures which were consistent with Isaac’s 

supposition that meat consumption was important at that stage of human evolution; 

however, he noted that the mode of acquisition remained uncertain. According to Bunn 

there was a complex interplay of hominin carnivore activities involved in the bone 

accumulations and it was not possible to rule out hunting (p. 576). Using a scanning 

electron microscope, Potts and Shipman (1981) identified one assemblage from Olduvai 

(FLK Zinjanthropus) which contained bones bearing carnivore tooth marks overlain 

with cut marks from stone tools (Shipman 1984a, p. 24). Shipman argued that the 

hominins were opportunistically scavenging bones from large carnivores, not for meat, 

but for tendons which were utilised for binding items (1984b, p. 9; 1983, p. 36). 

However, Shipman concurred with Isaac and proposed that scavenging was an adaptive 

complex integral to the evolution of bipedalism and tool use (1984a, p. 26). Lewis 

Binford entered into the debate, questioning whether the ‘tiny morsels of dried or 

desiccated meat’ from the scavenged bones were sufficient to foster an adaptive 

complex (Binford 1985, p. 302). Yet, Bunn and Kroll (1986, p. 439), having compared 

the FLK Zinjanthropus assemblage with modern hyena dens, directly contradicted 

Binford’s findings and argued that hominins had full access to meaty carcasses from 

confrontational scavenging.  
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The debate over the circumstances that had led to the formation of the bone assemblages 

led to a series of actualistic studies over a period of fifteen years. Several researchers 

attempted to replicate as closely as possible the conditions in which the bones had 

accumulated and all of the studies involved hyenas. Between August 1983 and June 

1984 Robert Blumenschine of Rutgers University conducted research in Serengeti 

National park and Ngorongoro Crater to assess which scavenging opportunities and 

strategies might have accounted for the abovementioned assemblages. Blumenschine 

concluded that the only alternative to confrontation with, and risk of predation by, 

spotted hyenas was to scavenge from natural deaths in riparian woodland (Blumenshine 

1987, p. 388). Furthermore, Blumenschine and Cavallo (1992, p. 76) proposed that 

hominins supplanted some hyena species which led to their extinctions at the end of the 

Pliocene. Binford, Mills and Stone (1988) conducted field experiments to determine the 

effects of hyena activity on bone assemblages similar to those found at Olduvai and 

Koobi Fora. They noted that the ways in which hyenas scattered bones indicated that 

hominins at Olduvai were accumulating bones scavenged from hyenas (Binford, Mills 

and Stone 1988, p. 132 ). Gary Tunnel spent five and a half months patrolling an area 

around Olare Orok Stream in the Masai Mara in 1984. He found that lions killing more 

than they could consume provided numerous passive scavenging opportunities but those 

were constrained by the presence of hyenas (Tunnel 1989, p. 117). Tunnel concluded 

that familiarity with the local lion pride would have paid dividends for hominins; 

however the presence of hyenas as competitors and predators on the hominins 

themselves would have been a ‘major problem’ in habitat selection (p. 122). Marie 

Selvaggio (1994, p. 217) drove around the Serengeti and Ngorongoro areas, locating 

carnivore kills and measuring the amount of food available after the carnivores had 

abandoned the carcasses. She found that without confrontational scavenging, the only 

resource available to hominins was marrow which could be accessed with hammer 

stones (p. 227). Selvaggio’s (1998, p. 200) findings contradicted those of Binford, Mills 

and Stone, and suggested a three stage carnivore-hominin-carnivore feeding sequence 

whereby hyenas were scavenging from hominins.  

In all of the above studies, there was a trend towards viewing human ancestors and 

hyenas as being in direct competition over the same resources. Brantingham (1998, p. 

327) saw such models as problematic, arguing that co-evolution of different species in 

competition over the same resources inevitably led to ‘character displacement’ in which 
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sympatric species’ morphological or behavioural traits diverged (p. 329). He compared 

Olduvai and Koobi Fora assemblages with modern carnivore assemblages and argued 

that hominin feeding strategies were not directly comparable to those of spotted hyenas 

but intermediate between modern wolves and modern hyenas (p. 343). However, 

Brantingham qualified that, recognising that the bones from the Olduvai level FLKNN-

2 (an accepted hyena accumulation) fell within the range of hominin food transport 

strategies (p. 346). Indeed, hominins might have been utilising food procurement and 

transport strategies that differentiated them from modern spotted hyenas but the same 

may have been the case for the ancestral hyenas with whom they were competing.  

Attention was then directed less towards the composition of the bone assemblages than 

to modifications to the bones themselves. Selvaggio and Wilder (2001) used casts to 

measure tooth marks left by carnivores on the surfaces of the fossil bones in the sample 

from FLK Zinjanthropus. They concluded that the bones were first modified by flesh 

eating felids, then by hominins, and then hyaenids who accessed any grease or tissues 

remaining (Selvaggio and Wilder 2001, p. 468). However, they did not make it clear 

how this feeding model was arrived at other than that there were multiple carnivore taxa 

involved. Dominguez-Rodrigo and Piqueras (2003) challenged Selvaggio and Wilder’s 

findings, arguing that tooth pits alone could only be used to differentiate large from 

small taxa and not individual species. They compared length and breadth ratios of 

different species to demonstrate that there were not sufficient differences to be able to 

identify species in the archaeological record (p. 1387). Dominiguez-Rodrigo (2002) 

further argued that the hunting hypothesis had been prematurely abandoned, partly as a 

result of the social milieu of the time in which Dart’s killer ape model was debunked. 

Yet another actualistic study was conducted in Africa and the results demonstrated that 

little flesh remained after lions had first access to carcasses (p. 22). Additionally, the 

study found that carcasses found in riparian woodland provided less flesh than those 

found in open country, directly contradicting Blumenschine’s (1987) findings. 

Dominiguez-Rodrigo concluded that hominins must have had first access to carcasses in 

a two stage sequence in which hominins preceded carnivores (2002, p. 43). While the 

Hunting Hypothesis was insufficient as an explanatory tool for human adaptation, it was 

proposed by Dominguez-Rodrigo as a powerful heuristic tool for understanding the 

processes involved in the accumulation of bone and stone tools at Koobi Fora and 

Olduvai. More recently Dominiquez-Rodrigo and Barba (2006) have argued that pits 
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which were originally considered to be carnivore tooth marks were in fact evidence of 

bioerosion and that the only evidence for carnivore action was the absence of cancellous 

bone, consumed by hyenas (p. 188). Blumenschine et al. (2007) refuted Dominiguez-

Rodrigo and Barba’s claims, citing flaws in methodology, sample sizes and analysis, 

where the researchers had failed to recognise key differences between tooth pits and 

bioerosion (p. 422). They reiterated that there would have been a passive scavenging 

niche available to a quick-witted hominin in Plio-Pleistocene east Africa and that there 

needed to be an accurate way of discriminating different carnivore species by 

measurement of tooth marks. Such a method has still not been perfected. 

Throughout the entire debate over the sequence in which carnivores and hominins 

accessed carcasses and the uses to which they were put, there were some erroneous 

assumptions and methodological flaws that were overlooked. First, the debate was 

based on a very limited sample size. Most of the research and debate centred on a single 

assemblage; that of FLK Zinjanthropus, while the others were largely disregarded 

(Dominiguez-Rodrigo 2002, p.33). Certainly, that assemblage had the most abundant 

evidence for hominin/carnivore interactions, but to isolate that example and then imply 

that it was a model for all hominin/carnivore interactions of the Plio-Pleistocene was 

erroneous. FLK Zinjanthropus, if not an exception, represented a single location in an 

entire continent and a very small window in time at that location. Second, was the 

implicit assumption that the found samples were indicative of all interactions between 

the hominins and carnivores concerned and that those could stand as models for 

processes in human evolution. Contemporary studies have found that sometimes, lions 

drive hyenas from kills and sometimes hyenas drive off lions (Kruuk 1968, p. 51). 

Likewise, relationships between ancient species would not have followed set procedures 

that can simply be read from the fossil record; they must have varied with different 

individuals and different circumstances. To backwards-project entire species’ 

behaviours in such a way denies variability among humans and non-humans upon 

which speciation is dependent in the first place. 

The third kind of flaw came from the actualistic studies where there was an implicit 

assumption on the part of the researchers that the habits of hyenas have remained the 

same for two million years. This has been shown to be false. The physiological 

adaptations that are definitive of modern spotted hyenas, including post-cranial 

morphologies that allow them to pursue prey over long distances have only been present 
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in the species for the past one million years (Lewis and Werdelin 2007, p. 93; Lansing et 

al. 2009, p. 305). A picture has been painted of an evolving human, transforming in 

response to changing environments and emerging opportunities, while the animals 

around them simply looked on or became extinct, to be replaced by other unchanging 

forms (Ingold 2000, p. 388). That kind of picture robs hyenas of their dynamic 

evolutionary history in which they have co-evolved alongside humans. Hyenas have 

never been trapped in a timeless present but have had to change and adapt, and in so 

doing have managed to accommodate the presence of some very dangerous hominins 

who in turn had to adapt to the presence of hyenas.  

Dispersals 

Such is the influence of Olduvai Gorge over constructions of prehistory that it has even 

lent its name to a span of geological time, the Olduvai Subchron. This marks a period 

during the Matuyama magnetic reversal, 1.8–1.7 million years ago, in which the earth’s 

poles were flipped for a short time (a hundred thousand years is a short time, 

geologically speaking) and then flipped back — a reversal within a reversal (Cox, Doell 

and Dalrymple 1964, p. 1541). However, the Olduvai Subchron is not just a 

geomagnetic flip-flop, standing alone in the long geological record of pole reversals. It 

marks an important boundary between two epochs, the Pliocene and the Pleistocene. It 

was during this brief time that the relatives of the Olduvai hominins began to disperse 

out of Africa, after which they rapidly colonised much of the Eurasian landmass 

(however see Morwood and Jungers 2009 for their argument of a previous dispersal of 

Australopithecines). What is significant in the story of the first human diaspora is that 

they did not do it on their own, rather the first human travellers out of Africa were in the 

company of other species, notably hyenas. 

The inherent ambiguity and paucity of the evidence for the first human dispersal out of 

Africa is such that the reasons for the dispersal and the directions in which the hominins 

dispersed are the subject of much speculation. The Olduvai Subchron marks a point in 

western Eurasia’s prehistory in which there was a faunal turnover, named the ‘wolf ’ 

event after a species of canid, Canis etruscus, which makes its first appearance in the 

fossil record of Europe at that time (Azzaroli 1983, p. 119). So too at that time, several 

African species, including monkeys, hippos and zebras, were expanding their ranges 

northwards and eastwards through the Levant and possibly across the narrowed straits 
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of Gibraltar into western Eurasia. Fossils have been found from seven African genera 

which appeared in both Europe and Asia after the Matuyama reversal; including 

hominins and hyaenids (O’Regan et al. 2011, p. 1348; Gibert et al. 1999, p. 36; Arribas 

and Palmqvist 2002, p. 55). Arribas and Palmqvist (1999, p. 571) noted the close 

association of three of the African taxa, suggesting that there was an ecological 

interdependence between the three. The first was Homo ergaster, hominins who had 

thrived in the competitive conditions in east Africa and were apparently adaptable 

enough to be able to infiltrate the northern latitudes with their marked seasons (Stiner 

2002, p. 8). The second was Megantereon whitei, heavily built sabre-toothed felids who 

were powerful enough to capture prey many times their weight but too specialised to be 

able to consume entire carcasses (Kruuk 2002, p. 110; Turner and Antón 1997, p. 124). 

That left a niche available for both the hominins and the third members of the carnivore 

guild, Pachycrocuta brevirostris (shown in Figure 2.1). These giant hyenas, with heads 

as large as those of modern male lions (Turner and Antón 1996, p. 459), were supposed 

to have made a living cleaning up the leftovers from the kills of the abovementioned 

sabre-toothed felids. Such was the extent of the expansion of the range of the 

‘superabundant’ Pachycrocuta (Turner, Antón and Werdelin 2008, p. 684), and the 

impact and influence that it has had on the fossil record, that Martínez-Navarro (2010, 

p. 210) suggested that the early Pleistocene faunal turnover should be re-named the 

‘Pachycrocuta brevirostris event’. If only the name rolled off the tongue as easily as 

‘wolf ’. 
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Figure 2.1: Size comparison of Pachycrocuta and modern human. 

 

Spotted hyenas were already present in eastern Eurasia by the time the carnivore guild 

arrived. In some places they must have been replaced by the larger Pachycrocuta as 

fossils of the two species have rarely been found in the same deposits (although see 

Patnaik and Nanda 2010, p. 135). Megantereon, Pachycrocuta and Homo persisted on 

that continent, appearing together in deposits from Spain to Georgia to China (Gibert at 

al. 1999, p. 36; Gabunia et al. 2000, p. 24; Boaz et al. 2000, p. 231) until 0.5 million 

years ago which marked the replacement of Oldowan with Acheulian type stone tools 

and the disappearance of the sabre-toothed cats and giant hyenas (Figure 2.2). 

Interestingly the appearance of Acheulian tools in Africa, one million years earlier, has 

been held to be implicated in the demise of Megantereon and Pachycrocuta on that 

continent (Arribas and Palmqvist 1999, p. 581; Arribas and Palmqvist 2002, p. 73).11 

Spotted hyenas however, persisted in Eurasia, in the face of faunal turnovers and new 

technologies so that 0.8 million years ago, they crossed into Europe west of the 

Caucasus in what has been called the Crocuta crocuta event (Martinez-Navarro 2010, p. 

213). Intense glacial cycles saw the ebbing and flowing of many of the African species 

                                                 
11  These authors also argued for a carnivore-hominin-carnivore feeding sequence, basing their argument 
on none other than the bone assemblage at FLK Zinjanthropus. 
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in Europe so that when ice sheets advanced to their southernmost limits, the only 

African species that remained in Europe were humans and spotted hyenas (Lambeck, 

Esat and Potter 2002, p. 199; Stiner 2002, p. 7). It is difficult to determine the kind of 

habitat to which spotted hyenas were best adapted as they preceded humans into the 

British Isles when ice sheets retreated leaving tundra and herds of reindeer and 

mammoth (Gibbons 2005, p. 490). Yet in Southeast Asia, their remains have been 

discovered in association with ‘wet, tropical forest fauna’ — they occurred with orang-

utans and pandas in Thailand (Schepartz, Miller-Antonio and Bakken 2000, p. 6).  

 

 
Figure 2.2: Time line of genera and Oldowan tool technologies. 

 

Towards the end of the middle Pleistocene, the archaic humans in Europe, the 

Neanderthals, were replaced by modern Homo sapiens. We know the European hyenas 

tolerated modern humans for some time after the disappearance of Neanderthals 

because the modern humans made art of them. One ivory sculpture from La Madeleine 

in France (shown in Figure 2.3) depicts a hyena, ears folded, heaving backwards as if in 

a tug of war over a carcass, indicating a degree of familiarity that the artist had with the 

species (Kurtén 1968, p. 72). Another depiction, also found in France, is the only known 
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Palaeolithic painting of a hyena, appearing on one of the cave walls in Grotte de 

Chauvet (Chauvet, Deschamps and Hillaire 1996, p. 110). Unlike the scores of lions on 

another panel, the hyena stands near a leopard, the hyena’s mouth slightly open and its 

head lowered as if exhausted. With the perspective that comes from the present 

knowledge of the species, that picture of a solitary spotted hyena to me is quite sad. 

While lions were still comparatively abundant in the upper Pleistocene and persisted in 

Europe into classical times (Quammen 2003, p. 25), hyenas in Eurasia were on the way 

out. After millions of years of persistence in the face of human presence and harsh 

conditions, hyenas could not adapt successfully to the modern human presence when 

combined with encroaching forests and competition from wolves (Stiner 2004, p. 782). 

The species disappeared from Europe and Asia just prior to ten thousand years ago, 

briefly dwarfing in the Middle East as if making one last effort to persist before 

withdrawing completely into the continent of their genesis (Garrard 1984, p. 272; 

Rabinovich 2002, p. 30). 

 

 
Figure 2.3: (a.) Ivory hyena sculpture from La Madeleine and (b.) hyena cave painting from 

Grotte de Chauvet (Sources: Chauvet, Deschamps and Hillaire 1996; Kurtén 1968). 

 

In Pleistocene Africa, there had been no sudden changes to drive the spotted hyena 

population over the edge of extinction. No forests encroached to limit their ranges. 

There was no sudden appearance of socially and technologically novel humans 

competing for similar resources. In Africa, hyenas and humans had emerged together, 

the former making alterations to the remains of the latter as they discarded the pieces for 

future discovery (see for example Tappen 1987, p. 40; Shreeve 2010, p. 44). Thus, as 

the humans gradually transformed their technologies and their food procurement 



34 

strategies, the hyenas had time to adapt to the increasingly dangerous primates whose 

descendants dispersed and displaced less human-savvy hyenas. Hence, the first real 

shock to those African, human-adapted hyenas came when Europeans began colonising 

the continent south of the Sahara and, all too quickly, exterminated hyenas from 

southern Africa (Gade 2006, p. 613). The hyena population has been reeling ever since 

(see Figure 2.4). 

 

 
Figure 2.4: The former and current distributions of spotted hyenas (after Mills and Hofer 

1998, p. 58; Rohland et al. 2005, p. 2438). 

 

Hyena is human-like 

I described in the introduction, von Uexküll’s thesis that an organism’s surround-world 

contained meaningful perceptual cues which provoked responses in the organism. This 

is von Uexküll’s (1982) Theory of Meaning. According to the theory, the tick to which 

von Uexküll refers must have a preconception of the smell and warmth of the mammal 

in its surround-world prior to any mammal arriving and providing the perceptual cue. 

The English translation of Theory of Meaning uses the term ‘original program’ to 

describe how the organism’s surround-world holds such preconceptions, which von 
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Uexküll illustrates with the example of the spider and fly (1982, p. 43). He describes 

how the fly’s ‘original program’, its size and shape, influences the original program of 

the spider who, without prior experience, can construct a web the size, shape and 

consistency required for it to trap a fly (von Uexküll 1982, p. 43). In that way, says von 

Uexküll, the spider’s web is fly-like because ‘the spider itself is fly-like’ (von Uexküll 

1982, p. 66).  

The word ‘program’ is a heavily loaded, contentious word and certainly not helpful if it 

is used with regard to organisms who rely heavily on learning and are more complex 

than ticks, spiders and flies. It is probably better to say that an organism is ‘prepared’, 

especially when discussing humans and hyenas. First, because it provides scope for the 

learning and development of the individual and second, because it has been used in 

psychology, as ‘Preparedness Theory’ to explain phobias associated with biologically 

relevant stimuli (Seligman 1971).12 Hyenas are born into the world prepared in a certain 

way and so too are humans. Adaptively, we are both flexible species. In some respects, 

hyenas are more adaptively flexible than humans as they can tolerate Arctic conditions 

without the need for clothing. However, our minds and bodies come with certain 

expectations of the environments into which we are born. If this were not the case we 

could easily live underwater and eat nothing but seaweed. After two million years of 

competition and predation it would be a bold evolutionist who would suggest that 

humans were not prepared for a world of hyenas and hyenas not prepared for a world of 

humans.13 Having spent hundreds of hours watching humans and hyenas interacting, I 

am adamant that our two species’ ancestors have co-shaped each others’ evolution to the 

extent that, to paraphrase von Uexküll, hyenas are human-like and so too are humans 

hyena-like. All that it takes for hyenas to become meaningful to us humans is that they 

enter into our surround-worlds. They will not enter unnoticed. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this chapter was to lay out the background for the current relationship 

                                                 
12 Barret (2005) provides a review of Preparedness Theory and the retention of anti-predator mechanisms 
in humans, especially children. Öhman and associates have tested preparedness theory extensively using 
pictures of spiders and snakes (see Öhman and Mineka 2001, p. 489). What is remarkable is that they still 
had significant results with the pictures. There is a considerable difference between encountering a living, 
three-dimensional snake in the forest, especially if it is perceived peripherally, and looking straight at a 
picture of one in a lab.  
13 Kruuk (1972) found that species from which the Serengeti hyenas maintained the greatest flight 
distance (300 m) was Homo sapiens. 
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between members of the genera Homo and Crocuta. They did not simply come into 

being recently, independent of any evolutionary history, nor did they evolve in isolation, 

rather, they emerged gradually and together; both having transformed from small, tree-

dwelling creatures to large-bodied, ground-adapted meat-eaters. The fossil record from 

very early times in human evolutionary history indicates that the two are very closely 

related — not genetically, but adaptively. Ardipithecines and Australopithecines may not 

have been heavily reliant on meat but were at least familiar with hyenas and probably 

prey to the carnivores. And there is little doubt that they must have sat and watched as 

hyenas dismembered their dead relatives, transforming living beings into flesh and 

bone. Hence, later Homo habilis were familiar with the art of dismemberment when 

they encroached on hyenas’ patches and ironically ‘became more human by acting like 

hyenas’ (Quammen 2003, p. 328). The ambitious primates brought themselves into 

direct conflict with their hyaenid familiars, competing over the same opportunities. So 

closely comparable were the little meat-eating primate and the long-necked carnivore 

that, they co-occupied much of the Eurasian landmass beyond the continent of their 

emergence. Ice sheets advanced and retreated and faunal compositions changed but 

there was always a constant: humans and hyenas, and this remained unaltered until the 

end of the Pleistocene. The changes in Eurasia at that time saw the appearance of a new 

kind of human, with whom the Eurasian hyenas were not as familiar as were their 

African cousins. Looked at in that way, hyenas are more relevant to the last four million 

years of human evolution than are chimps. Our shared simian ancestors were left behind 

in the dense forests some seven million years ago. Nor has the relationship between 

humans and hyenas ended. Eurasia is currently experiencing an inter-hyena period, and 

in much of Africa hyenas have been supplanted by a rapidly increasing human 

population. But should the human population experience a dramatic decline, the 

relationship will have to be renegotiated once again and one day perhaps a spotted 

hyena will cross a sand-filled Suez Canal and begin the re-hyenafication of Eurasia. Of 

course, such a scenario would depend on their persistence on the African continent in 

the face of human persecution and habitat destruction. In and around Harar, Ethiopia, 

there is reason to believe that hyenas will be able to hold on. 
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Chapter 3 Hyena as Resident 

A Non-specific Account of Hararげs History, 

Peoples and Landscape 

Mt Hakim, December 2009 

The old Peugeot taxi struggles on the rocky, rutted track, and the driver Muftu seems 

to have no idea which way to go to the shrine. As the car bumps and rattles up the 

mountain-side, hyenas occasionally pass in front of the headlights like spotted ghosts 

with glowing eyes, only pausing to glance sideways at us before disappearing into the 

darkness. We stop to discuss whether we should have taken the higher of two tracks at 

a fork in the road a few hundred metres back. I get out of the taxi, and using my 

flashlight to see, clamber up the hill through the shrubs to where I find the upper of 

the two tracks. It seems like the right route to the shrine so I call the taxi driver and 

ask him to reverse out so that he can take the upper track and meet up with me. While 

I am waiting, I look around. From where I stand, Harar looks small enough to hold in 

my hands; its lights hugging the contours of the hills, glowing dim yellow. All around 

me is darkness. I am standing alone in unfamiliar territory, on a mountainside 

swarming with unfamiliar hyenas who I cannot even see. In both the overall scheme of 

things and at the present moment, I feel decidedly small. 

 

They are not brethren, they are not underlings; they are other nations, caught with 
ourselves in the net of life and time, fellow prisoners of the splendour and travail of 
earth (Beston 1928, p. 40). 

 

Hararげs location 

Harar lies at the edge of a plateau on an extension of the Chercher Mountains in eastern 

Ethiopia (refer to Figure 3.1). Northwest of Harar, the verdant plateau forms a saddle 

which stretches across to where the terrain breaks up and falls away to the arid lands of 

the Rift Valley. To the north, the mountains regain some of their heights; the most 

dominant being Mount Kundudo, the distinctive ‘W’ profile of which can be seen from 

the town. Southeast of Harar, streams descend to where they dry up and become wadis, 
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cutting grooves into the arid Ogaden region and fading into the plains of Somalia. To 

the west, the Chercher Mountains reach heights of up to 3200 metres. At the time of 

writing there were two major routes into Harar: one of these brought road traffic from 

the capital Addis Ababa and from the nearby town of Dire Dawa; the other brought road 

traffic from Jijiga, a town near the border with Somaliland. There was no operational 

airport in Harar. The ancient road leading northeast to the Red Sea was of minor 

importance and used only by locals, except for occasional times when its dust was 

trodden by herds of camels, driven up from the plains of Somaliland to be sold in Harar. 

 

 
Figure 3.1: Location of Harar in Ethiopia. 

 

A history of Harar, with hyenas 

Local legend has it that Harar was originally a merging of seven villages which 

combined to establish the town in its present location on an east facing rocky 

promontory. By all accounts the ancestral Hararis held an animistic belief system 

whereby rocks, springs and natural features were infused with spirits (Gibb 2000, p. 30). 

However, they had already accepted Islam by the tenth century during which time a man 

called Abadir and forty-three Sufis from Yemen crossed the Red Sea and travelled to 
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Harar where they established Islamic schools. Abadir’s influence on the town was 

profound. He created many of Harar’s social institutions, effected conversion of much 

of the region’s population to Islam and ruled as Amir.14 Indeed to be Harari is to be a 

‘son of Abadir’ and one of Harar’s religious songs proclaims exactly that. Abadir’s 

grave is now central to a shrine complex which is the focus of frequent religious visits 

and regular celebrations. According to Gibb (1999, p. 101), Abadir’s is the only one of 

the founding Sufis’ graves that is located inside the town wall. The remaining graves 

and shrines are located in strategic positions outside the town so as to protect its 

inhabitants (Gibb 1996, p. 129; Braukämper 1984, p. 156). Exactly what they protect 

people from will be made clear in Chapter Seven. 

Abadir and the Hyena 

Abadir was sitting on a rock, facing the Qabah (in Mecca) when he saw a hyena 
running fast from east to west. He took from his pocket, a toothbrush and threw it 
at the hyena.15 The toothbrush hit the hyena in the leg and, such was Abadir’s 
formidable power, the hyena’s leg broke instantly. Since that time hyenas in Harar 
were ‘domesticated’ or made peaceful and the evidence of that is the way they run. 
Nowadays, hyenas are known as ‘Abadir Hokolo’, meaning ‘Abadir tamed’ or 
‘Abadir disciplined’. To call a hyena ‘Abadir’ is confirmation of its status as a 
citizen of Harar (retold from a version by Qadir Abdi, December 2009). 

By the middle of the sixteenth century, Harar had risen to prominence as a centre of 

trade and Islamic teaching in the Horn of Africa. Its importance increased significantly 

in AD1521when the charismatic Muslim leader Ahmed ibn Ibrahim al-Ghazi (known as 

Ahmed Gragn) married a Harari woman and made Harar the capital of the Adal 

Sultanate (Abbink 1998, p. 114; Davis 1963, p. 571-–2). Gragn and the Adalites 

engaged in a jihad against the Christian Abyssinians in the west and became the scourge 

of the Christian Empire until Gragn’s death in 1543 at the Battle of Wayna Daga. 

However, both the Adalites and the Abyssinians were so weakened by decades of war 

and a subsequent famine that a power vacuum was created in the south which was soon 

filled by new players on the field: the Oromo (Levine 1974,p. 76; Trimingham 1965, p. 

90). Without a centralised government and with a system of age sets which required that 

each community wage war against a neighbour every eight years, the Oromo played to a 

different set of rules than the Muslims and Christians (Legesse 1973, p. 8; Waldron 

                                                 
14 According to the list in the Arthur Rimbaud Museum in Harar, Abadir succeeded Amir Haboba in 
AD999. See also Gibb (1996, p. 331), who drew her information from the Harari Cultural Museum. 
15 In Harar, a toothbrush is a carved stick with a blunted end that is chewed until it becomes bristly. 
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1984b, p. 23). The boundaries of their territories expanded organically and rapidly; they 

simply absorbed other peoples as they ‘broke like a tidal wave over Ethiopia’ 

(Trimingham 1965, p. 187). Within decades, the Oromo had taken over much of the 

former Christian and Muslim territories and increased their numbers with the peoples 

they assimilated (Keller 1995, p. 624). Gragn’s successor in Harar, Amir Nur foresaw 

the danger that the Oromo expansion posed to an undefended Harar and began 

construction of a defensive wall (Pankhurst, R. 1982, p. 52; Waldron 1984b, p. 24). Five 

gates were built into the wall, representative of the five pillars of Islam, each being 

named for a notable person or something characteristic of that particular gate. At the 

hint of a threat the gates were securely closed. When the Oromo came, they failed to 

take the town, however, they occupied all of the land around Harar. They brought with 

them their own belief system (see Chapter Ten) and pastoral ways so that all that 

remained of the once vast Harari dominion was less than one square kilometre of stone 

dwellings behind a four metre high wall (shown in Figure 3.2). Harar became an island 

(Braukämper 1977, p. 34). 

 

 
Figure 3.2: View across Harar from the orthodox cemetery (the wall is visible at the lower 

left). 
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Amir Nur and the Hyena King 

At the time when the wall was being built, hyenas began attacking people in the 
town. The Hararis fought back with a special, double-pointed spear which was 
made specifically for killing hyenas, and many lives were lost on both sides. Amir 
Nur was approached to find a solution to the conflict and he reasoned that, as every 
group must have a leader, then so too must the hyenas. He went to the shrine on Mt 
Hakim where the town’s saints meet each Thursday and asked them to arrange a 
meeting with the leader of the hyenas. The following Thursday, the Amir returned 
to the shrine and came face to face with the handsome, white hyena king. Nur 
asked the king why the hyenas had been attacking people in Harar. The hyena king 
answered that they were trying to prevent the wall from being built. They feared it 
would cut off their access to the town and the opportunities to find food therein. 
Amir Nur understood the hyenas’ predicament and suggested incorporating holes 
into the wall that were big enough to admit hyenas but too small to admit an army. 
The hyena king agreed to this suggestion and a truce was arrived at whereby holes 
would be incorporated into the new wall and, in return, the hyenas would clean the 
streets of Harar and refrain from attacking anyone. Since that time the truce has 
been renewed each year on the 10th day of Muharram, when hyenas are fed 
porridge at the various shrines outside of Harar. The holes remain to this day and 
are known as waraba nudul, or ‘hyena holes’ [shown in Figure 3.3] — cat flaps for 
hyenas in a wall that was built to exclude all else (from a retelling by A. Redwan, 
November 2009). 

 

 
Figure 3.3: Hyena hole (waraba nudul) in the wall near the gate at Assumberi. 
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From the time of their arrival, the Oromo influence over the Hararis steadily increased. 

The spear-holder that is found in traditional Harari houses was developed so that the 

man of the house had a spear at hand with which to run and defend the wall. Yet, in the 

end, the Harari Amirs made more and more concessions towards their troublesome 

neighbours in order to ensure that trade caravans came to the town unmolested. When 

the British explorer Richard Burton visited the Amir’s ‘palace’ in 1855, he noticed that 

the Oromo chiefs were at liberty to come and go as they pleased (Burton 1856, p. 

296).16 They were not even required to give up their spears on entry to the palace 

grounds (Burton 1855, p. 145). Then in 1875, when the Egyptians occupied Harar and 

deposed the Amir, they were not resisted by the people of the town. The Egyptians 

subdued the surrounding Oromo and forced conversion upon the chiefs and their people 

— a process, facilitated by the shrines (Trimingham 1965, p. 188; Waldron 1984b, p. 

29). That is not to say that the Hararis were glad of the Egyptian presence. The 

traditional trousers worn by Harari women (gey ganafi) were invented as a response to 

the problem of Egyptian soldiers raping Harari girls. Indeed, most Hararis were 

probably pleased when the Egyptians departed in 1885, leaving a weakened Oromo 

opposition, a reconstructed gate (Assedimberi), some new fortifications and a Harari 

Amir named Abdullahi (Wolde-Michael 1973:14).  

Self determination for the Hararis did not last long. Within two years of the Egyptian 

departure, Menelik II, the leader of the Shoan army under the Abyssinian Emperor 

Yohannes, marched an army across the Rift Valley with the intention of taking Harar. 

Amir Abdullahi only managed to raise a small force of Hararis, Somalis and Oromo 

with whom he marched to a place called Chelenko. There, the Amir fortified a camp and 

waited for Menelik. On arrival at Chelenko, the Shoans established a camp on the plain 

below that of the Hararis. The following day (6 January, 1877), the Hararis launched 

what they hoped would be a surprise attack, however the attack was anticipated by 

Menelik, and the Harari army was destroyed (Caulk 1968, p. 11; Hassen 1980, p. 235).17 

Amir Abdullahi fled to Jijiga and died in obscurity while Menelik occupied Harar and 

incorporated the entire region into the Abssinian Empire (Caulk 1987, p. 17). Menelik 

ordered the destruction of the mosque in Harar’s main square and an Orthodox church 

(shown in Figure 3.4) built in its place (Hassen 1980, p. 236). He also ordered the 

                                                 
16 The ‘palace’ of the Amir was essentially a larger version of a traditional Harari house. 
17 The raised platforms of Harari houses (nadaba) are painted red to remind the householders of the blood 
of the seven hundred eligible Harari men who lost their lives at Chelenko. 



43 

construction of a new gate (Harar Ber) in the western side of the wall — the side facing 

the Christian heartland — and from there, a wide road (Andenya Menged or ‘First 

Street’) leading to the new church. He installed a governor and exacted taxes from the 

Hararis but otherwise left them with considerable autonomy which was only reduced by 

later emperors. 

 

 
Figure 3.4: Harar, shortly after conquest, circa 1888–1889. The round walls of the partly 

constructed Medhanealem church can be seen in the centre of the photograph. The narrow 

laneway at bottom left was widened by the colonisers and renamed Andenya Menged. 

(original photo Bidault de Glatigné, BNF Société de Géographie, courtesy of Arthur Rimbaud 

Museum in Harar). 

 

The Hyena Porridge Boy 

Prior to Menelik’s conquest, there was a family in Harar, known as waraba shure 
garach (hyena porridge family). They were the descendants of Waraba Sheikh, the 
patron saint of hyenas, and were responsible for feeding hyenas porridge each 
Safar, on the last Wednesday.18 The story goes that all of the male members of the 
hyena porridge family had joined Amir Abdullahi’s force and fought in the battle at 
Chelenko, where all but one were slain. The survivor was a boy who escaped into 

                                                 
18 Gibb argued that Waraba Sheikh was a hyena – not a human – however, Foucher (1994, p. 5) held him 
to be human who went away and returned riding a hyena. Normally, hyenas are fed at shrines outside the 
town on the 10th day of Muharram. 
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the hills, arriving at a cave in the evening where he took refuge. The following 
morning, some hyenas arrived at the cave, and upon finding the boy from Harar, 
went away and returned with food. They continued to feed him until he was strong 
enough to travel, after which the hyenas took him on their backs, relaying him all 
the way to Harar. His family, who thought him to be dead along with all of his 
brothers and cousins, were amazed and overjoyed when one morning he arrived at 
the northern gate, riding on the back of a hyena.19 Apparently he left no 
descendants as the family of that name no longer exists in Harar (from a retelling 
by Qadir Abdi December, 2009).  

After colonisation, Harar’s fortunes waxed and waned. Immediately after conquest 

Harar suffered stock disease, crop failure and famine, so devastating that the town took 

on the ‘aspect of a cemetery’ (Pankhurst 1966a, p.115). Indeed one British officer 

reported that hyenas and dogs were feeding on the flesh of the dying in the streets (Stace 

cited in Pankhurst 1966b, 272). Taurin, the French missionary working in Harar at the 

time, built a house for orphans so that they would not otherwise be eaten by hyenas 

(Pankhurst 1966b, p. 273). The town recovered but soon met with economic decline 

when the French constructed a railroad from Djibouti to Addis Ababa, bypassing the 

ancient Muslim centre of trade. Harar fell into obscurity perched high up in the 

Chercher Mountains, where its inaccessibility made the cost of railroad construction 

prohibitive. However, when the Italians occupied Harar in the late 1930s, they 

revitalised the town. They constructed wide avenues and municipal buildings with 

stucco facades, and restored one of the gates in the European style (Bedroberi ).20 After 

the Italians departed, the British handed an unwilling Harar back to the Abyssinians 

who set about disempowering the Hararis and restricting their language and traditions. 

Gibb (1996, p. 21) cites a 1968 government census from Harar which does not even 

mention Hararis. It simply lists 33.1 per cent of the urban population as ‘Other’. After 

the socialist Dergue regime was overthrown in 1991, the Hararis were granted self 

determination. The new Ethiopian constitution gave Hararis their own regional state and 

a government which they share with the Oromo. The constitution also recognised that 

Hararis had been displaced in the past due to influences beyond their control and gave 

Hararis living anywhere in Ethiopia, the right to cast a vote for the government of their 

homeland. 

                                                 
19 There has been some discussion about the recurrence in African folktales of the theme in which the 
protagonist rides a hyena (Paulme 1975). Normally it tells of a selfish Hyena who is tricked into being 
ridden by a quick witted Rabbit. It is interesting that in this tale from Harar, the hyenas are acting 
selflessly and of their own volition. 
20 One Harari remarked to me ‘you come to Harar, you build a gate, you leave’. 
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The peoples of Harar 

At the time of writing, Hararis were a minority in their own land, comprising just 8.6 

per cent of the urban and rural population in Harar Peoples National Regional State 

(Central Statistical Agency 2007a, p. 26). However, while they were wanting in 

numbers, Hararis were not without influence. The State President was a Harari and half 

of the seats of the government were held by Hararis.21 Hararis were also adept at 

business and trade so that many of the wealthiest people in the region were of that 

ethnic group. Where this benefitted the majority of Hararis was through a system of 

neighbourhood groups known as afocha, which had historically ensured that no Hararis 

were impoverished (Gibb 1996, p. 62; Hecht 1980, p. 298).  

The most populous ethnic group in the region (56.4 per cent of the urban and rural 

population of 183,415) was the Oromo (Central Statistical Agency 2007a, p. 26). 

During much of the 20th century, the Oromo were a peasant class, oppressed by both 

Hararis and the dominant Abyssinian ethnic group: the Amhara (Waldron 1974, p. 278). 

However, the changes to the constitution in the 1990s had seen the Oromo attain 

positions of power in the government. While the majority of Oromo in the region were 

farmers and market traders, some were professionals and business people who were in 

the process of up-ending the hierarchies of the recent past.  

Of the urban population (99,368 people), the majority (40.5 per cent) was Amhara 

(Central Statistical Agency 2007a, p. 26). These people were settlers or descendants of 

settlers since the Abyssinian colonisation of Harar and they filled a broad spectrum of 

economic and social positions. Amhara were government officials, professionals, 

shopkeepers, labourers and even indigents. Among the other ethnic groups living in the 

town, Somalis were known for business acumen and their love of camel products, and 

many Gurage were shopkeepers, selling inexpensive Chinese-made products in the 

market known as ‘Taiwan’.22  

There was only a handful of Westerners living in the town during the period of my 

fieldwork. In addition to myself, there was an Italian NGO worker in the Old Town and 

three Lutheran missionaries from Scandinavia based in the New Town. The local word 

                                                 
21 Under the constitution, 14 of the 36 seats were reserved especially for Hararis. Another four were held 
by Hararis under a power sharing arrangement with the Oromo Peoples Democratic Organisation. 
22 During the course of my fieldwork, this market was burnt down and the government was in the process 
of relocating the traders. 
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for people of European appearance was farenjo.23 A lot of people, especially children, in 

Harar felt compelled to exclaim the word whenever they encountered a Westerner so as 

a consequence it was possible to follow the movements of unseen tourists simply by 

listening to the chorus of ‘farenjo, farenjo!’ as the visitors travelled around the maze of 

laneways.  

Outside of the town, there were people of the Argobba ethnic group. They occupied 

settlements perched on hilltops, from which they descended to trade at Harar’s markets. 

I will discuss these people in Chapter Ten. 

The human landscape 

Harar’s historic wall separates two entities: the Old Town, known as Jugol, and the New 

Town which grew out of colonisation (see Figures 3.5, 3.6). Jugol constitutes a maze of 

narrow laneways lined by three metre high walls which surround compounds usually 

shared by several households. At the time of writing most compounds’ walls were 

topped by glass shards and barbed wire so as to deter thieves. Foucher and also Wagner 

(cited in Gibb 1996, pp. 128, 132) recorded the locations of 82 mosques and 104 saints’ 

shrines inside Jugol, which the Hararis indicate as evidence for their claim to having the 

fourth holiest city in Islam.24 In 2003, Harar’s Old Town was granted a UNESCO World 

Heritage listing. The listing came with a stipulation that the adjacent land to the south 

and east be designated a buffer zone and remain undeveloped. Within the buffer zone to 

the east, there was an expanse of moor beyond which was farmland. To the south of the 

buffer zone, at the foot of Mt Hakim, the government had constructed apartments which 

were offered to people at low rents. To the north of the Old Town, there was a slaughter 

yard and a scattering of wattle and daub dwellings with tin rooves. To the west, Italian 

buildings lined a broad avenue from which roads led through the suburbs of the New 

Town where a few opulent houses could be found among others in various states of 

disrepair. Most of the roads had eroded to a rocky substrate and were a challenge even 

to foot traffic. 

                                                 
23 In other parts of Ethiopia, the word used is farenji. Among Hararis and Oromos the attachment of ‘o’ to 
the end of a name creates a term of endearment. It is possible that the word farenjo emerged 
independently in Harar during the late 19th century when a French trading post was operated in the town 
by Arthur Rimbaud and Alfred Bardey (Starkie 1961). Alternatively it may have come from Arabian 
influences. 
24 These numbers correspond closely with a CIRPS survey which shows the locations of 82 mosques and 
100 ‘holy graves’ (Mohamud, Bianchini and Maimone 2006). 
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Figure 3.5: Map of the Old and New Towns in Harar. 

 

Movements of people between Jugol and the New Town were not restricted but there 

were some interesting differences in the ways that the spaces were used by the different 

ethnic groups. Despite being a minority in Harar Peoples’ National Regional State, 

Hararis still constituted the largest ethnic group in the Old Town (38.1 per cent of the 

population of 20,904 according to Mohamud, Bianchini and Maimone 2006).25 Many 

elder Hararis rarely ventured outside the defensive wall and usually only visited friends 

or relatives living inside Jugol. Meanwhile, some Hararis who had established homes 

and businesses in the New Town spent the majority of their time outside Jugol, making 

only occasional visits to attend weddings and funerals or to pray at Juma Mosque. Most 

people of the ethnic group who colonised Harar, the Amhara, lived outside Jugol and 

almost never ventured inside the wall; some told me that they found the maze of 

laneways intimidating. Often the only time these Amhara passed through the gate was 

                                                 
25 From Gibb’s (1996, p. 14) estimate of the Hararis constituting 66.6% population in Jugol in the 1960s, 
it appears that Harari numbers in the Old Town were declining. 
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when they visited the Orthodox Church. On such occasions, they rode taxis directly to 

the Church, observed the rites, and then waited outside the church for taxis to take them 

directly out of the Old Town. However, there were some Amhara who had established 

homes and businesses inside Jugol. Some learned to speak Harari and a few of them 

even converted to Islam and married Hararis. There were also many Oromo people 

living in Jugol, especially in the south and east. They invariably knew enough Harari to 

be able to make conversation and trade in the markets and they participated with Hararis 

in religious celebrations at shrines around the town. 

 

 
Figure 3.6: Map of Jugol with the six gates and major landmarks. (I am almost certain that 

the resemblance of the plan view to the head of a hyena in profile is coincidental.) 

 

The hyena landscape 

In non-urban environments, hyenas have been found to be organised into clans, 

maintaining exclusive territories and defending their boundaries (Kruuk, 1972, p. 40). 

The Harar hyenas were no exception. The hyenas who lived around Jugol were 

organised into three clans, which I named Sofi, Aboker and Hakim (Fig. 3.7) after the 
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shrines that corresponded with the general direction in which the clans’ territories lay.26 

The focal point of any hyena society is the communal den, where cubs are raised and 

relationships re-established after individuals return from hunting and foraging trips 

(Hofer and East 1995, p. 342). The communal den of the Sofi clan was located in dense 

vegetation between a stream and an irrigation canal, about one kilometre east of the Old 

Town. The moors and farms between the Old Town and the Sofi den were bisected by 

dirt roads, footpaths and streams, the majority of which crossed from east to west. I will 

discuss these further in Chapter Six. 

 

 
Figure 3.7: Territories, dens, resting places of the hyena clans and most the conspicuous 

places of interaction with humans. The den of the Hakim hyenas lies on Mt Hakim, outside of 

map area. 

 

I estimated the size of the Sofi territory to be approximately ten square kilometres 

which, combined with a population of 40 hyenas, makes for a density of four hyenas per 

square kilometre. This is more than double those of Ngorongoro Crater and Amboselli 

                                                 
26 Hararis recognised that there were different clans which used the town however they did not name the 
clans. 
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(Holekamp and Dloniak 2010, p. 191).27 The communal den of the Aboker hyenas was 

located among boulders on a steep slope just below some houses. As the crow flies, the 

Aboker communal den was 200 metres from Jugol and two kilometres from the Sofi 

communal den. The Hakim hyenas maintained a communal den on the slopes of Mt 

Hakim, some 200 metres from houses on the outskirts of the New Town and two 

kilometres from Jugol. The three clans’ territories appeared to converge at Bedroberi 

and their boundaries often corresponded with constructed features such as roads and 

gates. I will discuss these further in Chapter Six. 

The less obvious places where hyenas regularly interacted closely with humans were the 

main market in Jugol, known as Gidir Magala, the garbage dump and the sportsground 

north-west of the Old Town. Gidir Magala was a terraced area on which the Italians had 

constructed two U-shaped buildings, each with a central quadrangle opening onto a 

central square. The garbage dump was a cleared area in the buffer zone, south-east of 

Jugol, within the Sofi territory. It was bounded on one side by a gully into which much 

of the garbage was inevitably bulldozed. On the other two sides were farms and a dirt 

road which connected the dump with the town. The sportsground lay beyond the north-

west corner of Jugol. To the north there was a heavily polluted creek which connected 

the sportsground with the slaughter-yard and the Aboker communal den. The less salient 

of the contact zones were unpredictable places in which hyenas and people encountered 

each other day and night: the main road into the new town where one day a hyena who 

had been hit by a car was brought food by a man before she was removed by the 

municipality; the place outside Argobberi where the Sofi and Aboker hyenas engaged in 

clan wars (see Chapter Six); the numerous laneways where encounters occurred on a 

nightly basis, the outcomes of which were as unpredictable as their occurrences.  

 

                                                 
27 This is a conservative estimate arrived at by plotting the Sofi communal den at the centre of a circular 
area which extended west to the edge of the territory in Jugol. I estimate the number of clan members 
after having counted 32 hyenas who turned out to confront a young hyena from the Aboker clan. I 
guessed that there would have been at least another eight hyenas (cubs and wandering males) who were 
not present on that occasion. I think the size of the territory was smaller than my estimate and the density 
was closer to 5 hyenas per km2. 
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Figure 3.8: Koti, the matriarch of the Sofi clan taking food from Yusuf, the hyena-man. 

 

Hararげs other species 

The most salient of the other species in Harar was Catha edulis, known locally as chat, 

which covered the landscape and permeated society at every level. It was mostly 

Hararis, Oromo and Somalis who chewed the leaves of the plant but at the time of 

writing an increasing number of people from other ethnic groups were chewing chat 

(Gebissa 2008, p. 785). Neither was the chat habit confined to any socioeconomic 

group; anyone from the highest levels of government to the poorest of the indigents 

chewed chat.28 The main differences were the quality of chat that was consumed and the 

places from where it was obtained. When chewed, the fresh leaves have an 

amphetamine-like, stimulant effect (Al-Habori 2005, p. 1147), which the locals called 

mercana. The effect on people varies between individuals but in general, the leaves 

provide a kind of high, and a focussing of attention while inhibiting sleep. As a 

consequence of its popularity, chat was ubiquitous in the landscape around Harar. The 

emerald green rows cloaked the hills in every direction (see Figure 3.9) and their fresh 

leaves were taken daily in chat trucks to the markets of Harar and various other towns. 
                                                 
28 Burton (1856, p. 31) noted the Hararis fondness for the leaves which produced in them ‘a manner of 
dreamy enjoyment.’ 
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In the 1960s, the chat trade was controlled by the Hararis, who bought and sold the 

leaves at the edge of the town (Leslau 1965, p. 38). However, the Oromo growers had 

since wrested control of the trade from the Hararis and were reaping the benefits.29 Chat 

was exported from the region to other parts of Ethiopia, Europe, North America and the 

Middle-East (Gebissa 2004, p. 14).  

 

 
Figure 3.9: An Aboker hyena near to the communal den, backgrounded by rows of chat. 

 

Many Hararis finished work at midday and made their way to the chat markets where 

they bought enough to last the afternoon in what was called ‘burcha ceremony’.30 This 

ceremony involved reclining on cushions with a supply of chat, soft drinks, peanuts and 

usually cigarettes or hookah (known locally as shisha) and whiling away the afternoon, 

chewing and talking with friends, male or female. As the effects of the chat set in, the 

conversation diminished and the participants chewed and smoked quietly, sometimes 

well into the night. Politics and business in Harar were very often conducted during 

burcha and the best way to establish a friendship or business relationship with someone 

                                                 
29 The Oromo women who sold chat at the markets adorned their fingers, noses and ears with conspicuous 
quantities of gold. 
30 This is the term used by English speaking Hararis. 
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was to invite them to burcha (see also Gebissa 2004, p. 11). People also chewed chat 

during religious visits to shrines, engagements, weddings and funerals and it was often 

given as a gift.  

In addition to the humans and the chat plants, the hyenas’ territories overlapped with 

those of other creatures. Several households, including Muslim ones, kept dogs to deter 

thieves, hyenas and other dogs. Then there were unattached dogs who roamed the 

streets alone or in packs, looking for the same kinds of food as the hyenas. Less 

conspicuous were the cats and white-tailed mongooses who occupied the upper and 

lower levels respectively. The cats attached themselves to households and established 

territories that often included more than one compound. They were especially adept at 

tiptoeing among the glass shards and under barbed wire atop the walls as they made 

their rounds (see Figure 3.10), visiting various families from whom they begged or stole 

food scraps. Meanwhile mongooses, like phantoms, slipped into the shadows and 

disappeared into drains. During the day, mongooses were never to be seen; they were 

solitary and elusive creatures of the night.  

As for the skies above Harar, vultures and kites predominated. They rode the thermals 

created by the pavements and tin rooves in the Old Town, eyeing the ground for scraps 

of meat. The vultures gathered at the garbage dump and near to the slaughter-yards. The 

kites congregated along the rooflines of the main market from where they swooped on 

unsuspecting shoppers who carried packets of meat.  

In the farmland outside Harar, the territories of the hyenas were overlain by those of 

jackals and leopards. According to locals, jackals acted as guides for leopards; they 

located unattended livestock animals in the night and called for the leopards to come 

and kill the victim so they could enjoy a share of the spoils.  
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Figure 3.10: A Harari cat relaxing among glass shards on the wall of a compound. 

 

Conclusion 

The above is a rough guide to Harar but sufficient to illuminate the coming together of 

landscapes, lives, histories, and species like the coalescence of the tangled threads of a 

mesh (Ingold 2007, p. 103). The landscape around the town bore stories of past 

expansion and contraction; of dominance and submission. The shrines that were 

scattered across the landscape spoke of a once vast Harari territory, the remnant of 

which was contained within a less than a square kilometre of space within a still-

standing wall. An Orthodox church stood where once there was a mosque and the 

Christian prayers cast from its loudspeakers echoed throughout the town as Christians 

from outside rode taxis along its widened road to the place of worship. Yet, in the face 

of all of those harsh reminders, Hararis were intent on living peacefully with the various 

people with whom they shared their space. When they won the right to self-

determination with the capacity to uproot the effects of colonisation, they included in 

the centre of their new flag, a dove of peace.  

Yet it was not just other humans who influenced the fortunes of the Hararis. The tide of 

chat sweeping daily through the town brought export income into the region and some 
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changes in the nature of its trade were shifting economic ascendancy towards people of 

other ethnic groups.  

With regard to the hyenas who had lived in close proximity with the townspeople for 

centuries, possibly millennia, Hararis were intent on peaceful relations with them as 

well. The hyenas, for their part, were involved in their own worlds of social relations, 

which overlapped the landscapes of humans and other species. They had their own 

boundaries which sometimes corresponded with those of humans; they had places to 

find food which involved close proximity to people, and they had hyena-specific holes 

in the wall through which they could travel to access the scraps of food inside Jugol. In 

some places the coming together of hyenas and humans was conspicuous and 

predictable, for example, the places where the hyena feeding attracted increasing 

numbers of tourists who brought foreign income which boosted the finances of the 

town. Elsewhere in Jugol the presence of hyenas was unpredictable and encounters were 

ephemeral. But the possibilities were countless.  
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Chapter 4 Hyena as Performer 

Dominance and Control in Encounters with 

Humans 

Sofi feeding place, December 2009 

The man from Addis Ababa appears reticent to come forward. His friends laugh and 

goad him and he is eventually made to stand next to Yusuf while Kamareeya watches 

warily from the shadows. After Yusuf puts the feeding stick in the manÅs hand and 

drapes a strip of ox skin over it, Baby trots forwards and looms relatively large in front 

of the taxiÅs headlights. The man panics, drops the stick with the skin on it and flees to 

a place behind his friends who are by this time laughing hysterically. Baby instinctively 

follows the piece of skin to the ground but stops short of eating it when the men burst 

out laughing. She quickly lifts her head, looks at Yusuf and myself, swivelling her ears 

backwards to assess what is going on that has everybody so excited. Yusuf watches the 

man retreat, picks up the stick with the meat, and offers it to Baby. 

 

Large dangerous animals remind us that we are small in the order of things 
(Shepard 1996, p. 230). 

 

Wildlife tourism 

Wildlife tourism has received a lot of attention due to the potential impacts the industry 

has on the animals involved.31 Suggested negative impacts include dietary distortion, 

disrupted feeding patterns, stereotyped behaviour, aberrant social behaviour, 

modification of activity patterns, altered community structure, disruption of courtship, 

disturbance at refuge and resting, smell and noise from humans, causing of frequent 

escape responses, increased aggression and competition and increased predation 

(Newsome, Dowling and Moore 2005, p. 47; Reynolds and Braithwaite 2001, p. 35). 

With regard to the humans involved, Newsome, Dowling and Moore (2005, p. 63) 

                                                 
31 Wildlife Tourism is broadly defined here as non-consumptive (viewing, photography, feeding) and 
consumptive (hunting, fishing) encounters with ‘non-domesticated, non-human animals for tourism 
purposes’ (Higginbottom 2004, p.2) 
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suggest the risk of injury. Knight (2009, 172) points to a characteristic of wild animals 

which distinguishes them from domestic animals — their tendency to flee from humans 

— and suggests that it is at odds with the requirements of the wildlife tourism industry. 

While tourists want predictable, reliable, close encounters with wild animals (Reynolds 

and Braithwaite 2001, p. 37), the wild animals want to avoid humans. In light of that 

paradox, Knight (2009, p. 173) suggests there will be a tendency towards three kinds of 

‘human interventions that serve to make wildlife watchable’: confinement, habituation 

and attraction. Here, I want to explore how the above factors played out where humans 

and hyenas came together in a tourism setting in Harar. 

Tourism in Harar 

At the time of writing, tourism in Harar was a growing industry. The numbers provided 

by Harar’s Department of Tourism, Sport and Culture showed a trend of increasing 

numbers of visitors especially in the case of Ethiopian nationals (see Table 4.1). The 

numbers were taken from the guest houses and hotels, so while they did not correlate 

directly with numbers of tourists (some visitors came for purposes other than tourism) 

they also failed to include visitors from the diaspora who stayed with relatives in Harar 

but who visited attractions and brought foreign income. In the case of international 

visitors, there was a decline coinciding with the Global Financial Crisis, however, the 

trend over the seven years for which there were records was one of increase, with a 

majority of visitors coming from within Africa. Even during my time in Harar, there 

was a noticeable increase in the number of foreign tourists over the course of eighteen 

months and that was remarked upon by tour guides and museum staff alike.  

Table 4.1: Numbers of visitors to Harar from 2003 to 2009 by nationality. 

Years Ethiopian Visitors International Visitors 

2003 11,165 3,917 

2004 11,349 4,500 

2005 12,020 4,006 

2006 22,212 6,957 

2007 24,025 6,289 

2008 27,147 5,583 

2009 28,147 5,711† 

† Africa 31%, Europe 26%, Americas 22%, Middle East 10%, Asia 10%, Oceania 1% 
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During my time spent at the hyena feeding in Harar, I had the opportunity to speak with 

many tourists from overseas. Some said that all they knew about Harar before they 

came was the hyena feeding; however, no-one with whom I spoke had come to Harar 

specifically to see the hyenas. There were numerous other attractions in the historic Old 

Town which were sufficient to attract tourists (see Figure 4.1). I spoke with only a few 

Ethiopians tourists (I cannot speak Amharic) so I did not get an indication of whether 

any Ethiopians came specifically to see the hyena feeding. In Ethiopia, hyenas are 

regarded as extremely dangerous (in more than just the physical sense) so it may be the 

case that a close encounter with hyenas rated highly on an Ethiopian tourist’s agenda. A 

Malaysian reporter wrote an account of her visit to Harar, describing the hyena feeding 

as a highlight. 

I’ve heard and read about the attractions and uniqueness of Harar many times and 
surprisingly, the daily ritual of hyena feeding was placed in a lower priority when 
compared to visiting the ancient walls of the old city of Harar, chat and coffee. I’ve 
been there, seen and tried them all but ultimately, hyena feeding was the one thing I 
will remember the most (Ka ea 2010a). 

 

 
Figure 4.1: A postcard from Harar depicting five quarters and tourist attractions including 

hyenas. (Source: Central Printing Press, Harar). 
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Hyena feeding, past and present 

No Hararis with whom I spoke knew exactly when the practice of nightly hyena feeding 

began in the town. Silvia Pankhurst (1958, p.74) described visiting a farmer named 

Mohammed Hassan in the open country to the east of the town in 1958 and watching as 

hyenas came into the man’s hut to be fed pieces of meat and bone (1958, p. 75). 

However, none of the accounts in Leslau’s (1965) description of Harar — which did 

mention the presence of hyenas in Harar and the feeding at Ashura — said that they 

were fed for the benefit of tourists. It is possible that it did not occur near to the town 

itself until the 1960s. Hans and Jane Kruuk visited Harar in the late 1960s by which 

time the hyenas were being fed just outside the wall on a nightly basis (Kruuk 1968, p. 

51). The earliest, reliable account that I was able to obtain was one of a man named 

Abdullahi who worked at a tannery that operated at Suqutatberi. Apparently that man 

began throwing flesh scrapings from the tanning process to the hyenas who congregated 

outside, and before long he was feeding them regularly.32 After Abdullahi, an Amhara 

man named Misra fed hyenas, and after him another Amhara man named Tana (see 

Figure 4.2) who was the one mentioned in Kruuk’s article. 

 

                                                 
32 It is likely that hyenas had congregated outside Suqutatberi for centuries as it is the lowest part of Harar 
and the obvious place for Hararis to have taken their garbage. The name Suqutat comes from Sugud attay 
meaning ‘place where there is a pile of bones’. 
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Figure 4.2: An old postcard of Tana feeding hyenas (Source: Nabil Stationary, Harar). 

 

At the time of writing, there were two official hyena feeding places which lay within the 

Aboker and Sofi hyena territories respectively. The government supported these two 

operations indirectly by allowing them to continue without interference and directly by 

removing any inhibitions to their operation. When the municipality was undertaking a 

project to eradicate rabies by poisoning dogs, the carcasses that were exposed at the 

garbage dump were consumed by hyenas who died as a result of ingesting poisoned dog 

meat. The hyena feeder notified the municipality of the problem and they obligingly 

changed their practice to a vaccination program whereby dogs were captured, 

vaccinated and tagged. Neither the Harari Peoples’ National Regional State nor the 

Harar Municipality derived any direct income from the hyena feeding — the income 

remained with the operators. While there had been several attempts on the part of 

entrepreneurial types in Harar to initiate alternative hyena feeding practices in other 

parts of the town, the government disallowed these for a number of reasons. Not the 

least of the reasons was that they did not want every street corner to have a hyena 

feeder. The practice would have been expected to lose its novelty under such 

circumstances. Hyena feeding for the purposes of tourism was also forbidden inside 

Jugol as there were concerns that large numbers of people and hyenas in confined 
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spaces might have resulted in attacks. One official told me that there was a proposal to 

install flood lights and small-scale grandstand seating at the feeding places so that 

tourists could watch in a more controlled and comfortable environment, however, that 

plan had not come to fruition. 

The feeding of wildlife for the purposes of tourism has been criticised for various 

reasons. While it may be an attractive option for tour operators and tourists wanting an 

up close experience, it has been assumed to impact negatively on the animals 

concerned, resulting in dependence, habituation, aggressive behaviours and 

concentrations of animals (Green and Giese 2004, p. 88; Lott 1988, p. 256; Knight 

2005b, p. 246). However, Orams (2002, p. 286) found a paucity of substantiated reports 

that evidenced negative consequences from the practice of wildlife feeding. He 

suggested that there was a role for feeding in helping endangered species to recover and 

permitting close observations of some species which in turn fostered education and 

awareness and even a sense of connection through food sharing (Orams 2002, p. 288). 

Additionally, Orams claimed that the disapproval of wildlife feeding ran deeper than 

just concern for the animals. He suggested that it was motivated by a desire to keep 

some places and animals ‘sacred from human influence’, to keep the wildlife wild (p. 

290). No Hararis with whom I spoke expressed any concern about hyenas becoming 

habituated, aggressive or dependent through regular feeding. Indeed many of the 

younger generation considered hyena feeding a benefit to the town specifically because 

of the income that it generated. They also believed that if the hyenas were well fed, they 

would be disinclined towards attacking people in the town. There was one dissenting 

voice from a man I interviewed, whose reasons differed from those above. He 

considered that hyena feeding was demeaning to what were otherwise powerful animals 

and that the practice should be disallowed or somehow altered to respect the hyenas 

more: 

When you feed a hyena like a street dog, it underestimates the value of the hyena. 
Hyena is different to dog; more powerful — spiritually powerful — he can get 
what he wants by power. Feeding makes him simple; it lessens the effect that the 
hyena has on the mind. The feeders should have to give respect to the hyena and 
the administration should do something about it (Harari man in his 50s).  

Same food, different places 

I will explore the ‘spiritually powerful’ elements of Harari hyenas in Chapter Seven. 
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Here, I want to describe some differences between the ways in which the two hyena 

feeding places were operated, as these differences are integral to my analysis. 

Superficially, the way that the hyenas were fed at the two feeding places in Harar was 

the same. A hyena feeder sat on the ground or on a rock and offered meat scraps to the 

hyenas in attendance while digital cameras flashed and engines idled as vehicle 

headlights illuminated the scene. At both places, the cost to attend the feeding was 50 

Ethiopian Birr (US$3.00) per person for foreigners and 25 Ethiopian Birr per person for 

Ethiopian nationals. For that price a visitor could watch the hyenas being fed, take 

photographs and even participate in the feeding themselves, holding the stick in their 

hand, or for those willing to brave the close proximity of hyenas and soil borne diseases 

on the stick, putting it between their teeth, as shown in Figure 4.2. However, despite the 

outward similarities, there were some striking differences between the two feeding 

places. 

The Aboker feeding place began as a business in 2005–2006 when a local Amhara man 

saw the opportunity to derive an income from tourism by feeding the hyenas who 

congregated just outside the Christian slaughter-yards. The business became so 

successful that the owner took a back seat and left the hyena feeding to paid employees 

— only making the occasional appearance during the evening and taking over the 

feeding. When the owner did make an appearance, he was something of a showman: 

sometimes straddling a hyena, sometimes feeding directly from his mouth. If an 

attractive woman wanted to participate in the feeding, he would put his arm around her 

with the meat scrap held close to her face so that when a hyena approached the scrap, 

the woman was compelled to draw away from the hyena and put her face close to that of 

the hyena man. At other times, the owner remained in his house nearby and a paid 

employee was responsible for feeding the hyenas as shown in Figure 4.3. The employee 

waited at the feeding place and when tourists arrived, sat down in the road in front of 

the taxi, car or tour-bus headlights and offered strips of meat to the hyenas without 

flourish. Another employee was responsible for collecting money from tourists and 

making sure that nobody saw the hyena feeding without paying. A third was responsible 

for preparing the scraps of food and replacing empty baskets in front of the hyena feeder 

with full ones. 
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Figure 4.3: The employee, Saloman, feeding Flopsy of the Aboker clan. Note the 

attentiveness of the juveniles in the background. 

 

The men at the Aboker feeding place used a call to entreat the hyenas to come. In the 

early evening, one or two of the employees went to a rocky outcrop near to the feeding 

place and called across the valley to the hyenas who, at that time, were emerging from 

their dens. It appeared to me to have an effect on some hyenas who climbed the hill that 

was scattered with dried bones and stood before the two young men, awaiting food. 

However, I saw equally as many or more hyenas sauntering about the chat fields and 

paying no heed to the call. Some evenings, there were only a few hyenas present at the 

feeding place. I was told that on those occasions the hyenas had probably found a 

livestock animal dead of disease and were busy consuming the carcass. At such times, 

the owner took over the feeding and sent his employees to the rocky outcrop to call out 

and encourage more hyenas to come. I do not know whether that was effective or not. I 

had the impression that the calling was primarily for the benefit of the hyena men; that 

it made them feel like they had some control over the autonomous beings who blew in 

and out of their own accord. 

The employees at the Aboker feeding place adhered strictly to set start and finish times. 

They arrived at the feeding place at 6 pm, whereupon one of them prepared the meat 
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scraps while the other two went and called to the hyenas. They were required to remain 

at the feeding place until exactly 9 pm at which time they dumped the remaining food 

for the hyenas to consume and went to their homes. Often the last of the tourists left by 

8 pm but the employees had to remain, even in bitterly cold conditions, until finish time. 

The hyenas were also constrained by the start and finish times of the Aboker feeding 

place. The feeding was conducted in the middle of a quiet, dirt road which was bounded 

on both sides by walls and buildings, creating a kind of corridor which led from the 

farmland towards Jugol. When the hyenas were not feeding, they typically congregated 

in a space between the road and one of the walls, where they lay down together and 

waited, like performers waiting in a dressing room. They were free to wander off to the 

farmland at any time, and many did, however, the employees prevented the hyenas from 

going in the other direction, towards Jugol. Whenever a hyena got up and went towards 

the Old Town, the employees threw rocks at the individual and drove it back to where 

the other hyenas were waiting.  

The restrictions on the Aboker hyenas were not absolute. They did have the option of 

going via the farmland along an alternative, longer route which would eventually take 

them to the Old Town. However, what was significant for this analysis was that the 

employees attempted to restrict the hyenas’ movements regardless. The Aboker feeding 

place operated in a manner which to me reflected an underlying fear that the hyenas 

would not come. The calling, the start and finish times, the restrictions on hyena 

movements were all efforts, whether effective or not, to establish a level of control and 

predictability in a business, the primary resource of which was a group of unpredictable 

and unreliable animals. Obviously, the hyenas were not concerned with the fortunes of 

the men running the business; they cared only that there was food and that the person 

offering it was not going to harm them. As a consequence, the men of the Aboker 

feeding place withheld food until hyenas had the audacity to approach and take it, while 

at the same time they tried to prevent the less audacious hyenas from finding food 

elsewhere.  

To my eyes, the hyenas of the Aboker clan exhibited a greater tolerance of human 

closeness than any other hyenas in Harar. At the Aboker feeding place, people could 

walk within two metres of the hyenas who were lying down and if a hyena did get up 

and move out of the way, it did so very casually. During the feeding, the hyenas were 

not intimidated by headlights and cameras, and the more audacious tolerated some 
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handling by the men feeding them. The high level of tolerance was also apparent at the 

nearby sportsground where some of the Aboker hyenas congregated in the mornings to 

receive food from a local butcher. Even an hour after sunrise at that place, the hyenas 

stood very close to people and ran between those who were walking across the 

sportsground. On one occasion at that place, I was taking close-up photographs of two 

sub-adult hyenas who were lying on the grass when a crowd of locals gathered around 

to watch (see Figure 4.4). The hyenas were alert but still relaxed and remained on the 

ground, until someone arrived with some bones. At that point, the hyenas stood up and 

approached the people.  

 

 
Figure 4.4: A crowd gathering before two Aboker sub-adults and a farenjo at the 

sportsground. 

 

The Sofi hyena feeding place stood in marked contrast to the Aboker place. The owner 

of the business was an Oromo man, Yusuf, who took on the hyena feeding in 1994, after 

the previous hyena feeder at Argobberi died. Yusuf told me that he began feeding 

hyenas to dissuade them from attacking his livestock but I suspect that he also saw the 

income generating potential from the practice, as it was already an attraction for tourists 

by that time (Gibb 1996, p. 120). Yusuf did not pay anyone to take care of the hyena 
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feeding; sometimes his teenage son, Abbas, helped with collecting money and 

organising vehicles and occasionally he had help from one of his farm workers. At times 

when the meat had run out and there were many tourists, Yusuf’s family and neighbours 

pitched in to cut strips of meat or skin as fast as the hyenas could consume them. On 

nights when Yusuf was attending a funeral or looking after the farm, Abbas, took care of 

the feeding (see Figure 4.5) and if Abbas was not available, Yusuf’s wife Naime fed the 

hyenas. Naime was the only ‘hyena woman’ that Harar had seen. 

 

 
Figure 4.5: Abbas feeding Funyamure (left) and Naime feeding Tukwondilli (right). 

 

Yusuf did not call for the hyenas to come at the beginning of the evenings, rather the 

hyenas were left to arrive or not depending on their whims. He had names for all the 

hyenas who came and fed, and called the names of the hyenas when they were already 

present to encourage them to feed, but he rarely called out into the darkness.33 As with 

the Aboker clan, the Sofi hyenas occasionally found carcasses in the farmland or on the 

nearby road. Unlike the Aboker hyenas, they also had the option of seeking food at the 

                                                 
33 It appeared to me that many of the hyenas (notably Ibsa and Funyamure) knew their names and 
approached when called. However I cannot discount that they were reading Yusuf’s body language as he 
was calling to them. 
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nearby garbage dump which was free of people during the night. When the hyenas were 

absent from the feeding place and there were expectant tourists present, Yusuf went to 

the edge of the feeding place and whistled out into the darkness to try to attract hyenas 

but if they did not come, he apologised and refunded any money paid.  

There was no set time for when Yusuf began hyena related work. He arrived home from 

the farm at around sunset when the hyenas were beginning to arrive. He washed up, said 

his prayers, did some preparation and then took his bucket of scraps to the shrine beside 

his house where he sat and waited for hyenas and tourists to come. Neither did Yusuf 

have a set finish time. When he felt that no more tourists would be coming, he emptied 

the leftovers onto the ground for the hyenas, and went inside his house or returned to his 

farm to guard against chat thieves. Yusuf also purchased bags of bones for the hyenas. I 

called those ‘calcium supplements’ because they were rarely used for entertaining 

tourists. Normally, Yusuf emptied the entire bag of bones onto the ground, even while 

there were tourists present, at which point the hyenas snatched up the bones and ran off 

into the darkness to demolish them.34  

I often had the impression that Yusuf saw his primary responsibility as that of keeping 

the hyenas fed, while entertaining tourists was secondary. On some nights the hyenas 

were too reticent to come and feed so Yusuf, rather than holding on to the scraps and 

giving the hyenas no option other than to come and feed from the stick, threw the scraps 

out into the darkness for the hyenas to eat. Hence the tourists were disappointed as all of 

the action was occurring outside of the area illuminated by headlights. If one low-

ranking hyena was missing out because it was being displaced, Yusuf distracted the 

higher ranking hyenas and threw food over to the hungry individual. On nights when 

there were no tourists, the hyenas were still fed, sometimes with a bulk lot of scraps and 

bones and sometimes in a protracted way, by hand. Yusuf had to pay for the bones and 

meat scraps that he fed to the hyenas whether tourists came or not. 

Yusuf put no restrictions on the movements of the hyenas. In one respect, it would have 

been futile to attempt to do so as there were alternative routes that the hyenas could take 

to go and look elsewhere for food. Yusuf could have restricted the feeding to the area 

inside the fence around his compound and had even gone so far on one occasion to feed 

them from inside his house (see Figure 4.6). However, that was done for the benefit of 

                                                 
34 Shoulder blades were the most prized of the bones. 
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some guests who were staying with Yusuf’s family rather than as an attempt to control 

the hyenas. On a normal night, the hyenas came and went at their leisure and Yusuf 

made no attempt to influence that. 

 

 
Figure 4.6: Yusuf feeding Dibbey inside his living room. 

 

The Sofi feeding place was a very non-controlling environment and that was reflected in 

Yusuf’s response to any problems that arose. He typically said, ‘let God take care of 

everything’. The hyenas came and went as they pleased, and even the ones who were 

afraid to approach people were given food albeit thrown over the heads of their clan 

mates. Sometimes the hyenas were not present in any significant numbers. That was a 

disappointment to the tourists and tour guides, but did not faze Yusuf. On one occasion, 

the Chief Commissioner for the Ethiopian Federal Police, who was visiting Harar, had 

come with his staff, his family, some local officials and a security contingent to see the 

hyena feeding at the Sofi feeding place. On that night, the hyenas must have found 

something more attractive on offer elsewhere as there was only one hyena present at the 

feeding place. The crowd of VIPs had to be satisfied with the sight of a man sitting on a 

rock feeding a very small, solitary hyena. When Yusuf finished he looked across to the 
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organiser, asked if they had seen enough and casually walked back to his place in front 

of the shrine. The hyena went off to its place in the shadows, pursued by some of the 

group wanting just a few more photographs. 

Same business, different hyenas 

In the Brandt travel guide, Briggs (2009, pp. 423–4) referred to the two hyena men as a 

‘pair of nutters who make their living by feeding wild hyenas, thereby proof (were any 

needed) that Ethiopians are capable of perversity beyond the call of duty’. In actuality 

both hyena men were quite rational and both were earning incomes higher than an 

average public servant.35 However, in comparative terms, Yusuf’s business was 

struggling. Tourism in Harar was largely mediated by tour guides. The paucity of 

signage and maps, the complexity of the Old Town, the language barriers and the 

harassment from local children made visitors heavily dependent upon tour guides. These 

guides came from a variety of backgrounds and varied in their level of professionalism. 

Some were Harari and were highly knowledgeable with regard to history, traditions and 

landmarks in Harar. Some were from other ethnic groups but their knowledge of the 

town and their command of English was sufficient to earn them tour guides’ licences. 

The remainder were young men who had a basic knowledge of English and scant 

knowledge of Harari cultural heritage. They made up for any shortcomings with dogged 

persistence, sufficient to convince foreigners to hire them. Typically, a tour guide 

accompanied their customers for a day or two; showed them the markets, shrines, 

mosques and museums; mediated in financial transactions; and chased away stone-

throwing children, beggars and people with psychiatric disorders. Usually on the first 

evening, the guide met up with their customer and took them to one of the two hyena 

feeding places. The customer paid the money to the hyena man or whoever was 

collecting money and then the guide received their commission.36 To a great extent the 

fortunes of the hyena feeders were in the hands of the tour guides.  

During my time in Harar, many guides were shunning the Sofi feeding place for two 

reasons. Initially, there was an extortionist operating from nearby who threatened guides 

with violence if they did not pay him a commission every time they brought tourists. 
                                                 
35 Even if only half the numbers of visitors quoted above was multiplied by the price per person to see the 
hyenas feeding the result is a considerable sum in Ethiopian terms. 
36 This arrangement often led to disputes as some guides waited outside the feeding places and directed 
tourists in vehicles as they drove in. The guides then tried to convince the hyena men that they had 
brought the tourists and that they deserved a commission. 
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Yusuf characteristically made no effort to prevent this and never mentioned it to me. 

However, his wife asked for my help so I approached a friend in the Harari Police and 

they convinced the extortionist to desist. The second and more persistent reason that the 

guides gave for avoiding the place was that the Sofi hyenas were unreliable. ‘They are 

always late or sometimes not there at all,’ complained one guide who then extolled the 

graces of the Aboker feeding place saying, ‘those hyenas are always on time and are 

much bigger and very tame — like dogs.’ Indeed, there were only a few Sofi hyenas 

who tolerated close proximity to humans at the feeding place and Yusuf made no 

attempts to alter the behaviours of the others.  

In financial terms, the Aboker place was the more successful. The owner was able to 

employ (low-paid) staff to take care of the feeding. He had a nice house in comparison 

to many in Harar, and wore expensive jewellery. He even owned a car, which was 

something of a status symbol in Harar. During the course of my fieldwork, the owner of 

the Aboker feeding place paid for a digitally printed sign and had it erected in the centre 

of Jugol, advertising his business (shown in Figure 4.7). It was the Aboker place that 

was favoured by the majority of the tour guides and it was to the Aboker place that 

many of the tour companies based in Addis Ababa sent their busloads of cashed up 

visitors from overseas.37 The reporter quoted above (Ka Ea) was one of these and it is 

pertinent here to quote her description of the events that transpired when she visited the 

Aboker feeding place in 2010. 

I was completely engrossed with my own thoughts to even notice how close I was 
to the hyenas and two had in fact brushed against my legs. 

It was a chilling experience, sometimes I would wonder whether the hyenas might 
go on a rampage, but most of the time, just touched by the thought that human 
beings and wild animals can co-exist in harmony together, just the way nature had 
intended. I had tears brimming in my eyes. 

The tears didn’t last long because unfortunately, this practice is now very much 
tourist-orientated. 

Once every last strip of meat had been devoured by the hyenas, an overweight bald 
man stepped in to replace Solomon. For added value, the man gave several 
performances to demonstrate his chivalry and dominance over the hyenas, much to 
my disgust although to the delight of many other[s]. He was forcing one of the 
hyenas to lie on the floor so that he could sit on it. In my mind, I thought there was 
no chivalry at all since the hyenas were all fed by then. 

                                                 
37 One quiet night a tour guide who usually took all his customers to the Aboker place, came to the Sofi 
feeding place. When I asked why, he told me that the Aboker place was getting ‘too busy’. 
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Adding salt to injury, in the middle of his performance, his mobile phone in his 
pocket went off and he answered it with a great sense of importance. For me it just 
ruined the whole thing because then, it just proves how men will always want to 
dominate things. It also made a mockery out of the whole ritual by disturbing the 
elements of what had supposed to be a traditional practice in tune with nature. The 
co-existence and co-dependency between human beings and animals are being 
tossed out in the name of power and greed (Ka Ea 2010b). 

 

 
Figure 4.7: The digitally printed sign advertising the Aboker feeding place. Note this is the 

same hyena photographed at different stages of development. The image on the left is the 

younger. 

 

Ka Ea was misled. It was standard practice for tour guides in Harar to sell the hyena 

feeding as an ancient practice. Usually the hyena men were represented by guides as 

third generation hyena feeders or even the latest in a line of countless hyena feeders 

who had maintained the tradition since time immemorial. As for the hyena men, they 

never denied these claims. It would have not served them to reveal the tour guides to be 

liars, as they relied on tour guides to bring customers.38 For his part, Yusuf often 

deflected questions about the number of ancestors who preceded him in the practice of 

                                                 
38 Tour guides in Harar were referred to as farenj-atali or ‘someone who lies to or parasitises farenjis’. 
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hyena feeding, often making a compromise by suggesting that an uncle fed hyenas 

before him.39 Gibb noted something akin to this in the 1990s. She remarked that the 

hyena feeding was ‘sold as "tradition"... but entirely contrived for the tourist market’ 

(Gibb 1996, p. 120). Hence, it is little wonder that Ka Ea was ‘engrossed’ in the early 

part of her encounter with the hyenas. She had been given a mythical introduction to the 

hyena feeding in which the hyena man was perpetuating a harmonious relationship with 

hyenas; one in which the sacredness of the practice was underscored by its purported 

heritage. Thus it is little wonder that she was so disappointed when the curtain of 

antiquity was torn down by a man with a mobile phone sitting on a hyena. This latter act 

obliterated her perception of the hyena feeding as harmonious coexistence between 

humans and hyenas, which had her eyes brimming with tears. The profound 

disappointment is tangible in the text.  

I argue here that, that which so disappointed Ka Ea was a process in which she was in 

fact a participant. Ka Ea was less victim of a tourist trap than she was party to a process 

in which the ‘habituation, attraction and confinement’ of hyenas was incidental and 

almost inevitable. Whereas Ka Ea was in Harar in a professional capacity as a journalist, 

her actions there were those of a tourist. She employed a tour guide, visited the 

attractions, stayed in a guest house and attended the hyena feeding. Had she attended the 

Sofi feeding place, Ka Ea may not have been as disappointed. She would certainly not 

have witnessed a man talking on a mobile phone and sitting on a hyena. She might even 

have been convinced that the practice was tradition, or through having seen a more 

harmonious relationship, come away satisfied. However, her tour guide brought her to 

the Aboker feeding place, most likely for reasons which I have given above, and the 

outcomes are clear in her article. She was participating in the practice of tourism which 

was bringing people to the hyena feeding and leading tour guides to favour the Aboker 

feeding place.  

The primary goal of the men at the Aboker feeding place was not domination of the 

hyenas. Indeed, if there was no income to be made from feeding hyenas they would not 

have spent every night outside in the cold wind, handing scraps of meat to hyenas, and 

would have had no need to control them. As with the butcher at the sportsground who 

                                                 
39 Among the Oromo, an uncle need not be a mother’s or father’s brother. Instead, someone can be an 
uncle by relatedness through many generations from a shared ancestor. Also an individual can call an 
unrelated elder person ‘uncle’ if that person cares for the individual. 
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stopped feeding hyenas for two months at Ethiopian Easter (see Chapter Six), these men 

would have followed other agendas. However, when they invested their time in hyena 

feeding and relied on the income that it brought, they put themselves in the hands of 

tour guides who had a choice of hyena feeding places, and in the paws of hyenas who 

preferred to avoid humans. Hence, the attempts by the men at the Aboker feeding place 

to entice the hyenas to come, and to control the hyenas’ movements once there, were in 

fact attempts to win the favour of the tour guides and attempts to control autonomous 

animals who would otherwise take opportunities to find food elsewhere. In my eyes, the 

acts of the men at the Aboker feeding place were not acts of domination; these men had 

very little control over the basis of their incomes and by extension, their lives. Yet, 

neither were the tour guides or tourists in control. The tour guides were subject to the 

expectations of tourists and the generosity of the hyena men who paid their 

commissions. In turn, Ka Ea and other tourists were subject to the choices their tour 

guides made with respect to which place they went. They were also subject to their own 

desires, be those the need for a story, the opportunity to photograph hyenas, the brag 

points of having fed them, the chance to be centimetres away from large, dangerous 

carnivores or even the feeling of being accepted by wild animals (Lott 1988, p. 256). In 

this respect Ka Ea and the other tourists were in turn subject to the wills of the hyenas, 

many of whom did not approach people, and who required food in exchange for their 

participation. 

This reveals an alternative way to conceive of the process of domestication. Indeed, the 

Aboker hyena feeding place provides a snapshot of a process in which hyenas were 

being brought under human control. In such a process, there is no need for an 

underlying will to dominate animals; there is no requirement for a dramatic shift in 

worldview from inter-subjectivity with animals to a position of dominance (Ingold 

1994, p. 19). It all becomes incidental to greater, overarching processes which distract 

the actors from what it is they are actually doing. When the man at the Aboker place 

began feeding hyenas, I doubt that he envisaged floodlights, seating, and captive hyenas 

being trained to perform for an audience of tourists. However, as a result of the coming 

together of the competing desires of tourists, tour guides and hyenas, that was the 

direction in which his practice was taking his feeding operation. The desire for money, 

food, power, mating opportunities and a host of other things can take precedence over 

the terms of engagement with animals and the latter inevitably become altered to 
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accommodate the former (Ingold 1994, p. 18). As a consequence, the animals get caught 

up as functionaries in all too human dramas. And it is ironic that within these wider 

processes, the very aspect of animals which leads humans to want to control them is 

their subjectivity. Animals need to be coerced and controlled because they are minded, 

autonomous beings who would rather follow their own desires (Ingold 2000, p. 308). 

Thus humans will need to coerce them as long as humans have other desires which 

trump any desire for ‘sharing and negotiation or partnership’ (Plumwood 2003, p. 2) 

with animals.  

During the many nights that I spent at the Sofi feeding place, watching Yusuf and the 

hyenas, I often felt that I had the privilege of watching something exceptional and 

fleeting. Among the portraits of the hyenas on page xvii, there should be a photograph 

of a large female called Guramurey. Yusuf gave her the name because of a distinctive 

triangular notch in her right ear — the name means ‘cut ear’. Guramurey was one of the 

more reticent of the Sofi hyenas. She always stood on the periphery of the feeding 

place, watching the proceedings but too afraid to approach and take food. That is why 

her portrait does not appear among the other Sofi hyenas — she was always out of the 

beams of car headlights and too skittish to let me come close enough to take a flash 

photograph. Yusuf always recognised Guramurey and called out to her to come and take 

some food, but she invariably refused. At that point Yusuf always threw the food over to 

Guramurey who snapped it up from the ground. Whenever Guramurey was the only 

hyena at the feeding place and there were expectant tourists standing beside Yusuf 

waiting for her to approach, Yusuf simply called her name and threw the food out into 

the near darkness where Guramurey waited. The disappointment from the tourists was 

palpable and I often found myself wishing that Yusuf would hold onto the food and 

compel Guramurey to come forward. I was already concerned about the tour guides 

shunning the Sofi place and it seemed like bad business practice to disappoint the 

tourists like that. However, what I later realised was that Yusuf and Guramurey were 

exercising a tremendous amount of resistance to the processes which were directing the 

actions of those at the Aboker feeding place. Yusuf was resisting the expectations of the 

tourists and tour guides and throwing food out into the darkness for Guramurey. The shy 

hyena was resisting Yusuf’s calls for her to approach and take food. It was very 

compelling to see such defiance but it was also sobering to anticipate that in the long 

run, such acts of resistance would necessarily give way to something different. In the 
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face of the larger processes which are driven by so many human needs, there seemed to 

me a limited choice of directions in which things could go at the Sofi feeding place. I 

foresaw either altered relations of power, or economic decline.  

Conclusion 

I began this chapter with a paradox that Knight (2009) raised with respect to wildlife 

tourism: how is it possible for tourists to engage with wildlife given the propensity of so 

many species to flee from humans? Knight suggested that habituation, confinement and 

attraction would be employed to make wildlife more viewable, so I set out to see if that 

was the case in Harar. At the time of writing, tourism in Harar was a growth industry 

and the two hyena-feeding places were compulsory attractions for tourists visiting the 

town. Despite outward similarities, the two places differed in regard to their treatment 

of the hyenas. Those at the Aboker feeding place employed set start and finish times, 

calling, and restrictions on movements to try to ensure that hyenas were present for the 

tourists to see. Those at the Sofi feeding place did not try to control the hyenas, rather 

they focused on keeping the hyenas fed, and the income from tourism was expected to 

flow from that. In terms of numbers of tourists, the Aboker place was more successful. 

The local tour guides favoured that place because the hyenas were perceived to be more 

reliable. In those terms, Knight’s hypothesis was supported. However, it was not a case 

that the men at the Aboker place were undertaking a project to domesticate the hyenas. 

They were caught up in a process by which different groups had different needs and 

were making compromises to meet those needs. With regard to the Sofi feeding place, I 

argue that Yusuf and the hyenas there were making fewer compromises. They were 

resisting the processes which were leading to relationships of dominance and control. 

However, these are powerful processes and it remains to be seen whether Yusuf and the 

hyenas can continue to resist. 
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Chapter 5 Hyena as Person 

Ethics and Responsibility in a Multi-Species 

Playground 

Sofi feeding place, December 2010 

I step out of the stone dwelling and cross the bare earth in front of the shrine to where 

I know Willi will be lying on the grass. I anticipate a warm reunion after having been 

away for three months. I wonder what his reaction will be. As I approach, I can see his 

ears swivelling backwards, catching the sound of my familiar footsteps. But when I sit 

down beside him, he fails to turn and look at me; he simply stares straight ahead with 

his chin on his paws. I begin telling him about my time away when he abruptly turns 

his head and looks me in the eye with an expression I have never seen from him before. 

His entire demeanour tells me he does not want to be disturbed, so I get up and walk 

back to the house with a heavy heart. 

The following night, I am sitting on my heels in the compound talking to Naime 

through the open door of the cooking hut while she watches over the pot on the 

hearth. Yusuf is yet to arrive but there are already several hyenas nosing about in front 

of the shrine. As I talk, I notice Willi coming over. He sniffs at the ground inside the 

fence, comes over to where I am squatting, and stands beside me. I am forgiven. 

 

... to actually encounter the other beings as other, as living subjects of significance, 
requires some loosening of the conceptual bindings of nature so that subjectivity 
can flow back in, like water to a scorched garden (Everndon 1992, p. 108). 

 

Non-human ethics 

When I was making the applications for approval from Macquarie University’s human 

and animal ethics committees for my fieldwork in Harar, I was struck by the differences 

in their requirements. With regard to both, emphasis was on the welfare of the research 

participants, but I found that there were differences regarding in whose control the 

participants’ welfares ultimately lay.  
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The protocols of the Animal Ethics Committee made provision for observation, capture, 

handling, restraint, transportation and euthanising of animals so long as ‘adverse 

pain/distress [would] be minimised’ (Animal Ethics Committee 2010, p. 6).40 All of the 

above practices were possible so long as the researcher provided sufficient justification 

to the Animal Ethics Committee for their use in the course of research. In the end, it was 

the researchers who decided which animals would participate and all that the Animal 

Ethics Committee could control was how the animals were treated once involved in the 

research (email from Miriam Meek, October 6, 2011).  

With regard to the ethical principles guiding human research there was no mention of 

capture, handling, restraint, transportation and euthanising. It was a given that these 

would not occur in the course of human research, other than possibly to a very limited 

degree in medical trials. The National Statement on Ethical conduct in Human Research 

held respect to be central to human ethical study where ‘each human being has value in 

himself or herself’ (National Health and Medical Research Council & Australian 

Research Council 2007, p. 11). This respect for human participants led to the 

recognition of human autonomy such that people have the capacity to lead their own 

lives and make their own decisions. Hence, ethical human research at the time was 

based on the consent of the participants, and the only question in that regard was 

whether written or verbal consent should have to be obtained and how the research 

would be communicated so that consent was informed and voluntary. In any case, 

consent was the bare minimum that was required whether informed or not.  

With regard to wildlife, it followed that consent was not required for one or a 

combination of three reasons: they did not have value in themselves; they did not or 

should not have the capacity to lead their own lives and make their own decisions; it 

was not practicable to obtain consent from a non-human animal or they were not able to 

communicate it. By the end of this chapter it will be apparent that all three of these 

reasons are unfounded. 

As my research in Harar was to be a multispecies ethnography, it seemed fair to me that 

the same ethical principles that applied to the humans involved should also apply to the 

non-humans. Obviously it was not going to be possible to obtain explicit, written or 

                                                 
40 The guidelines were unclear with regard to the difference between adverse pain and favourable pain. 
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verbal consent from spotted hyenas, permitting me to follow them closely and make 

observations. But they could withhold consent. I anticipated that hyenas would indicate 

if they were uncomfortable with my presence and would communicate it through their 

body language and through vocalisations. In such cases, hyenas’ signals vary from 

folding back their ears (if you are behind them) and increasing their speed, to uttering 

alarm rattles and outright running away. Even raising its head and looking at a person, 

in certain contexts, can be taken as an indication that a hyena is uncomfortable with that 

person’s close proximity. Thus, any of those observable reactions could be taken as a 

withholding of consent and reluctance to participate in my research. The imperative for 

me was to become familiar to the hyenas and to try to convince them that I was not a 

threat so that they tolerated my presence. In common parlance, this is known as 

habituation.41 Thus, the non-human part of my research for this thesis was designed 

around observations of hyenas where the hyenas were given as much choice as possible 

as to whether or not they participated. I hoped that the methods would be ethically 

unbiased and cause a minimum of harm. 

Equipped with those objectives, I set out to begin the habituation process at the two 

hyena feeding places just outside of Harar’s Old Town. Initially, I was spending 

alternating nights at each place, familiarising myself with the respective hyenas and 

learning their names. However, the Aboker feeding place required me to pay an 

attendance fee for each night that I was there so I decided to focus solely on the Sofi 

feeding place where Yusuf allowed me to stay and do whatever I had to do at no charge. 

Each night I arrived at sundown, just prior to the arrival of the hyenas, and sat and made 

observations and identifications while the hyenas were feeding. Whenever there was no 

activity at the feeding place, I went to the adjacent hill where the hyenas congregated in 

the darkness, and sat and made observations of the hyenas as they came and went, 

sorted out their relationships and did the things that hyenas typically do: baiting, social 

sniffing, courting, playing, listening, taking dust-baths and avoiding people (van 

Lawick-Goodall and van Lawick-Goodall 1970, pp. 176–7).  

Every time I went to the Sofi feeding place, I made sure that I wore the same jacket, hat 

and boots so that the hyenas could recognise me both visually and by my footsteps. 

However, some hyenas, on arriving at the hill and finding me sitting there, immediately 

                                                 
41 See Candea 2010, p. 245 for a critique of the scientific rejection of conceptions of habituation as a kind 
of inter-subjectivity. 
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bolted, either towards the feeding place or back in the direction from which they came. 

It was not that they did not recognise me, rather, it was more the case that the hyenas 

did not notice me sitting quietly until they were closer than they were comfortable with, 

and thus they effectively got a fright. Hence I made my presence as obvious as possible 

to an approaching hyena. However, some individuals were so consumed in their own 

thoughts that they still failed to notice my presence until almost upon me, at which point 

they jumped sideways and ran off to a safe distance. Once having recognised me, they 

collected themselves and loped past to where the feeding was taking place. At the other 

extreme, some hyenas, having noticed me on arrival, acted as though I was nothing but 

an obstacle and walked past me to within a metre. The majority simply kept a distance 

of about ten metres but did not show any other signs of discomfort. 

The two hyenas who were the most comfortable with my presence early on were Baby 

and Kamareeya. They were both sub-adults at the time I began making observations and 

were the most audacious when it came to accepting food from Yusuf or his son Abbas. 

They stood quite close to Yusuf when he was feeding and were the least intimidated by 

the presence of tourists so that they also obtained a large quantity of the food that was 

on offer. One night, after the feeding when Yusuf was in his house with his family I was 

going to the house to say goodnight and saw Baby (see Figure 5.1) lying just inside the 

tin gate of the compound. She was already familiar with me from having seen me at the 

feeding place and on the hill on so many occasions. So, in the same casual way that she 

would for Yusuf or his son, Baby went to get up and move out of my way. However, 

before she had a chance to stand up, I stopped in my tracks and spoke softly, trying to 

convince her to remain where she was, while I edged past keeping as much space as 

possible between her and myself. She looked at me warily, but to her credit held her 

nerve and remained where she was. After that incident Baby acted quite differently 

towards me and usually walked past to within a metre. She even came and lay down 

near to where I often sat on the hill. Additionally Kamareeya, who was often in 

company with Baby, began acting differently towards me and often lay within touching 

distance of me without much concern. Something I now recognise was that the hyenas 

were paying a lot of attention to what other hyenas and people were doing. That makes 

a lot of sense in a social species with a dominance hierarchy where an individual needs 
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to understand relations between other individuals in a clan.42 Kamareeya became a key 

informant when I was following hyenas in the Old Town; he tolerated very close 

proximity to me, which was essential for that kind of research in an urban environment.  

 

 
Figure 5.1: Kamareeya (left) and Baby lying on the ground in front of the shrine at the Sofi 

feeding place. 

 

One precocious hyena 

On a cool night in January, 2010, I was at the feeding place as usual and I noticed a new, 

young hyena standing on the periphery, watching wide-eyed as the other hyenas 

approached people and obtained food. As was typical of sub-adult hyenas on their first 

introduction to the feeding place, he was too afraid to approach; instead he watched the 

proceedings in the attentive fashion of hyenas as if trying to make sense of the 

spectacle. Later, I noticed the same young hyena lying down with Hadha Kamar, so in 

the absence of contrary evidence, I assumed her to be his mother. Hadha Kamar was 

ranked about fourth in the hierarchy of Sofi hyenas and was less afraid than most 

                                                 
42 Spotted hyenas recognise third-party relationships among clan mates (Holekamp, Sakai and Lundrigan 
2007, p. 549).  
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hyenas of coming to take food from Yusuf. Others, such as Ibsa and Botay, while too 

afraid to stand right in front of Yusuf, stood on the periphery of the feeding place and 

rushed in, grabbed the food and then rushed off in a cloud of dust. That was very 

disconcerting for tourists who were unaware of the hyenas’ fear and misinterpreted the 

actions as a kind of aggression. Then there were those hyenas like Guramurey (see 

previous chapter) who were too afraid to even approach; they stood at the periphery, 

waiting for all the people to leave so that they could search the ground for leftovers. The 

young hyena who had begun attending was of the more audacious kind and it was not 

long before he came to feed. 

At one point Abbas (Yusuf’s son, who was feeding the hyenas at the time) called 
out to me and told me that the young hyena was taking food for the first time. He 
was very excited about this and knew I would be too. I asked him the name and he 
christened him ‘Willi ’ (fieldnotes, February 2010). 

At the time, my command of the Harari language was limited. Hence I failed to realise 

that Abbas was telling me in Harari that it was too early to give the young hyena a 

name. Willi in Harari means ‘early’ and Abbas’ reply of, ‘Willi inta ’ translates into 

English as ‘it’s early.’43 In my ignorance, I continued to call the young hyena Willi and 

Abbas who thought my misunderstanding hilarious also adopted the name. Then when 

Yusuf asked Abbas what he had named the new hyena, the name Willi was adopted by 

everyone concerned with the Sofi feeding place. Not only was Willi the only hyena in 

the Sofi clan with a Harari name, but he also followed a very different trajectory to 

those of his clan mates (see Figure 5.2).44 

 

                                                 
43 Normally Yusuf and Abbas waited until a hyena displayed a distinguishing physical or behavioural 
characteristic before they gave it a name 
44 Yusuf gave all but one of the other hyenas Oromo names. The exception was Baby who was named by 
a tourist when she was first feeding and Yusuf adopted the name. In some instances, as with Willi, Abbas 
named a young hyena and Yusuf followed Abbas’ lead. In the case of Kamareeya, the two used a 
different name for the same hyena. Abbas called him Challa. 
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Figure 5.2: My earliest photograph of Willi. At the time, curious and uncertain. 

 

Each night at around 10 pm, after making observations on the hill, I went to the side of 

the road opposite the hyena hole in the town wall, near to Yusuf’s house, and sat on a 

rock pile, waiting for hyenas to pass by. If one passed who was sufficiently habituated, 

then I followed him or her in the hope that they made a foray into the Old Town. More 

often than not they became frightened by people coming out of the town and resorted to 

running down the road towards the garbage dump. I had made some observations of 

Willi approaching people on the road and being frightened off and generally unsure of 

what it was he should be doing but he seemed willing to learn by trial and error on the 

off-chance that eventually some food would come out of it.  

I went around the front of Yusuf’s house and found Willi lying down. So I sat on 
the rock pile and spoke to him. He came over and was sniffing me. He sniffed my 
flashlight, my hands, my knees. I tried to pat him but he shied away from my hand. 
Then while he was sniffing my knee, he opened his mouth and was about to take a 
bite, using the side of his mouth, the way a hyena eats a bone. I pulled my knee 
away and reprimanded him, telling him I wasn’t food. He went and sat and washed 
himself (fieldnotes, March 2010). 

On subsequent nights, I frequently encountered Willi on the hill or on the road near to 

the rock pile. He was quite interested in me and inspired Baby to take more of an 
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interest in me and on occasions they teamed up and sniffed me together.  

I was sitting at the bottom of the hill, with my back to the fence and I could see 
Willi and Baby play-biting near the dumpster. They started a chase and Willi took 
off with Baby in pursuit. Willi led Baby across the hill and down onto the dirt road 
and then back towards the fence. Every now and then Baby caught him and did 
some biting, then Willi broke free and the chase continued. At one point Willi ran 
straight for me and then turned about a metre in front of me. He ran down to the 
dirt road and then ran back and again stopped in front of me. Baby joined him and 
they sniffed me. Willi play-bit my knee and I had to stand to fend him off. Then he 
kept at me and it was all I could do to stop him biting me. I trotted over to the 
deserted feeding place to call to Abbas out of the house to come and see but by that 
time Baby had resumed the chase. I joined in, feigning attempts to catch Willi 
which he dodged, but differently to the way hyenas normally avoid humans. No 
sign of fear. We ended up on the slope of the hill where I sat on my heels and Willi 
and Baby came at me, trying to get behind. I would turn and try to grab them and 
they would jump out of the way. Then another juvenile, who I could not recognise 
in the dark, chased after Willi. Baby joined in and they went down onto the dirt 
road. Every now and again Willi broke off and came to me and I tried to grab him, 
or Baby. The play fizzled out when Baby wandered off in search of the source of a 
smell and the others settled down beside the track (fieldnotes, March 2010). 

The habituation process was taking an unusual direction in which the hyenas refused to 

allow me to be invisible and instead insisted on some kind of engagement. I might have 

refused the invitation, and indeed that may have been the correct response under the 

ethics guidelines of my research. However, when one is amidst the unfolding of 

research, refusal of play feels like exerting control over the relationship (and also over 

the data I was collecting). It seemed the right thing to do ethically and methodologically, 

but it also felt very natural to respond to the invitation; it triggered something in me as a 

mammal. I could argue, that based on the events of that night of play, Willi was suitably 

habituated as he was certainly not adversely disturbed by my presence. But it transpired 

that he was probably more profoundly affected by my presence than any of the other 

hyenas.  
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I went to the back of the compound, just out of the light when Willi came trotting 
over. I squatted and he sniffed me and my night vision scope, my umbrella and my 
knees. Then I patted his back and reassured him it was ok. He sniffed more and I 
patted his head. Once he was sure I wasn’t going to hurt him, I found I could pat 
his head and rub his fur. I called to Abbas to come and see and he came out and 
was amazed. He called the whole family out and they watched. That was when 
Willi bit my sleeve, but very gently so that when I looked for tooth marks, there 
were none. He was trying to bite quite a bit and it took some getting used to 
(fieldnotes, March 2010).  

Paul Shepard related a story of watching two hawks playing above him: one dropped a 

piece of lichen to the other below who caught the lichen and climbed so that it could 

drop the lichen to the first. It transpired that one of the hawks dropped the lichen to 

Shepard whose later retelling of the story met with a derisive snort from an ornithologist 

who turned and left. Shepard referred to this as the ‘yearning for a sign from the Others 

and a scepticism that it is possible’ (Shepard 1996, p. 141). I was consumed by both and 

constantly questioned what it was that Willi was after. Was he hoping for food, 

displacing aggression or was he too, yearning for a sign from the Other? Did he think 

that the fair skinned people he encountered at the feeding place tore strips of their own 

flesh from their bodies to feed to hyenas and that I might do the same? Or that he could 

save me the effort and tear the flesh from my arm himself? These are valid questions as, 

while hyenas are highly social and Willi might have been including me in his social 

sphere, they are also very curious and versatile so that it makes sense for them to test 

anything and everything to find out if it is edible.45 

On subsequent nights, Willi’s biting became more persistent. Hans Kruuk noted a 

similar behaviour in his tame hyena, Solomon, who had a propensity to bite peoples’ 

legs but which subsided after he was nine to eleven months old (1972, p. 250). Willi 

must have been a year old but he showed no inclination to cease his biting. Thus, while 

I let him bite and tear at my jacket sleeve, I resolved to find him something other than 

my person to chew on. At the time, consumable goods for dogs, including toys, were 

non-existent in Harar so I went to the market, looking for something chewable yet 

resilient, long enough to keep my hand from Willi’s mouth, and inexpensive. I ended up 

purchasing a long handled plastic comb and brought it with me to the hyena feeding 

place. 

                                                 
45 Sub-adult hyenas are also very fond of chewing such things as plastic containers and footwear. 
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I introduced Willi to the comb and he took to it straight away. He loved chewing on 
the end and breaking off the teeth and it was only minutes before a couple were 
chewed off. He also tried to get further down the handle to where my hand was but 
I managed to keep him focussed on the end. Then after he’d finished, and the comb 
was covered in hyena slobber, not wanting to have a pocket full of hyena saliva, I 
wiped it on his fur to clean it. Then it suddenly occurred to me to use the comb for 
the purpose that its makers had intended. I started combing Willi’s fur (blog 
posting, April 2010).  

The more time I spent with hyenas, the more I appreciated the ways in which they differ 

from humans. It is especially so with how they use their bodies socially. While a human 

might use touching, eye contact and conversation to interact socially, hyenas prioritise 

other parts of their bodies including their noses, mouths, and genitals. While the use of 

the nose and genitals has been described in detail elsewhere (see for example East, 

Hofer and Wickler 1993, p. 356; Kruuk 1972, pp. 226–7), the use of the mouth is of 

interest here in relation to Willi’s biting attempts. In some circumstances hyenas hold 

their mouths slightly open indicating nervousness or a tendency to attack. In others they 

hold them wide open in conjunction with crouching and whining to indicate defensive 

attitude. A hyena’s mouth is also a point of contact with other hyenas: in nuzzle 

wrestling where a hyena presses its open mouth sideways against another’s neck; in 

greeting where a hyena opens its mouth to allow another to insert its snout and discover 

what it has been eating; and in play. Hyenas have very tough skin (Kruuk 1972, p. 224) 

so that when they play, they bite very hard, taking a mass of their playmate’s skin in 

their teeth and pulling and tugging (see Figure 5.3). If the playmate is standing, the 

hyena bites the tail, leg or the skin of the neck and tries to pull the playmate to the 

ground. Once the playing hyenas are on the ground the biting continues as the two, or 

more, hyenas try to get a better grip on one another. It is reminiscent of a hyena trying 

to tear apart a wildebeest, however it is unmistakably play and the recipient tolerates 

(what seems to me) quite severe biting before its tolerance gives way and it utters a soft 

croak, indicating that the biting has gone too far.  

In hindsight I think that Willi’s biting was primarily an effort directed at making a 

connection by initiation of play. I became even more convinced later with the help of 

Baby and Kamareeya when the three involved me in chases around the hill behind the 

feeding place. On all but one occasion Willi was the one who broke from the group and 

came over to where I was making observations and initiated play with me, effectively 
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inviting me to join in.46 And in all of that, I noticed that Willi played differently to the 

other hyenas. While Kamareeya and Baby tried to circle around me in the same fashion 

as the hyenas playing/hunting with a rhino in Kruuk’s (1972, p. 250) account, Willi 

simply walked right up and started biting.  

 

 
Figure 5.3: Kamareeya (right) play-biting Willi. 

 

At Yusuf’s, I was sitting with Willi on the hill and a carload of tourists arrived in 
the drive. The other hyenas got up and trotted past to go feed and Willi casually got 
up, had a stretch, and walked past me towards the feeding place. But as he walked 
past, he bit my shoulder and continued on. I said, ‘Hey!’ and stood up and he was 
looking back at me with his tail between his legs. He let me catch up and I smacked 
him on the rump (blog posting, August 2010). 

While hyenas are not given to the kind of affection we are accustomed to seeing in 

felids, within the bounds of potential of hyena/human relations, Willi and I became very 

close. On some nights on the hill (see Figure 5.4) I sought him out and sat close by, and 

on others, he sought me out. Then when Willi began making forays into the old town I 

accompanied him on some of those journeys. I gained an understanding of the degree to 

                                                 
46 On one occasion, Baby invited me to play. 
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which human beings were feared by hyenas as well as the unlimited patience of a hyena 

in the face of harassment from people and dogs. Willi entirely accepted my presence 

when he was on his wanderings of the laneways of the Old Town and even in some 

circumstances followed me so that I often had the feeling we were exploring together. 

On some nights, I met up with Willi in the Old Town when I was on my way to the 

hyena hole. In the darkness, hyenas always recognised me before I recognised them and 

Willi was especially familiar with my appearance and footsteps. He stood and watched 

as I approached and then we went off together.  

 

 
Figure 5.4: Willi and me on the hill. 

 

Outside the gate at Argobberi, Willi cut across the common (to avoid a dog who 
was lying in the middle of the road) and went up to Aw Warika. On the right he 
investigated a compound and then continued up to where some cattle were being 
taken off a truck. Having seen those, he went and investigated the new landscaping 
at Aw Warika. He came out and went back into the compound across the road then 
went and dropped into the drain on the Jugol side of the road. After sniffing around 
in there he jumped back out and we went to Argobberi. The dog, who was lying on 
the road, got up and chased Willi down onto the green zone. I lost my patience, ran 
down and chased the dog away. At this Willi came up beside me with his tail out, 
and we stood together, glaring at the dog. Then the dog went to one side and Willi 
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and I went after it (fieldnotes, June 2010).  

It was not lost on me that chasing dogs was outside of the gist of the ethics that were 

guiding my research but it was one o’clock in the morning, I had been following Willi 

for three hours, and I was deeply absorbed in the world of a hyena. What is interesting 

for me in hindsight, is that when I went charging down towards Willi and the dog at the 

green zone, Willi actually came towards me. That was very much contrary to the typical 

behaviour of Harar hyenas whose immediate and instinctive reaction to the stamping 

feet of running humans is to run in the opposite direction and assess the humans’ 

intentions from a safe distance. Willi was demonstrating first that he knew to whom I 

was directing my aggression and second, that he trusted that I would to stand by him in 

an altercation with a dog. 

There was a loud bang like a gunshot, coming from somewhere the other side of 
the garbage dump. I saw two jackals over there but no sign of any people. Two of 
the hyenas got up and left and I walked in their direction followed by Willi. At the 
hut, he passed me and trotted off across the road and up to the field. There, I found 
Hadha Kumar and two other hyenas as well as Willi waiting for the garbage truck. I 
heard the truck’s arrival and its unloading while the hyenas stared and listened but 
they made no move to go and investigate. Then after some time they turned to head 
home and so did Willi, with me following. At the first farm, Willi stopped and 
pasted on a grass blade. He kept coming over to me as we went and he led me over 
the farmland and down to a creek crossing. It was an irrigation canal over the 
creek. Willi hesitated at the bridge and went up into some bushes. He was nervous. 
I reassured him and waited by the bridge and when he came to cross, an Oromo 
man appeared at the top of the gully and headed down to the bridge. Willi was 
already off and running up the creek. After the man had passed (I said hello to him) 
I crossed and met Willi coming towards me from where he’d disappeared into the 
forest. He came over, had a little bite and then as we went he kept turning and 
looking at me and then cantering but he wasn’t trying to lose me because he kept 
stopping and approaching me. He led me down to a sandy channel with some 
branches across it and went beneath those so I let him go. But then he came back 
towards me and under the branches, one of which fell and frightened him. He 
sniffed at the branch and looked at me. Willi waited as I climbed over the branches 
and followed him down through a banana farm and this is where the entrance to his 
den was. He went into the gap in the reeds while I sat on the bank and I heard some 
movement within. Then he came back and appeared at the entrance. He came up to 
me and I gave him a cornstalk to bite, whereupon we had a tug of war and he took 
the cornstalk with him to the entrance. Again he went in and, again came back out 
to me. I told him it was too small for me and he went in again and didn’t reappear. I 
heard a little movement but that was all; I presume his den is very near the entrance 
in the reeds. There was also a latrine very near to the entrance (fieldnotes, January 
2011). 
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While I was very much tempted to follow Willi into the den (see Figure 5.5), I had to 

refrain as there might have been other hyenas and young cubs present who would not 

have been as comfortable as Willi with my appearance in their den. Without doubt Willi 

was expecting me to visit his den, an activity described by Jane Goodall in her study in 

Ngorogoro crater in Tanzania, where young hyenas visited others at their dens and spent 

a few days or nights there before returning to their own dens (van Lawick-Goodall and 

van Lawick-Goodall 1970, p. 161).  

 

 
Figure 5.5: Willi re-emerging from his den. 

 

Barbara Smuts (2001, p. 306) rendered a list of seven levels of intersubjective 

experience between humans and animals, and it strongly correlates with the unfolding 

of Willi ’s relationship with me. At the most basic level, an animal responds to a human 

in an instinctive, almost formulaic way. This is typical of hyenas who react fearfully to 

humans prior to gauging the human’s intentions. At the second level the animal attempts 

to gauge the intentions of the human. At the third level, there is recognition and the 

animal responds differently to the individual as compared to the species. The fourth 

level involves communication and attempts to interpret each others’ behaviours. The 
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fifth level is reached when both parties establish a mutually beneficial relationship. The 

sixth level is a relationship for its own sake. The seventh is where the degree of 

intimacy is such that the subjective identities of the individuals are merged; Smuts gives 

an example of a close relationship with her dog Safi.  

As such, my relationship with Willi had opened up to us the possibility of shared 

subjective states (Smuts 2001, p. 306). No longer was I the detached, invisible observer, 

recording and interpreting behaviours according to human schemata. Rather, I was 

human-like-hyena, in what I consider a privileged position to be able to see the world 

through Willi’s eyes (Despret 2004, p. 125). In fact Kruuk (1975, p. 8) suggested that 

this was no great leap; that our shared evolutionary history made it easy for us to 

imagine how they saw their worlds. And with this perspective comes insight, the like of 

which no radio collars, camera traps or faecal samples can ever provide. However, inter-

subjectivity, by definition, transcends the observer-observed relationship. The effects 

run in both directions and Willi was also privy to how I saw my world. 

Second visit and some problems 

When I returned to Ethiopia after a three month break in Australia, I knew Willi was 

still alive as I had been in contact with Yusuf’s family by phone.47 However, I was 

surprised to learn that, a few days before my return, Willi had bitten Abbas. Apparently 

Abbas was sitting on a rock, feeding the hyenas in front of some tourists whereupon 

Willi approached unnoticed from behind and bit Abbas on the neck. Abbas was not 

fazed by the bite; he simply took some antibiotics so that it healed without infection. It 

was disturbing to me, however, because that kind of thing had never happened before at 

the feeding place. Yusuf had once been bitten on the hand and dragged several metres 

by a hyena but that hyena was not attempting to bite him; rather it thought that it had 

bitten a piece of meat in Yusuf’s hand and was having a tug of war. In Abbas’s case, 

Willi had very deliberately walked up and bitten him on the neck.  

As I said above, hyenas are very attentive animals and one should never underestimate 

what is going on inside those heavily muscled heads. Night after night Willi had seen 

me sitting and joking with Abbas. Consequently, it was later a small matter to convince 

him to stay put while Abbas approached and participated in combing him, even though 

                                                 
47 During my time away, Baby disappeared. Females rarely disperse so it is likely she was killed. 
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Willi had initially been afraid of Yusuf’s son. In fact Willi paid very close attention to 

everyone with whom I was interacting. After I was married and my wife had 

accompanied me to the feeding over four consecutive nights, Willi approached her and 

insisted on becoming acquainted, sniffing her knee while she, to her credit, held her 

nerve and allowed him. That was highly unusual behaviour for Willi to exhibit towards 

a relative stranger. Then when a hyena-researcher friend from Kenya came to visit, I 

went over to where Willi was lying in the darkness and called my friend over 

whereupon Willi remained on the ground and permitted her to comb under his chin. 

That is something he would never have allowed had I not been showing him that the 

stranger was not a threat. Willi was basing his judgements about other people on how he 

perceived their relations with me, and I could not shake the feeling that that was what 

underlay his biting Abbas. 

And then there was Burissey, the offspring of the high ranking Koti. On my return to 

Harar, Burissey had already begun feeding at Yusuf’s. Having seen Willi playing with 

me on a few occasions, she had no difficulty accepting that I was not a threat and began 

trying to play with me as well. However, she played in a different fashion to Willi where 

her behaviour was more akin to the hunting/play described above, rather than the direct 

biting and holding that typified Willi’s play. Burissey became very audacious and 

constantly tried to get behind me and bite so that at times I had to stand up and go over 

to the shrine to get away from her. Then one night when I was sitting at the shrine, both 

Burissey and Willi insisted on putting their snouts in my crotch so that I had to 

physically lift them by their necks and shove them away. It was one of the few times 

that I felt threatened by hyenas in Harar. 

Subsequently, Burissey and Willi became very bold in their approaches towards Yusuf. 

At first, Yusuf found it amusing that he could pat their heads when they came to feed 

and he even tickled Willi under his chin with the feeding stick. But then the two young 

hyenas became so bold as to stand right before him with their heads in the feed bucket 

making it all but impossible for Yusuf to put his hand in to draw out a meat scrap 

without the risk of his hand being bitten. Hence, where previously he had simply held 

out bits of meat to wary hyenas and called their names, he was suddenly spending a 

great deal of time pushing Willi and Burissey away from the feed bucket and saying 

‘Achi dem, Achi dem’ (get away, get away).  
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And then there was Dibbey (see Figure 5.6). Of all the named Sofi hyenas, Dibbey was 

the one who was most easily recognisable from demeanour alone. She normally arrived 

at the feeding place, with her mouth open and her tail erect, chasing other hyenas away 

from Yusuf and causing a lot of disturbance. Then a few minutes later, her male suitor, 

Tukwondilli inevitably followed, fixated on, and fearful of, the raging female, uttering 

barely audible alarm rattles as he manoeuvred himself into position at a safe distance 

from the object of his affections. Dibbey was the only hyena whom I saw being overtly 

aggressive towards humans, when she kicked up dust and growled at Abbas during 

times that he withheld food while waiting for tourists.48 In fact food was a very 

powerful motivator behind Dibbey’s aggression as she often attacked (lower ranking) 

hyenas who had the temerity to take food from whoever was feeding the hyenas while 

she was in attendance.  

 

 
Figure 5.6: Dibbey. 

 

On some occasions, Dibbey found herself standing alone before the hyena feeder, not 

                                                 
48 Abbas’ ingenious response to this was to throw food in Dibbey’s face, an act that simultaneously 
defused her aggression and reminded her who was boss. 
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because the other hyenas were afraid to approach, but because they were afraid of 

Dibbey’s wrath. Yusuf’s solution to that problem was to throw some scraps of meat 

behind Dibbey who inevitably turned to go and eat them, at which point the other 

hyenas came racing in for a quick feed.  

While Dibbey was very tolerant of my presence on the hill and often came and lay down 

close to me, she was very often aggressive towards Willi when he was near me. I did not 

understand why — perhaps she thought that his close proximity to me meant that he 

was somehow obtaining food — but on several occasions when Willi and I were 

together, Dibbey walked straight towards Willi and displaced him by holding her head 

low and aiming her snout at him while she approached. At such times, Willi quite 

sensibly got up and moved away. Consequently, it was no surprise, when I arrived in 

Harar after my second visit, to find out that Dibbey had bitten Willi on the rump, 

leaving a large, open wound (see Figure 5.7). After that incident, Willi was terrified of 

Dibbey. He constantly circled around Yusuf so that the hyena man was always between 

he and the aggressive female and only occasionally managed to get a bit of food. I 

looked on and wondered, not only about how my relationship with Willi might have 

adversely affected the way he interacted with humans but also about how it may have 

affected the way that hyenas, particularly Dibbey, acted towards him. Abbas being 

bitten, Willi’s and Burissey’s audacity towards people, Yusuf’s problems feeding, and 

Dibbey’s attack on Willi all seemed to have stemmed from my own actions in 

establishing a relationship with Willi. The responsibility weighed heavily on my 

shoulders. 
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Figure 5.7: The fresh wound on Williげs bottom after having been bitten by Dibbey. (Willi is 

about to project his anal pouch for scent marking practice.) 

 

Responsibility and objectification 

In Despret’s (2006) account of the work of ethologist, Thelma Rowell, she describes 

how Rowell provided 23 bowls of food for the 22 sheep whom she was studying (2006, 

p. 361). The reason for the extra bowl: it opened up the field to new possibilities; it gave 

the sheep the opportunity to do unexpected things. According to Despret, the biological 

sciences do not normally give their objects of study the opportunity to do interesting 

things, nor do researchers acknowledge their own presences and the ways in which 

animals take advantage of those (2006, p. 362).49 Animals (other than primates) are not 

usually allowed to have subjective lives and are not allowed to interact with researchers. 

They do not have personalities they have ‘behavioural syndromes’; they do not have 

friends they have ‘alliance partners’, they do not have lovers they have ‘mates’ (see for 

example Sih et al 2004, p. 242; Zabel et al. 1992, p. 114). In those terms, Willi had been 

given an extra bowl. His mother had brought him to the feeding place where the hyena 

                                                 
49 Researchers at the Kalahari Meerkat Project were directed to excise any data which were influenced by 
the presence of humans (Candea 2010, p. 248) but that failed to account for the very presence of humans 
which itself deters predators.  
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feeding was engendering close proximity of humans to hyenas. And just beside the road, 

near to the feeding place, there I sat with my notebook. Willi gave in to his curiosity and 

took the opportunity to include me as a prominent element in his surround-world 

whereupon I responded in kind. Yet, having taken stock of the outcomes, I still felt 

compelled to take responsibility for what had happened as a result of a mutual coming 

together. And in doing so, I had reverted to the very ethical distinctions that at the outset 

of my research I had wanted to blur: the distinctions which would have allowed me to 

trap, handle, collar and euthanise someone who thought we were friends.50 Not only had 

I hoist myself by the very petard I had set in my ethical approach, where I took pains to 

avoid the objectification of hyenas, I had undermined that subjectivity of which Willi 

had so determinedly given me a demonstration. 

I cannot take full responsibility for the harms that were done because I was never in 

control. Willi and I were both novices following paths that were unfolding before us. 

We had broken with the conventions of hyena-human interaction in Harar and some 

very interesting things had happened but I held very little sway over what was 

happening. While I may have felt god-like when I was planning my fieldwork and 

looking down on Harar from an all-seeing view provided by satellite imagery, by the 

time I was on the ground, things were quite different. Whereas hyenas and researchers 

are normally separated by the outer shells of four-wheel-drive vehicles, I was compelled 

by the landscape and my limited budget to be with the hyenas at ground level. The 

decision to habituate hyenas from on foot was effectively made for me by the 

circumstances. Further, the circumstances at the Aboker hyena feeding place had 

compelled me to focus my research on the Sofi hyenas. When Willi approached me, I 

did not drive him away but I followed my curiosity and my ‘yearning for a sign from 

the Other’. Neither of us was outside of the process and in a position to dictate the 

outcomes and neither of us would have wanted to be. Of course inter-subjectivity does 

not automatically entail equality (Haraway 2003, p. 41) and I recognise the potential 

power that I had over Willi and his actions (although I suspect Willi considered he was 

in charge). However, an inter-subjectivity in which the Other is objectified is a 

contradiction in terms. I find that I am ethically obliged to apportion some of the 

responsibility to Willi. 

                                                 
50 Ingold (2000, p. 72) refers to responsibility and care as acts of domination, although see Fijn (2010, p. 
36). 
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As such, I find I need to ask whether engagement is indeed a viable way forward for the 

study of animal Others as subjects. If we cannot control the outcomes, then should we 

continue in that direction, knowing that the outcomes may be harmful? Ingold (2000, p. 

76) called for an attentive regard, a ‘being with’ animals. Wapner (2010, p. 166) 

recommended engaging wildness specifically to cultivate relationships between 

ourselves and animal others. Sanders and Arluke (1993, p. 378) argued that capturing 

the subjective experience of animals required the investigator be ‘intimately involved’ 

with the Other. But when habituated bears begin attacking and killing people, as 

recently happened in Romania (email from C. Promberger, January 2012), I am led to 

wonder about the viability of the approach. Paul Shepard, who also advocated 

engagement with non-human others, who was also yearning for a sign, would possibly 

have disapproved of the kind of engagement that characterised my encounters with 

Willi. Shepard decried the idea of a ‘Disneyish’ fraternisation with animals, suggesting 

it was symptomatic of the neurosis of humans in industrialised societies who were 

disconnected from wild animals (1996, p. 290). He was adamant: ‘Wild animals are not 

our friends’ (Shepard 1993, p. 288). As such, recreating a peaceable kingdom on Earth 

was but a step towards projecting the domestic world onto wild nature. The only 

outcome he foresaw in that was the imposition of human ‘moral eminence’ over the 

Others and a greater disconnection of humans from animals (1993, p. 288). Shepard’s 

conception of engagement with animals entailed simply observing them, symbolising 

them as a part of our personal development, ingesting them as food and paying attention 

to their anatomies (1993, p. 320). He argued that this was where hunter/gatherer people 

drew the line. 

In answer to the problem of habituation and subsequent harms, I argue that engagement 

is a potential solution to those problems, but that it needs to be employed across the 

board. Note that all of the harms that I believed resulted from my engagement with Willi 

were related to feeding. Indeed it was due to the hyena feeding that Willi was first 

motivated to approach people and eventually engage with me. Taking engagement as a 

given, it was during feeding that Willi bit Abbas on the neck. It was also at the feeding 

place that Willi and Burissey were causing problems for Yusuf and where Dibbey 

attacked Willi. However, it was only at the feeding place where the atmosphere was so 

highly charged among the Sofi hyenas. There were minor squabbles at the garbage 

dump and occasional conflict over found carcases but only at the feeding place was the 
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nervous energy and competitive tension at extreme levels. In fact it is a credit to the 

majority of hyenas that they were able to contain themselves and refrain from attacking 

others (including people) the majority of the time. I can only know about this by having 

engaged with Willi and other hyenas in a number of different circumstances and in 

different places. Consequently I think that engagement towards inter-subjectivity is a 

way forward in understanding and mitigating harm towards animals. Only by knowing 

the Others as familiars, can we begin to see how they perceive their worlds.  

Finally, I should address the views of Paul Shepard, if only to placate his spirit after I 

crossed the boundary between species and made friends with a hyena. If we humans are 

to reconceptualise ourselves as ecologically related to animals, we must acknowledge 

the possibility of encounters with Others as subjects. This is not a wistful desire for a 

Disneyish forest of round-eyed creatures prancing and flitting about a human idol; this 

is a recognition that Others will act according to their wills, and sometimes those Others 

will want to engage, socially with us. As such, to turn away from an individual like 

Willi would be a denial of his subjectivity and a disregard of our ecological relatedness. 

Of course, engagement will involve risks; making friends with someone always does. 

But the harm that has been inflicted on animals as a consequence of humans having 

disengaged themselves is a matter of historical record which I need not detail here. 

Neither are relationships with other species strictly human affectations. Hyenas play 

with rhinos; wolves with ravens; chimps with baboons (Goodall 1988, p. 164; Kruuk 

1972, p. 250; Lopez 1978, p. 68). These kinds of relationships are all fraught with 

danger; one day a playmate might become a predator. The point is that we can immerse 

ourselves in the world of animals as more than observers, hunters, scavengers and prey. 

Our boisterous, primate sociability and attentive regard for the intentions of others 

makes us excellent, albeit irascible, playmates. 

Conclusion 

I set out to conduct my research in Harar with a minimum of bias in my ethical 

approach to humans and hyenas. As a reflection of that, I set about a process of 

habituation in order to make it possible to follow hyenas around Harar without 

disturbing them. Initially, the approach was successful as hyenas distinguished me by 

my appearance and footsteps and soon tolerated my close presence. However, Willi 

expanded on his tolerance of me and decided to include me in his social world. He 
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involved me in play with other hyenas in which he played differently. He treated me 

according to standards normally reserved for his own species. As a result we became 

very close. We played together, sat on the hill, walked the streets of Harar and he even 

led me to his den. However, I was not aware at the time of the kind of logic he was 

using with regard to my relations with others. He began to see the world through my 

eyes and that led him to become very bold. So too, other hyenas were affected. Dibbey 

took offence to Willi’s close proximity to humans and Burissey became so bold as to 

join with Willi and cause problems for Yusuf. In the end I felt the weight of 

responsibility for what I perceived to be negative outcomes.  

However, human-animal interactions are always ‘double-sided’ (Servais 2005, p. 211). 

Willi was not an object upon which I was acting. Instead he was improvising and 

following a different trajectory to the other hyenas; a trajectory for which he, as an 

agent, was responsible. In light of that, I asked here: is engagement possible without 

causing harm? I think the answer is yes because it leads to recognition of the 

subjectivity of Others. From that recognition we will see better what they are capable of. 

In which case we need to see ourselves as immersed in the animal kingdom, as Shepard 

(1996, p. 269) entreated, and accept the possibility of inter-subjectivity, not distance 

ourselves from the others out of a desire to take control over their lives. That was the 

lesson I was given by a spotted hyena named Willi. 
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Chapter 6 Hyena as Subject 

Spatio-Temporal Aspects of Fear and 

Familiarity in the Landscape around Harar 

Harar, March 2010 

From where I am sitting I see Kamareeya in the streetlight coming along the road in 

my direction. He glances sideways at me, turns and goes directly through the hyena 

hole, into Jugol. In the open space just inside the wall, two camels are lying tethered to 

a post. Kamareeya goes straight over to the camels and sniffs the rear end of one. The 

camel turns her head and appears a little put out. Then Kamareeya goes and sniffs the 

other who pays no attention. He reminds me of a chef checking a meal in the oven to 

see whether it is ready. Having satisfied himself that they are indeed camels or they are 

healthy or whatever, he continues on up the laneway. There are some Amhara people 

coming towards us and one of them, a boy, shouts at us. At that, Kamareeya doubles 

back and runs past me. He turns right and heads uphill, arriving at the gate with the 

spikes at the bottom, which as always, he crawls under. I dash around to where that 

passage exits but find Kamareeya is not there. I hear some dogs barking and investigate 

in that direction but with no luck. Having no other option, I decide to go back to the 

exit and wait. After a few moments KamareeyaÅs head pokes through the low opening 

and he emerges. I follow him to the house with the two angry dogs and as usual the 

dogs go crazy so Kamareeya goes down the way of the drainage lane. He sniffs around 

there for a bit, while I stand around the corner from the lane. I hold the dogs at bay 

with the flashlight and reassure Kamareeya that it is safe. He tentatively comes past me 

within inches, heading for the upper drainage lane where he waits up for me. IÅm 

beginning to think he sees the advantages of having me around. 

 

In Africa the light of the moon is not a cold light: its silvery quality robs the world 
of its colours and substance but steals no warmth from the air. And if there is a 
feeling of enchantment that is surely because we humans are creatures of the sun – 
the hyenas, I am sure, find no mystery in moonlight (Goodall in van Lawick-
Goodall and van Lawick-Goodall 1970, p. 162). 
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Von Uexküll and the meaning of flowers 

Jacob von Uexküll’s Theory of Meaning emerged from his dissatisfaction with 

Darwinism, which he considered overly mechanistic and insufficient to account for the 

ways in which organisms realise different outcomes despite equipotentiality (Buchanan 

2008, p. 19). Von Uexküll proposed that organisms’ surround-worlds are interconnected 

so that each organism acts according to how the other is perceived. Thus, the surround-

worlds of organisms are not objectively defined spaces filled with objects, but are full of 

subjective meanings which require subjects for whom the objects are made meaningful. 

His classic example is of a flower stem which is perceived differently by four different 

organisms: a girl, an ant, a cicada larva and a cow (von Uexküll 1982, p. 29). For the 

girl, the flower stem is the part of the flower that can be split to make a daisy chain or 

inserted into her bodice; for the ant, the stem is a path on which it travels to reach the 

flower; for the cicada larva, it contains sap with which it can make a cocoon; for the 

cow, it is food itself. According to von Uexküll, the world contains a multiplicity of 

subjective meanings and it is the task of the biologist to try to understand the meanings. 

Rather than asking ‘how does the outer world push you around?’ the question needs to 

be ‘What do you perceive of the outer world and what is your response?’ (von Uexküll 

2001[1937], p. 117). Here, I will ask those questions of hyenas and humans in Harar. 

Hedgerows 

The land to the east of Harar where the Sofi clan held their territory was divided into a 

cemetery, a moor and scattered farms. There was also a network of roads, trails, streams 

and a canal along which people and hyenas travelled across the countryside (see Figure 

6.1). The hyena trails in particular often took turns which led through holes in thorn 

hedges that farmers constructed to keep out intruders. For a hyena, a hole in a hedge 

was a convenience. It provided an escape from people who could not as easily crawl 

through the prickly opening; it presented a shortcut across a farm to the feeding place or 

to the garbage dump. For the farmer, the hole was the opposite, it was an inconvenience. 

If the hyenas widened it too much through frequent use, then humans could make use of 

the hole and either use the farm as a shortcut or raid the farmer’s crops. As a 

consequence, farmers were constantly mending the holes in the hedges that the hyenas 

were using. After these repairs, a hyena finding her normal path obstructed, followed the 

line of the hedgerow until she found a weak point. She poked her nose through, 



103 

followed up with her body, and created a new hole, continuing the cycle. 

 

 
Figure 6.1: Kamareeya on one of a network of trails used by the Sofi hyenas. This one is an 

irrigation canal crossing a stream. Note the worn path leading up the slope. 

 

Maize 

By the end of August, the maize that was planted in the fields between the hedgerows 

grew into a bright green ocean which temporarily submerged the chat plants amongst 

which it was planted. The stalks grew as high as a man and so closely packed as to 

create a dense, dwarfish forest which concealed anything in its midst. That time was a 

precarious time for children playing in the fields. The edges of the leaves were sharp 

and children running through the cornfields sustained a lot of shallow but painful cuts. 

They also risked the ire of the farmers whose cornfields they were playing in. 

Conversely, the hyenas found security in amongst the sea of maize (see Figure 6.2). 

Normally, they were exposed in the ploughed fields or between rows of chat which 

were too low and widely spaced to conceal a hyena. This was especially so in the Sofi 

territory which had not as much chat as the farmland north of Harar. Furthermore, the 

sharp leaves of the maize presented no hindrance to the hyenas who regularly pushed 
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through thorn bushes and walked over broken glass at the dump. For hyenas, an ocean 

of maize hid them from the eyes of dangerous humans. 

 

 
Figure 6.2: Jalla watching from the safety of the maize fields. 

 

The Sofi feeding place 

For me, the Sofi feeding place was more of a home than my apartment in Jugol. It was 

there that I spent the evenings with Yusuf’s family; it was there that I spent a lot of time 

with hyenas. Indeed, I was never more at home in Harar than when I was sitting in front 

of the shrine of Aw Ansar, surrounded by familiar hyenas. However, some people saw 

the place quite differently. Some tourists, on arriving at the feeding place, and finding 

themselves confronted by over a dozen hyenas, found the place terrifying. Often people 

became hysterical, refusing to participate, jumping up on the step or falling over 

backwards; all accompanied by the hysterical laughter of local boys who came to watch. 

Indeed, some tourists watched the entire spectacle from inside their vehicles as though 

at a drive-in movie. Meanwhile, for Yusuf, the feeding place was his home and the place 

where he worked evenings. He spent his days at the farm and saw little of his house in 

the daytime. And unlike the tourists, Yusuf was tied to the feeding place in a profound 
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way. He had to be prepared every night for hyenas who came wanting food and tourists 

who came wanting to see them. 

For a young hyena of the Sofi clan, the feeding place was at first intimidating. Many 

were afraid to come and feed; they stayed in the darkness on the hill while their mothers 

stood in front of vehicle headlights being given food. Some followed to where their 

mothers were feeding and stood on the periphery with the more skittish of the adults. 

And some like Willi eventually approached Yusuf or Abbas and took food directly. Yet, 

for the hyenas, the feeding place became more than a place to get food. Even long after 

the food was finished and the tourists had gone, the hyenas gathered there, sniffing at 

scents, baiting and displacing each other. Baby in particular was attached to that place. 

She was usually the first to arrive and the last to leave. She often lay on the ground 

where the cars pulled up, or inside Yusuf’s gate. Even two hours after the feeding had 

finished, Baby could be found at the Sofi feeding place. Yusuf told me that she had first 

come as a very small cub and that her mother had disappeared shortly after. Since then, 

he said, Baby was always the first to arrive. 

The garbage dump 

The garbage dump for hyenas was similar to what it was for some people — a place of 

opportunity. The major difference lay in the times at which the two species went there. 

As I demonstrated in Chapter Four, the garbage dump often took precedence over the 

feeding place for Sofi hyenas seeking food in the evening. It was dark and free of 

people and provided a lot of food. Hence, hyenas began arriving at the dump in the early 

evening, even while Yusuf was handing out food down the road. And unlike the feeding 

place, the atmosphere at the garbage dump was not as highly charged. The food lay 

hidden under the rest of the rubbish and scattered widely. Hence a hyena could find a 

pile of garbage by herself and rummage through without being interfered with by 

others. 

Most people in Harar never visited the garbage dump. Some people had mud huts on the 

periphery and farmed the little plots of land that surrounded the dump. One of those 

people even collected bones and fed them to hyenas in the dark of night. However, as 

with hyenas, some people came to the garbage dump to sort through the rubbish. Plastic 

containers, jars, sheets of plastic, all had utility to someone, however, the food scraps 

were unwanted. I have even seen a man sorting through a newly arrived pile of garbage, 
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throwing any bones he found to the hyenas waiting expectantly on the other side. There 

was also a group of children who went to the dump each morning at sunrise, looking for 

anything of use (see Figure 6.3). Those children were not particularly intimidated by the 

hyenas present and threw stones to displace them from piles of garbage. However, the 

fact that they threw stones instead of physically displacing the hyenas betrayed a 

healthy desire to maintain some space between themselves and their spotted co-foragers. 

 

 
Figure 6.3: Hyenas being displaced from a pile of garbage by a boy. 

 

Dumpsters 

Another shared resource of hyenas and humans were the bright yellow and orange 

dumpsters (shown in Figure 6.4). The municipality placed several of these dumpsters at 

scattered locations around Harar. As with the garbage dump, humans sorted through the 

rubbish in these for usable items. Children climbed into them in the daytime and worked 

their way down through the rubbish, shifting it to one side or the other, seeking anything 

that could be used or sold. In the evenings, hyenas jumped into the dumpsters and dug 

through the contents looking for food. Then in the early hours of the morning, the 

garbage trucks lifted them from their locations around the town (that was the only 
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rubbish removal service in Harar) and took them to the dump where they were emptied 

before being returned to their respective locations. Even though the contents had been 

thoroughly gone through by the time they were taken to the dump in the morning, there 

must have been something remaining to attract the interest of the Sofi hyenas. I say this 

because there were several hyenas who waited at the dump or in a nearby farm, listening 

intently to the movements of the trucks around the town. They trotted off to meet the 

trucks when they arrived with fresh garbage. I suppose that the garbage contained more 

than just food that was of interest to the hyenas. Considering that the dumpsters came 

from Aboker and Hakim territories, the contents must have carried the scents of hyenas 

from other clans who had been sifting through the rubbish during the night. 

 

Figure 6.4: Aboker hyenas wait with dogs for their turn at the dumpster. 

 

Dead livestock 

There were occasions in Harar, not uncommon, when livestock animals died of disease. 

At such times the meanings of these animals to both humans and hyenas were 

transformed. For the human owners, the animals who were once valuable, became a 

burden. They could not be sold or eaten and in the case of oxen and camels, they were 
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transformed into very large, heavy loads of unwanted meat and bone. Hence, the owners 

had the carcasses trucked or dragged to the nearest place in which they could be 

completely disposed of: the Sofi feeding place. Yusuf was never put out by those 

donations to the hyenas even though they distracted the hyenas from hand feeding.51 

And the locals were always attracted to the spectacle of hyenas completely devouring a 

large animal. Yet the people and hyenas perceived the dead animal differently. While the 

people were repulsed by the odour of the carcass and pulled their shirts over their noses 

to filter the smell, the hyenas were irresistibly attracted. Hyenas were always excited to 

receive a dead animal and it was never long before there was a large crowd of them 

pulling and tearing at the carcass. It is a sight to behold, a crowd of hyenas fervidly 

devouring a fully grown ox and I am sure that they have a special affection for dead 

livestock. 

The ox’s head was nodding from all the pulling and tugging by the hyenas making 
it appear as though it was still alive. There were thirteen hyenas although only six 
or seven were actually eating, the rest were hanging back, afraid to come closer 
because of all the people present. Baby climbed over one hyena and burrowed into 
the chest cavity so that all I could see was her tail and her hind legs. She was in 
there for some time before she emerged — the skin draped over her head like a 
hijab. The smell was pretty awful by that stage. Willi was having a ball. He was 
clambering over the carcass and over the other hyenas not knowing what to do with 
so much food. Then Dibbey arrived and immediately attacked Tukwondilli who 
had failed to notice her arrival. She bit him hard and sent him packing to the hill 
where he whooped his indignation. Still, a lot of hyenas were keeping their 
distance, but I suspected it was no longer because of the people present but because 
of the number of senior females at the carcass. Again a hyena was bitten and 
chased off and another escaped with the tail. After less than an hour the carcass had 
disappeared and there was no more than a dark patch on the ground where once 
there had been an ox (fieldnotes, April 2010). 

Sportsground 

Besides the feeding places and the garbage dump, the only other place in which large 

numbers of people and hyenas gathered together was the sportsground. For the Aboker 

hyenas, the sportsground was a place where there was food to be found at a dumpster 

and where the local butcher gave them off-cuts and bones. After 6:30 am, the place 

became crowded with people but not so much that the hyenas were frightened away. 

                                                 
51 On one occasion, I arrived at the Sofi feeding place to find Abbas sitting on a pile of dead camel parts, 
feeding them to the hyenas. The hyenas were so stuffed for the following two days that they lost interest 
in the feeding. 
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There were several avenues of escape for the hyenas, and experience there showed them 

that the only real threat came from packs of dogs. The people who went there were 

mostly Amhara from the new town. They went to buy meat, or crossed the ground to get 

to work, passing within metres of hyenas. At 7 am, young men arrived to play football. 

The overlaps in hyenas’ and humans’ interests were in three places: at the dumpster 

hyenas queued with dogs behind people sifting through the rubbish; at the butcher shop 

hyenas queued for scraps behind people queuing to buy meat; and in the middle of the 

sportsground there was one hyena who was irresistibly drawn to the football as it was 

kicked back and forth between humans who it was too afraid to approach (see Figure 

6.5). The footballers never gave the hyena the chance to play. 

 

 
Figure 6.5: An Aboker hyena attracted to a football game. 

 

The wall 

For me, it was always a relief to pass through one of the gates in the wall and disappear 

into the Old Town. Compared to the hustle and bustle of the New Town, the narrow 

lanes inside Jugol felt secluded and peaceful even though they always carried people. A 

lot of Hararis expressed the same feeling to me — in quite different terms to the Amhara 
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from the New Town who found the maze of narrow lanes intimidating. With regard to 

the hyenas, their approximation of Jugol was more akin to the latter ethnic group than to 

the Hararis. Time and again, I saw hyenas make tentative entries into Jugol which were 

quickly abandoned. The hyenas entered via the hyena holes and waited between the 

buildings on either side to make sure no people were coming. Having satisfied 

themselves that the coast was clear, the hyenas ventured into the maze of laneways. 

However, as was usually the case early in the evening, people turned a corner into the 

laneway and the hyenas took fright. The unnerved hyenas exited via the nearest hyena 

holes and usually went straight to the garbage dump. Willi was very nervous in his first 

forays into the Old Town. Usually these consisted of a hesitant entry, a brief foray down 

a laneway, a nervous pee and a quick exit after which he headed straight for the garbage 

dump. On one occasion he had a lot of difficulty exiting. 

Willi was only a few metres inside the wall when a man and a boy came out of a 
doorway. They walked towards the hyena hole through which Willi had come and 
he took fright and ran from them towards the hole. But then another person was 
coming into Jugol via that hole so Willi ran across the square towards the houses. 
But then a person was coming from one of the houses so he had to climb over the 
rubble towards me. He was even afraid of me then. Willi got past me and by this 
time the man and boy had passed so he cantered along the lane towards 
Suqutatberi. I had to run to keep up. He went up a side lane and watched me pass. 
Then came out and in turn, passed by me but this time someone was coming from 
Suqutatberi so he doubled back and waited in the lane. Once this person had passed 
he headed for a hyena hole near the Suqutatberi gate but looking through there saw 
some men doing roadworks. So he came out and exited via Suqutatberi, taking 
fright from a woman who was also exiting. He went past the water tank and along 
the path leading to the garbage dump (fieldnotes, May 2010). 

Drainage lanes 

Once inside Jugol, the Sofi hyenas usually went directly to the series of drainage lanes 

that led from the periphery of the Old Town to the main market (see Figures 6.6, 6.7). 

Hararis distinguished the drainage lanes from the normal lanes by name, calling them 

respectively drainage lanes (tcher uga) and narrow lanes (kechin uga). With regard to 

the drainage lanes, people rarely went into those. If they did so it was to defecate or to 

dump rubbish after which they exited the same way they entered. People never had the 

need, nor the inclination to travel along them. As a direct consequence of the ways that 

people avoided the lanes, they were favourite places of the Sofi hyenas. During the 

hours before midnight, a hyena stood a very high chance of encountering people if it 
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travelled via a narrow lane. However, it was a virtual guarantee that it would not 

encounter a human (other than myself) in a drainage lane. That in turn lent a degree of 

security to the place, and hyenas were noticeably more relaxed as they travelled along 

those lanes. They only increased in vigilance when they hesitated at the ends of the 

drainage lanes where they intersected with narrow lanes. What was more was that 

people left rubbish in the drainage lanes. They not only provided security and safe 

passage, they also offered a hyena the chance of finding food. 

 

 
Figure 6.6: The drainage lanes (bold lines) in the southeast of Jugol. 
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Figure 6.7: Baby following a drainage lane (and monitoring me). 

 

Main market 

When hyenas followed the drainage lanes up the hill, they found themselves close to the 

main market (see Figure 6.8). Interestingly that place was a focal point for both hyenas 

and people. During the day market traders set up their stalls adjacent to the Italian 

buildings, and shoppers went to the traders, butcher shops and mixed businesses to 

purchase goods. Children went to play in the (comparatively rare) open space or to sift 

through the rubbish in the dumpster that was set in the middle of the square. In the 

evenings, indigents made their beds under the loggias of the buildings. And on the one 

day per week when the trucks from Dire Dawa brought water to the town, people lined 

up in front of the public water tank to fill their plastic containers. At night, the main 

market was a focal point for hyenas. They converged on the main square where they 

made a thorough search for food before heading off along Harar’s laneways. There was 

also the dumpster into which they could jump and sift through the rubbish. Yet it 

appeared to me that there was something besides food that attracted the hyenas to the 

main market although I never determined what that was. Even when there was no food 

to be found, I often saw groups of hyenas gathered there, some lying down others being 
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harassed by dogs. Indeed the main market was the place where I saw the highest number 

of hyenas together inside Jugol. 

 

 
Figure 6.8: The main market (Gidir Magala) in Harar. Note the two kites watching shoppers 

from the roof. 

 

The gate at Argobberi 

At the northeast corner of Jugol, there stood the gate at Argobberi (see Figure 6.9). That 

was the gate through which Burton apparently entered Harar in the 1850s after having 

travelled overland from Somaliland. For the people coming from within Harar, the gate 

was a portal to the cemetery and the Aw Abdul Mosque just outside the wall. It was also 

a marketplace where locals went to buy chat, food and firewood. Farmers from east of 

the town brought their goods to the market daily and parked their donkeys in an open 

space in front of the wall. With their produce on display, they remained at the market 

until dark, whereupon they returned to their farms. The traders based in Harar remained 

at the market place until 10:00 pm before packing up and going home; leaving the locals 

who stayed on to chew chat and socialise. At night the place glowed with traders’ 

paraffin lamps and torches which lit up the scene with a dim orange glow and made the 
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place appear inviting. Prior to 11:00 pm, the Argoberri gate was a place for people, but 

with one exception. 

 

 
Figure 6.9: Oromo women selling chat (top left) and firewood outside the gate at Argobberi 

(photo courtesy of Sean McLachlan 2011). 

 

For the Sofi and Aboker hyenas the gate at Argobberi (or more specifically, the road in 

front of it) was a territorial boundary. However, it was not typical of hyena boundaries. 

In non-urban environments, hyenas mark their boundaries using any or all of a number 

of means: they secrete a scented paste from their anal glands onto blades of grass; they 

deposit their faeces at latrines located along boundaries; they scratch the ground leaving 

a scent from their inter-digital glands (Kruuk 1975, p. 66). None of these means was 

practicable for hyenas in Harar. First, there was almost no vegetation in the laneways of 

Jugol upon which to deposit scent. Second, any faeces that hyenas deposited in the 

laneways were cleaned up first thing in the morning by women’s cooperatives. Third, 

the cobblestones prevented hyenas from scratching their scent into the ground. At places 

where there were no cobblestones, the women sweeping the ground and the great 

amount of foot and hoof traffic would have dispersed any scent that was there, and 

spread it across the town. Hence, there was no way in which a hyena could mark a 
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territorial boundary in Jugol; nor could it recognise that of another clan. This in turn led 

to some unusual encounters between hyenas from different clans in the Old Town.  

I witnessed several occasions where Sofi hyenas encountered Aboker hyenas in Jugol 

and instead of aggression, there was nothing but wariness shown on the part of hyenas. 

On one occasion I followed a Sofi hyena from the gate at Suqutatberi to the main 

market where it encountered and greeted two hyenas who I then followed over the hill 

and into the Aboker hyenas’ territory. I had witnessed a peaceful greeting between 

hyenas from different clans. On another occasion I encountered a Sofi hyena, Jalla, 

eating a bone well inside what I thought was Aboker territory, when two Aboker hyenas 

approached. They were outwardly unconcerned with each other and went their separate 

ways. As a consequence, I found it impossible to accurately depict the clan boundaries 

in Jugol because the hyenas themselves were not even sure of where these lay (see 

Figure 6.10). However, the broad shared zones abruptly ended outside the Argobberi 

gate where they were replaced by an agreed upon, strictly defined, boundary.  

 

 
Figure 6.10: Jugol map with shared area. 
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One night in June, 2010, outside the gate at Argobberi, I came across a crowd of people 

surrounding a sub-adult hyena who was lying in the middle of the road, suffering the 

effects of poison. Yusuf was called to the place and tried some means to nullify the 

effects of the poison but without success. Believing the young hyena to be from the Sofi 

clan, Yusuf took it down the road in a wheelbarrow to the feeding place where a few of 

the Sofi hyenas were resting. On hearing and seeing the young hyena, the Sofi hyenas 

became very agitated and began whooping and growling. Their calls attracted more and 

more hyenas. It appeared that the young hyena suffering the effects of the poison was 

not from the Sofi clan but was an Aboker hyena; and it had been brought to the core 

feeding area of the Sofi hyenas! The hyenas present became so aggressive towards the 

people surrounding the poisoned sub-adult that the people retreated and jumped up onto 

the step in front of the shrine. The Sofi hyenas approached with their manes and tails 

bristling. Koti, the dominant female was at the forefront, displaying the most aggression 

while it was Willi who approached closest and dragged the hyena back a few metres by 

the scruff of its back. After that, a larger female picked it up and, accompanied by thirty-

two noisy and highly aggressive hyenas, took the poor young hyena to the darkness 

beyond the hill where, presumably, it was killed. A search the following morning failed 

to find the hyena’s body. I was later informed that there had been a lot of commotion at 

the main market that night, presumably from Aboker hyenas. 

Two nights after the incident with the poisoned hyena, while I was walking up the road 

towards Argobberi, I encountered Dibbey and Jalla running down the hill towards the 

feeding place. They ran past me to the open space in front of the shrine and then went 

running back up the hill with four or five other hyenas, and with me running after them 

to see what had them so excited. When I arrived at the top of the hill, I could see, under 

the street light, the silhouettes of six or seven of the Aboker hyenas with their manes 

and tails bristling. It was early in the night but the people at Argobberi had deserted the 

streets and were calling to me to get off the road. I felt like I was in a western movie; 

the Sofi hyenas facing up to the Aboker hyenas on a deserted street between the shops 

and dwellings. There was a tremendous amount of growling, whooping and kicking up 

dust as the tightly packed hyenas charged at each other. Then, before a single bite had 

been inflicted, the Sofi hyenas marched off while the Aboker hyenas remained on the 

road whooping and scratching the ground. 
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The conditionality of the landscape 

The account of the clan war at Argobberi reveals how the surround-worlds of hyenas 

and people were not fixed. Thus far I have been describing features in the landscape and 

what they meant to hyenas and people in somewhat basic terms. While holes in 

hedgerows were convenient for hyenas they were a nuisance for farmers. Whereas the 

maize was a hazard to children, it provided cover for hyenas. The drainage lanes for 

people were places to be avoided, while for hyenas they were safe routes which often 

provided opportunities to eat. These are basic accounts because they do not articulate 

the conditions under which the places acquired different meanings for the actors who 

inhabited them. By day, and through much of the evening, the gate at Argobberi was a 

place for people and their livestock. Traders traded, people passed through and all the 

while hyenas saw it as off limits. By night the gate became deserted by the people so the 

hyenas used it to pass through on their ways in or out of the Old Town. For a young, 

inexperienced Sofi hyena, the gate was simply an entry into Jugol. It was to be avoided 

during the day and evening and only visited at night. When Sofi hyenas did go there 

they knew from the sounds of unfamiliar hyenas in the north that the Aboker territory 

lay somewhere beyond. However, with a hyena’s first experience of a clan war, there 

came a transformation in the meaning of the gate at Argobberi. It acquired the aspect of 

a territorial boundary and the place of the hyena’s first and future agonistic encounters 

with the Aboker hyenas. From the beginning of my fieldwork, people had been telling 

me that the two groups of hyenas only came together to fight at that very place outside 

Argobberi and so, when I finally witnessed the inter-clan dispute it was less a revelation 

than the realisation of an expectation. In terms normally reserved for humans, the 

Argobberi gate for hyenas was a ‘socially constructed, politicised, historically specific’ 

place (Rodman 2003, p. 205). It was an agreed-to-be-disputed boundary, the meaning of 

which, a hyena could only come to know and understand through participation in the 

social practices of its clan.  

In what he calls the ‘temporality of the landscape’, Tim Ingold (2000, p. 189) provides 

an ideal framework for understanding the ways that meanings in hyenas’ and people’s 

surround-worlds are conditional. Ingold challenges the view that the landscape is simply 

a blank slate onto which (human) actors inscribed culturally constructed meanings 

(2000, p. 198). Instead the landscape is entirely temporal in nature. As such, meanings 

are not applied to the landscape as though the person to whom it is meaningful can 
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stand outside of it. Rather, the meanings are gathered in tandem with the movement and 

development of the person (2000, p. 152). In that way, the landscape full of meanings is 

better described as a taskscape, and the paths of persons are essentially, the ‘taskscape 

made visible’ (2000, p. 204). With regard to Sofi and Aboker hyenas, each individual’s 

landscape was part of its own process of development so that meaning of the gate at 

Argobberi for one hyena was different to the meaning of the gate for another. 

Furthermore, both were in a constant state of development which was conditional on the 

circumstances under which hyena experienced that part of the landscape.  

Thanks to Ingold, we can develop a more nuanced version of von Uexküll ’s basic 

Theory of Meaning, one which takes account of the continual emerging together of the 

organism and its surround-world. Furthermore, we can conceptualise the temporality of 

the landscape as contingent, rather than an accumulation of gathered meanings. As I 

said, the gate at Argobberi acquired a new set of meanings after a hyena participated in 

a clan war. Yet those meanings were dependent on their being Aboker hyenas present 

there and it being night-time. During the day, the meaning of the gate at Argobberi 

reverted to that of a forbidding place to which no sane hyena would venture. As Ingold 

said, the meanings in the landscape were subject to ‘rhythmic cycles’ to which we 

resonate (2000, p. 200). It is these cycles and the conditions under which they occurred 

that I am interested in here because they reveal much about the surround-worlds of 

humans and hyenas in Harar.  

Daylight 

People in Harar were no different to humans anywhere in the world in being diurnal.52 

Most people woke with the dawn, went about their business and retired to their homes 

between 7 pm and 10 pm to sleep. The activity times of hyenas stood in marked 

opposition to those of the human population. There was only a small overlap in the early 

evening and early morning where large numbers of the two species could be observed 

together. However, even then, outside of the places where they were fed, the hyenas 

maintained spatial separation from people. The latest that I ever observed Sofi hyenas at 

the garbage dump in the morning was 7:39 am. I never observed them there after that 

time until it was dark. The latest that I observed Aboker hyenas at the sportsground was 

                                                 
52 As with any population, there were exceptions. Some who chewed chat stayed up through most of the 
night and slept in the early part of the day.  
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7:56 am. After those times, they retired to their dens and only re-emerged after sunset. I 

never saw a hyena in Harar by the light of the setting sun; they only emerged after dusk. 

The temporal separation of humans and hyenas is unremarkable. Other researchers have 

all found hyenas tending towards increased nocturnal activity wherever humans are 

present. In the Masai Mara, Kolowski et al. (2007) combined separate ‘following’ 

sessions to construct composite, twenty-four hour charts of hyenas’ activity times. Their 

results suggested that increasing, daily incursions by Masai pastoralists into the reserve 

were related to hyenas tending towards more nocturnal activity (Kolowski et al. 2007, p. 

1026). From the same reserve, Boydston et al. (2003b) compared observations from 

different periods (1988–90 and 1996–98) during which the number of Masai settlements 

along the Reserve border increased. So too, days when herds were seen grazing in the 

Reserve increased from 30–35 per cent to 90 per cent between the two periods. They 

found that hyenas tended towards more nocturnal activity times specifically as a 

response to the increased human presence (Boydston et al. 2003b, p. 217). Meanwhile 

Rainy and Rainy (1989, p. 37) found that in another part of the Masai Mara where 

humans (apart from the researchers in their vehicles) were absent during the study, the 

hyenas were active during the day. Those authors observed hyena activity throughout 

the mornings and afternoons. Kruuk (1972, p. 22) suggested that the reason why hyenas 

were primarily nocturnal in Serengeti and Ngorongoro were the tsetse flies and the heat 

of the day. There were no tsetse flies in Harar and even on cold rainy days, the hyenas 

were nowhere to be seen. I can only conclude that they remained in their dens during 

the day specifically to avoid humans. 

Furthermore, there were marked differences in the Sofi hyenas’ reactions to people 

depending on the time of day and the places in which the encounters occurred. At the 

feeding place in the evening, hyenas tolerated people in very close proximity. 

Individuals such as Tukwondilli, Willi and Burrisey even tolerated physical contact with 

some of the tourists. Tukwondilli often brushed past peoples legs or stood behind people 

sitting at the shrine in order to avoid the wrath of Dibbey. Willi and Burrisey were so 

audacious as to allow people to touch their backs while they had their noses deep inside 

the feed bucket. During the day, the hyenas maintained a flight distance of at least 50 

metres. Normally, on perceiving the presence of a human they uttered their 

characteristic alarm rattles and scattered before the humans they encountered were 

within 100 metres. At the garbage dump the flight distance was reduced but the hyenas 
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were noticeably more skittish during the morning at that place. Kruuk (1972, p. 144) 

found the same phenomenon in Ngorongoro. Where hyenas maintained flight distances 

often over 300 metres during the day, they reduced these to as little as a few metres after 

dark.53 Kolowski and Holekamp (2006, p. 534) found likewise in the Masai Mara, 

where hyenas walked to within 50 metres of humans from whom they would have 

maintained much greater flight distances during the day. Human beings must have 

appeared to Sofi hyenas, in their surround-worlds, as far more frightening when 

illuminated by the sun and especially so when encountered in the farmland. For my part, 

I found hyenas most intimidating at the garbage dump at night. That was when it was 

deserted by people and there were as many as twenty pairs of hyenas’ eyes bobbing up 

and down, reflecting my flashlight in the near total darkness. In the daytime, it was an 

altogether different place. 

Occasions 

In addition to the effects of the time of day, the time of year also influenced people’s 

and hyenas’ different perceptions of their landscapes. Harari and Oromo people were 

very enthusiastic about Ramadan. They counted down the days to the season and when 

the fasting time arrived, they changed their daily routines. Mornings became a time for 

sleeping in, while evenings were spent purchasing food and chat, attending prayers and 

visiting friends. Hence, the streets and markets were lively places for people during the 

night; the market traders and pedestrians were out until around midnight. For hyenas, 

Ramadan was also a time for fasting and for that very reason. While the streets were 

filled with people, they were prohibitive to hyenas. As a consequence, the hyenas 

delayed their food quest until well after midnight when the laneways were less crowded. 

So too, during the Harari celebration of Arafa (Eid al Adha), they were affected by an 

annual occurrence. However, that was a boon time for hyenas. In the lead up to Arafa, 

many families bought a sheep or goat to be slaughtered on the occasion. This 

symbolised the goat which God permitted Abraham to sacrifice in place of his son after 

Abraham demonstrated his willingness to obey God’s commands. After the celebrations 

in Harar had concluded, the heads, skins and entrails were left in the streets for hyenas 

to consume (see Figure 6.11). The laneways which normally had scattered pickings of 

bones and horns became streets of abundance for hyenas. The Sofi hyenas were 

                                                 
53 Much to the discomfort of a researcher whose vehicle broke down and who was followed home by 
interested hyenas. 
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noticeably fatter immediately after Arafa. As for the Aboker hyenas, the sportsground 

for them was transformed during the fasting time leading up to Fasika (Ethiopian 

Easter). The butcher shop there, from where the Aboker hyenas were given food, closed 

down for two months and the sportsground was deserted by the hyenas; it temporarily 

lost its appeal. 

 

 
Figure 6.11: Goat carcass left out in a laneway in Assumberi. 

 

Rain 

Another influence on the ebb and flow of meaning in the landscape for people and 

hyenas was the rain. Sometimes on a warm, calm night a cold breeze rose up, preceding 

by a few minutes, a torrential downpour of rain. When it rained in Harar, there was a 

burst of activity from the people: women rushed to buy plastic bags to wear over their 

expensive hairstyles; children kicked puddles and raced sticks in the torrents; Oromo 

women struggled to support their donkeys who slipped on the wet cobblestones; 

householders rushed to place buckets and troughs under spouting and collect the 

precious water for cleaning and drinking; market sellers dragged their produce under 

leaking tarpaulins. The only ones who were not sprung into some kind of action by the 
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rain were some of the indigents and most of the hyenas. Like the indigents, who simply 

pulled their plastic over their heads, most hyenas were unfazed by rain. I say most 

because Hadha Kumar and Willi once lay under an overhanging fence while it was 

raining; I presume to avoid getting too wet. However, hyenas were normally 

unperturbed and I recall sitting in Yusuf’s house watching a downpour while Dibbey 

stood outside, getting soaked, staring at us, waiting for Yusuf to go out and feed her. The 

major effect of rain on hyenas was the difficulty it spelled when they were looking for 

food. In dry times, hyenas could follow scent trails straight to the nutritious sources. 

Indeed, I had seen hyenas waiting outside the wall, listening for the coast to become 

clear, before making a dash into the town, straight to a piece of discarded food which 

they picked up and exited with.54 However, when it was raining, the water dispersed the 

scents so that food was both everywhere and nowhere and the food quest became a 

visual search.  

Kamareeya came up past me and crossed and entered via the big Suqutatberi 
hyena-hole. There were some steps that were wet and he was sniffing at them but 
couldn’t locate any food. I could smell Hulbert Murrah there.55 He abandoned that 
search and went along a series of laneways that brought him to a drainage lane 
where he found a bone and began eating. While he was eating, he accidentally 
knocked his bone into the water. He looked over the ledge at it and tried to get 
down but couldn’t reach so he had to go down the lane a short way and jump in the 
water. This he did without fear. He sniffed at the water but didn’t emerge with the 
bone. Then he put his nose up on the ledge and sniffed at where he was eating the 
bone so that he could get a reference. Then he sniffed at the water again but failed 
to find the bone. So he got out of the water and went and had a good sniff of the 
ledge for a reference and back in the water but to no avail. He gave up on the 
search and headed up the laneway towards the main market (fieldnotes, March 
2010). 

I am sure that the presence of water had a significant effect on how a hyena perceived 

his or her landscape. With regard to Jugol and the garbage dump, the predictability and 

reliability of the places became diminished as hyenas could no longer rely on their acute 

sense of smell. The places became difficult. However, one must not underestimate the 

value of experience. Jane Goodall recounted the efforts of the dominant female of the 

Scratching Rocks clan in Ngorogoro, Bloody Mary, as she was eating pieces of a 

wildebeest who had drowned and was lying submerged in a stream. While younger 

                                                 
54 Mills (1990, p. 78) found that hyenas could detect carcasses from as far as 4 kms, wind dependent. 
55 Hulbert Murrah is a kind of soup that Hararis make. It has meat and/or potatoes and is spiced with 
fenugreek. 
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hyenas dived under the water and came up with nothing, Bloody Mary with her head 

above the water, felt around with her paws before diving and invariably came up with a 

piece of meat (van Lawick-Goodall and van-Lawick-Goodall 1970, p. 167). Kamareeya 

was a sub-adult at the time of the study and whenever I read Goodall’s account, I cannot 

help wondering if a more experienced hyena would have been more successful in 

recovering the bone.56 In summary, the rain across the landscape must have meant 

something different to an older experienced hyena. 

Experience 

Indeed everything about the way that the landscape was perceived was dependent on the 

experience of the individual. I described in Chapter Three how some Amhara who lived 

in the New Town found Jugol and its maze of narrow laneways intimidating. With 

experience, that intimidation was decreased, both for humans and hyenas. Willi 

provided a clear example of how a hyena’s perceptions of the Old Town changed with 

greater experience. His first visit to the feeding place was the beginning of a lifelong 

process during which the same features of the landscape were continually altered in his 

surround-world. The more time he spent at the feeding place, the more he came to see it 

as a core area in which he could not only find food but where he could lie down and 

rest. Then from the feeding place, he began to make forays into the Old Town. The first 

few of those were brief: a hesitant entry and a quick exit before heading for the 

nocturnal security of the garbage dump. However, after a month of exploring on his 

own and in the company of others, his confidence increased and the Old Town became 

less threatening (see Figure 6.12). With experience, the drainage lanes were transformed 

into secure passages, the hyena holes became familiar and reliable entrances, and the 

main market became a place where he could find food with little harassment. Certain 

holes became safe escape routes, certain gates had aggressive dogs behind them; and 

certain people were aggressive towards him. With experience, he also learned to 

associate gatherings of people with opportunities to obtain leftovers: 

                                                 
56 Komar (1999, p. 407) found that trained, air scent detection canines failed to recover bones which were 
placed in puddles. However, after aving been directed to the bones by their handlers, the dogs became 
proficient at that task in subsequent field trials. 
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The Aboker hyena passed me by and turned right off the road from where it 
followed a series of laneways to where the bakery was. The hyena directed its ears 
forwards and looked into the yard beside the bakery where there was some kind of 
celebration going on. There was a marquee and coloured lights so I guessed it was 
a wedding. A man came to the open gate and called to the hyena to come closer, but 
then chased it away. I followed the hyena down the lane but then it stopped, turned 
and looked at me. It seemed to want to go back in my direction so I moved out of 
the way and beckoned to it to pass by. At that point it was joined by another hyena. 
They greeted each other and then the first hyena went past me back up to where the 
man had chased it away. It certainly was interested in that celebration. Again the 
hyena looked in the gate but this time, the man threw a rock at it. That was enough 
to convince the hyena to give up so we went off towards Assumberi (fieldnotes, 
January 2010). 

 

 
Figure 6.12: Paths (bold, grey lines) taken by Willi in Jugol. The one on the left (1 May 2010) is 

one of his early forays into Jugol. On the right is after one monthげs experience (5 June 2010). 

Note his journey beyond the Argobberi territorial boundary. That was one week prior to the 

clan war described above. While he was unfamiliar with the boundary he was noticeably 

wary of going too far north. 
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Personality 

The last of the conditionals that I want to explore is individual difference. Where two 

people of equal experience encountered hyenas, they perceived the animals differently. 

As I described above, some people encountering hyenas for the first time at the feeding 

place were terrified. For some, the first appearance of a hyena in their surround-world 

triggers a fearful response which they easily give in to. For others, it triggers excitement 

and they want to approach and touch the hyenas. Yet, no-one encounters a hyena 

without interest. 

A man shone his flashlight at Bouki and said ‘waraba’. Bouki doubled back and ran 
past me nearly knocking me over. I followed him down to the public toilet where 
there was a man coming up. Bouki went behind the toilet. The man looked at me 
for a bit and then passed.57 Then Bouki came out and went up the drainage lane and 
under the small arch. I went around to Suqutatberi Road and right into the next lane 
to find a dog going crazy at Bouki who was eating a skin with bones. I held off the 
dog with my flashlight and waited while Bouki took the food and went a little way 
up the drainage lane. Someone walking past at the top of the drainage lane stopped 
and looked at us in the darkness and then continued on. Bouki finished, left the 
skin, and then went up the drainage lane where he climbed the waterfall. He went 
straight at the four way junction and right at the next drainage lane. At the top he 
turned left towards the main market, which seemed to be his intended destination, 
and there he passed a man who was sitting on a step, without even looking at the 
man. Bouki was about 10 metres ahead of me when I noticed another man up ahead 
who was heading down the lane towards us. He suddenly noticed Bouki coming 
towards him and jumped up on a step, pulling his arms close to his chest. Bouki 
trotted passed the man without even hesitating. Bouki took a left and then right and 
left past the police station and into the main market (fieldnotes, May 2010). 

There is a lot going on in the above excerpt from my fieldnotes: a dog’s reaction to 

Bouki’s presence in a laneway, a man’s reaction to a researcher following Bouki, a 

man’s reaction to Bouki’s determination to procede along a laneway. However, the 

above excerpt tells not only of some different people’s and dog’s reactions to Bouki, but 

of a hyena who reacted to people and dogs in his own particular way. Just as people of 

different kinds experienced hyenas differently in their surround-worlds, so too did 

individual hyenas experience people differently. Bouki was of approximately the same 

age as another male named Botolli. They were both regulars at the Sofi feeding place. 

Yet, Bouki’s reactions to people were markedly different. Where Botolli was hesitant 

                                                 
57 For more detailed accounts of interactions between myself and other people while I was following 
hyenas in the Old Town, the reader is referred to my weblog: hararhyenas.wordpress.com. 
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and shy, Bouki was confident. I had once seen him enter into Jugol through a hyena hole 

while there were two men standing on either side, chatting. Bouki simply marched past 

as though the two men were part of the wall. So too, Bouki was more confident than 

older female hyenas at the garbage dump. He stayed on later at the dump even after the 

children had arrived, and obtained a little bit of extra food (see Figure 6.13). For Bouki, 

the presence of a human in his surround-world was not as fear inducing as it was for 

some other hyenas. However, with the rise of the sun, the general rule applied equally to 

Bouki as it did for the others. The sunrise was like a siren to all the hyenas, calling them 

to return to their dens where they lay and waited for the night to come again, and for its 

darkness to transform the landscape anew. 

 

 
Figure 6.13: Bouki at the garbage dump. 

 

Conclusion 

My intention here has been to dispel any notion that the landscape around Harar can be 

objectively defined in singular terms. While von Uexküll’s Theory of Meaning fosters a 

conception of multiple landscapes, composed of subjective meanings, Ingold’s attention 

to temporality provides a means by which these meanings become transformative. For a 
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farmer, hedgerows were like strips of utility, punctuated by nuisance; for a hyena the 

opposite applied. For a child, an ocean of maize was a forbidding mass; for a hyena it 

enfolded and enveloped, providing security. Drainage lanes were forbidding and secure, 

dead livestock were repulsive and desirable, Jugol was intimidating for some and 

familiar for others. The entire landscape was composed of oppositions.  

But there were also convergences. Dumpsters were places of opportunity for both 

species; the feeding places and main market had a gravitational pull. Yet, these 

subjective meanings were conditional and transformative. A place in which a hyena felt 

secure in the night became terrifying in the daylight; laneways which offered scant 

pickings became places of abundance on one day each year; the dry air carried scents of 

far away food, while in the rain, scents were everywhere, leading to nowhere. The 

incident at the gate at Argobberi demonstrated this mutability in a striking manner when 

the clan war transformed the meaning of the place for hyenas, local people and an 

anthropologist participant-observer.  

If we could see the subjective landscape as through a speeded up film (Ingold 2000, p. 

201), we would see ebbs and flows of meaning as maize grew up and was cut down; as 

the ground dried and was soaked; as night followed day. However, having described the 

temporality of these ebbs and flows in general terms, I return to the subjectivity which 

inspired my analysis. While an inexperienced, timid individual might have found the 

wall around the Old Town intimidating, another with more experience and audacity 

would have marched on in. The landscape is temporal and subjective; it is constantly 

(re)emerging and combining with the organisms who move through it and create 

meanings anew. 
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Chapter 7 Hyena as Sapient 

Coexistence through Social Relations 

between Species 

Harar, December 2009 

I wake up at 3:30 am and go to the sportsground to take some night-shot footage of 

the hyenas. Once there, I find a group of four who are sharing their space with some 

dogs. There is very little confrontation between the two groups as they sniff the 

ground, looking for bits of food. While I set up to film, a policeman comes to look over 

my shoulder at what I am doing. After less than a minute, the policeman shouts ∬Look!Å 

He is pointing to a hyena who is sniffing my camera bag just a few metres behind us. I 

wave my hand at the hyena and say ∬bussÅ to shoo her away, but instead of leaving the 

camera bag as she departs, the hyena snaps it up in her mouth. She is well aware of 

her crime and bolts towards the forest on the other side of the creek where she 

disappears into the darkness. We chase after the thief to where she has gone under a 

fence and into a stand of eucalypts. By the time we arrive, the policeman has 

unshouldered his rifle and is telling me to direct my flashlight to where there is 

rustling in the bushes. Not wanting him to shoot the hyena, I wave the flashlight 

around vaguely, only later directing it to where I glimpse my camera bag lying amongst 

the trees. On inspection we find that the hyena has rifled through my camera bag and 

made off with the soft case containing my telephoto lens. We search the forest and find 

the other accessories along a trail leading from the sportsground to the forest, but no 

lens. Later, when I tell my Harari friend about what happened at the sportsground, he 

simply nods. He says, ∬The hyenas are giving you a message: They are saying you wonÅt 

be needing a telephoto lens to get close to them here in Harar.Å 

 

How could wild creatures, constrained by law to attend mechanically to their own 
affairs, possibly seem interested in us? (Everndon 1992, p. 108) 
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The limited sum of two species 

In his account of hyenas and humans in the Horn of Africa, Daniel Gade (2006) 

provides a history of coexistence in which hyenas have consistently benefitted from 

human misfortune. Gade describes how people in the Horn have always had to defend 

both themselves and their livestock from attacks by hyenas. The account that emerges is 

one of a zero sum game between hyenas and humans in which the prosperity of one 

group comes only at a cost to the other. Yet that stands at odds with what Gade calls a 

‘symbiotic configuration’ in which each has benefitted from the other (2006, p. 627). In 

times of famine, plague and war, the hyenas were effective disposers of the dead. 

Through accounts of periodic human suffering in the Horn, a picture emerges of a 

human population that is often so depopulated and debilitated that disposal of the dead 

and dying by human hands becomes impossible. Hence, hyenas have prevented the 

spread of disease by quickly consuming the victims of the catastrophes (2006, p. 624).  

Gade suggests that we move ‘beyond Cartesian dualism’ to another layer of complexity 

in which an ‘ancestral ecological wisdom’ is operating to foster the coexistence of the 

two species (2006, p. 625). He suggests that separating human history from natural 

processes is an inhibition to understanding the relationship between humans and hyenas 

in the Horn. Here, I intend to demonstrate how the ‘ancestral ecological wisdom’ that 

fostered coexistence of humans and hyenas in Harar extended far beyond the capacity of 

the latter to clean up the dead of the former. I will  describe some Harari conceptions of 

hyenas and explore what these reveal about alternative ecologies. 

The social organisation of Hararげs hyenas 

According to many, the hyenas of Harar had a leader, an Amir, who was male, 

completely white and apparently quite handsome.58 This was reflected in the story of 

Amir Nur and the Hyena King in Chapter Three. While nobody ever detailed to me 

what the role of the leader was, presumably the belief was a reflection of the tradition of 

the festival of Ashura, which will be discussed in Chapter Eight. During the Ashura 

festival, the leader of the hyenas acted as an example to the other hyenas and dictated 

whether they participated or not. Hyenas were also believed to make kulen which in 

human terms is a gathering of people making supplication so that someone might get 

                                                 
58 Von Rosen (1953, p. 22) found the conception of the white ‘King of Hyenas’ elsewhere in Ethiopia. In 
that account, the hyena king is attributed with magical powers and has a ‘somewhat sinister reputation’. 
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well or obtain a blessing. Hyena kulen entails a group of hyenas, on a full moon night, 

forming a circle in the open ground east of the Old Town and looking to the sky. In 

response to the hyenas’ supplications, white halawa (a kind of gelatinous sweet — 

normally brown) rains down in the centre of the circle and the hyenas eat peacefully and 

patiently. This contrasts with the normal behaviour of hyenas when presented with a 

large quantity of food. I was told that on such occasions a human can join the kulen 

without disturbing the hyenas but the person has to participate in the feasting or else the 

hyenas will attack and drive the person away. I was never able to gain a deeper 

understanding of the idea of hyena kulen but I believe it reflected the human version. 

Presumably the supplication that the hyenas were making was for the provision of food. 

Hyenas were also believed to have a clear sense of social justice. With regard to the 

truce that was made between Amir Nur and the Hyena King, if a hyena disregarded that 

truce, the other members of its group took action against the transgressor. I was told one 

story of a farmer who lost one of his oxen. He went searching for it near to Suqutatberi 

but found his path was blocked by two hyenas. He tried to shoo them out of his way but 

they refused to budge. This unnerved the man so he doubled back and went home. The 

following day, some farmers told him that the body of a dead hyena had been found 

near to the place where he was stopped. The man realised that his ox must have been 

killed by a hyena and that the other members of the hyena’s clan were administering 

justice at that place. They had blocked his path to prevent him from interfering. The 

hyenas had killed the offender and left its body to be found so that people would not act 

indiscriminately in exacting revenge for the cow that had been taken. Hyenas also 

attacked members of their own clan who did not share food, as well as renegades who 

attacked people. 

Hyenas administer their own justice. If a hyena attacks and kills a boy, then the 
townspeople will be enraged and want justice. The hyenas will kill the offending 
hyena and take its body to the place where the boy was attacked as evidence that 
justice has been done so that the townspeople will be satisfied (interview with 
Harari man, November 2009). 

Not only did hyenas take action against inappropriate behaviours of their conspecifics, 

they also acted against humans. Hyenas were easily slighted, and Hararis expected 

retribution when their spotted neighbours were subject to undeserved insults or injuries 

by people. 



132 

There was this boy in Bedroberi who had goats. He used to stand at the wall of his 
compound and drop rocks onto hyenas who walked below him. His father told him 
not to do such things because the hyena has a brain like a human and they take 
revenge. But the boy ignored his father and continued with the rock dropping. After 
some days the hyenas got together as a group and broke into the compound and 
into the barn. They bit off the goats’ heads and rear ends and left everything else, 
including the organs. This was seen as a message and after that the boy never 
dropped rocks again (interview with Harari man, March 2011). 

There was this woman who used to sell coffee at the sportsground, where all the 
hyenas go in the morning, and one day she insulted a hyena. The next day the 
hyenas came and broke all of her cups and kettle and even took away the stones 
that her customers sat on and dumped them in the river. After that she bought some 
offal to give to the hyenas to make peace (interview with Amhara man, May 2010). 

 

Messengers of death 

Hararis also held that hyenas communicated messages to one another and to humans. 

One of the most distinctive of vocalisations of spotted hyenas is known as the whoop. 

Hans Kruuk described the whoop as ‘melancholy’ and ‘one of the most characteristic 

sounds of Africa’ (1972, p.220). Jane Goodall described hyenas’ whoops variously as 

‘weird’, ‘melodious’ and ‘mournful-sounding’ (van Lawick Goodall and van Lawick-

Goodall 1970, pp. 154, 178, 179). That Goodall was able to recognise hyenas by their 

characteristic whoops suggested that an individual’s whoop was consistent over time 

and peculiar to the hyena who was uttering it. Goodall also described some of the 

contexts in which hyenas uttered whoops, in particular those that were emotionally 

charged. Others have expanded on these findings and discovered a great deal of 

variation in both the structure of individual hyenas’ whoops and the contexts in which 

they are used (East and Hofer 1991a, 1991b; Mills 1990; Theis et al. 2007). For Hararis, 

the characteristic whoops that echoed across the town at night were the sounds of 

hyenas communicating detailed messages with semantic content.59 Often they were 

informing other hyenas about the presence of food, or else in some cases 

communicating on behalf of third parties. 

The hyenas also know where the other hyena might be. They have mobile phones. 
You heard the whoop? This is the way that they communicate. This group can 

                                                 
59 A Harari friend who moved to Melbourne commented to me that his new home was eerily quiet 
without the sounds of hyenas in the streets at night. 
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whoop and the other one hears it. The question is ‘Where are you?’ and he will 
reply. Even if he’s not available, the other hyenas will reply on his behalf. Easily 
they can know where he is (interview with Yusuf Mumey, February 2011). 

However, the vocalisations of Harar’s hyenas were not restricted to intraspecific 

communication. They also communicated messages to humans. The most important of 

the messages came from the saints of the town. As I said in Chapter Three, the saints 

met every Thursday on Mt Hakim (see Figure 7.1) to discuss the affairs of the town. 

From their discussions, the saints arrived at solutions or advice that needed to be 

communicated to the townspeople. One way for them to communicate the messages was 

to visit someone in a dream (Foucher 1994, p. 3). The other was to enlist the help of the 

hyenas. Qadir Abdi summed up the role that Harar’s hyenas served: as mediators 

between the saints and the townspeople. He called the hyenas ‘transmitting stations’. 

The whoops they made were messages that were being conveyed from the saints who 

were looking after the town. In looking after the town, the saints were mindful of 

hyenas as well as humans. Some of their communications to the people concerned the 

interests of the hyenas. 

 

 
Figure 7.1: Looking across Harar to Mt Hakim. The whitewashed shrine of Aw Hakim stands 

just beneath the transmission towers on top. 
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One day some people dug a deep hole. They left it open so a hyena fell in the hole. 
In the morning the people found it and made a ladder but the hyena didn’t 
understand what to do with the ladder, he just bit it. After that they pulled him out 
with a sling. The hyena knew they were helping him so he didn’t touch anybody. 
After that he got out. Then everybody feared untying him. One person went and 
said, ‘I’m doing a good thing for you. I’m untying this thing so don’t think about 
hurting me.’ Like a human the hyena understood so he watched the man untie it. 
But it was daytime so he couldn’t go home because people would chase him. So 
the man said ‘Go into the house’, and he went into the house like a dog. After that 
in the night he let the hyena go home. After some days or months, this man lost a 
cow. That night the hyena came and whooped. The one who knew hyena language 
talked to him and related that the cow was in such and such a place. They won’t eat 
your cow so come and get it. So they went and brought it home; a favour for a 
favour. This thing was told to me by my own grandmother (interview with Harari 
woman, February 2011). 

What emerges in the text above is the means by which messages from hyenas were 

translated and passed on to the townspeople: it was through people who could 

understand hyenas. The descriptor ‘the one who knew hyena language’, is my direct 

translation of the Harari term: waraba sinan yuka be zal. It was not just a term but a 

name that applied to a class of mysterious people who could interpret what hyenas were 

saying. These people listened to the messages that the hyenas were passing on and 

related the information to the intended recipients. In the case above, it was to the farmer 

who rescued the hyena from the hole. Where hyenas were passing on messages from the 

saints of the town, they were interpreted by these people and passed on to sheiks or 

elders. For the purposes of this thesis I will hereafter refer to these people as ‘hyena 

listeners’ with thanks to Amir Redwan for lending me the term. 

Hyenas listeners were elusive. While everyone with whom I discussed them accepted 

their existence, only three claimed to have known a hyena listener personally: one was a 

Harari from Melbourne who told me that his grandfather used to listen to the whoops 

and comment, ‘Oh, that sounds bad’ or ‘Oh dear they are telling me that such and such 

is going to die’; one was a local Harari who claimed that his listener friend used to go 

and eavesdrop on hyena meetings; the last was Qadir Abdi who told me that his mother 

was a hyena listener. 

If it yells once, this will happen. If it yells two times this will happen, if there’s 
three or four and sometimes. Mum used to know this. And she said, ‘Oh, so and so 
will die’. ‘An old man will die tomorrow, this and this…’ So, that will happen. But 
she has never… Well, I can tell but I don’t want to distribute it, it’s not important. 
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No, it’s not important because it’s nonsense, because everybody will have… at 
night he will keep himself, keep himself in. ‘Oh this will happen, why I should do 
this’, no (interview with Qadir Abdi, December 2009). 

The sound. In the night there is a sound. They count the sound five times, six times. 
After the sixth, he will make slowly, ‘oooo’. This thing when some hyenas will 
come to the house of the listener and at the door he will shout ten times or 
something. He wants to make this person know about his feelings. There is 
something that the person has to do or tell another person or something (interview 
with Harari woman, February 2011). 

The ability of the hyena listener to understand hyenas came via one of several means: it 

could be inherited from one’s parents; it could be acquired through ingesting hyena 

saliva; or it could be learned from a book that was effectively a hyena-Harari dictionary. 

How do you learn hyena language? Two ways: one, inheritance from your 
ancestors. Not all but one will know it. If there are five children in my family, one 
of us will inherit ... the other is, by killing a goat or a sheep and put in it, a rock, 
and have to wait so the hyena will eat that but he’ll not … you see, with his saliva. 
You eat that [skin], you’ll speak the hyena language. The third and the most 
secretly kept is one. There are writings also which have been preserved. If he yells 
once, this happens, if he yells twice this happens. So that eleven times it has 
meanings. Those writings I think. Well, I cannot find it for you because the person 
has died and where I can found that book I don’t know if I ... if I happen to get it 
whether you are here or there, I will send it for you and then keep you it. Because 
there are some secrets which should not be kept on paper (interview with Qadir 
Abdi, December 2009) 

With regard to some other ways of acquiring the ability to understand hyenas, in 

addition to chewing on a goat skin that had been filled with rocks and hung up for 

hyenas, one could also drink downstream from a hyena. In fact any means of ingesting 

hyena saliva was sufficient. With regard to the hyena-Harari dictionary, Qadir Abdi was 

never able to locate it for me. For his part, he was opposed to the revealing of 

predictions as he believed that it would affect peoples’ actions; he saw it as potentially 

problematic that people informed of their futures would try in some way to alter the 

course of events. In his eyes, such knowledge was potentially debilitating as people 

would avoid actions that could have otherwise led to the realisation of predictions. 

The hyena listeners, for their part, had good reason to keep their identities hidden: they 

knew too much. On the one hand they benefitted the hyenas. They took messages 

regarding the hyenas’ needs and passed these on to sheikhs or elders who acted on the 

information (and kept the listeners’ identities secret). However, listeners also heard what 
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was being discussed among the hyenas themselves. If the hyenas were planning to eat a 

donkey who had been inadvertently left out at night, the hyena listener could hear their 

plans and tell the farmer to go and collect his donkey. Thus, if a listener was suspected 

of revealing their secrets, the hyenas threatened to attack him or his property. In fact, 

hyena listeners were effectively under house arrest at night due to the threat posed by 

hyenas. They were told by the hyenas, ‘We know who you are. If you reveal our secrets 

or venture out at night we will attack you.’ 

Those who understand his language should not go between dusk and dawn, they’ll 
be kept, they’ll be eaten because the secret will pass. Because these people are 
telling people, look, there are some secrets which should be kept secret and if I 
know a hyena language, I can go at night also because I will shut up my mouth and 
I don’t tell. If I tell, he will immediately eat me (interview with Qadir Abdi, 
December 2009) 

Let us say you know their language. After that, they don’t like people to talk about 
their language. If you know you have to hear and only you have to know by 
yourself. You have to. They don’t want you to tell to another people. If you tell 
them the hyena have said like this, they’ll be very angry and they won’t attack you 
but if you have this goat or sheep or cow, they will eat. So these hyena don’t like 
their language to be told by those people (interview with Harari woman, February 
2011). 

The other burden on the hyena listener was the knowledge that their understanding 

brought. As I said above, hyenas made predictions. They predicted times of famine or 

war and were especially adept at predicting people’s deaths. Hyenas made their living 

from the dead so it was little wonder that it was a favourite subject about which they 

liked to communicate. According to Qadir Abdi, hyenas predicted the death of Haile 

Selassie II in 1975. For the listener, the ultimate cost of their knowledge was that the 

hyenas informed them of time of their own demise. So having sought or inherited the 

ability to understand hyenas, the burden weighed heavily on the listeners’ shoulders. 

They were forced indoors at night by those whose messages they were expected to 

convey, and paid the even higher price of knowing the time and place of their own 

deaths.  

Protectors 

Thus far I have conveyed several conceptions of hyenas which held them to be 

threatening: if a person refused to eat during hyena kulen, then the hyenas attacked and 
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drove that person away; if  they were insulted by someone, they attacked that person’s 

livestock; where they knew the identities of hyena listeners, they threatened to attack 

them. In all of the accounts, there was a consistent undercurrent of both benefits and 

potential violence from the hyenas. They carried messages for saints, located lost 

children and returned favours, and at the same time threatened to attack people. 

However, Hararis consistently told me that their hyenas were peaceful. Nobody ever 

expressed to me confusion about the contrast between benevolence of hyenas and their 

readiness to attack. Indeed the potential that Harari hyenas had for violence was 

considered another benefit to the people of Harar. It equipped them to protect the people 

against another, altogether different kind of hyena: the hyena from elsewhere. 

Often referred to as sari be zal waraba or ‘mountain hyena’, which I will discuss in 

Chapter Nine, the hyenas from elsewhere were not peaceful like the Harar hyenas. 

Rather, they were wild inhabitants of the land just outside the imagined territory of 

Harar. Mountain hyenas were considered a danger; always ready to cross into the 

territory of Harar and attack people or livestock. And it fell upon the local hyenas to 

defend the town and its people from the hostile intruders. 

The [Harar] hyenas if they leave, another hyena will come. Now if another hyena is 
coming to Harar, the hyenas that are here will attack him and even eat him. If they 
[Harar hyenas] leave, they will no longer guard Jugol. If the hyena guards are not 
here, another hyena will come and attack people in Jugol (interview with Harari 
man, January 2011). 

I feel safe in Harar because it’s not the same. When it is around here, the hyena 
around here and the other place, they are not the same. The other hyena came to 
Harar around Jugol, the Harar hyena mainly attack that one. They are not the same. 
That one is dangerous. In terms of environment they are not the same (interview 
with Harari man, February 2011). 

 

Spiritual guidance 

Hyenas also directly protected Hararis at an individual level although this conception 

was usually only held by elder Hararis. If a person made mia, which was a promise to 

make a visit to a shrine, bringing chat or incense, then the hyenas knew about it in 

advance and accompanied that person on their religious visit. It was often held that the 

Murid (the caretaker of the shrine; normally a descendant of the saint for whom it is 
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named) arranged for the hyena escort although it could also have been a hyena listener. 

Alternatively, the hyenas were acting independently to protect someone who was 

participating in one of the pillars of Harari society: religious visits (ziara). 

If you go outside Jugol and after that if somebody goes to make a religious visit, to 
the shrine, when you go at night the hyena will be two on the right side and two on 
the left side you’ll go to the shrine place and the Murid he will tell you that today 
you come with our ‘dog’. They know that these hyenas will accompany you when 
you go to the shrine. After that, if you make the religious visit, give something and 
when you go back, they will accompany you to the town so I don’t know the 
meaning but this is still happening to everybody when they go to religious visits in 
the night time. The Murid, when you go inside the first thing he will say is that 
‘Did you afraid this hyena?’ We have sent to you to accompany you so not another 
thing will happen to you. They will give you company to come to us so I wasn’t 
afraid (interview with Harari woman, February 2011). 

And one thing. Now I think I have to tell you ... whenever I am in the territory of 
Harar, I’m not afraid of hyenas. It was about eleven, an hour before midnight in 
Koromi ... As soon as I started going, and now I came and the man at the mosque 
said, ‘Hey, you cannot go at this time!’ I said, ‘If I see two hyenas I will go.’ As 
soon as I came out I saw one hyena on my left towards Harar, and one hyena on 
this side toward my right. Oh, I just held to that hyena, he was leading me. And this 
hyena [on the right] also was following me. I was not afraid ... You know, I have 
been a number of times from Harar and Koromi. At least it used to take me three 
hours. Four hours. The short cut, three hours. Maybe the hyenas had possessed me 
I don’t know. I just saw myself at Suqutatberi. I said ‘Wow! Hey hyenas, do you 
know the short cut like donkeys in the silk road!’ I said. So, we came on the road, 
we came by our gate, the other one [departed]. I opened the door that one went the 
same. And mum was smoking. ‘Did you see my hyenas escorting you?’ she said. 
‘Oh my God’, I said. ‘From no-one, don’t be afraid. If you see two hyenas, just go’, 
[she said]. And I looked at my watch. I started from eleven o’clock and I was at 
midnight. Twelve o’clock. One hour which still I cannot believe it. This is one of 
these things (interview with Qadir Abdi, December 2009). 

There were stories of hyenas as benefactors in other respects as well. One such story 

held that a homeless woman gave birth to a baby on Mount Hakim and abandoned the 

infant. The hyenas heard the baby’s cries and went and stood by the baby while some 

others went to the town and communicated to some people that they wanted them to 

follow. The people followed the hyenas to the place on the mountain where the baby 

was crying and took it back to Harar to be cared for. Furthermore, hyenas protected 

people from themselves. I was told a story about a Harari man who was given to staying 

out late every night, drinking. The man was staggering home drunk one night when he 
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found two hyenas in front of his gate. He stamped his feet and the hyenas ran off. The 

following night the same hyenas were once again standing in front of his gate, but when 

he stamped his feet, they refused to move. The night after that the hyenas not only 

refused to move but growled and acted aggressively towards the man. He realised then 

that it was time to give up his drinking. When Qadir Abdi was singing the praises of 

hyenas and telling me how beneficial they were to the town, he said that he believed 

there should have been a statue of a hyena in the town. When I asked him if that would 

be acceptable, considering the guidelines about such things in Islam, he answered that it 

would be fine because if the Hararis ever adopted idolatry (shirk), the hyenas would 

attack them and set them straight. 

The unseen 

The most important protection that the hyenas provided for Hararis was protection 

against jinn (singular jinni). It is not possible to give a clear description of the nature of 

jinn in Islam because there are no detailed original sources on which to base such a 

description. While jinn are mentioned often in the Quran and Hadiths, and even lend 

their name to one of the chapters of the former, there are few actual descriptions in those 

readings of what jinn are really like. The accounts read as though the reader should 

already have a developed understanding of the nature of jinn. Ar-Rahman (55:15) 

mentions that they were created from smokeless fire. Yet they are subject to burning if 

they disregard the word of God (Saba, 34:12). In Sunan Abudawud, jinn are said to 

frequent privies, they are associated with devils and can manifest as snakes (1:6; 

41:5236). A similar conception to that is also held in Malik’s Muwatta (54:12:33). 

However, there are no clear physical descriptions or detailed accounts; much is left to 

the reader’s imagination. What is probably most revealing is the number of associations 

that are made between humans and jinn in a rhetorical sense so that the two kinds of 

being, while created from different substances, are held to be alike in some respects. 

Certainly I will fill hell with the jinn and the men, all together. (Hud, 11:119) 

If men and jinn should combine together to bring the like of this Quran, they could 
not bring the like of it. (Al-Isra, 17:88) 

And I have not created the jinn and the men except that they should serve Me. 
(Adh-Dhariyat, 51:56) 

And that we thought that men and jinn did not utter a lie against Allah. (Al-Jinn, 
72:5) 
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From the accounts, I construe that jinn constitute a kind of parallel society to that of 

humanity. However, unlike humans, jinn are to be found in waste places, are usually 

difficult to see and certainly pose a danger to humans, especially at night (Sahih 

Bukhari 54:533). In that way, the account of Mohammed taking the word of God to the 

jinn is not a simple account of proselytising; rather, it is an account of a venture into a 

separate, dangerous world of spirit beings, a separate world but one that is still subject 

to God’s will. In the end the jinn received Mohammed with grace and asked that he 

make a decree: that bones and camel dung should not be used by people because they 

are food for the jinn and the livestock of jinn in the strange, parallel world that they 

occupy (Sahih Bukhari 58:200; Sunan Abudawud 1:39). 

Across the Islamic world, conceptions of jinn are many and varied and while, much as 

with humans, they include both good and bad individuals, it is the bad jinn that people 

are preoccupied with. There are many variations on the nature of bad jinn but they tend 

to fit within two broad categories: shadowy figures lurking in caves, forests and waste 

places, waiting for a person to come along so that they might deceive them; and spirit-

beings who are able to possess people and adversely affect their behaviours. From the 

Taureg of northern Niger, Casajus (1984, p. 233) relates a folktale about a girl who was 

travelling in the bush and was deceived by a jinni. The jinni convinced her to follow 

him with promises that his home was wonderful; however, all too late she found it to be 

a wasteland. Interestingly, in other variations of the story, the jinni character is 

interchangeable with an ogre figure. The Susu of Sierra Leone adapted jinn to their 

established world of spirits and differentiated pagan from Muslim jinn; the former 

chasing and eating people while the latter were placated with Quran readings (Thayer 

1983, p. 121). In both cases, the jinn occupied the ‘natural’ world which was seen as 

hostile and full of malevolent spirits (Thayer 1983, p. 123). The Hadendowa of eastern 

Sudan distinguished two kinds of jinn by colour: the black jinn occupying the badlands 

and dirty places, playing musical instruments and herding goats; the red jinn resided 

closer to home and capable of possessing women (Fadlalla 2005, p. 157). Other 

accounts of the potential of jinn to possess people are widespread: from west Africa to 

Bangladesh and beyond to non-Islamic countries where migrants have found the need to 

reconcile traditional diagnoses of mental illness with Western conceptions (Al-Krenawi 

and Graham 1999, p. 59; Aloud 2004, p. 16; Ryan 2007, p. 84). One Imam in east 

London complained that Bangladeshi migrants were too quick to diagnose 
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psychological problems as jinn possession and should have been seeking professional 

advice for their problems (Dein, Alexander and Napier 2008, p. 44). 

Conceptions of jinn in Harar were almost equally diverse and, without codification, 

were developed individually through socialisation. Often people referred to jinn as a 

subset of a multitude of entities that fell under the heading, ‘the unseen’. This reflected 

an idea of jinn as a parallel, invisible society which occupied a space that loosely 

paralleled the space Hararis occupied. In that respect, the old town also consisted of jinn 

uga: laneways for jinn, which did not correspond with the streets in the human world, 

but somehow overlay the street plan of Harar. Sometimes the world of the jinn leaked 

through to the human world so that a Harari might hear someone pounding coffee 

nearby which was not happening in the human world but was rather the sound of a jinn 

preparing coffee in their parallel world. This aspect of jinn led one Harari to refer to 

them as ‘anti-men’ as a derivation of the concept of anti-matter. One reason for this 

referent was that jinn were the opposite of humans in the same way that demons were 

the opposite of angels. The other reason was the one described above, where jinn had 

their own society, very similar to that of humans in which there were good and bad jinn, 

yet they did not occupy the same physical space as humans. Conceptualisations of jinn 

were thus elusive and difficult to reconcile, and I occasionally watched Hararis 

confusing each other with their accounts of jinn. 

Other conceptions of jinn held that they inhered in natural features such as trees, rocks 

and caves in the same way that has been described by Lewis (1998, p. 110) in his 

account of Somali conceptions of jinn. Such jinn were very much present in the human 

world and venturing out into the forest or waste ground entailed the danger of 

encountering them. That conceptualisation added further confusion to ideas about jinn 

because such places were also the habitat of other unseen spirits who could affect 

humans but were more like non-humans than the human-like jinn. I was told two 

accounts of encounters in the forest where a jinni appeared to a person and tried to 

deceive them. I was told another of an encounter with a jinni at the garbage dump. The 

physical descriptions were of human figures but with some distinguishing 

characteristics such as excessively long fingernails or hooves instead of feet. The threat 

posed by these jinn was that they could deceive a person into making a deal with them, 

after which, the person was beholden them. The threat was averted by running away. 

The other kind of threat was that of possession in which a jinni crossed from its own 
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world into that of humans via the psyche of a human individual, such an event could 

happen at any place. 

While Hararis were not usually preoccupied with the topic of jinn possession, many 

accepted that it occurred and I was given several first-hand accounts by highly respected 

individuals in Harari society of exorcisms of jinn in Harar. In all of the accounts, the 

subjects of jinn possession were young females who exhibited symptoms of being 

mentally disturbed. It was no coincidence that the Harari word for abnormal behaviour 

or mental illness was jinnam and the diagnoses for the young women’s behaviours were 

in each case jinn possession. The jinn took control of the subjects’ actions, making them 

violent or anti-social and giving some indication that the subject was possessed. For 

example, they caused them to speak unfamiliar languages or made them commit 

uncharacteristic acts such as attending a Christian Church. In such cases, a sheikh was 

called to make Quran readings (normally Al Ikhlas, Al Falaq and Al Nas) which 

compelled the jinn to reveal themselves. The jinn spoke through the possessed but 

usually with different voices. Once revealed, the jinn tried to make deals with the 

sheikhs who remained steadfast and eventually — hopefully — forced the jinn to leave 

the subjects, or at least to cease causing the subjects’ mental disturbances. In extreme 

cases where the subjects remained disturbed and money permitted, they were taken 

overseas as a cure. It was commonly believed that jinn could not travel over water. In 

some cases, hyena faeces were collected, dried and burned in a clay pot and the subjects 

made to remain under a blanket inhaling the smoke. The reason for the latter cure was 

that hyenas were the deadly enemies of jinn. 

Hyenas had the capacity to perceive a world beyond the world of humans. Hyenas could 

easily see jinn and other spirits unseen by humans and, fortunately for Hararis, were 

intent on killing and eating the more malevolent of those. People at all levels of Harari 

society explained this to me; from the regional State President to a teenage waiter at a 

cafe, from respected elders to a Harari-Australian boy who was born in Australia and 

was visiting Harar for the first time. All related to me how hyenas chased and ate jinn, 

and the following is an amalgamation of their accounts. 

The hyena, on seeing the jinni has a change of eye colour. The jinni, on seeing the 

hyena, screams and runs to a place where it dives into the ground, after which a 

whirlwind rises up from where the jinni has disappeared. The hyena runs to where the 
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whirlwind is blowing and urinates on the ground, causing the jinni to rise up. At that 

point the hyena puts its snout to the ground and makes the whooping sound, sucking the 

jinni into its stomach where the jinni meets its demise. Hence the saying, ‘the grave of 

the jinn, is the hyena’s stomach’ (Jinn qabri-zo iydenta waraba karsi). After having 

eaten a jinni, the hyena eventually vomits. Thus, a person sorting through a hyena’s 

vomit might find the jinni’s hair and fingernails or, if they are fortunate, the gold and 

jewels that the jinni acquired in its lifetime.60  

The hyenas are good for Harar to stay because, they will protect us from these jinn, 
they will eat these jinn. You know my mother will tell the kids, don’t open this 
door, don’t let it open. Maybe the hyena will chase the jinn into the compound and 
she [the jinni] will tell you that I will give you anything, money, everything that 
you want if you take me to my home and it’s hard to deal with the jinn, they will 
fool you. You have to know this Quran. Bismillahi. Because if they’re going to 
your soul [possessing you] they will make you. So that the hyenas will protect us 
from these things. It’s good for Harar (interview with Harari woman, February 
2011). 

Hyena and Harari are closer than anybody else. For old people, if the hyena 
numbers in Jugol increase, then it is a serious omen. It means that there are high 
numbers of sheitan [malevolent spirits, including jinn] in Jugol. Hyenas are a help 
in Harar, for possessed people. We should give money for food for hyenas to 
encourage them in Jugol (comment from translator, April 2010). 

It was not only the actions of the hyenas that protected Hararis from jinn but parts of 

hyenas that were also considered efficacious. In addition to inhalation of smoke from 

hyena faeces as a cure for jinn possession, hyena body parts were used often as 

preventative measure against jinn. Whenever a hyena lay dead on the side of the road 

after having been hit by a car, it took only a few hours before people completely 

removed the skin from the animal (see Figure 7.2). The first part to be taken was the 

skin from the eyebrow which was fashioned into an armband. The armband was 

efficacious for both Hararis and local Oromo.61 It was the strength and courage of 

hyenas that they were tapping into as well as the protection from jinn. Hyenas for their 

part were said to be well aware of the desirability of their eyebrows. If they knew that a 

                                                 
60 More recently the Waso Oromo of northern Kenya who converted to Islam identified jinn with ayyaana 
spirits from their pre-Islamic belief system (Aguilar 1995, p. 532).What is interesting about that is that the 
Tulama Oromo, seven hundred kilometres away, in western Ethiopia also conceived of ayyaana spirits, 
which were interchangeable with sheytan or devils. Those in turn were killed and eaten by hyenas. 
61 Amhara people also made armbands from hyena skin but those were intended to prevent attacks from 
‘people with the evil-eye’ or buda, who were believed to be able to transform into hyenas (See Chapter 
11). 
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person was hunting them or about to kill them, they rubbed their eyebrows in the dirt in 

order to spoil them. The rest of the skin also protected people from jinn but it was not 

made into armbands. Instead, pieces were secreted in ceilings or with precious items in 

hiding places or pinned to doors and tied around ceiling beams. The hyena skin acted 

primarily as a repellent due to the fear that it induced in jinn who encountered it. Hyena 

skin was also placed with a sleeping child. It was efficacious in curing or preventing 

nightmares although nobody ever made an explicit connection between jinn and 

nightmares. 

 

 
Figure 7.2: A hyena beside the main road into Harar at Arattenya after having been hit by a 

truck. Her ears and eyebrows have been removed: the eyebrow for protection against jinn; 

the ear used to enhance libido. 

 

No-one explicitly stated to me that hyenas themselves could cure jinn possession, but 

during my time in Harar, I witnessed two attempts at exorcism by means of exposure to 

hyenas at the Sofi feeding place. The first such attempt occurred in January 2010. I was 

sitting at the shrine watching Yusuf feeding the hyenas as usual, and beside me sat a 

woman and her son, a boy of about eight years old, who was crying and very agitated. 

The woman forced the whimpering boy to go to where Yusuf was feeding and held his 
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hand around the feeding stick. Yusuf draped some meat on the stick and one of the 

hyenas approached and took it. The boy cried out when the hyena approached but after 

having fed the hyena became subdued. The mother then took the boy into Yusuf’s house 

while I remained at the shrine. A minute later Yusuf’s son, Abbas, came out of the house 

with the farmhand. Characteristically, he was laughing, and when I asked him where he 

was going, Abbas said he was off to the farm to get some hyena faeces. At that point 

Yusuf finished feeding, came and sat next to me and told me (through a translator) what 

had been happening. He said that a Somali family had come with their boy who was 

disturbed. The translator mistakenly told me that Yusuf was going to make some 

medicine from the hyena faeces so I waited with Yusuf in front of the shrine until Abbas 

returned with the farmhand carrying two handfuls of the distinctive powdery white 

droppings of a hyena. We followed Abbas into the house at which point the mother and 

her son, who was quite calm by that time, emerged and said their goodbyes to Yusuf. 

They were followed by two men, the boy’s father and grandfather, the latter of whom 

was carrying a plastic bag with the hyena faeces that Abbas had given him. I exchanged 

greetings with the father and the family drove off into the night. 

 

 
Figure 7.3: Powdery, white hyena faeces. The texture and colour come from the high 

percentage of inorganic content; most of what a hyena eats is digested. 
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Later, I was able to obtain a clearer account of what I had seen. Yusuf did not know 

exactly from where the Somali family had come but I suggest Djibouti because the 

father spoke French. The boy had been experiencing some psychological problems for 

which modern treatments had proven to be ineffective. Thus, they took him to a local 

sheikh, who diagnosed jinni possession and suggested they take the boy to Harar and 

expose him to the hyenas there. It was expected that, on seeing the hyenas, the jinni 

would take fright and leave the boy. The sheikh also requested that they bring back with 

them, some hyena faeces which presumably were smoked in a clay pot (girgirra) for the 

boy to inhale. They had also made Quran readings and supplications at the shrine of Aw 

Ansar during the afternoon leading up to the hyena feeding. Yusuf acknowledged that 

hyenas were efficacious against jinn but was adamant that it was the Quran readings 

which cured the boy.62 

Another similar event occurred in July, 2010. Some Hararis from Canada, two men and 

a woman, who were staying with relatives in Harar, came to the hyena feeding, one 

night while I was there. The two men were standing beside Yusuf and feeding the 

hyenas while their female companion sat nervously beside me at the shrine. We were 

chatting and the woman told me that she was very afraid of hyenas, that they gave her 

chills in her stomach and she could not bring herself to go close to them. However, the 

two men came over and made the woman stand so that each could hold an arm and take 

her over to the hyenas. At that, the woman became extremely nervous, frightened and 

reluctant, trying desperately to pull backwards. The hyenas watched attentively while 

the men forced the woman over to where Yusuf was waiting with the feeding stick. At 

the time it had not dawned on me what it was that I was witnessing and I thought to 

myself that it was a strange way to be enjoying a visit to Harar. I even wondered if I 

should be intervening. However, one of the men who was forcing the woman, was also 

reassuring her that everything would be alright and eventually they managed to force 

her to hold the feeding stick. At that point they released her. She immediately dropped 

the stick and hurried back to the shrine. One man sat down beside her and reassured the 

                                                 
62 Nega Mezlekia, who grew up in nearby Jijiga, related how his mother took him to a Somali sheikh 
when he was a young boy and was similarly disturbed (2000, p. 61). The Somali sheikh gave her some 
herbs and powder to smoke in a clay pot and he almost passed out as his head was covered and held over 
the hot charcoal so that all he could inhale was smoke. I have a suspicion that hyena faeces were an 
ingredient in the powder used by the sheikh in Mezlekia’s account. 
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woman, telling her that it was alright; that they could come back the following night and 

try again. After the woman had gone to the car, I asked the man as tactfully as I could if 

the woman was ‘disturbed’ and he replied in the affirmative. They had apparently been 

to the hyena feeding the previous night and intended to keep returning until the woman 

improved. However, that was the last I saw of them. 

During the course of my fieldwork, I also interviewed a local Harari who claimed to 

have been subject to possession by multiple jinn. After a long interview in which I was 

given insight into a life of constant and unending internal conflict engendered by several 

jinn who in turn invited spirits to fight over possession of his soul, the man asked that I 

delete the recording of the interview. The man was concerned that he would have to 

answer for what he had revealed when he went home and was alone with his spirit 

possessors. However, what I was permitted to retain was his comment that for him, 

hyenas were like angels; they came in the night with their whoops which were like 

thunder crashing down, banishing the bad spirits and granting him peace. 

Expanded ecologies 

In light of conceptions of hyenas in Harar, I want to return to Gade’s account of 

‘ancestral ecological wisdom’ (2006, p. 627). This view is too restricted to fully engage 

with the ecologies of Hararis because of its limited views of what is functional. Where 

Gade looks for reasons why hyenas have been able to persist in the Horn of Africa, 

while elsewhere their numbers have declined and in some places they have been 

exterminated, he restricts his analysis to the functions hyenas served in reductive, 

instrumental terms. The ecological wisdom that Gade argues underpins coexistence with 

hyenas in the Horn is based on their benefits as perceived by a Westerner: there was an 

‘ecological logic’ in having hyenas around to clean up the victims of plague, famine and 

warfare (Gade 2006, p. 624). While I agree with Gade’s sentiment that we need to 

collapse the distinction between so-called ‘historical’ and ‘natural’ processes, I suggest 

that we need to expand on the idea of ecology if we are to understand its workings. We 

need to look beyond instrumentalist, functional perspectives, towards a plurality of 

logics in which qualitative distinctions between ecological and social relations no longer 

apply. 

Indeed most Hararis did appreciate the many functions that the hyenas served in Harar. 

For example, they enthused about hyenas cleaning the streets. In my opinion, the streets 
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were no cleaner after hyenas had combed them than before (women’s co-operatives 

cleaned the streets in the morning and had a greater effect). However, Hararis were 

adamant that the hyenas were removing the majority of the waste that people left 

outside their houses each night. Furthermore, hyenas in their new roles as tourist 

attractions were seen to be benefiting the town financially. There was little other then 

chat that brought foreign income to the town, so tourism was perceived as important for 

Harar’s finances, and the more attractions the better. Moreover, in a more Harar-specific 

sense, hyenas served a function in controlling the numbers of jinn. Like a vaccination 

for the area, hyenas kept Harar clear of unseen contagions which would otherwise 

debilitate the population. What was more, they mediated between the saints of the town 

and the townspeople; they brought important messages that were relevant to the 

wellbeing of Hararis.  

However, there was another kind of logic at work in Harar which defies explanations 

based on ‘ecological’ functionality be it Western or otherwise. The Hararis were socially 

engaged with the hyenas. It was inconceivable that the hyenas could be exterminated 

because they were not considered objects upon which people could act with impunity. 

The social engagement of Hararis with hyenas demanded that members of the two 

groups act ethically towards one another. Even if the Hararis disregarded the overtly 

practical benefits of having hyenas in their landscapes, they were obligated to tolerate 

hyenas because the hyenas tolerated Hararis. Indeed, as I showed in Chapter Six, the 

hyenas tolerated the Hararis to a considerable degree. In so far as social relations are a 

subset of ecological relations (Ingold 2000, p. 5), the persistence of hyenas in Harar was 

ecologically functional in a much broader sense than is hitherto recognised. 

Conclusion 

I envy the abovementioned Hararis, their conceptions of a parallel society of hyenas 

whose interests overlapped with their own. This was a rich and complex world of more-

than-human social actors; one in which every hyena’s whoop was infused with multiple 

layers of meaning. The streets at night were filled with conversations between hyenas 

and humans, both species performing favours and making transgressions. For these 

Hararis, there were non-human subjects out there in the landscape with whom they were 

socially engaged. The hyenas were minded beings who monitored the actions of their 

clan mates and their human neighbours. They acted in good faith and expected Hararis 
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to respond in kind. Furthermore, there were other, seen and unseen beings in the non-

human world from which the hyenas protected the Harari people. As a consequence, I 

find that the ancestral ecological wisdom, which Gade argued fostered the persistence of 

hyenas in the Horn, was not limited to the utility of hyenas in disposing of corpses 

during human disasters. Their functionality extended beyond a limited Western 

perspective; it included the protection that they provided against the unseen and the 

services they rendered for the town’s saints. However, beyond the practical benefits of 

hyenas there was yet another element to the relationship between humans and hyenas 

which fostered coexistence. The Hararis engagement with hyenas entailed ethical 

obligations and repercussions for wrongdoing. It reveals a level of engagement in which 

the extirpation of hyenas was unthinkable, not just because they were useful, but 

because they were persons; as opposed to objects which could simply be removed from 

the landscape. 
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Chapter 8 Hyena as Precarious 

The Importance of Hyena Feeding at Ashura 

and Why it Should be Avoided 

Aw Nugus, December 2009 

It is past midnight and the singing and dancing is continuing unabated. As soon as one 

song finishes, the man who is leading the singing immediately begins another chant. 

The drums kick in and all of a sudden everyone is again dancing and jumping up and 

down to yet another zikri. I need a break from the relentless pounding of the drums, 

the noise and the cigarette smoke. I also need a pee so I go outside. The darkness and 

the cold air outside the stone building are refreshing. There is a couple chatting in the 

shadows, and across from me I can see through the open door of the womenÅs room 

where the atmosphere is just as upbeat as the menÅs, only with less smoke. I direct my 

flashlight towards the gateway to the shrine and go out into the darkness. The sounds 

of drums and singing fade and I am alone on the grass. It is like tiptoeing through a 

minefield, stepping over the ∬depositsÅ which are scattered across the improvised latrine, 

and I scan the ground before me with the utmost care. Finally I find a suitable place 

whereupon I look up. All around me, reflecting the beam from my flashlight I see pairs 

of eyes bobbing up and down in the darkness. When one is surrounded by hyenas in 

the dark, there is an overwhelming sense of simian vulnerability that attaches itself to 

the act of taking a pee. 

 

We seem frantic to contact some intelligence more assured than ourselves, to be 
blessed in their witness of our mutual presence, to be given surety that life is real 
and purposeful, even if the purposes lie beyond our grasp (Shepard 1996, p. 141). 

 

Porridge, comfort and self-harm 

Ashura falls on the 10th day of Muharram in the Islamic calendar. It carries different 

meanings for different sects and ethnic groups within Islam. For Shi’a Muslims, Ashura 

is the time of the death of the martyr, Hussein ibn Ali (the grandson of Mohammed) at 
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the battle of Kerbala in what is now Iraq. It is a commemoration; a time for mourning. 

At this time, Shi’a Muslims make pilgrimages to Hussein’s shrine at Kerbala. They hold 

poetry readings, mourning processions and battle re-enactments in which the 

participants cut themselves to demonstrate their solidarity with Hussein in his struggle 

(Fernea 2005, p. 132). Conversely, for many Sunni Muslims, Ashura is a celebration. 

The day is an anniversary of various biblical events such as the rescue of the Israelites 

from the Pharaoh, the saving of Abraham from the fires of his opponents and Noah’s 

coming to rest on dry land (Zekaria 1991, p. 86). Hararis (who follow the Shafi’i school 

under the Sunni branch of Islam) hold Ashura to be a time for celebrating the New Year 

and its associated biblical events. On the eve of Ashura, after three days of fasting, 

Hararis make a kind of porridge from various grains, known as shure, and share it with 

their neighbours. Gibb (1996, p. 187) described shure as comfort food, bringing a sense 

of fullness and wellbeing, ensuring peace and security for the coming year. People are 

expected to eat shure until they are well and truly full. Eating porridge at Ashura is not a 

uniquely Harari custom. In the Caucasus, another kind of porridge is made of seven 

different grains and consumed during Ashura to commemorate Noah’s ark coming to 

rest on dry land (Yarlykapov 2008). Among resettled Nubians in Egypt, porridge is 

made at Ashura and distributed among neighbours; the same has been recorded in 

Malaya (Fahim 1973, p. 173; Firth 1943, p. 203). In fact, a porridge called hareesa is 

served at the Shi’a commemoration of Ashura at Kerbala (Fernea 2005, p. 135).63 

However, what distinguishes Hararis from among the many peoples who make and eat 

porridge at Ashura is that they have a traditional practice of sharing it with hyenas. 

Multi-grain, multi-species porridge 

Tradition in Harar held that Ashura was celebrated at various shrines around the town 

where events centred around the giving of porridge to hyenas. Most accounts ascribe the 

origin of the tradition to an historical episode: a time of drought and famine during 

which food was so scarce that the local hyenas began attacking people in the town. One 

other account holds that the tradition began prior to the building of the wall when 

hyenas were attacking people in the town with impunity (Gibb 1996, p. 190). At that 

point the stories diverge, although all hold that there was a problem with hyena attacks 

and a solution was needed. In one account, a woman was sitting, making porridge, when 

                                                 
63 Interestingly, the Christian Oromo in west Shewa also make a porridge called shuro which is served up 
after the two months of fasting on the eve of Ethiopian Easter. 
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a pack of hyenas came running towards her with the intention of attacking. However, 

they turned their attention to the porridge and ate that instead so that the solution to the 

problem of the attacks was revealed to the woman (Gibb 1996, p. 189). In another 

account, the people of the town protested about the attacks by parading with stones held 

over their heads. The saints of the town heard the protest and at their weekly meeting on 

Mount Hakim decided that serving porridge to hyenas would be sufficient to stop the 

attacks. Yet another account held that a man with a ‘pure heart’ had a dream in which 

the solution to the problem was revealed to him (Zekaria 1991, p. 87). Even Aw Abadir 

features in one account as the one who arrives at the solution and organises the 

townspeople to collect firewood, prepare the porridge and take it to the shrines to feed 

to the hyenas (Dermesheh 2008). In all of the accounts, the porridge satisfied the 

hyenas, the attacks ceased and the peace that was established is maintained each year on 

the eve of Ashura when porridge is fed to hyenas at shrines around Harar. 

According to Gibb (1996, p. 188), the ceremony was performed at the shrines of Aw 

Nugus, Amir Talhah, Aw Hakim, Aw Sofi, Aw Sayid Ali, Aw Aboker, Aw Abdal, and Aw 

Qurabe Limay. However, at the time of Gibb’s field work there was a curfew in place so 

she could not verify that the feeding occurred at those shrines. Neither was Gibb 

acquainted with anyone who attended the hyena feeding that year (1996, p. 188). In the 

course of my fieldwork, I was given the names of two other shrines at which porridge 

was said to be fed to hyenas: Aw Berkhadlee and Abdul Qadir Jailan. I also discovered 

that Aw Hakim and Aw Sofi differed from the others. At Aw Hakim, the human 

festivities for Ashura (the prayers and religious songs) were held on the eve of the 

occasion while the porridge was fed to the hyenas the following night. Aw Sofi differed 

in that porridge was fed to hyenas not at Ashura but on the last Wednesday of Safar 

(Safar Mota). That was also the time that the descendants of Waraba Sheikh, the ‘hyena 

porridge family’ were said to have fed porridge to hyenas in the Old Town. As I noted in 

Chapter Three, the practice inside Jugol was no more, and the location of the shrine to 

Waraba Sheikh was lost to memory. All of the other shrines are outside of Harar’s Old 

Town. As far as I could ascertain, the most distant is the shrine of Aw Nugus which is 

twenty-eight kilometres from the Old Town. 

The accounts I was given of the events that took place during the Ashura celebration at 

the shrines were all consistent with each other. They said that the porridge was made of 

three or more grains and a lot of butter, and was served up in a stone bowl. The porridge 
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had a depression in the centre in which heated butter was poured as an enticement. 

When the hyenas arrived, it was the hyena king who ate first. He was easily 

recognisable for he was completely white and very handsome. The hyena king first 

looked for his reflection in the butter. If he saw it, then he was satisfied and began to 

eat. If the taste was not to his liking, he stood back and waited until more salt or butter 

was added. Once he was satisfied with the taste, the hyena king signalled to the other 

hyenas to come and join him at the porridge. After the hyenas finished eating, the 

leftovers were inspected by the Murid and formed the basis of predictions for the 

coming year. If the hyenas ate all of the porridge or none at all, that signified a bad year 

of plague, famine or war. However, if the hyenas ate most but left just a little, then the 

following year would be prosperous.64 

The filming of Ashura 

Having read Zekaria’s (1991) account of the hyena feeding at Ashura, I resolved at the 

outset of my fieldwork to witness and film the event. However, after two months in 

Harar, I began to doubt whether hyenas were actually coming to eat porridge at Ashura. 

Time and again, I met with people who could recount exactly the events associated with 

the hyena feeding but when I pursued the matter, they invariably told me that they had 

not personally witnessed them. The few people who did claim to have personally 

witnessed the hyena feeding gave accounts that were identical to the official one 

including a description of the handsome, white hyena king. Those people all told me 

that they had seen it in their early childhood. I then met with Ahmed Zekaria, who 

informed me that he and his film crew had attempted to film the hyena porridge feeding 

at Aw Aboker for three years in succession and each year the hyenas had failed to show 

up. In the end, Zekaria settled for some ethnographic footage of the prayers and 

religious songs. As for filming the hyena feeding, the crew resorted to taking some 

bowls of porridge to the Sofi feeding place where they filmed the Sofi hyenas 

consuming it. So too, the producers of the film called Dermesheh (a film specifically 

about hyenas and humans in Harar) failed to capture footage of hyenas eating porridge 

at a shrine. They did the same as Zekaria: they brought some porridge to Yusuf’s place 

and filmed the Sofi hyenas eating it. I also discussed the matter with the videographer 

who worked for the Bureau of Culture in Harar. He told me that he had been trying to 

                                                 
64 There is no directive in the Quran or Hadiths for Muslims to feed porridge to hyenas at Ashura and in 
fact the Quran states that it is sinful to seek to know what the future holds (al-Ma’idah 5:3:8).  
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make a video of the hyena porridge feeding for fourteen years but without success. I 

was pessimistic. I began to suspect that the accounts of hyenas being fed porridge 

constituted no more than a legend.65 

My findings also led a Harari friend to doubt whether hyenas were eating porridge at the 

shrines during Ashura. So he set about investigating whether any of the shrines 

maintained the tradition. After exploring different avenues through his numerous 

connections, he gave me the names of two shrines where he was told there was a high 

likelihood that hyenas were coming to eat: Aw Aboker and Aw Nugus, both located 

north of Harar. From what Ahmed Zekaria had told me, I was doubtful about the 

potential of Aw Aboker, so we decided to plan on seeing the events at Aw Nugus. We 

organised a meeting in Harar with the Murid of Aw Nugus who was insistent that 

hyenas did indeed come each Ashura, and that they did eat the porridge. That was the 

first time I had been given a recent, eye-witness account. Thus we made arrangements 

to take a vehicle to the shrine and there spend the evening of Ashura, hopefully 

witnessing hyenas being fed porridge. Additionally, we informed the manager of Harar 

TV of our plans and he instructed a cameraman and reporter to drive to Aw Nugus and 

obtain footage of the hyena feeding. 

The road to Aw Nugus was typical of Ethiopian B-roads. It took close to an hour to 

drive the twenty-eight kilometres to the shrine, including a ten minute stop to pick up 

chat in Kombolcha. We followed the road through rolling hills covered with the 

ubiquitous, emerald-green chat bushes before turning off onto a poorer road through 

more farmland which led to the shrubby hillock upon which stood the shrine of Aw 

Nugus. The shrine complex sat very close to the edge of the rift valley, and for a shrine, 

was quite remote from Harar, almost a day’s walk. The grave itself was surrounded by a 

cluster of buildings which served to house the visitors to the shrine. We arrived just as 

the sun was setting over the rift and had a brief look around the shrine complex before 

darkness descended. 

                                                 
65 By ‘legend’ I mean an unverifiable, traditional account of historical (not current and ongoing) events. 
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Figure 8.1: The road up the hill to the shrine of Aw Nugus (from video). 

 

The buildings associated with the shrine were clustered around a central courtyard. On 

one side was a large room in which men were sitting, chewing chat and reading verses 

of the Quran. This was intended to encourage the hyenas to come. The atmosphere in 

that room was solemn and hypnotic; each man was reading a different verse so that the 

voices became a blur of Arabic. The women and children were across the compound 

from the men in a very dark room but with a brighter atmosphere as the occupants were 

drumming and singing. Hararis were not strict about the separation of men from 

women; a man could visit the women’s place if he had a message to pass on and vice 

versa.66 Meanwhile, under a veranda behind the men’s room, some local Oromo women 

were stirring the porridge in large pots over cooking fires, and singing a song in Oromo: 

Mat’jaaba waaltatani 
Irbaata dacaatani 
Nittati ajaa warra 
Yoo irra waltan 
You headstrong ones [who are fighting over something] will make peace 
When you return for this supper 
These good women will make you this [occasional, celebratory] food. 
If you will make peace 

 
                                                 
66 Men and women also danced together at Harari weddings. 
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The women making the porridge informed me that they were not to taste it; rather, it had 

to be the hyenas who tasted it first. Hence, they were effectively making it blind; adding 

some butter and then some water and salt until they had made what they hoped would 

be a porridge that the hyenas would enjoy. The atmosphere was one of uncertainty. That 

was understandable considering that the people were attempting to convince ‘wild’ 

hyenas — not the hyenas who fed regularly in Harar — to come and eat porridge at a 

place crowded with people. In order to diminish the uncertainty, some police had been 

enlisted to control the children who would otherwise have made a lot of noise and 

thrown stones at the hyenas. The police had herded the children onto a patch of bare 

ground so that they stood, huddled in a small square area, looking as though they faced 

imminent execution. 

When the porridge was ready, it was divided among sixteen wooden bowls, three of 

which were for the hyenas. There was no difference between the porridge that was 

intended for the hyenas and that intended for the humans other than that the hyenas 

were to be fed first. The three bowls of hyena porridge were carried to the feeding place 

on the heads of Oromo women, walking the very graceful walk typical of women who 

embodied a life of carrying weights on their heads. The feeding place was a pair of 

broad stone slabs set into the ground but which were apparently deeper in the ground 

than in times past as the earth of the hill was gradually burying them. A senior woman 

saw to the porridge being removed from the bowls and set out on the stone slabs: two 

mounds of porridge on one slab and one on the other. The woman smoothed the mounds 

with her hands, making a depression in the centre of each which she filled with melted 

butter.67 Meanwhile, people crowded around her and a man held a gas lamp which was 

the only available light. Once the woman was satisfied with the arrangement, the people 

were herded back to the compound to remain in the respective rooms while the police, 

the television crew, some officials and myself went to a vantage point on the wall 

overlooking the stone slabs. 

At 10:55 pm, less than five minutes after the people left the porridge, and before I had 

set up my camera, a hyena emerged from the adjacent bushes. The hyena must have 

been observing the porridge being laid out and knew what to expect. It went directly to 

the mounds of porridge, lapped up all of the butter and tasted each mound of porridge, 

                                                 
67 Butter is an expensive and desirable item in the Hararge Region. 
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all the while looking up nervously at the people on the wall. One of the officials had a 

camera and was taking flash photographs. The flashes were disturbing the hyena who, 

having consumed the melted butter and a little of the porridge, turned and fled into the 

bushes from whence it had come. I had managed to start up my video camera and took a 

few brief minutes of night-vision footage before the hyena disappeared. So began the 

waiting. 

The accounts state that it is important that the hyenas eat most of the porridge, leaving 

only a little, otherwise the coming year will bring some sort of disaster. And there at the 

foot of the wall, were three mounds of largely uneaten porridge. Nobody moved and 

everyone squinted into the darkness, looking for the other hyenas to come and finish 

what the first hyena had only begun. The hyenas were out among the shrubs; dogs could 

be heard barking; whoops and yells and giggles could be heard. I could see eyes 

reflecting infrared light in my camera viewfinder, but no hyenas were coming to eat. At 

one point a dog came and began eating the porridge — unaware of the ancient tradition 

that it was desecrating — before some thrown stones convinced the dog to look 

elsewhere for its supper. Later, the police went out into the darkness to retrieve a skin 

from the bushes where hyenas were squabbling over it. They dragged the skin over to 

the place where the mounds of porridge waited forlornly. After ten minutes, two hyenas 

emerged from the bushes and dragged the skin away from the place and back into the 

darkness where they continued to squabble over the prize. Gradually more and more 

people who could not restrain their curiosity arrived at the wall overlooking the porridge 

so that there grew a considerable crowd. The chances of hyenas coming to eat 

diminished to almost zero; the Murid went down to where the porridge was and 

inspected what was left. 

After the return of the Murid to the shrine, an ox and a goat were led from the 

compound, past the uneaten porridge to the open ground north of the shrine. There, the 

animals were dispatched and butchered under the watchful gaze of dogs standing close 

in attendance and a great many hyenas who had congregated just outside of the 

lamplight.68 The meat was taken inside the shrine to be cooked while the entrails, heads, 

skins and bones were thrown out into the darkness for the hyenas who managed to fend 

off the competition from the dogs sufficiently to be able to consume the offerings. Then, 

                                                 
68 I never cease to be amazed at the passivity with which oxen allow themselves to be pulled down and 
slaughtered. 
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once the butchery was finished, everyone returned to the rooms where the music and 

dancing had already begun. Zikris always reminded me of football songs because they 

followed common themes in which the names of the saints in the songs were changed 

depending on in which shrine they were being sung. Similarly, the songs were driven by 

relentless drumming and, combined with the effects of chat, had the participants 

chanting, singing and dancing circles with little rest until sunrise. Meanwhile, in the 

darkness outside the wall of the shrine complex, and in the absence of humans, the 

hyenas had come and finished off the porridge so that all that remained was a stain on 

the stone slab. The only interruptions to the singing and dancing came when the 

porridge and cooked meat were brought and shared (see Figure 8.2) and when the Murid 

gave predictions for the following year. The latter was a solemn moment during which 

the importance of Ashura was attested to in a sermon and the coming year was 

anticipated. In 2009, the Murid predicted that the New Year would be relatively 

prosperous with perhaps one disaster. In addition, he said that those who came from 

Harar to the shrine would be victorious.69 

At sunrise, the drumming and singing died down and men and women converged in 

another room at the end of the compound. The people sat as an audience while at the 

front of the room sat three elders with water and chat for what was to be a healing 

ceremony. They called people up who might have had an illness or been afflicted by the 

unseen (see Chapter Seven). Their healing was effected through chants and mouthfuls of 

chat diluted with water that was sprayed over the patients by the healers. At the same 

time, the healers made hand movements to expel the ‘bad things’. One woman who 

required healing, disrobed to the waist to receive the sprayed mouthfuls of water and 

chat. I was told that disrobing during the ceremony was previously common among the 

Oromo but had diminished with closer adherence to Islam. The healing ceremony struck 

me as a fitting ending to what was, in Muslim terms, a very unconventional celebration. 

 

                                                 
69 If that was a reference to the members of the political opposition in attendance who later contested the 
election in Harar, the prediction was erroneous. 
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Figure 8.2: A bowl of shure among the chat leaves at Aw Nugus. (photo courtesy of Nuredin 

Adem). 

 

Ashura video as political football 

The video footage that I had taken of the Ashura festival went on to become a desirable 

item. The news crew who had been present were not satisfied with their footage, as it 

had been taken with a standard video camera; the only light on the porridge-eating 

hyena had come from a low-powered flashlight. Consequently the camera operator 

asked if I would lend him the HDV cassette with my night-vision footage so that he 

could make a copy. I agreed to do so but told him that I was ethically obliged to edit the 

video first to remove any footage which identified any of the people present. That was 

something of a foreign concept to the reporter so that he interpreted my response as a 

bloody-minded refusal.70 To make matters worse, my Harari friend made a gibe at the 

camera crew. He pointed out that that the only reason they were able to get any footage 

themselves was due to our having researched the event at Aw Nugus and having 

informed them about it. He added that the vehicle which was originally offered to us by 

                                                 
70 Even universities in Ethiopia have limited ethical guidelines. I was told by a Department Head that 
informed consent was unnecessary when conducting research in Ethiopia. Instead the advisable approach 
was to tell respondents that the research was important and that they had to participate. 
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Harari TV had been appropriated by an official at the television station, leaving us to 

our own devices. He told the crew that they were actually indebted to us and so did not 

deserve the footage. 

Having interpreted my ethical restrictions as a refusal, the television crew complained to 

their manager who happened to be a member of the ruling party in Harar, as were most 

public servants in the town. Further, my Harari companions at Aw Nugus were members 

of the opposition party and there had been a great degree of ongoing animosity between 

the two sides which was increasing with the approach of the federal and state elections. 

Thus, some members of the ruling party assumed that, because my friends were 

members of the opposition, I had sided with them and was defying the government by 

withholding the footage of the hyena eating porridge at Ashura. That was when I 

encountered one government minister outside the Regional State Government office 

who told me that if I did not give them a copy of the video, I would not be permitted to 

leave Harar. It was effectively a threat of incarceration — not an unusual experience for 

political opponents in Harar — and all over what was some very unremarkable infrared 

footage of a hyena slurping butter from the middle of a mound of porridge.71 In the end 

I was able to use the video editing facilities of a returned American-Harari friend to 

make a brief DVD of the porridge-eating hyena, which I subsequently presented to the 

Bureau of Culture. Considering the dispassionate reactions of Hararis to whom I 

showed the footage, I am sure that the people at the Bureau of Culture were equally 

disappointed.72 In fact the only person who showed any kind of reaction close to 

amazement was Yusuf, the hyena man who studied the footage intently and asked a lot 

of questions about the events and the ways in which the hyenas behaved. 

 

                                                 
71 Burton (1955, p. 148) quoted a proverb pertaining to his visit and departure from Harar: ‘‘You enter at 
your own bidding-you leave at another’s". 
72 Early on, I was asked by one Harari if the hyena in the video was white. I suspect that much of the 
apparent disappointment Hararis exhibited on seeing the video was due to its marked difference from the 
legend. 
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Figure 8.3: Hyena licking up the butter from one of three mounds of porridge (from video). 

 

Seeking the consent of hyenas 

The widespread knowledge of the hyena porridge tradition among Hararis and the 

intensity with which my video footage was sought leads me to a question. Why was the 

hyena feeding tradition at Ashura so important to Hararis? Everyone to whom I spoke 

could give an account of the events; even tour guides told the story to their customers. 

In the Harar State Museum, there was a three panel painting, depicting the origins and 

practices of Ashura. The first panel portrayed the drought and hyena attacks; the second, 

the woman making porridge; and the third, a procession of hyenas led by a white hyena 

king who was eating porridge from a bowl. The news footage of the events at the shrine 

and the hyena eating the porridge featured in an edition of Harar TV News the week that 

it was filmed. Then the following year, the film crew returned to Aw Nugus to spend the 

night and take more footage. The news cameraman (with whom I had since made peace) 

proudly told me in 2011 that he was able to film four hyenas eating porridge and 

suggested that the filming would become a yearly event. The local Harari newspaper 

had printed the story of the feeding and a photograph of the porridge-eating hyena on its 

front page with the headline, ‘The Legend is Proven!’ Then later I was approached by 
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the Bureau of Culture to write for them an account of the hyena feeding, including its 

associated legends and its importance. The Bureau was making a submission to 

UNESCO to have the event safeguarded as part of Harar’s ‘Intangible Cultural 

Heritage’. This was no insignificant tradition. 

In one respect, I could hypothesise that the hyena feeding at Ashura was a 

demonstration of the ongoing and powerful influence of the saints of the town. While 

the saints were all deceased, their influence was pervasive and reinvigorated with every 

visit to a shrine and every religious song sung recalling the name of the saint (Gibb 

1996). Further, there was a special connection between the saints of the town and the 

hyenas. It was the saints who had originally arrived at the truce with the hyenas which 

was ongoing. It was also through hyenas that the saints communicated their messages to 

the people of the town. Thus the hyena feeding at Ashura could have been conceived of 

as reiteration of the influence of the saints, especially Abadir, whose project was to 

make Harar a peaceful place and whose influence made an otherwise dangerous animal 

into a friendly neighbour. In that way, the hyena porridge also underlined the karama 

(miraculous power) of the saints by giving the message: ‘Aw Abadir died all those years 

ago but still these hyenas come and share porridge with us just as he intended them to 

do. His power is undiminished.’ As such, this hypothesis would lead to another about 

the importance of the saints and the hyenas for the protection of the town’s inhabitants. 

As I said above, all of the shrines in which porridge was fed to hyenas were outside of 

the Old Town. Aw Nugus was twenty-eight kilometres from Harar by road, Abdul, Qadir 

Jailan was thirteen kilometres away and Aw Sofi a few short of that. Thus, a question 

arises: If there were over one hundred shrines in the Old Town and one right in front of 

a hyena feeding place, why was it that hyena feeding at Ashura was celebrated in 

shrines so far from the town? I think that one possible answer lies in what was a very 

elusive concept in Harar known as the ‘seven circles’. I was given an interpretation of 

that concept in which there were series of shrines at increasing distances from the old 

town, strategically located so as to form protective circles. In that interpretation there 

were six circles each containing five shrines which corresponded to each gate, plus the 

town’s defensive wall, totalling seven circles (see Figure 8.4).73 While this did not 

                                                 
73 Gibb (1996, p. 130) was given an account of the seven circles as a series of concentric laneways 
centred around Assumberi. As with the circles of shrines, these did not correspond with what was 
measurable in the landscape. 
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correspond with the geographic locations of the shrines or even their number, it was 

significant in that the circles of shrines were considered to be protective. Their purpose 

was that of keeping out anything that might be harmful: outsiders, enemies, contagion, 

mountain hyenas and the unseen. Qadir Abdi illustrated this protective element in one 

account of the role of hyenas as vaccine and I note his use of the word, ‘territory’ which 

refers to the land surrounding Harar: 

Hyenas are more friendly in the territory of Abadir as far as awach [shrines], saints, 
as the margin for the territory of Harar. When there is small pox or swine flu or 
whatever, you just vaccinate that area. Smallpox will be contained so even jinns are 
contained in the territory of Harar because of hyenas. Hyenas are the vaccine of the 
territory of Harar (interview with Qadir Abdi, December 2009). 

The hyena feeding at Ashura may well have been conceived as one of many means of 

protecting Hararis from the dangers that lay outside of the town. That would explain 

why the ‘hyena-porridge family’ and the Murid at Aw Sofi fed porridge to hyenas on the 

last Wednesday of Safar (Safar Mota). While Muharram was considered a dangerous 

month, Safar was the most dangerous so that there may have been a connection between 

hyena feeding and warding off dangers. Again, it was not possible to test this and the 

conception of Ashura as protection might have been more historical than contemporary. 

In fact, very few Hararis discussed the conception of the seven circles with me so that it 

might have been waning in its importance. Yet, as I demonstrated in Chapter Seven, the 

association of hyenas and protection was a persistent one so it might have relevance to 

the interpretation of Ashura in Harar. 
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Figure 8.4: The concept of the seven circles: Jugol is the inner circle; concentric circles of 

shrines radiating away from each gate comprise the other six. This does not correspond with 

the locations of shrines in the landscape. 

 

Note also that, while the hyenas who were fed porridge at Ashura were not in reality the 

same hyenas that walked the streets of Harar, they were very much considered to be 

Harar hyenas. It would be inconsistent to imagine that the local hyenas ventured away 

from the town to go and eat porridge at the shrines when they were so obviously present 

in Harar on the eve of Ashura. Yet, in peoples’ imaginations, Harar extended beyond the 

defensive wall to the surrounding shrines where there were also typical, peaceful Harari 

hyenas. This did not correspond with physical reality as the town of Kombolcha, which 

lay between Harar and Aw Nugus, experienced several hyena attacks in April 2010, one 

of which resulted in a death (see Chapter Ten); however, in the minds of Hararis, Harar 

was not confined to a mappable, physical space. Instead it extended out into the world 

through peoples’ imaginations so that a shrine twenty-eight kilometres away could be as 

much a part of Harar as one near to the centre of the Old Town. The Murid was a Harari, 

the religious songs were sung in Harari and so too, the hyenas associated with that 

shrine were Harari hyenas. 

Another aspect of this idea of territory is the manner in which Ashura can be seen as a 
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demonstration of Harari’s rights to the land around Harar. Ritual and tradition can be a 

powerful means by which groups assert themselves and their ideologies (Ashworth 

2011, p. 30) and what better support for such a claim than a non-human third party? 

Qadir Abdi mentioned the ‘territory of Harar’ which was what lay outside of Jugol and 

within the circles of protective shrines. However, there had been incursions into that 

territory since the time of Amir Nur; by the Oromo, Egyptians, Somalis and the Amhara. 

Historically speaking, the Hararis were indigenous people who had been displaced from 

much of their homeland and concentrated in less than one square kilometre behind a 

defensive wall. Yet, the shrines beyond the wall remained, and those were reminders of 

the rights of occupation that the Hararis had lost (Desplat 2008, p. 165). In such an 

interpretation, the hyena feeding at shrines outside of Harar constituted an ancient 

tradition that pre-dated the displacement of the Hararis. It was evidence of an ancient 

right to occupation of the territory around Harar which was in turn supported by the 

hyenas who occupied that very land. There is cachet in communion with animals. The 

saint who shares a cave with the leopard; whose feet are wiped by otters; who is brought 

food by ravens is undeniably righteous (Shepard 1996, p. 236). So what does it say of a 

people when wild hyenas visit their shrines every year whereupon they commune and 

share porridge? At the very least, it is justification (in the peoples’ eyes) for the presence 

of the shrines. And wherever there stands a shrine in the Hararge Region so too stands 

the evidence of the territory of Harar.  

Another related element of Ashura that may have been of importance to Hararis was 

what the tradition signified in terms of Harari identity. Like any other ethnic group, the 

primary means by which Hararis were able to concretise their identity was by 

difference. Hence, I suggest that the hyena porridge feeding at Ashura was an example 

of something that connected Hararis by differentiating them from everyone else. It 

contributed to a sense of identity. Despite the actual ceremonies occurring in Oromo or 

Argobba places and despite the great numbers of people from those other ethnic groups 

in attendance, Hararis laid claim to the tradition as being of Harar. Part of what made 

someone a Harari was ownership of the tradition of hyena feeding at Ashura and so 

unsurprisingly Hararis were keen to obtain proof of its existence when it became 

available. The evidence from Aw Nugus was proof of identity. Hence, when the 

followers of Wahab recently went to Harar from Saudi Arabia with the intention of 

converting Hararis to an essentialist kind of Islam, they were mistaken in criticising the 
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hyena feeding at Ashura (Desplat 2005, p. 499). To do so was effectively criticising 

Hararis for being Harari. The Wahabis received no support in Harar and were ostracised 

from the community.  

However, the tradition of Ashura was not simply a means by which Hararis 

differentiated themselves from other ethnic groups; they had language, songs, baskets, 

clothes and architecture all of which did just that (Asante 2005, p. 61; Hecht 1982, p.60; 

Sartori and Abdulnassir 2010, p. 120). The tradition of Ashura was also a statement 

about what kind of a society it was that Hararis had. While many other towns in 

Ethiopia had hyenas walking their streets at night, only in Harar could people claim that 

their hyenas were peaceful. It reflected the karama of the saints and the other elements 

which made everyone and everything in the territory of Harar peaceful. Ashura was an 

expression of those peaceful relations whereby people and hyenas came together to 

share food. It underlined what Hararis considered unique about themselves: They were 

members of a society of peaceful persons; a society which included hyenas. 

The importance of staying away 

In light of the importance of Ashura and possible reasons why Hararis found it 

important, there remains a question: Considering the importance of performance and 

participation as an element of ritual (Köpping, Leistle and Rudolph 2006), why is it that 

so few Hararis attended the festival of Ashura? As I said above, every Harari with whom 

I spoke could give an account of the hyena feeding; from the story of its origins to the 

places where it was held and the way it was enacted. And the way in which the video 

footage became desirable bespeaks the importance of the tradition. Yet on the night of 

Ashura, there were fewer than one hundred and twenty people at the shrine of Aw 

Nugus (see Figure 8.5).74 Fifty per cent of those were children, the majority of whom 

were local Oromo. So too, many of the adults were local Oromo who had simply 

climbed the hill to participate. Another six per cent consisted of my own party, all of 

whom would otherwise not have attended the festival. Indeed, our Harari driver did not 

know the way to the shrine and had to stop twice to ask directions. Thus, the number of 

Hararis who went to see the festival was no more than thirty-five out of a possible 

twelve thousand in the town and thousands more in the rural areas and nearby Dire 

Dawa. It was not simply the case that travel to the shrine was impracticable; during the 

                                                 
74 I arrived at that estimate from studying the video footage I took at the shrine complex. 
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festival of Abdul Qadir Jailan, busses shuttled great numbers of people the thirteen 

kilometres from Jugol to the shrine for the mawlud celebrations there. Considering the 

importance of the legend of Ashura to the people of Harar, one would have expected a 

greater number of Hararis to attend the celebration. 

 

 
Figure 8.5: Inside the menげs room at Aw Nugus (from video). 

 

Regardless of whether or not Hararis wanted to attend the hyena feeding at Ashura in 

large numbers, the bottom line is that the hyenas would not have allowed it. In Chapter 

Six, I described the ways that hyenas constantly maintained spatiotemporal separation 

from people. During the day, when people were about, the hyenas returned to their dens. 

During Ramadan, when people were out late, the hyenas adjusted their activity times 

and delayed their entries into Jugol. This is uncontroversial, wherever hyenas live in 

close proximity to humans they adjust their activity times so as to avoid the humans 

(Boydston et al. 2003b, p. 216; Kolowski et al. 2007, p. 1026). The only places in Harar 

where the hyenas allowed that separation to be diminished were those in which there 

was a regular (nightly), predictable supply of food: the feeding places, the sportsground, 

the garbage dump and the main market. All of those places provided sufficient reason 
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for the hyenas to tolerate close encounters with humans. Unsurprisingly, after so many 

close, non-lethal encounters, some hyenas became more audacious and tolerated crowds 

of people surrounding them and taking photographs, especially at night. While the 

hyenas around Aw Nugus were normally reliant on anthropogenic foods (there were few 

wild prey animals in the region), they maintained greater spatiotemporal separation 

from humans than their cousins in Harar. They only emerged from their dens at night to 

search the landscape while people were indoors. Occasionally the hyenas preyed on 

livestock and children but had nothing like the frequent contact with people to which 

the Harar hyenas were accustomed. However, during the festival of Ashura, the Nugus 

hyenas were expected to abate their usual separation from humans and come to the 

shrine. In my eyes, it is quite extraordinary that they did. In the end, it was only one of 

their number who had the audacity to approach and slurp the butter from the mounds of 

porridge. What is more, she had to do so under the gaze of people sitting on the wall of 

the shrine complex. No wonder she was so easily unnerved and ran away before she had 

the chance to finish. If there was a large crowd of people there, she would probably not 

have approached at all. 

Furthermore, of the hundred and twenty or so people attending on the night, only a 

handful actually witnessed the hyena feeding. After the porridge was laid out on the 

stone slabs, the majority of the people returned to the buildings within the shrine 

complex and waited. As I noted above, the children were herded together and watched 

over by an armed guard. Meanwhile, there were fewer than a dozen people sitting on the 

wall above the porridge. After the first hyena had eaten, the other people began to 

emerge from the shrine complex so that after thirty minutes there was close to fifty 

people along the wall waiting for the remainder of the hyenas to come and finish the 

porridge. Yet, that was never going to happen. It is a simple equation: the chance of 

hyenas coming to eat porridge is inversely proportional to the number of people in 

attendance. Hence, the porridge remained uneaten until everybody became tired of 

waiting and returned indoors to finish the celebrations. And when I later approached the 

wall to take a peek at the hyenas, who I could hear squabbling over the remains of the 

porridge in the dark, they heard my approaching footsteps and scattered before I even 

reached the wall. 

The Ashura festival was in a constant state of tension. The Hararis were caught between 

two important elements of ritual: the desire for personal experience and the risk of 
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causing failure to the event (Myerhoff 1984, pp. 152, 174). Had they attended the shrine 

in large numbers and lined up in their thousands at the wall to see the hyenas, the 

possibility of a successful outcome would have been zero. And the outcome of the ritual 

was serious. It was not simply a matter of keeping a hyena satisfied, it was also a matter 

of maintaining the truce and ensuring a prosperous year to come. Recall what it entailed 

if the hyena did not eat. Hence, people had to stay away or be kept away, lest the ritual 

fail. As for the hyenas, they were balancing a desire for porridge against a fear of 

people. They were basing their actions on judgements about whether the numbers of 

people represented a great enough threat for them to stay away. And considering what 

they perceived as possible outcomes — hunger if they stayed away; physical harm if 

they approached — they were highly inclined to stay away. Closer to Harar, at the 

shrine of Aw Hakim, those tensions were resolved by separating the mawlud celebration 

from the hyena feeding. As I said above, the people gathered at the shrine on the eve of 

Ashura to chew chat, sing zikris and dance until sunrise. On the following night with 

only the Murid and his family in attendance, the porridge was set out for the hyenas. 

However, traditions are not easily subject to alteration (Platvoet 1995, p. 29). At Aw 

Nugus, they maintained the concurrence of celebration and hyena feeding and instead 

resolved the tension by keeping people away.  

Conclusion 

The hyena feeding at Ashura is one of my most vivid memories of Ethiopia. I remember 

the floor of the men’s room, covered with chat, the smoke crowding my lungs, the taste 

of the porridge laced with butter, the distortion from the sound system as the Murid led 

the singing. I remember sitting outside on a rock wall in the darkness and how I forgot 

my discomfort when a hyena emerged from the bushes and began eating from a mound 

of porridge. I stared at the green glow of the camera viewfinder in stunned amazement. I 

remember the following morning, the cold, and the overwhelming sense of tiredness 

which made the strange healing ceremony seem like an inconvenience which was 

preventing us from going home to sleep. Not only was this an unusual way for Muslims 

to celebrate Ashura, this was a highly unusual way for humans and hyenas — indeed 

humans and animals — to come together. I still have difficulty accepting that wild 

hyenas with dozens of square kilometres of territory could come to a crowded shrine 

once a year and eat porridge! Hence, it is little wonder that the video footage of the 
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occasion became a desirable item. But I have suggested here some other reasons why 

the hyena feeding at Ashura was important to the Harari people. It represented the 

power of the shrines and the saints who those shrines represented; it maintained the 

circle of protection around Harar; it demonstrated Hararis’ claims to a vast territory 

beyond the wall. It also marked Harari Identity. 

Hyenas communing with people at Harari shrines spoke of a community of people and 

hyenas living together in peace. It differentiated them from people and hyenas 

elsewhere who lived in conflict. Yet, the importance of Ashura to Hararis led me to 

question why it was that so few of them attended the hyena feeding at Aw Nugus. The 

answer lay in a tension between the interests of the Hararis and those of the hyenas. 

Even where people made the journey to Aw Nugus, it was only a few who were allowed 

to see the hyena eating the porridge. The remainder stayed indoors, lest the hyenas be 

scared away and the ceremony fail. That was the tension between the need for personal 

experience and the risk of failure which the hyenas brought to the tradition, by 

potentially refusing to eat the porridge. As a consequence, Hararis were compelled to 

stay away from the feeding ritual lest it be ruined by their mere presence. The majority 

remained in Harar on the night of the celebrations, each holding fast to a different kind 

of personal experience in which the hyenas were foregrounded, not in the performance 

but in the text: the legend of Ashura. 
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Chapter 9 Hyena as Many 

The Ontogeny of Hyena Representations in 

the Lives of Hararis 

Harar, February 2011 

Walking up the hill towards Gidir Magala I see a large female. I suspect she is an 

Aboker hyena; she is unfamiliar to me and quite unfazed by the people around the 

marketplace. I am curious to see where she is going so I follow as she wanders past the 

police station, towards Sofi territory. She finds a bone, which she picks up and takes 

with her to the second of the three drainage lanes. I wonder if a Sofi hyena might find 

her there but she never lets that happen; she leaves the bone and heads up the 

drainage lanes towards Aboker territory. At the base of some steps, she finds another 

bone and begins eating, while I stand back and watch. Then I notice a man descending 

the steps, coming towards us from the direction of Juma Mosque. I do not think he 

sees me because it is dark, he has no flashlight and he is distracted by the large hyena 

in the laneway. The man says, ∬Derma SheikhÅ, and hugs the wall as he passes the hyena 

who turns to watch, warily. After having passed, the man looks at me and simply nods 

before continuing on his way. The hyena turns and stares at me for some considerable 

time with her mouth slightly open. That is my cue to leave her alone. I go back towards 

the main market, wondering as I walk, if I should have been more polite and addressed 

her as did the Harari man. 

 

This creative perception of animals is in us still, a perennial satisfaction and 
pleasure, one of the oldest human vocations, building on the complexity of natural 
history, limitless not only in gathered facts but the feeling that one is part of a 
gathering, a new understanding, a deepened participation (Shepard 1996, p. 10). 

 

Introduction 

Here I want to explore the transformative aspects of Hararis’ conceptions of hyenas. 

With some guidance from Paul Shepard, I will do so through an analysis of different 

representations of hyenas in Harari language. The Harari word for hyena, waraba, took 
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on different meanings with the socialisation of the individual over the course of that 

person’s life. In early childhood, waraba was a terrifying beast of the imagination, 

lurking in the streets outside the Harari home. As children matured their initial 

conceptions were overturned as they learned that local hyenas were peaceful. At that 

stage they differentiated local hyenas from dangerous ‘mountain’ hyenas. Beyond that, 

representations of hyenas were employed in folktales, songs and chants to represent 

other humans as well as hyenas. The representations culminated in the conception of 

Derma Sheikh: the reliable, protective, religious hyena who shared the same interest in 

peace and security as the Hararis. Representations of animals are always more than just 

social constructions (Servais 2005, p. 211); they reflect relationships between the 

animals who are represented and the people who represent. In Harar, representations of 

hyenas reflected an attention to what hyenas were doing out there in the streets and the 

farmland. They speak of a level of engagement with hyenas as persons; one which is 

atypical of an ‘urbanised, industrialised’ society. 

Conceptions in infancy 

Harari children’s first encounters with hyenas came when they heard their whoops in the 

laneways at night. Most infants were kept indoors after dark, so they had no idea what 

hyenas looked like. Instead their initial conceptions of hyenas were like an abstract, 

frightening kind of wallpaper on the children’s surround-worlds. They were based solely 

on information from their parents, mixed with what they imagined of the creatures who 

were making the whoops. Harari children were told early on that waraba was a huge, 

slavering beast who patrolled the laneways looking for children to eat. A Harari lullaby 

urges the child to remain quiet and sleep, lest the beasts in the laneways find and eat 

them: 

Waraba dijya sum 
Gungora dijya sum 
Aiy habaroy, hoy ‘lebek’ 
Hyena is coming be quiet 
Leopard is coming be quiet 
Your mother is the only one you should answer 

 

There is nothing like the threat of a monster to control a child, and Harari parents 

employed their children’s fears of giant hyenas to their advantages. The confines of the 

compound of a Harari household make it a stark place in which to play. Consequently 
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children were always eager to get out of the gate and play in the laneways with their 

friends. This was tolerated by parents during the day but after dark the children were 

made to return to their homes with warnings about waraba: 

When I was a child, you know when you are a child you have to usually get out 
your gate and play, so that the parents will tell you that there is waraba. Waraba is 
very hard, it will eat you; harm you. Even then, we didn’t know what it looked like 
– waraba. Even as a child we didn’t know this thing (interview with Harari 
woman, February 2011). 

I’m from Argobberi. When I was a child, my parents told me they [hyenas] will eat 
you and harm you. In my memory, I have a bad idea of waraba (interview with 
Harari woman, February 2011). 

Waraba was also a children’s game which was played in the laneways of the Old Town. 

It was a variation on hide and seek. The child who was waraba, faced a wall and 

counted to twenty while the remainder of the children ran off and found a place to hide. 

Once the waraba had finished counting, she went searching for the other children. As 

the waraba searched, she made spine-chilling whoops, while the other children in their 

hiding places held their breaths and listened to the imagined beast patrolling outside. 

Once found, the child who was hiding was ‘eaten’ by the waraba and he in turn became 

the new waraba as the game started over.  

Paul Shepard discusses emulation of animals in play. He suggests enactments are 

transformative as they foster the individual’s conception of themselves (1978, p. 121; 

1999, p. 21). When a child plays at being waraba he or she does not of course become a 

hyena. Instead, the child finds a part of themselves that is ‘hyena-like’, based on a 

simplified representation of what waraba is: the dangerous beast that eats children. 

This, according to Shepard, is why children must form simplified conceptions of 

animals at the early stage of their development (1996, p. 87). It serves them better in 

understanding themselves. It is only later in life that they come to understand the 

complexity of the beings in the natural world (1996, p. 83). Games like waraba also 

speak in simple terms of the flow of life. The child being eaten by, and in turn becoming 

waraba is a ‘metaphor of assimilation and reconstruction [suggesting] a balance of 

creation and destruction’ (1996, p. 83). However, children’s play often bespeaks 

concerns which are less existential and more matters of continued existence (Bjorklund 

and Blasi 2005, p. 835). A game like waraba is also good practice. For little human 

children, physiologically and psychologically adapted to developmental vulnerability on 
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an open savannah teeming with predators, it pays to learn the most effective means to 

avoid being eaten. Indeed, in the eyes of Harari children, they were playing at 

something that they imagined could happen at any time in the laneways in which they 

played.75  

For Harari children, the singular character of waraba also lent itself to formations of 

simplified representations of another ethnic group. Where I described some of the other 

peoples living in and around Harar in Chapter Three, I mentioned the Argobba. It was 

they who occupied hilltop settlements to the south and east of the town and they for 

whom the gate at Argobberi had been named. I will explore further these peoples’ 

relationships with hyenas in the following chapter, but first I want to relate a chant 

which Harari children called out to Argobba in the streets: 

Argobba: Maaltu maaltu usu 
Mishet mishet waraba 
The Argobba: by day they are people 
By night they are hyenas 

 

In light of Ethiopia’s nationwide policy of ethnic federalism and Harar’s UNESCO prize 

for being a City of Peace and Tolerance, it was not surprising that some adult Hararis 

were embarrassed by that little chant. I think it may have arisen out of the kind of 

xenophobia that characterised Harar in the nineteenth century, and the ethnocentricity 

that fostered the exploitation and exclusion of the Oromo in the early twentieth century 

(Waldron 1974, 267). It was the children of Harar who perpetuated it so it remained 

with Hararis like a pair of very old and uncomfortable shoes that they had not gotten 

around to disposing of. Sidney Waldron described how the Argobba were regarded with 

suspicion by Hararis; that they were ‘jokingly’ accused of being were-hyenas (Waldron 

1974, p. 281). In fact, he based this assertion on the above children’s chant (Waldron 

1984a, p. 53). Some Hararis were quick to dismiss it when I mentioned it, telling me it 

was nothing but a children’s story and did not mean anything. They insisted that the 

Argobba did not actually turn into hyenas at night. One explanation for the origin of the 

chant was that the Argobba congregated outside the town after sunset and went back to 

their farms in the night. In that way they were said to be like hyenas. Another Harari 

                                                 
75 Bushmen children played a similar game in which the child playing waraba invaded the camp, 
whereupon the others had to band together and chase the waraba away. That too was based on what could 
happen with a real hyena. 
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with no pretensions about political correctness told me was that it was a straightforward 

warning that the Argobba could not be trusted. This was based on a characterisation of 

hyenas as untrustworthy. The most elegant explanation came to me as a tale: 

In the long-ago time, the Argobba leader decided that it would be a good thing for 
diplomatic relations with the Hararis if his son could marry the Amir of Harar’s 
daughter. So he sent his son and a delegation to put the case to the Amir. On 
receiving the delegation, the Amir, who was suspicious of the Argobba, refused the 
proposal as a bad idea.76 However, the delegation was persistent and after an entire 
day of negotiations and assurances, the Amir finally agreed to the marriage. The 
celebration was held in Harar the next day and after the festivities, the prince left 
for the Argobba town with his new bride. But when the Argobba leader received 
the couple and was told about the stubbornness of the Amir and the hard time that 
the delegation was given, he was furious. He commanded his son, ‘Divorce her! If 
that so-and-so gave you a hard time all day, let him have a hard time in return.’ So 
the bride was sent back to Harar alone and without the marriage having been 
consummated. On receiving his daughter and hearing of the Argobba leader’s 
actions, the Amir was furious. He burst out ‘These Argobba, they cannot be trusted! 
Maaltu maaltu usu, mishet mishet waraba!’ (from a retelling by Nureddin Adem 
2010) 

Where a child carries a simplistic conception of an animal, it can be employed to give 

them a ready representation of other humans (Shepard 1996, p. 99). Whether the 

children represented the Argobba as untrustworthy or dangerous or something else 

entirely was in turn dependent on how they conceived of waraba. They readily adopted 

the chant because they were able to represent waraba as singular in character. In turn, 

the singular character of waraba was reinforced because it showed itself to be 

applicable to an entire ethnic group. It was like a feedback mechanism. However, this 

failed with Harari adults for reasons beyond those of embarrassment. One reason is that 

as a Harari person matured and became more familiar with Argobba people as 

individuals, these people became more and more difficult to conceive of as 

homogenous.77 The other is that adult Hararis were more engaged with hyenas than the 

children. They encountered them frequently in the laneways and recognised the 

complexity and irreducibility of hyenas. The complexity of representations only came 

with maturity and socialisation of the individual Harari. 

As Harari children matured, their mobility increased. They ventured further and further 

                                                 
76 Normally Harari women are only permitted to marry Harari men.  
77 Some Hararis had Argobba ancestry. Indeed one Harari friend of mine had one Argobba parent. 
However, in each case they still claimed to be Harari. 
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from their homes and even went out at night in the company of adults. They could be 

taken to visit relatives in another part of town or else they went in the company of an 

adult to one of the night markets. The laneways in the evenings were busy with people 

but with the lateness of the hour came the increased opportunity for a child’s first face to 

face encounter with a hyena: 

We went to market at night, after Mugrib, after twelve [six] o’clock, and when we 
came, this hyena came to our home and he was in front of us. And people said, 
‘waraba, waraba’ and I remember for me it was a dog. And then with everybody 
saying ‘waraba’ it was revelation to me that this thing that I thought was a dog was 
a waraba. I ran to my house and told my grandfather that a waraba was eating my 
mum and he said, ‘bring this dog, it won’t harm you. This waraba, that’s it, from 
now on you know this waraba so don’t be so fearful.’ I was seven or eight years 
old (interview with Harari woman, February 2011). 

The above is an example of a metamorphosis of the representation of waraba for the 

Harari child: the once terrifying beast of the imagination was transformed into a 

familiar, peaceful, albeit intimidating, pedestrian in the laneways. It was still a singular 

conception but one which stood in contrast to that which they held previously. After that 

first encounter the conception of the waraba as peaceful became cemented with each 

new encounter in which the Harari and waraba passed each other peacefully in the 

laneways. 

The warabas know that the Harari people won’t attack them they will feed them 
they will everything, their intentions are good. So their father and their ancestors 
are in a good relation with the humans so that when you grow up you see your 
mother and father how the connection with the people, so that when they grow up 
they have good intentions (interview with Harari woman, February 2011). 

According to Shepard, it is during middle childhood that the concerns of the individual 

are directed less towards the self and more towards wider society. Beyond the projection 

of the self onto other animals, middle childhood brings with it the projection of the 

attributes of other humans onto animals: anthropomorphism. In what Shepard calls the 

‘iconic’ stage of development, anthropomorphism serves to maintain contiguity with 

animals; to ‘create an excess of common ground, stored for late adolescence when 

disjunction almost swamps the ego’ (1996, p. 88; see also Shepard 1998, p. 42). At the 

same time, it serves to inculcate the child into wider society and its games of 

cooperation, connivance, misfortune and gain (1996, p. 94). In anthropomorphic 

folktales, the animals serve as caricatures of human types: the stranger; the bully; the 
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salesman; the brother-in-law. They teach the child predictable kinds of animals from 

which he or she can make predictions about the behaviours of those animals’ human 

counterparts.  

The Three Brothers 

Three boys were walking together in the forest when they met with Hyena. They 
were very frightened and Hyena asked them, “Whose protection are you under?” 

The first boy answered, “I am under the protection of God” 

The second boy answered, “I am under the protection of the Earth” 

And the third boy answered, “I am under your protection” 

Hyena looked at the boys and said, “If I eat you who is protected by God, wherever 
I go I may not escape Him. So you I shall not kill. If I eat you who is protected by 
the Earth, then where on Earth will I find a place to hide? So I shall not eat you. 
And you who has put yourself under my protection. If I eat you, you will be 
protected inside my belly. Come!” And she killed and ate the third boy (Harari 
folktale from Cerulli 1936, translation by Illaria Sartori 2009).  

For a Harari child, the message is clear: there are some intimidating folks out there in 

the world beyond the wall who you might think you can outsmart. But you are new to 

this game, so be careful with your trickery; it might just come back at you and bite you 

in the face. The story is also effective because it speaks to children at different stages of 

development. The conception of hyena as dangerous is upheld by the characterisation of 

waraba. However, it is not incompatible with the revelation that Harari hyenas are 

peaceful. The story is cleverly set in the forest where there is a different set of rules to 

those in the Old Town. The people outside of the town are of a different kind and so too 

the hyenas. The story for the older children is not just a warning about the strangers they 

might encounter in the world ‘out there’, it is a warning about putting yourself under the 

protection of the wrong kind of hyena. While those in the streets were peaceful, the 

hyena of the forest was an entirely different kind of animal. 

A good relationship between them [hyenas and people in Harar]. But in Awaday 
and some other place there is a bad condition. [attacks]. Something bad happens 
like in Kombolcha last year ... When she [a woman] tries to go home, the waraba 
between the way, catch her and eat. This is a bad consequence. But in Harar ... the 
waraba will not harm the people (interview with Harari man, February 2011). 
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The mature Harari and the mountain hyena 

Beyond the animal imaginings of childhood, the anthropomorphism and 

theriomorphism, Shepard argues that it should be a normal part of human development 

for people to incorporate animals into their conceptions of the cosmos. Careful 

observation of the Others leads to an understanding of the unity of life and its games of 

chance; the otherwise baffling order of the universe is made understandable by animal 

myths related to the beings out there in the world (Shepard 1996, p. 98). This is where 

Shepard argues that people of industrialised societies are stuck in the ‘juvenile absolutes 

of folklore animal images’. The animals are marginalised by otherworldly religions and 

reductionist scientific principles so that all that remains are animal ‘burlesques’ (p. 98). 

In our drive to make sense of the cosmos, we ironically shove the animals aside seeking 

truths elsewhere. We reduce them to pets, playthings, objects and tradeable goods. 

Hararis were industrialised, urban dwellers — they took taxis to work, they watched 

satellite television, they consumed imported goods. Yet their representations of hyenas 

extended far beyond the anthropomorphic, the burlesque and the objectified. This 

complexity spoke of a people closely engaged with hyenas in a mutuality grounded in 

familiarity. And those roots lay in a distinction formed in early childhood between the 

Harar hyenas and the hyena from another place. The latter was known as the sari 

waraba.  

When Hararis were talking about the hyenas from somewhere else, they made the 

distinction clear by prefixing waraba with sari (mountain), sari be (from the mountain) 

or sari be zal (he is from the mountain). This was an altogether different kind of hyena. 

The ‘mountain’ from where these sari warabas came was not a specific place; it was 

simply a contraposition to the place of Harar. The ‘mountain’ was a wild, untamed 

place, without people, without chat and swarming with dangerous warabas. It was 

unaffected by the karama of the saints and therefore inherently threatening. It was the 

antithesis of the peaceful, civilised place in which Hararis dwelt; the world behind the 

defensive wall through which peaceful warabas passed each night. While the Harari 

warabas were held to be benevolent, the sari warabas were unreasonable, malevolent 

and a danger to Hararis. There was a haunting Harari song that was performed at 

weddings and which appealed to the son or daughter of Harar to return to, or stay in 

Harar while suggesting that the hyena remain in the mountain:  
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Gey waldow gey giba 
Tey saribey waraba yagba’ba  
Child of Harar, return to Harar 
Let the hyena live in the black mountain (Gibb 2002, p. 62) 

 

In the above version, Gibb is quoting a North American Harari who employs the words 

of the song in a web forum to assert the imperative for the diasporic Harari to return to 

Harar. The hyena, Gibb argues, is juxtaposed with the Harari, and the ‘black mountain’ 

signifies a distant or foreign place that is not a Harari’s true home. While Gibb’s 

interpretation is pertinent, I was always confused by the reference to hyenas in the song, 

‘let the hyena live in the black mountain’. At the time of writing it was obvious and 

preferable that Harar hyenas did not live in the black mountain; rather they should have 

lived in the farmland just outside the town and protected Hararis. At least, it was 

obvious to Hararis living in Harar. What I discovered was that it was not a Harari hyena 

that was being referred to in the song but a mountain hyena and the song was entreating 

the mountain hyena to stay in the black mountain. That was borne out by an earlier 

version of the song which was recorded and translated by Leslau (1965, p. 78):  

Gē wåldō gēxa gibäᵓī-wā 
Säri-be wårāba yägbaᵓbā-wā. 
O child of Harar, come back to your city  
Let the hyena live in the (desolate) mountain 

 

Without the word for ‘black’, the song said, ‘let the mountain hyena stay in the 

mountain’. It was simply the case that the word for ‘mountain’ was not used twice in 

succession. The words of the song implored the Harari to return to and stay in Harar and 

let the outsider, the non-Harari, remain in the outside world. In this interpretation, the 

hyena is not juxtaposed with the Harari as much as it is a representation of an outsider. 

The song not only implores the Hararis to stay in Harar, it also reminds him or her that 

the ‘mountain’, the outside world, is a dangerous place because every Harari knows that 

the warabas there are not peaceful. Hence, the Harari supplication made on behalf of 

hyenas during coffee ceremony acquires a deeper meaning due to the kind of waraba it 

is addressed to. 

Sari be zal waraba 
Afet qum zo be,  
at zo, rizq zo, yafach’ma.  
Gub zo be, ya gibba 
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[The] mountain hyena,  
may he find health,  
bones, and all his needs 
and then return to his cave 

 

If it were a Harar hyena that was being referred to, then wishing him health, bones and a 

smooth road home is an act of beneficence. However, the supplication addressed to the 

mountain hyena is a wish that he might find health, bones and a smooth road home so 

that he does not become hungry or delayed, and linger in Harar where he will attack 

livestock or people! There was also a saying, ‘sari be zal waraba uzo rahaba’ which 

translates as ‘may the mountain hyena not be hungry’. That carries the same sentiment 

as the supplication; that the sari waraba should find food so that he should not come to 

Harar. The supplication and saying are concerned with self-preservation and it is 

unsurprising that there was a similar supplication made among the Christian Oromo of 

west Shewa who had no interest in hyenas’ welfares. On hearing a whoop in the night it 

was traditional among those people to say to the hyena: 

Gufuunsin, waraanin, qoreesin  
Rukuttin daandii nagaa dem 
May you not encounter obstacles, pricks, thorns 
Or beatings, and find a good road along which to go 

 

In Harar, the concept of the sari waraba was that of an antagonist. That was exemplified 

in the saying ‘sari be zal waraba, uzo i geta’. It translates as: ‘may this trial not even 

happen to the mountain hyena.’ The saying was uttered by a person who was having a 

run of bad luck or experiencing a lot of pain or a severe illness; it underlined the 

severity of the problem. In English an appropriate equivalent is ‘I would not wish this 

on my worst enemy’. The sari waraba represented the worst enemy of the Harari; the 

one from elsewhere. He was like the historical, marauding Oromo who had taken 

control of all of the land surrounding the town, or Menelik’s Christian ‘highlanders’ 

with imperial ambitions. The sari waraba was also the antithesis of the Harari. He was 

aggressive and unreasonable; he hid in the mountains from where he launched attacks 

on people and livestock. Yet, as I demonstrated in Chapter Seven, the hyena from 

elsewhere was not simply a metaphor for dangerous outsiders. The sari waraba was a 

living entity, out there in the dangerous world beyond the defensive wall. Significantly, 

it fell upon the local, peaceful hyenas to defend the town against them.  
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All this talk about hyenas 

As Hararis matured, their vocabularies blossomed. They acquired a rich variety of 

idioms, songs, proverbs and sayings which spoke to the world of humans while at the 

same time speaking about the worlds of hyenas with which they became increasingly 

familiar. A lot of these pertained to hyenas’ ravenous appetites. There was a saying in 

Harar that was structured as a question and answer: ‘Waraba min be yiburdal? Hammad 

be’. Its meaning translated into English is, ‘With what is the hyena satisfied? With ash.’ 

I was given several interpretations of this saying: one was that alluded to a belief that 

hyenas eat ash which was what made their faeces turn white; another was that it 

explained why hyenas did not attack people in the town. In that case it was held that 

each evening hyenas awoke and headed for the town with the intention of attacking 

people. Then on the way to Harar the hyenas came across ash (and the garbage that was 

to be found in association with the ash) and were satisfied with that. My favourite 

interpretation was the one that connected it with a saying about human beings: ‘With 

what is a man satisfied? With earth.’ That saying alluded to human nature; that a man 

was never satisfied with his lot; that he always strived for more and only found 

satisfaction after death, in which case it was the earth of the grave which finally 

satisfied him. In the case of hyenas, they were always hungry and ate anything and 

everything until there was nothing remaining but ash at which point they were 

ultimately satisfied.78  

The capacity of hyenas to eat large quantities of food lent itself to a great many sayings 

in Harar. If someone made a mess of something, then someone could say ‘waraba hirrat 

asha’, or ‘you made this like a hyena’s dinner’. It reflected the ways in which hyenas 

tore apart and scattered the carcasses they consumed. If someone was overweight, it was 

said of them, ‘waraba kulen ay ushuba’ which suggested that the overweight person 

would be food for hyenas when the hyenas made kulen (the supplication which brought 

food from the sky). Indeed there were several sayings which implied that someone 

could end up as food for ravenous hyenas. Where someone was careless and only 

thought for the present, it was said, ‘Hoji le zaliyow usu, waraba yabla’a’ or ‘The man 

                                                 
78 The question was a reliable way of determining whether a Harari was born and raised in Harar. The 
word yiburdal translated literally as ‘is made cool’ so that the question to a non-local Harari was 
understood as ‘with what is the hyena made cool?’ It was simply puzzling. Meanwhile, Hararis from 
Jugol immediately understood the meaning implicit in the question and produced the answer, ‘hammad 
be’ almost as a reflex action; Harari elders especially enjoyed the word play. 
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who thinks only for today, let him be eaten by the hyenas.’ In that saying, there was no 

indication that he would be killed by the hyenas, it was simply the case that he would 

soon die and be found in the street by hyenas. Whenever two Hararis met in the street, 

they embarked upon a succession of greetings which included enquiries about the 

other’s health, family and recent whereabouts. It was customary to say to the person 

‘You disappeared!’ which was a way of saying that the person had been missed. An 

alternative to that was ‘zo le ekhu waraba’, which meant ‘we did not hear the hyena’. 

That greeting carried a lot of meaning, saying something to the effect of ‘I knew you 

were not dead because I did not hear the hyena calling to its friends to come and eat 

your corpse. So where were you? You were missed’. All at once, it told the person that 

he or she was missed, it reflected the way that hyenas whooped around large quantities 

of food, and it was a commentary on the capacity of hyenas to eat anything they found. 

It is a greeting that bespeaks of a complex set of ideas about hyenas based on 

familiarity. 

With regard to greedy people, they were not said to be like hyenas as much as they were 

said to be hyenas. When I was introduced to a museum worker in Harar who offered to 

help me with my research, my Harari companion whispered to me, ‘Be careful, he’s a 

waraba with money’. The message was that the man would put money first in any 

relationship. In fact it was sufficient to simply say of someone ‘waraba’ to suggest that 

that they were greedy. It did not even require a sentence to frame the word; just a 

context. If someone was asking an exorbitant price for an item, the buyer could simply 

say under his or her breath, ‘waraba’; if someone tried to gain some financial advantage 

through an obvious deception, again it was sufficient to say ‘waraba’. In that case, the 

referent also implied that the person was not only greedy but that they were not to be 

trusted. So too, people said of someone who was untrustworthy, ‘waraba waraba inta’ 

or ‘hyena is hyena’. It suggests that no matter how much a person demonstrates that 

they have changed their ways, a bad person is a bad person. They will bite your hand 

and take your money or run off with your camera lens.79  

However, it was not simply hyenas’ greed and capacity to steal which Hararis employed 

to comment on the human condition. Hararis’ familiarity with hyenas allowed that all 

                                                 
79 It was not always the case that calling someone a waraba was derogatory. One could say to a young 
child, waraba amir, kut iliy dus yazalam daho or ‘hyena king, let it rain for you pure wild honey.’ 
Waraba amir was also an idiom which referred to a young man who was outstanding among his peers and 
exhibited leadership qualities. 
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kinds of hyenas’ characteristics could be referenced to reflect human attributes. If 

someone appeared confused or flustered, then they might have been referred to as 

zizanya be waraba or ‘hyena in the morning.’ That idiom was based on the behaviours 

of hyenas who lingered too long in the town or the farmlands after sunrise and found 

themselves running back and forth, trying to avoid crowds of people while trying to find 

their way home to safety. Mu zaylee waraba was the ‘hyena who does not say whoop’. 

That applied to someone who was sinister. Alternatively if someone was overtly 

frightening they were spoken of as a sari waraba, reflecting the fear that people had of 

the mountain hyenas. If someone was trying to cover up their ignorance, they could be 

called Wali Waraba (Hyena Sufi) That was derived from the idiom, Wali Mohammed 

which described a man who went to a foreign land and pretended to be a saint. In the 

same way, Wali Waraba covered up his rude behaviours and pretended to be something 

he was not.  

If a person who had success or luck on one occasion, tried to revisit that success by 

recreating the circumstances, it was said of them ‘waraba ahad ayam zolabayu attay be 

sati ayam harrtu yahadral’. That saying translated as ‘The hyena who once finds food 

will return to that place every day for a week in the hope of finding more food.’ An 

example is a tour guide who is employed by a tourist for one day and then goes to that 

person’s hotel every day after that for a week in the hope of getting more work. If a 

person was in the habit of chewing a lot of chat, they were said to have waraba daam or 

‘the blood of the hyena’. The reason was that the effects of the chat caused the person to 

stay awake all night and not go to sleep until sunrise. Alternatively a person could have 

waraba nasib which was ‘hyena’s luck’. That suggested that the person in question 

often found fortune without seeking it in a similar way to hyenas who wandered the 

streets and occasionally came across large, concentrated quantities of food. Due to the 

ways in which meaningful data seemed to fall into my lap, I was often told by Hararis 

that I had waraba nasib. 

Use of the word waraba when appended to the names of plants and fungi also revealed 

something about how Hararis conceived of hyenas’ as like themselves in some respects. 

The field mushroom was known as the waraba shemshir or ‘hyena umbrella’. 

Obviously the field mushrooms were too small to serve as umbrellas for hyenas; 

however, it was significant that it was named as a correlate of a thing for humans but 

which was for hyenas. The waraba derbisi was ‘hyena’s wild fruit’. It was a yellow fruit 



186 

which grew wild in the fields. It resembled a wild fruit, known as derbisi, which people 

ate especially when they had gastrointestinal problems. The waraba derbisi grew on 

prickly stalks and was too tart to be eaten. Hence, it was food like that for humans but 

for hyenas. So too the waraba tuhma or hyena garlic was not edible to humans. The 

names of these wild grown plants and fungi reflect conceptions of hyenas in Harar to 

which Gibb alluded (1996, p. 191): the ‘half brother, half wild, half civilised, roaming 

the hills around the city yet familiar with the tangled streets of the town.’ The hyenas 

were beings ‘like humans’ who occupied the waste places and streams around Harar, 

occasionally venturing into the world of people. They ate what people discarded or 

disregarded and in that way they were complimentary to the human population. 

 

 
Figure 9.1: Some ripe waraba derbisi and Willi. 

 

The young man of religion is a hyena 

The term which reveals most about Hararis engagement with hyenas is Derma Sheikh. It 

applied to both young men and hyenas. The word sheikh in Harari carries a similar 

meaning to other parts of the Muslim world: a sheikh is a respected man, learned in the 

Quran, and a follower of the right path. In Harari, a sheikh is also versed in the local 
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knowledge pertaining to Abadir, the saints, the hyenas and the means by which jinn 

should be exorcised. A sheikh can also become a saint: Aw Abadir [Abadir the father] 

was occasionally referred to as Sheikh Abadir; another, Sheikh Hashim, was one of the 

most influential of the saints; Waraba Sheikh was the patron saint of hyenas and 

progenitor of the hyena porridge family (see Chapters Three and Eight). The word 

Derma is both an adjective and a noun. It translates as ‘young [man]’ so that when it is 

attached to sheikh, it denotes a young man who is learning his religion.80 According to 

Gibb, Derma Sheikh is the hyena king; the leader of the hyenas; the one who first 

approaches the bowls of porridge that are fed to hyenas at Ashura. Gibb (1996, p. 191) 

refers to him as a ‘source of great fascination [who is] learned in religion and inhabits a 

world somewhere between the spiritual worlds of the Ge usu’ [Hararis] and the Awlia 

[saints]’. According to Zekaria (1991, p. 87), Derma Sheikh denotes a messenger boy 

and the term applies to all hyenas in Harar. They act in the same fashion as errand boys 

for human sheikhs of Harar: Derma Sheikhs run errands for the saints. This is the same 

interpretation given in the film Dermesheh and also one that I encountered in the field: 

There is this shrine called Aw Siraj Arewach. The Derma Sheiks serve the Wali 
[saint] by bringing chat to the people at the shrine when there is mawlud [religious 
celebration] (interview with Harari man, January 2010). 

However, there were more than two interpretations of the term. Indeed, the number 

increased in proportion to the number of people with whom I discussed the term. One 

account held that Derma Sheikh was a name given to the man who first fed hyenas 

outside the wall. Another was that it was the term used by the first hyena man to address 

his hyenas while he was feeding them. One said it implied that the hyena was a young 

saint. Qadir Abdi concurred with that, but added several other interpretations. One such 

interpretation was a reference to the potential that hyenas shared with young men: the 

potential to be rude, unruly, and even dangerous. Despite that potential, the Harar 

hyenas were well behaved; they were akin to respectable young Harari boys who 

hurried through the streets in their galabayas, running errands for sheikhs. Both hyenas 

and boys showed self-confidence and respect for others; they followed the right path. 

Another interpretation was derived from the capacity that hyenas had for clearing jinn 

from the city in the same way that sheikh’s could exorcise jinn from people.  

                                                 
80 The word for young woman was kummer. 
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Hyena is a bridge between visible and invisible things. If he comes here, they know 
that if there is a hyena around. He says, ‘oowhoop’ I says ‘oh, the whole area will 
be free of jinn.’ That’s why we call him Derma Sheikh (interview with Qadir Abdi, 
December 2009). 

Significantly, the term was also widely accepted as a means of addressing hyenas 

directly: 

When people are coming home from shrines there is a group of hyenas who will 
see them home safely. A person just needs to say, ‘Derma Sheikh, please 
accompany me home.’ If there is a hyena you feel safer. You know he is walking 
you home (interview with Harari man, February 2011). 

We always see these hyenas and always they don’t touch us and we stay still so 
they will just pass. ‘Derma sheikh, aman be gibba [go and return in peace]’. So we 
didn’t have any harm to each other (interview with Harari woman, February 2011). 

Derma sheikh is his name. If he wants to attack a person, when you say Derma 
sheikh he has to go away, he will go ... This nickname, he knows (interview with 
Harari woman, February 2011). 

For Shepard, talking to animals was a symptom of the modern psychosis brought about 

by our separation from the Others; a separation of which pets are less salve than they are 

symptom (Shepard 1996, p. 144). We babble to our lap dogs, chatter to our parrots, 

design experiments to try and teach chimps and dolphins to talk. In Shepard’s eyes it is 

not communication, it is the feeble attempt of a species which sits alone and 

disconnected from its place in the animal kingdom (1996, p. 145). We talk to animals 

because we want their approval, their recognition, their blessing (1996, p. 141); we want 

them to hear us and affirm that we belong so we ‘cheer each time an ape signals "I want 

a banana" ‘ (1996, p. 145). But what of those humans whose connection to the world of 

animals is not as frayed? Do they remain silent in the presence of the Others and gaze 

wordlessly into the eyes of beasts? Not so, but it is a different kind of communication. 

In this respect, Elizabeth Marshall-Thomas (2003) provides revealing insights into the 

world of interspecies communication with her account of Bushmen and lions in the 

Nyae Nyae area of the Kalahari. According to Marshall-Thomas, the Bushmen 

frequently spoke to lions. Where lions approached Bushmen camps at night, the human 

inhabitants shook burning branches and spoke in low, commanding voices, telling the 

lions to leave (Marshall-Thomas 2003, p. 73). Where Marshall Thomas observed lions 

and Bushmen converging on an injured wildebeest, the Bushmen tossed clumps of dirt 

not at, but in front of the lions, while speaking respectfully, ‘Old Ones, this meat is ours’ 
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(2003, p. 74). According to Marshall-Thomas it was standard practice for Bushmen to 

address lions respectfully as ‘Old Ones’ (p. 78).  

Despite centuries of urbanisation, Hararis’ communications with hyenas were more akin 

to those of the Bushmen than the disconnected urbanites described by Shepard. The 

Harari man in the vignette at the beginning of this chapter, who said ‘Derma Sheikh’ to 

the hyena in the darkened laneway, was appealing directly to the hyena to remain 

peaceful and let him pass. He was speaking at an inter-subjective level to a rational 

being who was expected to decide on her behaviour based on his use of phrase, tone of 

voice and the amount of respect he showed. He was reminding her of the terms of an 

historic truce, the mention of which assured the hyena that he meant no harm. And in 

turn, he could expect that the hyena, once reminded, would honour the truce and let him 

pass in peace. This highlights what I have been demonstrating up to this point about the 

human-hyena society in Harar: the humans were engaged with the hyenas at a social 

level so that communication between the species was a given. It was through 

interactions and observations that Hararis were able to see hyenas as animals ‘like us’, 

as distinct from ‘human-like’ animals (Milton 2005, p. 263). Just as hyenas were seen to 

communicate with Hararis through hyena listeners, Hararis could communicate directly 

with hyenas by using with the term, Derma Sheikh and follow that with an appeal for 

peace. Every hyena was seen as a person who acted independently; they could each be 

appealed to by addressing them correctly and reminding them of their own social 

conventions. 

Conclusion 

The variety of representations of hyenas in Hararis’ vocabularies reveals an engagement 

with animals that is atypical of urbanised people. The fearful representations of waraba 

which were imposed on the imaginations of Harari children were more than a 

continuation of a parenting tradition. While they featured as a kind of abstract and 

frightening wallpaper on the surround-worlds of the children, they were based on real 

life encounters which their parents had with hyenas in the streets: encounters in which 

hyenas loomed large and intimidating enough for parents to conceive of them as 

potentially dangerous in the first place. When a Harari child matured, they developed a 

distinction between Harar hyenas and mountain hyenas. That was based on their first 

face to face encounters with hyenas, which necessitated a differentiation of local hyenas 
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who were peaceful from other hyenas who were potentially dangerous. Those were 

expanded on with representations of hyenas as ravenous, greedy or thieving, reflecting 

Hararis observations of hyenas eating carcasses and running off with bones and skins.  

Other representations of hyenas as confused in the morning or misguided in returning to 

a place looking for food also had a basis in engagement with hyenas. So too did 

references to plants and fungi which were found in the fields. And the most telling of all 

was the representation of hyenas as Derma Sheikh. When this was used as a term of 

address, it revealed Hararis’ recognition of hyenas as intentional, autonomous creatures 

with whom they were engaged at a social level. Indeed, the industrialised, urbanised 

Hararis showed an unusual level of understanding and engagement with hyenas; one 

that Shepard (1996, p. 35) would normally have ascribed to ‘primal peoples’. 
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Chapter 10 Hyena as Discordant 

Conflict and Reconciliation with Different 

Hyenas in the Hararge Region 

The Oromia Police Bureau Reports People and Hyenas Engaged in 

Escalating Violence 

This week in the Eastern Hararge town of Maalka Raafuu, several hyenas broke 

into a hut and attacked the goats inside. The owner of the goats retaliated. He 

applied poison to one of the carcasses and left it out for the hyenas to eat. That 

led to the deaths of ten hyenas after which, the surviving hyenas of the group 

attacked children in the village, killing two and injuring two. That was followed by 

a second attack where the hyenas came to the village again, seeking revenge. The 

hyenas attacked five more children, biting their necks and attempting to drag the 

victims to the forest. Witnesses threw objects at the hyenas and chased them off, 

saving the children. The third time that the hyenas came to the village to attack, 

the people were ready and waiting for them and managed to kill one hyena with a 

muncha [a sickle like axe, used by farmers]. 

The attacks by the hyenas occurred in daylight which is highly unusual; the hyenas 

came in the morning and afternoon wanting to exact revenge. Later they returned 

to the town and again attacked two children, trying to kill them. When they 

attacked, the townspeople threw things attempting to kill the hyenas and during 

the fight some people were injured and had to be taken to hospital. 

Yesterday the townspeople were staying indoors and trying to protect their 

children. The parents were telling their children that if they went out, they would 

be eaten by hyenas, and some were escorting their children to school and back 

home. Others were not sending their children at all. The police said that the 

school would be closed for some time until the trouble subsided.  

The Woreda Leader [Local Councillor] was confounded and at a loss as to what 

action to take. He called an urgent meeting with the government officers and 

others who were responsible for such situations (police, elders, religious leaders). 

After the meeting they decided that they had to destroy the hyenas’ dens that 

were near to the village and being used as strategic bases for launching attacks. 

The hyenas’ usual homes were further away in the hills. Rather than killing the 

hyenas, it was hoped that such action would defuse the situation. Additionally the 

families would have to watch their children carefully. Some people believed the 

reason for the war was that the farmer poisoned the goat carcass and that he 

should be apprehended and taken to the police. However, the farmer had gone 

into hiding and was being sought by the police for questioning. The people of the 

village were also looking for the farmer. 

The elders and religious leaders commented that traditionally there should be a 

solution to conflict that involved making peace so they suggested sending a man 

who knew hyena language to arrange a truce. The police said that with everything 

that was going on there was no time for sending delegations to the hyenas; that 

action had be taken immediately because children were being attacked (Oromia 
State Police Media Release, March 2010. Translation: Maher Mohammed). 
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Sleeping outdoors in Jijiga was the ultimate suicide. It was a vanishing act. The 
hyenas would cut you up into pieces quicker than the gods could put you together. 
They would devour you, your shoes, bracelets, linen and anything else you had 
touched (Mezlekia 2000, p. 52). 

 

Regional conflict 

During the course of my fieldwork in Harar, I was told by several tour guides that there 

was a lot of ongoing conflict between people and hyenas in the area around the town of 

Kersa, approximately fifty kilometres by road from Harar. Not only was a lot of 

livestock being lost to hyenas but attacks on people were commonplace. Apparently, it 

was unsafe for people to travel at night due to the dangers posed by hyenas. Considering 

what I had discovered about the relationship between people and hyenas in Harar, I 

decided to investigate relations between people and hyenas in the rural areas around the 

town. From those investigations, my intention was to make comparisons between 

attitudes of rural dwellers and those in Harar. 

The places from where I collected the data were all within sixty kilometres of Harar. 

Five were villages in the Kersa Woreda (a Woreda is an administrative area). Those 

were Adele, Dungogo, Garamude, Matakamoo and Sodu. In these villages I conducted 

survey questionnaires, interviews and group discussions. Four villages were in Harar 

Peoples National Regional State: Erer Woldia and Erer Dodota, in the Erer Valley; Aw 

Berkhadlee, on the west side of Mount Hakim; and Koromi, the Argobba village in the 

rugged terrain southeast of Harar. In the first two, I conducted survey questionnaires and 

interviews; at Aw Berkhadlee, surveys and group discussions; and in Koromi, a single 

group discussion. The other place, Kombolcha, was the administrative centre for the 

Kombolcha Woreda. It was here that the conflict mentioned in the police report above 

occurred. In Kombolcha, I conducted only interviews. Elevations for the places ranged 

from 1400 metres at Erer Woldia, to 2000 metres in the Kersa area, to 2100 metres in 

Kombolcha. In all of the areas, agriculture predominated in the hills, while livestock 

animals were grazed on narrow, lacustrine plains in the valleys. It appeared that the 

predominant crop in all areas was the ubiquitous chat. 
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Figure 10.1: Map of the region around Harar. 

 

At the time of writing, the majority of the rural population in the region around Harar 

was Oromo (Central Statistical Agency 2007b, p. 265). As I noted in Chapter Three, these 

people first occupied the region during the Oromo expansion of the sixteenth century. 

They brought with them what has been called a ‘pagan’ religion (Trimingham 1965, p. 

15, Werner 1914, p. 122). They venerated a sky god known as Waaqa, a fertility 

goddess, Atete, and a host of lesser spirits known as ayanna (Jaenen 1956; Trimingham 

1965, p. 18). According to Bartels (1983, p. 112), the ayanna spirits were the true forms 

of objects, animals and people in the physical world. Hence, the world which humans 

normally perceived was only a reflection of the reality of ayanna which in turn were an 

extension of Waaqa. Among the pagan Oromo, there were shamans known as qallu who 

allowed ayanna spirits to take possession of them during trance states (Bartels 1983, p. 

123). During conversion to Islam, Waaqa was easily re-conceptualised as Allah; Atete 

was incompatible with Islam and did not survive conversion; and the ayanna spirits 

were reconceptualised as jinn (Trimingham 1965, pp. 257, 260). As for some of the 

qallu, they became agents of dissemination of Islam (Kaplan 2004, p. 377). At the time 

of writing, the majority of Oromo in the Hararge Region were Muslim, however the old 

religion had not been lost. In the 2007 census, 3,337 people professed adherence to the 

traditional religion (Central Statistical Agency 2007a, p. 152; 2007b, pp. 352, 354).81 

                                                 
81 This is the combined figure for East and West Hararge Zones and Harari Peoples’ National Regional 
State.  
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Some of those lived in Harar where they dispensed cures and were consulted to find lost 

or stolen possessions. Additionally many of the traditions and practices of the old 

religion were maintained in parallel to Islam (see Figure 10.2). 

 

 
Figure 10.2: The Raya procession: Muslim Oromo women walk the streets of Harar making 

supplication for rain (photo courtesy of Sean McLachlan 2011). 

 

According to the 2007 census, the Argobba people comprised 1.2 per cent of the 

population of Harar Peoples National Regional State and 0.4 per cent of the population 

of the wider Hararge Region. Their origins are obscure. According to Hailu (2000, p. 

197), they were either an Arab clan which migrated to Ethiopia, descendants of Arabs of 

the Yifat sultanate, or indigenous people who accepted Islam. Asfaw (2000, p. 180) 

suggests that the connections between the Argobba and many events in Ethiopian 

history preclude a recent Arab origin for the people. Braukämper (1984, p. 146) argued 

that the Argobba were already established in the region by the thirteenth century. The 

Argobba settlements in the Hararge Region stand on isolated hilltops, like islands in an 

Oromo sea. This supports the contention that their presence predates the coming of the 

Oromo. Indeed, that isolation has apparently led the southern Argobba to have lost their 

language in favour of Oromo. Leslau (1959, p. 251) was unable to find anyone in the 
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Hararge Region who spoke Argobbinya. The Argobba in Koromi spoke Harari belying 

some close connections between themselves and the Hararis: their architectural style 

directly reflects that of the Hararis (Hecht 1982, p. 60); Argobba women were 

traditionally employed to verify the virginity of Harari brides (Waldron 1974, p. 282); 

there are mentions of a period of Argobba Amirs in Harari literature (Waldron 1984, p. 

53); Argobba women traditionally made the hairnets into which Harari women tied their 

hair on either side of their heads (Waldron 1974, p. 282); and like their Harari 

neighbours, the Argobba are Muslims. 

 

 
Figure 10.3: The Argobba village of Koromi. 

 

The survey questionnaire that I used included a series of statements with Likert type 

answers ranging from ‘strongly agree’ to ‘strongly disagree’.82 I was drawn to the 

survey method because of its popularity among researchers investigating attitudes 

towards spotted hyenas and livestock losses to predation (see for example Onono et al 

2010; Getahum and Belay 2002; Romañach, Lindsey and Woodroffe 2007). However, 

                                                 
82 The survey was translated into Oromo and then retranslated back into English before arriving at a final 
version in Oromo which was used in the field.  
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comparing Oromo dwellers and Harari urbanites struck me as something akin to 

comparing apples with oranges. Whereas rural dwellers invested a great deal in their 

livestock and stood to suffer economically if hyenas preyed on their animals, Hararis 

were mostly business people, officials and salaried workers so they had little to lose, 

economically, from hyena predation. Indeed, in the available studies of relationships 

between people and hyenas elsewhere, there has been no method devised to make 

comparisons between rural and urban dwellers. In fact there have been no comparisons 

made between ethnic groups; only comparisons between ranchers and pastoralists (see 

for example Frank, Woodroffe and Ogada 2005, p. 288). With that in mind, I hoped that 

the questionnaire would serve as an icebreaker. The statements and responses were 

intended to open up lines of questioning for interviews and group discussions which I 

hoped would uncover common ground upon which to make comparisons with Hararis. 

Thus agreement or disagreement with statements in the survey such as ‘hyenas are a 

problem in this area’ should have led to further questions such as: why are they (or are 

they not) a problem?  

Surveys elsewhere in Africa have found pastoralists’ attitudes towards hyenas to be 

negative, whether or not hyenas are a significant problem. A classic example is that of 

Frank, Woodroffe and Ogada (2005) from the Laikipia district in Kenya. In order to 

identify the factors that were making predators vulnerable to local extinction, the 

authors conducted interviews with twenty-one managers of commercial and group 

ranches and eight Mukogodo Masai pastoralists in the region (2005, p. 288). With 

regard to the big cats, the findings were consistent with an economic rationality. Lions 

were the major predators on livestock and unsurprisingly the respondents supported 

only a small increase in numbers. With regard to the other two cat species (leopards and 

cheetahs), the respondents supported greater increases in numbers consistent with the 

lesser cost of coexisting with those species. However, with hyenas the trend was 

reversed (see Figure 10.4). While spotted hyenas represented the lowest cost to ranchers 

and pastoralists in terms of livestock losses, the respondents wanted a 35 per cent 

decrease in hyena numbers; the pastoralists unanimously wished that there were no 

hyenas at all (2005, p. 293).83 Romañach, Lindsey and Woodroffe (2007) found the 

same attitudes in Laikipia and four other districts in Kenya. The most disliked of the 

                                                 
83 The authors suggested that the respondents’ desires to augment numbers of cats stemmed from the 
desire for increased numbers of tourists. They imagined that tourists would not be interested in seeing 
hyenas.  
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predators there were the spotted hyenas and they were the only species for which a 

rancher had a ‘kill on sight’ policy (2007, p. 188).84 In light of the previous studies and 

the reports of conflict I had been receiving, I expected the statement ‘hyenas are a 

benefit to this area’ would meet with widespread disagreement from Oromo and 

Argobba rural dwellers. I was quite wrong. 

 

 
Figure 10.4: Attitudes towards increases of predator numbers in the Laikipia district and costs 

of maintaining those predators (redrawn from Frank, Woodroffe and Ogada 2005, p. 292). 

 

Other things 

The process of surveying and interviewing began at Aw Berkhadlee. I went to the 

village with a translator from Haramaya University who was familiar with survey 

methods and fluent in both Oromo and English. We sat under a tree with some of the 

locals and my translator recorded responses to the surveys.85 The answers that the 

people gave were long and protracted and the translator was engaging them in 

                                                 
84 Eighty-nine per cent of pastoralists held a kill on sight policy for spotted hyenas. It was the highest for 
all of the carnivores. 
85 It was at that time that I was told by the locals that they celebrated Ashura at the shrine at Aw 
Berkhadlee.  
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discussion so I asked what it was that they were talking about. The translator replied 

that it was just ‘other things’ and not related to the questionnaire but that ‘these people, 

they really like hyenas’. Another discussion ensued and I heard one of the Oromo men 

saying ‘jinni’ several times so I asked the translator to tell me exactly what were the 

‘other things’ that they were talking about. When he replied that it was just superstitious 

talk of evil spirits, I suggested we should make the questionnaire secondary to what they 

were telling him about jinn. After that, the translator became as absorbed as I was in 

what the people of the Hararge Region had to say about their world of unseen dangers; a 

world in which the calls of hyenas at night were a reminder to people that they were 

protected. 

Much of what Hararis had previously told me about jinn and hyenas was reiterated by 

the Oromo and Argobba in Hararge Region. First and foremost was that hyenas were 

enemies of jinn. As with Harar, if a hyena saw a jinni, it chased it to where the jinni 

disappeared into the ground. The hyena urinated on the spot and the jinni emerged 

whereupon, the hyena ate it. I was told by one person that hyenas in the region did not 

discriminate between good and bad jinn; they simply ate all of them. Furthermore, the 

mere presence of hyenas was sufficient to deter jinn from entering the area, and the 

‘whoops’ of the hyenas at night scared away jinn. So appreciative were the respondents 

of hyenas’ capacity to eat jinn that 88 per cent of them agreed or strongly agreed that 

hyenas were a benefit to the area. Furthermore, 51 per cent of respondents supported an 

increase in hyena numbers! So too the Argobba were concerned about jinn and 

recognised hyenas’ capacity for controlling them. It was the first thing that my Argobba 

respondents commented on. However, unlike the Oromo, these people told me that 

hyenas distinguished good jinn from bad and only chased and ate the latter. After 

catching and consuming a jinni, a hyena vomited hair, fingernails or occasionally gold 

and jewels that the jinni had acquired through its deceptions. That was almost identical 

to what I had been told in Harar and elsewhere. One of the Woreda administrators from 

Kersa told me of a personal encounter with a jinni. On that occasion, he had seen it 

entering the compound behind his house. It jumped onto a fence and then disappeared. 

He said that the jinni was humanoid but had vertical eyes instead of the horizontal eyes 

typical of humans. 

In addition to the benefits of having hyenas around to control the numbers of jinn, the 

farmers also saw the benefits that hyenas conferred by keeping the area clean of dead 
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animals. If a livestock animal died of disease, it was inedible for humans and 

immediately became a burden on the farmer. If not for the presence of hyenas, the 

farmer had to spend a great deal of time and effort, burying the carcass. However, all 

that was required was to leave it in a suitable place for the hyenas to find in the night-

time and the carcass was disposed of. Disease was considered more of a problem than 

hyenas. While the farmers felt they could do little to prevent their livestock falling 

victim to disease, they easily protected their livestock from hyenas by keeping their 

animals indoors at night. They agreed that it was a lot of work to construct an additional 

room in which to keep livestock but saw it as necessary whether or not there were 

hyenas in the area. If hyenas did not threaten, then leopards did and if not leopards, 

there were always human thieves in the area eager to snatch unhoused animals. In fact, 

another benefit of having hyenas around was that their presence deterred thieves from 

lurking about in the night. 

It was not just the physical presence of hyenas that offered protection as their body parts 

and excretions were also efficacious for a number of purposes. Hyena faeces, when 

diluted and sprayed on chat and sweet potato seedlings deterred dik diks and hares. The 

faeces were also powdered, then burned and a cow made to inhale the smoke. That was 

said to prevent a number of bovine diseases and even to cure anthrax. The powdered 

faeces were also fed to dogs to protect them, presumably from leopards who killed a lot 

of dogs. A paste made from hyena faeces was said to be efficacious for tumours in 

humans when applied directly to the affected area. With regard to hyena vomit — that 

which consisted mainly of hairs — it was wrapped in cotton and hung from the ceiling 

to protect from jinn and it was fed to cattle to protect from anthrax. Hyena skin was 

useful and of sufficient value that hyenas dead of road trauma were very quickly 

skinned. A piece could be placed under a child to prevent bedwetting or nightmares; it 

could stop a baby crying immediately; it was tied around the necks of troublesome 

donkeys to calm them down; or it was made into armbands which gave their wearers 

strength and protection. Hyenas’ ears were used for ‘sexual enhancement’. The farmers 

in Hararge Region also used hyena skin for the practice of Waraba af bo asha (stopping 

the hyena’s mouth). If a livestock animal was lost at night, then its owner sought out 

someone who was familiar with the practice. That person took a piece of hyena skin, 

recited a Quranic verse over it, and tied it in a knot around a ceiling beam or thatching. 

It was believed that it prevented hyenas from locating or eating lost animals, allowing 
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them to find their way home in the morning. Lastly, a woman who was heavily pregnant 

could put her hand in a hyena’s paw print to facilitate an immediate and easy birth.86 

The Oromo and Argobba people in the region also ascribed to hyenas a capacity for 

revenge. They held that if someone killed a hyena, then the other hyenas knew who the 

perpetrator was and they attacked that person, their family or their livestock. One 

Argobba farmer told me that hyenas had a price for the death of one of their own. If a 

farmer killed a hyena, he could expect to lose an ox. I was told a story of a farmer who 

was tending his goats when a hyena came and took one. The man chased after the 

hyena, hitting it with a stick all the while until they reached the river whereupon the 

hyena collapsed and died from exhaustion. The farmer rounded up his goats and took 

them home. However, on arrival at his hut, he found that another hyena had come and 

bitten the testicles off his prize ram. That the ram was left uneaten was interpreted as a 

message to the farmer that retribution had been exacted. Another story concerned a 

farmer who had a problem with hyenas trampling his crops. He went to the 

administrator and asked that he be allowed to poison the hyenas. The administrator 

refused him permission, saying that it would only incite the other hyenas to take 

revenge. Instead, he suggested that a donkey carcass be put out for the hyenas. The 

farmer did as he was advised and the hyenas stopped trampling the crops.  

While Oromo farmers admitted concern about revenge attacks, they did not deny killin g 

hyenas. In fact during one group discussion I was told the method of killing. If a hyena 

was spotted in the daytime, the people nearest the hyena made a lot of noise and chased 

the hyena towards the people further along. Those people heard the shouting and saw 

the hyena so they formed a corridor along which the frightened hyena was forced to run. 

The people along the corridor took up the chase as the hyena passed by and people 

further along did likewise, compelling the hyena to keep running until it collapsed from 

exhaustion. At that point it was surrounded and killed with munchas (shown in Figure 

10.5). This was only ever done in the daytime because there were fewer people about in 

the night and hyenas could easily disappear into the darkness.87 

 

                                                 
86 That was told to me in only one location: Erer Dodota. It was the only time a connection was made 
between hyenas and childbirth. 
87 It is illegal to kill any kind of wildlife in Ethiopia without a permit, so it is understandable why these 
farmers were reticent to tell me about their methods for killing hyenas. How they reconciled it with their 
beliefs about hyenas’ capacity for revenge is a matter for another study. 
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Figure 10.5: The Oromo implement known as a muncha. Oromo farmers were entitled to 

carry these, even in the streets of Harar. 

 

I found the Argobba to be more engaged, socially with hyenas than the Oromo who I 

surveyed. The Argobba were also adamant that respectful relations should have to be 

maintained between people and hyenas. The Argobba acknowledged that the local 

hyenas relied entirely on anthropogenic foods. Thus if a hyena attacked a livestock 

animal, it was reasoned that the hyena must have been driven by hunger. Instead of 

blaming the hyena, the people recognised that they must not have been leaving enough 

scraps out at night and accepted a degree of the responsibility for any attack. They 

claimed that the hyenas normally refrained from attacking livestock. In fact, I was told 

that if a hyena encountered a lost goat on the mountain, it cornered the animal and 

called until people came to fetch it! I was also told by Argobba people about hyenas 

escorting them home. This did not only happen when people were making religious 

visits to shrines; it was every time someone went out at night. However, that was 

tempered with some discussion about what to do when one was surrounded by hyenas 

who acted aggressively. In such cases a person had to remain calm, stay still and wait 

for the hyenas to leave. ‘If you run then they will chase you and if you show them an 

aggressive face then they will show you one in return’. The advice was to go peacefully; 
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the hyenas would respect that. I was also told by Argobba people about hyena kulen and 

hyena funerals. In the case of the latter, the relatives of a dead hyena stayed around the 

body for three or four days. 

Both Oromo and Argobba claimed that hyenas gave messages to people who could 

understand what the hyenas were saying: hyena listeners. With regard to the means by 

which listeners acquired the ability to understand hyenas, two of the ways were the 

same as for the Hararis: inheritance of the ability or ingestion of hyena saliva. One 

Argobba informant even told me of an alternative way to ingest the saliva: to put a bowl 

of water out with a piece of meat in it and then drink the water after a hyena had taken 

the meat. I was also given a translation of one kind of hyena call: the long continuous 

whoop. Apparently that call indicated that an elder was about to die. The hyena listeners 

also heard what hyenas were saying amongst themselves. If a cow or donkey had 

wandered off into the night, the hyena listener could hear if a hyena had found it. It 

called to its friends to come and eat so the listener had to quickly inform the farmer who 

went out into the night to retrieve the animal. It was for that reason that hyenas 

threatened hyena listeners: because they gave away hyenas’ secrets and spoiled their 

chances to find food. Thus the Argobba and Oromo hyena listeners also lived in fear of 

the hyenas who they understood. The hyenas warned them not to reveal what they were 

saying or to teach the language to other people. They also passed information amongst 

themselves about what the listeners were saying and doing so that, as with Harar, the 

listeners had to remain indoors at night. I was never given an account by rural dwellers 

of saints passing messages to hyenas to be passed on to hyena listeners. There were 

shrines around the region and Aw Berkhadlee was the location for hyena feeding at 

Ashura. However, it was never intimated to me that any saints were protecting people in 

the region. Having said that, I spent very little time conducting research outside of Harar 

and only had a small glimpse into the belief systems of the people there. 

The picture that emerged from the surveys and interviews in the region was of different 

kinds of engagement. The Argobba struck me as being engaged with hyenas in a similar 

fashion to the Hararis. Indeed, I was given the impression that they tolerated more in 

terms of economic losses than Hararis. As I said above, they recognised that the hyenas 

were relying on anthropogenic foods and accepted that sometimes hyenas had no choice 

but to attack livestock animals. It was a striking contrast to attitudes found in studies 

from Kenya. The Oromo farmers who I interviewed were also engaged with their local 
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hyenas but in a different manner. They attributed a capacity for revenge for insults and 

injuries, and they accepted that there was communication between hyenas and some 

members of their society. However, the relationship was marked by tension. Not only 

was I given an account of how hyenas were killed, I was given an indication that hyena 

attacks on people were not uncommon. Thirty per cent of respondents in the survey said 

that they knew someone who had been attacked by a hyena. In all of the places where 

the surveys were conducted there were people who claimed to know someone who had 

been attacked by a hyena. This tension between Oromo people and hyenas blew out into 

localised, interspecies warfare in Kombolcha in March 2010 when several hyenas and a 

small child were killed. 

Kombolcha 

Four weeks after I was given the police report which appears at the beginning of this 

chapter, I went to Maalka Raafu with an interpreter to investigate the reported attacks. 

Maalka Raafuu is a suburb of the town of Kombolcha about twenty kilometres from 

Harar in the East Hararge Zone in Oromia Region. As I mentioned in Chapter Eight, 

Kombolcha lies between Harar and Aw Nugus, where I filmed the celebration of 

Ashura. It is an administrative centre for the Kombolcha Woreda, with an urban 

(human) population of 12,615 in 2007 (Central Statistical Agency 2007b, p. 21). At the 

time of writing, the town was surrounded by chat farms with scattered stands of 

eucalypts. According to local informants, the main road through the town bisected the 

territories of two hyena clans who relied on anthropogenic food that they obtained from 

the town at night.  

On arrival in Kombolcha, we went to the Woreda administration and were offered the 

assistance of one of the administrators. He directed us first to the place where the goats 

had initially been lost to some hyenas and where the owner of the goats had poisoned a 

goat carcass in retaliation. Some locals pointed out the farm and told us that eight, not 

ten hyenas had suffered the effects of the poison. Four had died at the place where they 

ate the carcass and another four staggered about the village, suffering the effects of the 

poison. These were dispatched by villagers with munchas. When we arrived, some 

people in the crowd that had gathered wanted to locate the farmer for us. However, one 

person said that the farmer was hiding and would resent anyone revealing who he was 

so we declined seeking him out. We were also taken to a place one hundred metres from 
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the farm where we were shown a pit in which lay the carcass of another dead hyena (see 

Figure 10.6). Apparently, that morning the hyena had been spotted in the bushes along 

the fence line of the school and was chased through the village by locals who eventually 

surrounded it and killed it with munchas. They dragged it to the hole and tried to set fire 

to the carcass but failed. The villagers did not want it to be known that a hyena had been 

killed; there were penalties for killing any kind of wildlife without permission. In light 

of the potential for legal ramifications and further attacks from hyenas as acts of 

revenge, I asked why the locals had killed that hyena. They told me that as the hyena 

was out and about at such a late hour of the morning it was probably about to attack a 

child. Hence the killing was seen as a preventative measure. The hyena was a mature 

female of about sixty kilograms and had given birth at least once. 

 

 
Figure 10.6: The hyena who was killed in Maalka Raafuu on the morning of our visit to the 

village. Note the missing body parts and the bloodied club. The hyena also bore cut marks 

from a muncha. 

 

Having seen where the hyenas had died, we were taken to a place, one kilometre south 

in central Kombolcha, where one little girl had been attacked. The place was downhill 

from the cemetery, near to which, we were told, the hyenas had their dens. There was a 
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degree of security around the hyenas’ dens provided by a stand of eucalypts and they 

could easily have accessed Kombolcha for anthropogenic food. The girl who was 

attacked was about three years old. She had been bitten on the head so that she had a 

swollen jaw and some broken teeth but was otherwise unharmed. One neighbour told us 

that the little girl had been playing outside at about eight o’clock in the morning. A 

hyena appeared and attacked the girl but before it had the chance to carry her off, the 

neighbours were able to chase the hyena away. The family did not have enough money 

to have the girl treated at a clinic so she was taken to a Hospital in Harar and treated 

successfully. 

Subsequently, we went and interviewed a Wereda official whom the Wereda leader said 

had a detailed account of the events. It turned out that his account differed from the 

police report in several respects. I am inclined to accept the report of the Woreda official 

due to its detail and correspondence with accounts at the locations mentioned. 

According to that official, there were only four attacks, and those had occurred four 

days after the hyenas had been poisoned and killed. The first attack occurred at 7 pm, in 

central Kombolcha behind the Wereda office (see Figure 10.7). The child, Sumiya 

Yusuf, was playing in her yard behind an outbuilding when a hyena broke through the 

hedge and attacked. It took her away and she was killed and eaten down to the chest. 

The second attack occurred at 8 am in the same part of Kombolcha where a hyena took 

hold of a child by the head and ran off with the child. However, that attack was foiled 

when the hyena put the child down to adjust its grip whereupon another, older child 

chased the hyena away. The third attack occurred near to where the first child was 

killed. Two children were visiting a relative at 8 am when a hyena appeared and 

attacked the smaller of the two. There were other people present who made a lot of 

noise and managed to chase the hyena away before it could inflict any serious injury. 

The fourth attack was the little girl who had been bitten on the face and again the 

neighbours had chased the hyena away. I was also given another version of the second 

attack in which the hyena that had been chased off went on and immediately attacked 

another child. 
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Figure 10.7: Location of the first attack in Kombolcha. 

 

The Woreda Leader told us that the solution arrived at was not to destroy the hyenas’ 

dens but to clear the lantana in which the hyenas were able to hide during the daylight 

hours. They believed that if the hyenas had no hiding places then they would be easily 

seen by the locals and chased away before any children were attacked. Nor was the 

school closed as a result of the attacks but instead parents were told to escort their 

children to and from school. The farmer who poisoned the goat carcass was prosecuted 

although he was not held directly responsible for the attacks on the children. Instead, he 

was fined for a number of infringements including creating a disturbance, killing 

wildlife without a permit, not burying the poisoned animals and not warning people of 

the actions that he was taking. The Woreda official did not know how much the farmer 

was fined but guessed that it was between 2,000 and 5,000 Ethiopian Birr or between 

one and three months’ salary for a public servant. 

The alternative solution mentioned in the police report — that of employing a hyena 

listener to negotiate a truce with the hyenas — was indeed considered. The traditional 

Oromo system of age sets, in which the elders of a certain age set (gada) were 

responsible for political and juridical decisions, had given way to a federal, democratic 

system (Keller 1995, p. 624). While the new system had delegated the responsibility for 
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such decisions to elected officials and public servants, Oromo elders were still held in 

very high regard and their opinions were not easily dismissed. An elder’s opinion 

demanded consideration on two accounts: first, because it was based on a lot of 

experience; second, because regardless of what the elder had to say, it was a matter of 

respect that it be given attention.  

The explanations for the attacks and the suggested solution bespeak an engagement with 

hyenas akin to that of Harar. First, there was a judgement that the hyenas had attacked 

the children out of revenge for the deaths of their clanmates at the farm where eight 

hyenas were killed. The Woreda leader told me that there were boundaries that should 

not be crossed in order to co-exist with wildlife; that killing hyenas was a crossing of 

such a boundary and that it would inevitably lead to revenge attacks. This implied an 

understanding on the part of both humans and hyenas of the nature of such boundaries. 

Second, there was the suggestion that a hyena listener could be employed to negotiate a 

truce. One does not negotiate a truce with a non-person; there needs to be an 

understanding of each party’s needs and desires and a belief that the other party will act 

in good faith; that they will act according to what is agreed on rather than instinctively. 

The hyenas attacking children were not perceived in simple terms as automatons. 

For me, there were elements of the attacks in Kombolcha which indicated that a 

motivation other than revenge was behind the hyena attacks. First, the distance between 

the locations of the hyena poisonings and the attacks on the children is significant (see 

Figure 10.8). Both places were on the same side of the main road that, according to 

informants, divided the two clans who sourced anthropogenic food from the town. Both 

areas were also a similar distance from the stands of eucalyptus trees near the cemetery 

where I was told the hyenas had their dens. Thus, I infer that the hyenas who attacked 

the children were from the same clan as the hyenas who died after consuming the 

poisoned goat carcass. However, there was a distance of more than a kilometre between 

the location of the poisonings and the attacks on the children. If the attacks were 

motivated by revenge then one would have expected the attacks to have occurred closer 

to where the farmer had killed the hyenas.88 In fact, according to local lore hyenas 

should have attacked the farmer himself and those who killed the poisoned hyenas with 

munchas, rather than unrelated children at a distance. Thus I am inclined to look 

                                                 
88 There was no indication given that any of the victims were relatives of the farmer. 
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towards another motivation, as revenge fails to account for the discontinuity between 

the locations of the attacks and also for the incident which led to the conflict in the first 

place: the attacks on the goats. I suggest that there needs to be an account that explains 

both the initial attacks on the goats and the attacks on distant, unrelated children by 

hyenas related to the victims of the poisonings. 

 
Figure 10.8: Map of Kombolcha showing the locations of the attacks on livestock and children 

and hyena killings. 

 

The council official who guided us in Kombolcha told me that there had been six days 

of heavy rain prior to the attacks on the children. This meant that there was two to three 

days of rain prior to the hyenas attacking the farmer’s goats. I refer to my account of the 

difficulties that hyenas faced in finding food whenever it rained in Harar (Chapter Six) 

and suggest that Kombolcha hyenas, who also relied on anthropogenic foods, 

encountered similar difficulties. Indeed, Kolowski and Holekamp (2006, p. 534) found 

that livestock depredations by hyenas in the Masai Mara — who also had access to 

resident wild prey — were positively correlated with rainfall. Hence, two days of rain 

could provide an explanation for why the hyenas were driven to break into a farmer’s 

compound and attack the goats inside. I suggest that they were hungrier than usual. 

Further, another four days of rain preceded the attacks on the children which 
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coincidentally ceased when the rains ceased. In fact, it is entirely feasible within this 

hypothesis to agree with the Woreda leader in saying that there were boundaries that 

should not have been crossed; that the Kombolcha hyenas were well aware of those and 

that what drove them to cross those boundaries was the bane of all hyenas, hunger. I 

hypothesise that hyenas relying on anthropogenic foods would find it more difficult to 

find food in the rain. If one was having difficulty in finding food for two days they it 

may well have been driven by hunger to cross the first of the boundaries which were 

recognised by both people and hyenas: it attacked livestock. Furthermore, the 

persistence of the rain should have led to greater difficulty in finding food and 

motivated one or more hyenas (we cannot be certain there was more than one) to attack 

children in the town. The second boundary was crossed. The difficulties that peri-urban 

and urban hyenas face during rainy times leads to an hypothesis that attacks by these 

kinds of hyenas would be more likely to occur at or after these times. The lesson to be 

drawn is that, wherever hyenas are dependent on anthropogenic foods, children and 

livestock should be guarded more carefully during rainy periods. 

Comparatively peaceful hyenas 

I return here to the question which motivated the surveys and interviews in the rural 

areas around Harar in the first place: what do comparisons between Hararis and rural 

dwellers tell us about relations between people and hyenas in Harar? First, these 

findings reveal that the attitudes and beliefs of the people of Harar were representative 

of a kind of engagement with hyenas that was widespread in the region. Conceptions of 

hyenas as socially organised and capable of planned revenge were common among 

Oromo and Argobba people as well as Hararis. So too were conceptions of jinn and 

hyenas’ capacity to kill and eat them. The conception of the hyena listener is another 

and that was exemplified in the response to the attacks which occurred in Kombolcha 

when elders recommended a hyena listener be employed to negotiate a truce. Indeed, 

there was a widespread tendency towards peaceful relations with hyenas in the region 

which reflected that of Harar. However, these findings point to a telling difference: there 

was a kind of tension between hyenas and Oromo people in the rural areas which was 

not apparent in Harar. Unlike the rural areas, I was never given an account in Harar of a 

method for killing hyenas. And unlike in Kombolcha, I never found a hyena in Harar 

who was deliberately killed by people. The kind of close proximity and spatiotemporal 
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overlap that I found in Harar, at the hyena feeding places and the sportsground, was 

unheard of in the rural areas. Hyenas only came close to people in rural areas when they 

intended to attack them.  

That was another striking thing about Harar: the nonaggression of the hyenas. The 

attacks in Kombolcha constituted a condensed version of a state of affairs in the region 

in which people, mostly children, were frequently attacked by hyenas. I described above 

the percentage of respondents who knew someone who had been attacked by a hyena. 

Even in Aw Berkhadlee where the people ‘really liked’ hyenas, ten of the fifteen 

respondents said they knew someone who had been attacked. When I interviewed a 

doctor from Jugol Hospital he told me that in the 14 months during which he had been 

working at the hospital he had treated thirty cases of hyena attacks. Of those, he said all 

but one had come from rural areas. Meanwhile, in Harar, the only verified case of hyena 

attack is a report of a hyena taking a baby from its homeless mother who was sleeping 

outside a church in the New Town. The only other is an unverified account of a woman 

who was killed by a hyena (who the informant said was rabid) in farmland just outside 

of Jugol. It appeared that the Hararis’ claim to having unusually peaceful hyenas was 

not without foundation. The Harari hyenas differed to their country cousins in that they 

rarely attacked people.  

Hyenas are harmful in Jijiga. They will eat humans and animals. They go out at 6 
pm and then nobody will be out after that time. When I came to Harar, I know that 
hyena is not harming people ... Compared to Jijiga waraba, this hyena is like 
domestic animal, like a dog or cat. (interview with Somali woman, February 2011). 

 

Conclusion 

From the outset of my investigations in the Hararge Region, it was apparent that there 

were factors involved which defied a simplistic account of costs and benefits versus 

attitudes. The Oromo and Argobba people held similar conceptions of hyenas to the 

Hararis. In addition to cleaning up dead animals and protecting the chat crops from 

thieves, hyenas protected people from attacks by jinn. So too did hyenas’ body parts 

provide cures and protection from medical ailments and attacks by the unseen. And like 

the Hararis the hyenas were conceived of as a society of persons who acted in a similar 

manner to humans. They exacted revenge for injuries and insults, they communicated 
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with people who could understand their language and they responded to acts of 

goodwill in kind. The Argobba appeared to be more at peace with their hyenas than the 

Oromo. The latter described ways in which they killed hyenas, and many reported 

knowledge of hyena attacks on people. There was a tension apparent which was 

illustrated boldly in a series of incidents in the town of Kombolcha. The story of the 

events there represented not only the potential conflict that simmered in the region but 

also the potential for change in peoples’ attitudes. While the officials were intent on a 

nonviolent resolution, they disregarded a traditional means of reconciliation with the 

hyenas. What these data revealed about Harar’s hyenas is what they were not. 

Kombolcha had a population of more than 12,000 people; it was similar to Harar’s new 

town in its layout and population density. However Kombolcha differed significantly in 

that the hyenas there attacked children. This is the telling thing about Harar’s hyenas: 

they engaged in and maintained amicable relations with people. 
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Chapter 11 Hyena as Emergent 

Stories of Mutual Effects and Multiple 

Directions 

Harar, April 2011 

The March rains have failed. The farms outside the town remain a dusty brown where 

they should normally be green. This is more unfortunate than it is unusual and 

everyone is accustomed to the events that follow. The next stage is for the sorghum 

farmers from Faddis to abandon their farms and enter into Harar. Once arrived, they 

congregate in Gidir Magala and beg for alms. Next, Oromo women will make the 

pagan, Raya Procession. Wearing garlands of leaves, they will parade through the streets 

of Jugol, begging for alms and supplicating for rain. The old religion is not easily lost in 

a land which is so often forsaken by God. Eventually, the food prices increase as staples 

begin to run out. Livestock animals are already wasting away. Two large oxen, having 

succumbed to starvation, lie dead on the bare earth of a farm near Dekker. It is a good 

time for hyenas.  

 

All the dreams of politicians and economists notwithstanding, the growing mass of 
humanity is as inexorable as a glacier, competing with and replacing non-human 
animals (Shepard 1996, p. 303). 

 

Introduction 

Here, I want to summarise the mutual co-shaping of hyena and humans worlds which I 

have described in previous chapters and explore some directions in which these 

processes were leading. Having brought together the threads of prehistory, history, 

landscape, organisms and processes, I want to look at the directions in which those 

threads were diverging and spreading. My starting point is to look at the ways in which 

the movements and habits of each species were affected by the other in general terms. 

On face value, there was a massive imbalance in effects, whereby hyenas’ movements, 

food habits and breeding were all heavily influenced by the presence of a large human 
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population. Meanwhile the humans in Harar went about their daily business with little 

concern for the hyenas who hid themselves away in their dens and only emerged at 

night. However, a more fine-grained examination reveals some marked effects that 

hyenas had on people at an individual level. I am also interested in changes to the hyena 

and human populations. The ecologies of the urbanised Harari hyenas were fostering 

some social and physiological characteristics which differentiated them from hyenas in 

reserves. So too the human population was subject to alteration as a result of global, 

national and local changes which had the potential to dramatically alter their relations 

with hyenas. I discuss the directions in which these wider processes were leading. 

Lastly, I reflect on my methods and the effects of my presence in Harar and my having 

written about what I found. I suggest that the anthropological methods which I 

employed are well suited to capturing the subjective worlds of humans and hyenas. 

Mutual effects 

In general terms, Harar’s hyenas were directly, profoundly affected by the presence of a 

large, human population. Hyenas in reserves and national parks can and do move their 

communal dens regularly (Boydston et al. 2005, p. 272). Their choices are normally 

only limited by the presence of neighbouring hyena clans. In Harar, the choices of the 

Sofi and Aboker hyenas were markedly limited by the presence of humans. There were 

only two patches of dense vegetation in the Sofi territory. On one side of these locations 

there was exposed moorland, and on the other, intensive farming. For the Aboker 

hyenas there was a choice between a rocky outcrop between the suburbs and farmland, 

or another beneath a transmission tower in the suburbs. The dens were a compromise 

between the need for a secluded place to raise cubs and rest during the day, and the 

desire to be near to the feeding places. The Hakim hyenas had a greater choice of places 

on Mt Hakim which was largely unoccupied by humans; however, they too required 

close proximity to the town for their food supply. 

In addition to fostering a need for the hyenas to be near to the town, the feeding places 

were affecting their movements and habits. For most Sofi and Aboker hyenas, the 

feeding places were the first places they went to every evening and many stayed for 

several hours. The other choices were largely influenced by the presence of human 

produced food. The garbage dump (for the Sofi hyenas) and the sportsground (for the 

Aboker hyenas) were high on the list of places to visit (see Chapter Six). And the 



215 

presence of humans at all of these places was compelling the hyenas to become more 

audacious. Yet, as I described in Chapter Six, the hyenas were being selective with their 

audacity. In daylight, in the farmland, the hyenas were very skittish and maintained 

flight distances of one hundred metres or more. 

Effects were also made subtly and at an individual level. A man chasing a hyena away 

from a celebration was at once reinforcing the hyena’s skittishness and also 

emboldening her. The hyena was given a lesson that the man would not persist in a 

chase and that she only had to run a few metres before she could stop and return for 

another try. A boy whistling to Dibbey to make her think he was offering food was 

reinforcing Dibbey’s knowledge that a whistling human was trying to attract her 

attention. But he was also reinforcing what Dibbey might have been learning about 

human deception: that not all whistling humans were offering food. Every time a hyena 

encountered a human, his or her surround-world was re-organised with new ways of 

negotiating the world and more refined ways of conceiving of humans. 

So too, the people in Harar were sometimes profoundly affected by their hyaenid co-

habitants. In Chapter Four, I showed how the actions of the tour guides and their 

customers were dictated by the differences in ‘reliability’ of the hyenas at the two 

feeding places. This in turn affected the fortunes of the hyena men. I described in 

Chapter Six how farmers were inclined to take their dead animals to the Sofi feeding 

place because of the presence of hyenas there. As for the whoops of the hyenas which 

sounded across the town at night, they helped to shape the conceptions of people. I 

revealed in Chapter Seven the ways in which the local hyenas were conceived of: as a 

parallel society of persons. Their whoops suggested that hyenas were communicating 

not only with each other, but with humans who could understand them. As such, the 

hyenas could be relied upon to act peacefully in accordance with social norms. People 

also found comfort in the hyenas’ whoops, knowing that these were the sounds of jinn 

being eaten. In Chapter Eight, I argued that the skittishness of hyenas around the shrines 

outside Harar was dictating the ways in which Ashura was celebrated. That in turn was 

dictating the ways in which the majority of Hararis maintained the tradition — the 

stories took precedence over the practice. And I demonstrated in Chapters Nine and Ten 

how the presence of hyenas was affecting peoples’ movements. In Harar, they were 

employed by parents as deterrents to children wanting to go outside. In the region, the 

threat they posed to people entailed that the majority of the population stayed indoors at 
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night. Yet, as with hyenas, there were less overt ways in which hyenas profoundly 

affected individuals: a man jumping up on a step to avoid Bouki; a group of tourists 

glued to the seats of their taxi while Willi sniffed at the tyres; a woman afraid to go 

visiting at night because of the presence of hyenas. 

At the same time as the hyenas were approaching the butcher who was holding a 
piece of meat out of the door, a girl was passing by the shop. The girl saw the 
hyenas coming towards her and, eyes wide, jumped up onto the step. Once up 
there, she let out a giggle (fieldnotes, January 2011). 

When Kamareeya poked his nose in the open doorway there was a great 
commotion from some women inside. Kamareeya fled as the women came running 
out with a flashlight (fieldnotes, April 2010). 

A dishevelled looking man with some bags crossed the sportsground to the heavily 
polluted river bank where he sat. Two hyenas went after him and waited patiently 
while the man took something from his bag. He threw it to one of the hyenas who 
snapped it up and ate it (fieldnotes, August 2010). 

There was a truck manoeuvring in the feed zone. Diraatu was concerned by that 
and was trying to avoid it. Tukwondilli had his back to the truck and was only 
concerned with sniffing Diraatu’s rear end (fieldnotes, May 2010). 

Multiple directions 

In evolutionary terms, the Harar hyenas were on a different trajectory to hyenas in 

protected areas. Whereas, the latter obtain a large amount of food from predation 

(Kruuk 1972, p. 130), it appeared that Harar’s hyenas were entirely reliant on 

anthropogenic food. Much of what the Sofi hyenas found in the Old Town was bone and 

horn (see Figure 11.1), while the food that was given to them at the feeding place 

consisted mainly of strips of skin and entrails. The speed and endurance required of 

‘hunting’ hyenas was of no use to Harar’s hyenas. At most they needed short bursts of 

speed to evade dogs. More important were strong teeth and jaws to grind through the 

large quantities of bones, keen senses to locate scavengeable food and the right kind of 

digestive capacity to be able to sustain themselves on diseased or comparatively poor 

quality food. 
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Figure 11.1: Jalla and an assortment of mostly hard food left out in a laneway. 

 

A classic example of the difference between Harar’s hyenas and ‘hunting’ hyenas’ 

physiological requirements comes from a hyena called Bajaj. She was an Aboker hyena 

who was often to be seen at the sportsground. While she socialised with other Aboker 

hyenas, she never attended the Aboker feeding place. That was not due to a fear of 

crowds; she tolerated close proximity of people passing by while she was given food by 

the local butcher. Instead, what I suggest precluded her from attending the feeding place 

was her limited mobility. As with her motorised namesakes, Bajaj had only three points 

of contact with the ground (see Figure 11.2) — she was a three-legged hyena.89 While 

she was sufficiently mobile to be able to hobble from her den beside the stream to the 

sportsground and from there into Jugol, she was in no way as fast and as mobile as other 

hyenas. It took a lot of effort for her to hobble along on three legs; moving her front leg 

forward each time required lifting her head, neck and trunk. Hence she hobbled along 

with a kind of exaggerated bobbing motion. If dogs harassed Bajaj, she did not lope 

away like other hyenas; she simply turned and faced them. Yet despite her disability she 

was healthy and successful. The kind of limited mobility which in the Serengeti would 

have led to a quick demise from lion predation or starvation, was little more than a 

                                                 
89 I do not know how Bajaj lost her leg though I suspect she was injured by a vehicle. 
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restriction for a hyena in Harar. 

 

 
Figure 11.2: Bajaj (left) challenging a dog over the contents of a dumpster. 

 

The circumstances in Harar were also favouring different personalities to those required 

in other areas. In the Masai Mara, hyenas have been found to have avoided areas of high 

prey density precisely because of incursions by Masai pastoralists into those areas 

(Boydston et al. 2003b, p. 217). Masai pastoralists kill hyenas. Yet the hyenas in Harar 

who tolerated the close presence of humans were the ones most likely to survive and 

reproduce. As I demonstrated in Chapter Six, some hyenas were of a personality type 

which made them more audacious in the presence of humans. They were introduced to 

the feeding places as cubs in the company of their mothers and they soon put aside their 

fears in order to be given food. Those hyenas were at an adaptive advantage over the 

others who waited on the periphery for bits to be thrown out to them or the ones who 

only came after the place was deserted to scour the ground for scraps. While Harar’s 

hyenas were wise to stay clear of humans in the farmland, the expansion of Harar’s 

suburbs into hyena territories had the potential to favour some very audacious hyenas. 

There was also something interesting happening with hyenas’ activity times. At the 
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garbage dump and the sportsground the hyenas were being encouraged to remain in the 

town long after sunrise. The garbage trucks brought garbage to the dump between 6 am 

and 8 am. Consequently, the hyenas who remained longest there had the first pick of the 

fresh garbage that arrived. Unsurprisingly, the hyenas who did remain longer were the 

bolder of the Sofi hyenas: Willi, Bouki, Hadha Kumar and Kamareeya. Meanwhile at 

the sportsground, the butcher there was giving food to hyenas as long as they chose to 

remain. Thus these two places were at once places where hyenas remained longest in 

the daylight and places which were encouraging hyenas to do so.  

Studies from reserves and national parks have found a tendency for male spotted hyenas 

to disperse from their natal clans (Mills 1990, p. 139; van Horn, McElhinny and 

Holekamp 2003, p. 1027). On reaching sexual maturity, a male spotted hyena normally 

emigrates to a neighbouring clan wherein he joins a ‘queue’ for social status and 

opportunities to mate with resident females (East and Hofer 2001, p. 565). However 

there are exceptional males who remain in their natal clans (East and Hofer 2001, p. 

559). According to Yusuf, this was the case with both Tukwondilli and Bouki (shown in 

Figure 11.3). Yusuf was adamant that both males had been attending the Sofi feeding 

place since they were cubs. Yet both were mature males. Interestingly Yusuf noted that 

these males were occasionally absent from the feeding for periods of several months 

after which they always returned to the feeding place. For a hyena in the Masai Mara 

availability of food was the same regardless of the clan to which they attached 

themselves. However, in Harar, the predictable supply of food at the feeding places was 

likely encouraging males to remain in, or return to their natal clans after having sought 

mating opportunities elsewhere. It is also likely that there was a lot of crossing over of 

males between the Sofi and Aboker clans because both were being provisioned. 
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Figure 11.3: Tukwondilli (centre) and Bouki (right) baiting Koti (left), the dominant female. 

 

Indeed there was a special, albeit tense, relationship between the Sofi and Aboker 

hyenas. As far as I could ascertain, the hyenas from the Hakim clan, (based south of 

Harar, on Mt Hakim), never entered into the Old Town; it was only the Sofi and Aboker 

hyenas who entered into Jugol. And despite their sporadic conflicts at their agreed upon 

boundary at Argobberi, their relations were quite peaceful. It stands in marked contrast 

to the kinds of inter-clan relations of the Ngorongoro Crater in which dense populations 

engage in frequent clan wars during which clan members are killed (Kruuk 1972, p. 

256). Individuals crossing into others’ territories risk their lives and must do so 

carefully. In Jugol, individuals of different clans were walking within metres of each 

other and even engaging in greetings. It speaks of a different trajectory; one which was 

mediated by landscape and social convention, combined with the compulsion to defend 

territory. 

Kamareeya stopped short of the corner and came back towards me, sniffing at the 
ground. I could hear crunching noises so I took a look around the corner. There 
were two Aboker hyenas in the laneway, eating from a scattering of bones. 
Kamareeya was watching me intently (fieldnotes, March 2010). 

Willi found a piece of stained plastic wrap and picked it up. He held one end 
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between his paws while he licked it clean, without eating any of the plastic 
(fieldnotes, April 2010). 

Juggie was lying on the ground and another hyena, possibly male brought a bone 
and dropped it next to Juggie. She sniffed at the other hyena who became nervous 
and then she acted aggressively and he(?) ran off. Juggie picked up the bone and 
went and sat elsewhere to eat it (fieldnotes, April 2010). 

While the big females watched from in front, Yusuf pointed the stick backwards 
over his shoulder so that the piece of skin hung behind him. Baby, who was waiting 
behind Yusuf, reached up and took the food (fieldnotes, December 2009). 

Landscape and tourism 

Some changes to the landscape outside of the Old Town had the potential to profoundly 

affect the hyenas. The Municipality planned to institute organised waste collection in 

the Old Town. If that eventuated, then the quantity of food left in the streets would be 

diminished and there would be little other than habit to motivate the hyenas to enter into 

Jugol at night. Furthermore, the garbage dump on which the Sofi hyenas relied heavily 

was inside the UNESCO designated buffer zone (see Figure 11.4). Not only were there 

restrictions on building in that area, there was also a requirement that the dump be 

moved. Consequently the municipality had a plan to establish a waste transfer facility 

five kilometres east of Harar. If those two measures were introduced, then there would 

be a lot of hungry hyenas looking for something to eat in a densely populated urban 

environment.90 

 

                                                 
90 At the time of writing, almost three years after I was shown the plan, the garbage dump was still in the 
buffer zone.  
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Figure 11.4: The UNESCO designated buffer zone around Jugol. 

 

There were also changes occurring in tourism. The figures in Chapter Four showed how 

the number of tourists visiting Harar was increasing. It remains to be seen what large 

numbers of people at the hyena feeding places might lead to. The hyena feeding was 

charged with excitement, fear and aggression and the more audacious hyenas brushed 

past peoples’ legs. The very audacious hyenas like Willi, often stood behind people 

sniffing their rear ends. It was only a matter of time before a hyena bit one of those rear 

ends to see if they were edible. Some Hararis expressed concern to me about the large 

numbers of people in close proximity to feeding hyenas. They suggested that the hyenas 

needed to be separated from the people by fencing.  

The hyena place should have to be handled like an enclosure ... because the farenjis 
that come to this place will be more afraid because they heard that the hyena will 
eat someone (interview Harari man, February, 2011).  

Others suggested that the places needed comfortable seating and floodlights. It remains 

to be seen how the feeding places will develop. It will no doubt be a mutual process in 

which any changes that are made will most likely be a response to the actions of the 

hyenas.  
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Only Tukwondilli was present and the guide was having a protracted discussion 
with Yusuf about price. The tourist interjected and said ‘Tell him we’ll go to the 
other place’ (fieldnotes, December 2010). 

Some Ethiopian tourists arrived in a Bajaj and got out to watch the feeding. When 
Willi went over to investigate the vehicle, the tourists quickly got back on board 
(fieldnotes, May, 2010). 

There was an American tourist with his young daughter. He said, ‘This is a wild 
animal. It’s not like a dog. This one can hurt you.’ (fieldnotes, December 2010).91 

Directions of an urban people 

Tourism was just one element of a host of global processes which were affecting lives in 

Harar. Imported, Chinese-made goods were sold in markets and stores across the town. 

Soft drinks and flavoured tobacco from the Middle-East were consumed during burcha 

ceremonies. Mobile phones were ubiquitous; not to have one was to be a social pariah. 

Satellite dishes scattered across the rooftops of Jugol (see Figure 11.5) brought a host of 

programs from Middle-Eastern providers. And the shrine on Mt Hakim, from where the 

saints gave messages to hyenas, stood in the shadow of transmission towers which sent 

signals to mobile internet users. These global processes which were bringing the outside 

world into Harar in new ways were influencing the ways in which the locals conceived 

of hyenas. 

 

                                                 
91 Records from a hospital in Addis Ababa showed that in the period 2001–2002, four people were 
admitted for post-exposure rabies treatment after being bitten by hyenas. In that same period 1,475 people 
were treated after being bitten by dogs (Newayeselassie et al. 2004, p. 62). 
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Figure 11.5: Satellite dishes across the roofline in Assumberi. 

 

I described in Chapter Three, the distribution of different ethnic groups in Jugol. What 

had begun with colonisation was an ongoing process in which the Old Town was 

becoming a host to those groups. As I demonstrated in Chapter Eleven, the Oromo held 

similar beliefs to the Hararis and conceived of hyenas in a similar way. However, the 

Amhara traditionally held a different set of beliefs associated with hyenas. For Amhara 

people, hyenas were dangerous because of their association with evil-eye people known 

as buda. The buda were an Amhara underclass of artisans, such as blacksmiths, potters 

and basket makers (Simoons 1960, p. 180).92 Their landless status made them objects of 

fear due to the jealousy and resentment which they were believed to harbour towards the 

landed Amhara (Finneran 2003, p. 429). For some Amhara, buda could transform 

themselves into hyenas and go out at night looking for souls to eat (Reminick 1974, p. 

282). Under the gaze of a buda-as-hyena, a person could suffer misfortune, bodily 

weakness and even death. Hyenas also acted as budas’ familiars, bringing human 

                                                 
92 The Amhara renamed the gate at Bedroberi as ‘Buda Ber’ meaning ‘gate of the Buda’. That was due to 
the large number of Amhara artisans who occupied that part of town after colonisation.  
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corpses for them to consume when they held meetings.93 These Amhara beliefs 

contrasted sharply with those of the Hararis. They were also taken seriously; people 

concealed desirable items when they were walking the streets out of fear of the evil eye 

of the buda. Yet, a few of the Amhara were adopting the Harari conceptions of hyenas. 

They proudly declared that the hyenas in Harar were different; that they were peaceful. 

Indeed, in a survey of people in Jugol, I found that Amhara attitudes towards hyenas in 

the Old Town were as positive as those of Harari and Oromo. It remains to be seen how 

those other ethnic groups affect and are affected by Harari conceptions of hyenas. 

For Harari children, the changes that had come to the town were giving them 

profoundly different perspectives on hyenas in comparison to the previous generations. 

Satellite television brought documentary channels and numerous programs about 

hyenas. So too, local television and billboard advertising depicted the hyena feeding in 

Harar. It was a difficult line for a parent to hew to convince their children that waraba 

was a huge, dangerous beast.  

In the old days any terrifying story had to include hyenas but now with TV and 
national geographic and so forth, hyenas are not scary enough so we have vampires 
and so forth (interview Harari man in his 40s, August, 2010). 

Even if Harari children were kept indoors at night, many of their Oromo friends were at 

liberty to go and see the hyena feeding places and look at the hyenas. Often crowds of 

Oromo children gathered to see hyenas being given carcasses, or they stood on the road 

and threw rocks at the hyenas in the gully below. They were under no misconceptions 

about the size and habits of hyenas.  

While I was sitting in the darkness waiting for a hyena to come along and enter into 
Jugol I heard a series of oowhoops coming from down the road. I stepped over to 
take a look and saw three children walking along the road making hyena noises 
(fieldnotes, May 2010).  

When the hyena drew level to where the Amhara woman was hiding behind a 
corner of the wall, it noticed her and jumped sideways in fright. As the hyena loped 
off, the woman came out of her hiding spot and hurried past me (fieldnotes, 
February 2010). 

The folkloric representations of hyenas in Harar were also being lost. As I said above, 

many Harari households had satellite television; tales were not normally told in Harari 

                                                 
93 See also Brøgger (1986) for similar beliefs among the Sidamo. 
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households; the children and adults were often too absorbed, watching television. As a 

consequence, I had a great deal of difficulty in finding people who could retell 

traditional Harari folktales. Qadir Abdi told me a few; most elders who I interviewed 

could not remember any folktales and those who did, considered them to be silly 

children’s stories and not worth the telling. The kinds of representations which hinted 

that hyenas were ‘like-me’ were not being handed down to children. They were being 

overshadowed by representations from wildlife documentaries which conveyed an 

other-than-Harari view of hyenas. 

There were also indications of an increasing degree of cynicism about hyena lore. Many 

Hararis were university educated. The majority of Harari men could speak English. At 

burcha ceremonies, men surfed the internet or watched international news channels. 

They were worldly, informed and drawn to Western ways of knowing. Hence, in the 

course of my fieldwork I was often asked by Harari men if certain beliefs about hyenas 

aligned with Western scientific knowledge. When I discussed the hyena king with a 

Harari man who imported goods from Dubai, he was ready to dismiss the widely held 

Harari conceptions on the slightest of evidence. Others were quick to dismiss the belief 

that hyenas consumed jinn as mere superstition. This extended to the rural areas where 

college educated officials brought new ways of knowing into their administrative 

districts. One official from Koromi, after describing the way that hyenas chased and ate 

jinn, finished with the disclaimer that it was all superstitious nonsense. Recall also the 

previous chapter in which I described how the traditional means of negotiating a truce 

with hyenas was disregarded in Kombolcha in favour of a measure which involved 

modifications to the landscape. In an interview, I asked an elder Harari woman whether 

she thought all of the local knowledge of hyenas would disappear entirely. She said it 

would fall upon the shrines, the Murids and their descendants to perpetuate the 

knowledge. ‘When most of the people have forgotten, the awach (shrines) will preserve 

it.’  

With regard to hyena feeding at Ashura, I saw a lot of potential for change. The 

television crew who filmed the event returned the following year and intended to return 

every year after that. Ashura was set to become a Harari version of Groundhog Day. As 

a consequence, there would be a greater necessity for the hyenas to eat the porridge, not 

just because it would augur well for the New Year but because it would make good 

television. However, the exposure from television coverage could in turn inspire a lot of 
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people to visit the shrine at Ashura wanting to see the hyena feeding, and as I 

demonstrated in Chapter Eight, this would decrease the chances of hyenas coming to 

eat. One Harari suggested to me that they could install closed-circuit television cameras 

at the shrine so that people could wait indoors and see the hyena eating the porridge on 

television screens. Even a webcam could be installed so that Hararis of the diaspora 

could watch the event from overseas. The event could also become attractive to tourists 

who would come with high expectations of success. And that would hang on a hyena 

putting aside its fear of humans sufficiently for it to eat porridge. In either case there 

will be a lot of pressure for a successful outcome. 

It is not necessarily the case that changes in Harari perceptions will bode poorly for the 

hyenas in Harar. Even if the belief that they consume jinn is diminished, they may still 

be appreciated for their role as street cleaners. And the importance of hyenas to the 

tourism industry in Harar endeared them to many people. Indeed, the younger people 

who I interviewed differed from their elders. They knew little about the protective and 

communicative capacities of hyenas and considered them primarily in their role as 

tourist attractions. Yet a reductionist conception of hyenas as street cleaners and tourist 

attractions would be a different kind of engagement. If Hararis succumb to a 

‘consumption-fixated world-view’ (Peace 2005, p. 206) in which the hyenas are 

commoditised, and their value to Hararis is measured in terms of clean streets and 

money from tourism then the hyenas will become resources rather than persons. The 

hyenas will be reduced to objects in the landscape which, with sufficient knowledge, 

can be managed successfully in the interests of the human population (Noske 1989, p. 

117). This I suggest would be a negative outcome. 

Koti went to the top of the third drainage lane and ran off when she saw some 
people. The man shone his torch at her and called out with some excitement that 
there was a hyena (fieldnotes, August 2010). 

Close to where the poisoned hyena lay on the road retching and squealing, there 
stood a sheikh. He had his eyes closed and was reciting a verse from the Quran 
(fieldnotes, June 2010). 

As I was walking down towards the hyena-feeding place, I could hear a hyena 
oowhooping from the hill. The man who was walking a few metres ahead of me 
returned the call (fieldnotes, May 2010). 

A sheikh came out of the shrine complex and saw Willi sniffing around. He went 
back in and then reappeared with a goat’s skin which he threw to Willi (fieldnotes, 
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June 2010). 

Abbas asked me for my flashlight. I handed it to him and he went over to where 
Willi had vomited. He carefully inspected the contents of the vomit, teasing them 
apart with a stick (fieldnotes, December 2010). 

Observer effects 

I should also indicate some changes which my fieldwork in Harar might have brought 

about. The most significant is the awareness of Ashura at the shrine of Aw Nugus. Prior 

to my time in Harar, the hyena feeding at Ashura was primarily maintained as a tradition 

passed on through the telling of its story. Yet I was responsible for a television crew 

attending the feeding at Aw Nugus and for many within the Harari community 

becoming aware of the event actually taking place. Furthermore, the television footage 

of Ashura depicted a plain brown hyena with a few spots, as opposed to the handsome 

white hyena king of the legend. I wonder if the latter can survive in the face of the 

television coverage.  

I also focused a global gaze on the hyenas of Harar, and in particular the Sofi feeding 

place, through the weblog which I maintained during my fieldwork. In June 2010 a 

news reporter from the Los Angeles Times contacted me after having been referred to 

the blog by a friend. She was coming to Ethiopia to report on the outcomes of the 

election and wanted to write a human interest story about Yusuf and the hyena feeding. 

After that story was published (on the front page of the newspaper), I was contacted by 

numerous television and film producers interested in producing a documentary about 

hyenas in Harar. Most of these failed to find funding, however a BBC children’s 

wildlife series sent a crew to film the hyenas at Yusuf’s and to test their bite strength.94 

Additionally, I encountered tourists at the Sofi feeding place who had seen the story and 

insisted that their guide take them there, rather than the Aboker place. 

There also arose some differences in dynamics at the Sofi feeding place after some of 

the hyenas were habituated to my presence. With the exception of the ‘distracted’ 

Tukwondilli, the Sofi hyenas previously kept their distance from humans and always 

evaded people. However, my relationship with Willi led him to approach people with a 

different attitude to the other hyenas. Then Fintamurey followed Willi’s example and by 

                                                 
94 Having now seen some of this series and the way that animals are treated and portrayed, I regret that I 
offered assistance to these producers. 
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the end of my time in Harar, the two were standing right in front of Yusuf with their 

heads in his feed bucket, having to be physically pulled away from the food. On the one 

hand, this was an inconvenience for Yusuf, but on the other, it did not escape his 

attention that tourists were amazed that he could pat hyenas on the back and some 

tourists wanted to touch the hyenas themselves. I often wonder what effect my 

relationship with Willi will have on the direction of the Sofi feeding place. I wonder if 

Yusuf will be led in the same direction as the Aboker place and find himself compelled 

to try and control the hyenas?  

With regard to the people in Harar, my work may result in a greater awareness of hyena 

lore. Again, the weblog which I maintained generated a lot of interest in hyenas for both 

people in the town and in the Harari diaspora. Often I found myself telling Hararis, local 

stories and beliefs about hyenas which they had never heard before. Sometimes my 

mere presence at a burcha triggered discussions about hyenas and what they could or 

could not do. While I was in Harar, I was also interviewed by an announcer from Harari 

radio from Melbourne. During that interview, I found myself telling the story of Amir 

Nur and the Hyena king to Hararis who had never heard it before. This thesis has the 

potential to profoundly affect the directions of Harari relationships with hyenas, their 

beliefs, their attitudes and possibly their policies. That will of course depend on it 

finding readership.95  

While I was filming at the dump, an Oromo boy came and asked me for permission 
to go and get warm on the smouldering mounds. He was careful not to disturb the 
hyenas, calling ‘ta’ay’ (stay there) as he went (fieldnotes, January 2011). 

Willi and Baby were lying together. I went over to Willi and scratched him with his 
comb. The look of stunned amazement on Baby’s face was priceless (fieldnotes 
May 2010). 

Methods and ethics revisited 

On reflection, the inter-subjective method which I employed to study hyenas was 

limited but effective. With regard to answering general questions about all hyenas, it is 

not applicable because it is inherently selective. The hyenas about whom it answers 

questions are those who are the most audacious towards people. The skittish individuals, 

meanwhile, absent themselves from the gaze of the observer and keep their lives to 

                                                 
95 I met with only one Harari who had read Camilla Gibb’s thesis even though it was freely available to 
read at the Arthur Rimbaud Museum in Jugol. 
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themselves.96 However, despite these shortcomings, it is in fact advantageous because it 

disempowers the observer. Instead of asking questions and seeing whether or not hyenas 

answer those questions, the inter-subjective method opens up the field. The hyenas are 

given an ‘extra bowl’; they are given the chance to surprise us (Despret 2006, p. 361). 

As a consequence, the research reflects the relationships it is trying to describe. It 

becomes an unpredictable object of mutual co-shaping between animal and researcher 

where the directions and outcomes are decided by neither. Instead the hyena and 

researcher become engaged in a dance of reaction and action through which each shows 

the other what they can do. 

The inter-subjective method also captures the complexity of hyenas which has so 

confounded attempts to reduce them. Indeed, in this regard the hard sciences are 

beginning to give ground under the onslaught of hyena individuality. I described how 

Kruuk (1975, p. 7) struggled with the essential variability of hyenas and published a 

second book to try and capture what it was that confounded and captivated him. Jane 

Goodall had no such difficulties and individuated hyenas from the outset. Recently, 

Holekamp and Dloniak (2010) have made comparisons of variation in groups of hyenas 

across different study areas.97 Yet there is more to hyena variation than different diets, 

clan sizes and activity patterns. The internal variation in hyena clans confounds 

reduction. They do adhere to a vague set of hyena rules, but from there the hyenas 

improvise and alter wherever they are given the opportunity. This is why my attempt in 

Chapter Six to describe the surround-worlds of the Harar hyenas became so watered 

down by conditionals: there is no singular hyena surround-world. We can only ever 

describe them one at a time. 

Indeed it is the unquantifiable aspects of hyenas, notably Willi, which compelled me to 

present much of my data in narrative form. Were I to quantify (in reductive terms) the 

ecological and economic effects of Hararis on hyenas and vice versa, the result would 

be an account of a massive imbalance. As I described above, the effects of people on 

hyenas in general terms were profound. Meanwhile, the effects of hyenas on Hararis 

would be described as minimal. In instrumental terms, the only effect of hyenas on 

Hararis was a minor economic benefit from the hyena feeding places. However, a God’s 

                                                 
96 This is not only a limitation of the inter-subjective method. Hyenas in the Masai Mara are very aware 
of the research vehicles and occasionally get up and move away from them.  
97 They refer to the differences as ‘intraspecific variation’. I could argue for the term ‘cultural 
differences’. 
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eye view such as this precludes the devilish detail that can be so informative. 

Sometimes the lie is given to quantitative analyses by the outliers: the woman having to 

scare a hyena out of her way so that she can pass; the hyenas raiding a compound, 

frightening off the women and making off with the sausages intended for a wedding; the 

boy excited to see a hyena on his early morning visit to the mosque; the family 

travelling hundreds of kilometres to have their boy cured of jinn possession; the Sofi 

hyena looking for food, passing by a homeless man sleeping under a blanket. There was 

a lot going on in the shadows of the human-dominated landscape wherein both hyenas 

and humans were being affected in profound, life-changing ways. And it is only by 

telling their stories that the effects become meaningful.  

A man coming down the lane stopped when he saw me with Willi blocking his 
way. I told him he could pass but he said ‘Don’t come near me’ and took off back 
up the laneway (fieldnotes, June, 2010). 

Kamareeya growled at me for some reason. I stepped back and realised I’d been 
standing between him and a bone (fieldnotes, June, 2010). 

Conclusion 

I began and ended with questions about the ways in which hyenas and people in Harar 

affected and were affected by each other. In revisiting the previous chapters, I 

demonstrated that both were affected in sometimes profound ways. Yet these were 

inconstant and subject to change so I set about exploring the directions in which those 

changes might have been sending the participants. The hyenas were on different 

trajectories to their cousins who have featured in other studies. They were adapting to a 

diet composed solely of anthropogenic food and a landscape crowded with people. So 

too, I suggested that the males were adapting to having a predictable, reliable supply of 

food and breaking the general rules of male dispersal. The two provisioned clans were 

developing a relationship where interactions were common and clan wars were 

infrequent and ritualised. Yet these circumstances were subject to drastic change at the 

stroke of a pen by a government official. The garbage dump on which so many Sofi 

hyenas relied stood to be relocated. Indeed, that was a consequence of global processes 

which saw the outside world influencing Harar in new and profound ways. Tourism was 

increasing, different ethnic groups were predominating, and television and internet were 

available to almost everyone. These changes were made apparent in the transformation 

of the Ashura festival into a television event which resulted from my actions in Harar. 
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While there was the potential for Harar to absorb those changes and for the relationship 

to remain intact, there was also potential for the relationship to be altered drastically. 

The outside world was showing Hararis a different kind of conception of hyenas; one in 

which they were objects which could be acted upon rather than persons to be engaged. 

Yet it was the latter kind of relationship into which my research had evolved in Harar. A 

young hyena called Willi refused to be an object of study and instead insisted that I 

recognise him as a someone. That kind of inter-subjectivity cannot be quantified; Willi 

was an outlier and his actions only become meaningful in the telling of his story. Willi 

was a typical hyena. 

Willi was walking past the shrine when he noticed the light surrounded by circling 
insects. He stood and stared for a while at the glowing, shimmering cloud 
(fieldnotes, May, 2010). 
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