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grmgs, such as (in Ethiopia) the Suri and Bale and (in the Sudan)
the Didinga and Murle, whose languages are not mutually intellig-
ible with Mursi although there are many ciose paralleis, both lexica)
and grammatical. It is also evident, from what ethnographic infor-
mation there 15 available (see for example Lewis, 1972) that the
Mursi have many other cultural features in common with the most
westerly of these groups. Turning now to the Bodi, it has already
been pointed out that in terms of environment and economy they
have a great deal in coramon with the Mursi, Their mix of cattle
herding and cultivation seems to be similar to that of the Mursi, as
do their transhumance movements. The material culture of the two
groups is virtually identical, as is their physical appearance.
Although their fanguages are not mutually inteiligibﬁz, Bender
{1971, p. 176) found & 53 % basic vocabularly correlation between
them. North and west of the Bodi, in the foothills of the Ethiopian
Plateau, there are found speakers of the same lanpuage, who are
known as Teshana, but who lead a sedentary and aimost entirely
agricuftrual existence. Further still to the nonth west are found &
group of shifting cultivators, the Majangir, who, although pesses-
sing no cattle whatseever, are clearly members of the same Surma
{or Didinga-Murle} language group (Stauder, 1971},

Both local radition and oral history on the one hand and the
observation of current events on the other support the view that the
current disposition of Surma-speaking peopies is the result of popu-
lation movements which have not been haphazard and random but
which have followed a certain recognizable direction, mainly east-
wards from the southern Sudan into the Lower Omeo valley and then
northwards and westwards into the lower ranges of the Ethiopian
Platesu. As noted above, the Mursi say that they eatered their
present territory from the west bank of the Omo, having made a
circular, anii-clockwise migration from their heartland. gsing the
names of defunct age-sets which are still remembered, the furthest }
have been able 1o go back in oral history is to the middie of the last
century. The earhiest age-set anyone hving could remember was
initiated around that date, and it is said to be the members of this
age-set who were the first to eat hippopotamus meat, We can, |
think, hazard a guess that first Murst ccoupation of the immediate
banks of the Omo took place somewhere between 1800 and 1850,
It has also been noted that, according 1o Mursi tradition, they first
occupied the south of their present ternitory and proceeded from
there northwards, pushing back the Bodi in the process. When, in
1896, an lalian expedition under Vittorio Botiego, followed the
left bunk of the Omo as far ss Lake Turkana, the greatest concentra-
tion of Mursi was found at the Omo between the southwestern
extremity of the Mursi mountains and the junction of the Omo and
the Mago. There is no doubt thai today most Mursi live in the north.
They say that they first began o cultivate at Mara and at their most
northerly Omo cultivation site, Kuduma, when the fathers of those
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who are today middle-aged were young men — perhaps in the
1920's. But it is clear that this occupation had not been fully
consolidated by 1952, when the peace-making ceremonies were
held following the last but one Mursi-Bodi war, since the Murst heid
their ceremony about twenty miles south of the Maru,

Bodi tradition and orai history perfectly accords on these peints
with that of the Mursi, The Bodl see themselves as haviag been
pushed northwards by the Mursi hoth at the Omoe and in the
grassland. It is also evident that the Bodi are scen by their northern
and eastern neighbours, the highiand Dime agricsituralists, as
mvaders. Many Bodi have cultivation urcas on the mountinn slopes
bordering Dime country which receive a more plentiful rainfall than
deoes the valley floor. Indeed it seems that many Bodi have perma-
nently settled there. According to Dir Duvid Todd. who has carried
out fieldwork among the Dime, the Bodi are much feared by thuse
highland agriculturalists. It is interesting 10 note that the cxiension
of administration to these highland areas by the Ethiopinn Gov-
ernment during the last filty vears has not provided the highlanders
with an ¢ffective defense against the Jowland vettle herders. Indeed,
it has probably made them more vuinerable, Before the advent of
firearms in the ares the lowianders were dependent on highland
smiths and metalworkers for their weapons, Nowadays these same
lowlange rs provide ¢ lucrative and relatively safe market for traders
in arms and ammunition who canao! operate openly in the high-
lands because of the presence of police.

Finally, this pattern of nonhward movement among Surma-
speaking peoples is confirmed by what Stauder has to say of the
Magangir: *The affinities of Majangir with tribes 1o their south
correlate with Majang traditions of having come from the south in
the ndefinite past. Genealogies and life histories indicate that
Majang settiement in recent times has continued to shift nonhward’
(1971, p. 1),

Fhink it can be fairly confidently asserted that long-term popula-
tion movements among Surma-speaking peoples have been in the
general direction indicated above. Kaowing exactly what deter-
mined this direction is another matter. Presumably, ecological and
geographical factors (inchuding possibly long-term fluctuations m
climate) have been very influential. The fact that the peoples con-
cerned were cattle herders would have directed them to coumry
suitable for cattie, while bovine sleeping sickness, rinderpest and
drought would have made the occupation of high land attructive,
such occupation being accompanicd by a change from transhumunt
and nomadic herding in the direction of sedentary mixed farming or
shifting cultivation. 1n eny event, 1 believe it is this movement of
population which should be regarded as having produced, through a
process of linguistic and cultural differentiation, the ethnic groups |
have been talking about: Chai, Mursi, Bodi, Teshana and Majangir,
While the Murst think of themselves as having set out, as Mursi,
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from their original homeland on a vast anti-clockwise migration, the
truth m that they are 3 temporary coalescence in 2 movement of
proto-Surma peoples— a movement incidentally, the geperal direc-
tion of which does indeed appear 1o have been anti-clockwise.

The MNoeer and the Dinks

The above account clearly uyvites comparison with the classic
case of Nuer expansion’ against the Dinka and in particular with the
interpretation put upon this “expansion’ by Sahlins in his article on
segmentary lineage organization (1561). Both the Mursi and the
Bedi pre reluted Eéﬁgmsiécalig {(heing members of the same Milo-
Saharan language family } 1o the Nuer and Dinka, aad there are also
many other cultural similarities. They are all ‘subjestive’ pastoral-
ists for whom cattle are 2 secondary source of subsistence, interms
of the contribution they make 1o the daily diet, but of vital impor-
iance i wainiainimg what Evans-Pritchard calls the ‘ecological
equilibrrony’, Like the Nuer and the Dinka, the Mursi and the Bodi
ate especially closely related 1o each other in these ways and yet
they are also long-term enemies, The Muorst, furthermore, ke the
Nuer are seen by both sides us expansionists, so the problem of
accounuing for the apparently ong-sied nature of hosiilities seems
to arise with both pairs of peoples.

There are reasons 1o believe that the Mursi-Bodi case may be a
particularly instructive one io compare with thet of the Nuer-
Drinka. Firsily, due to the virtual absence of government administre-
Hon in the iower Omo region reistions between groups have not
been frozen, as they have been in the southern Sudan for at least the
last fifty years, through the imposition of an outside administrative
structure, Lt is thersfore still possible 1o observe here actval rela-
hioas, both of peace and war, which can only be hinted at and
speculated abom with the aid of scanty historical sources for the

uer and the Dinka, Secondly, it may be that the Mursi-Bodi case
presents us with a conveniently clear cut, small-scale and thereforce
simplified set of circumstances. In terms of population numbers the
Mursi {4-5,000) and the Bodi (3-4,000) are cettainly nat compar-
able to the Nuer (200,000} and the Dinka (900,000), We are clearly
talking aboul quite different orders of gmupinEs. Mevertheless, it
may be that in the former case we cam sec at work, ina conveniemlz
simplified fashion, processes which are also at work, althou
difficult 10 recognize with any clavity, in the inter-relations of the
welter of Froups making up the Nuer and Dinka populations. The
ecology of Bodi and Mursi country also helps in this simplification.
Far we have here what is essentially an obl:ong piece of territory,
with a river flowing from north 1o south along its western fringe and
the same bands of natural resources following roughly the direction
of the river. Topographical features and ecological resources have
here channelled population movements in 2 particular direction.
The northward movernent of Mursi against Bodi can be observed, in
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a way thai it is tnpossibie 1o observe Nuer “expansion’ aguinst the
Dinka. BEven if the Jater process were observable furthermore, it
would be taking place oo a much larger scale and in 2 much more
compiex topographical and ecological context than the former. I
may be, then, that in the Mursi-Bodi case we have 5 conveniently
simplified and clear-cut “experiment 1o which Mauss's dicium that
‘it is easier 10 observe the dipestive process it an oyster than in man’
may be applied, In any event, & number of conclusions scerm 10 me
woTth drawing from the sbove sccount which may be relevant o the
continuing debtute about the Nuer 2ad the Dinka and aboul the role
of segmemary lincage organization in werritorial advunce.

The: first conclusion & that lincalily is nof a nevessary feature of o
segmentary sysiem which bas the kind ol "massing effuct and con-
sequent ‘structural relativity’ which Sahlins sees as ‘unigue’ o seg-
mentary lineage organizations of the Tiv-Nuer type. | do not think
there can be any doubt that Mursi territorial sections form a seg-
mentary sysiem, nol just in the weak sense in which, a8 hos often
been pointed out, all kinds of socicties and social groups are seg-
meniary, bulin a strong sense, Apart from the mere {act of sepmen-
lation there is present here, firsily, what Sabling calls “segneentary
sociabiiity’, meaning that “sub-groups of the same inclusive group
are more sociable than sub-groups of differem inclusive segments’
(1961, p. 331}, As Sahlins points oul, Ui is # common political
phenomenon which nevertheless has special salience in segmentury
lineage systems because, in the absence of ‘a permanent tribal
political structure’ it operates 'automatically to determine the level
of coftective political action’. The same may be said of the segmen-
tary territoria) sysiem of the Mursi, Secondly, 'complementary
opposition or the massing effect’ can be recognized here. That iy, in
any opposition belween parties A and B, all those more closel
refated to A than ro B will stand with A against B and vice verss.
Where the Mursi are concerned this opposition hetween sections i
maniested in recurreat cetemanils (for example in duelling con-
tests and in the helding of intiation ceremonies) as well as in
iong-term movemenis of population into territory occupied or
claimed by others, J1 also shares the *unigueness of Tiv-Nuer com-
plementary opposition’ in thet it ‘creates the struciure: without
opposition the higher segments 4o not exist”. Thirdly there is what
Shatins calls “structural relativity’: that is, the sections, like Tiv and
Nuer lineages, ‘are ot permanent, absolute social entities, but
relative ones' . The section, tike the lincage segment, cannol stand
alone, but can vnly stand against.

Sahling arpues that for the Tiv and Nuer 'the lineage system can
be said to preduce the structure for politice] consolidition’. He poes
on 1o admit that “there is plenty of evidenoe {or the Nuer, at feast,
that in origin the process sometimes worked the other way around,
that the genealogy is fitted to political realities” {1961, p. 331},
Genealogical segmentation among the Mursi does not correspond
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to territorial segmentation, but their ‘political consolidation’
appears lo be essentially the same as that of the Nuer, as this is
understood by Sahjins: namely it seems to be achieved through the
‘massing’ of segments ‘for external opposition’. If lineality, or
’!oca!—§enealogicai segmentation’, is not a necessary feature of this
kind of ‘political consolidation’ what is its role among the Nuer? |
suggest that it is not so much an ‘organization of predatory expan-
sion’ as s means of camoufiaging {hat expansion from the Nuer
themselves. That is, it helps to preserve an illusion of permanence in
a society which, like that of the Mursi, is not so muchexpanding but
which, if one may so put it, is expansion. Which raises the question,
'What s the functional eguivalent of lineality among the Mursi?'
Although they recongize that they have not always %ived in their
present territory, the Mursi believe that their society was created by
God, at the beginning of time, and along with all the other pecples
by whom they now find themselves survounded. If the argument of
this essay is correct, how do the Mursi preserve this illusion of
permanence in the face of the fact that their society is, by its very
nature, cphemeral?

The answer 1o this question lies, 1 believe, in the relationship
between territorial organization and age organization. I have men-
tioned two ceremonial activities to do with age: duelling which is an
annual event bringing into conflict local groups of section age-
mates, and iaitistion which is an event taking place at irregular
intervals ol between ten and twenty five years and which also brings
together local groups of age-mates on a sectional basis. There are a
number of other age ceremonies which are comparable to initiation
in that they are held periodically to promote local groups of age-
mates {rom one grade to another. Because they have both a tem-
poral und a spatial reference, | see these ceremeonies as defining not
only a cyclical series of 1emporal divisions of the population, based
on the physiological ageing of individuals, but also a linear series of
spatial divisions based on a2 continuous northward movementi.
intervals belween successive age ceremonies vary, and the Mursi
have a number of ad hoc explanations to account for what they see
as recent departures from ‘normal’ practice. I believe, however, that
these apparent sbnormalities become understandable when it is
realized that the age ceremonies themselves serve a purpose in
defining the inierna% territorial divisions of Mursi society, rather as
ihe periodic peace-making ceremoniss define its exiernal boundary.
Failure 10 hold a particular ceremony, therefore, when it is thought
appropriate —~ when the temporal limit has been reached - may
result, partly, from uncertainty as to the appropriate spatial limit
which should be set 1o its ' congregation’. In short, Mursi age organ-
ization is an appropriaie functional equivalent, in the context of
ierritorial advance, of Nuer segmentary lineage organization
because it brings together, in a single conceptual framework, the
dimensions of space and time.?
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Secondly, the argument of this essay merely underlines the fact
that ethnic groups are given an unreal permanence both in a tem-
poral and spatial sense, no less by anthropologisis. intent on analys-
ing a particular ‘social system’, than by the myths and truditions of
the people themselves. There are three ways in which this can
happen as far as anthropological accounts are concerned. Firstly,
large numbers of different groups, speaking different dialects,
inhabiting different territories and having only fenuous political
links with gach other, may be lumped 1ogether under » common
name and treated as a singie unambiguous unit. This appears Lo be
what has happened with the Nuer and the Dinka. and especially
with the latter, as Southall points out {1976, p. 466). Scecondly o

articular group may be focused upon because it appeurs 1o be well
unded geographically and culturally, with no account being taken
of the effect its external relations may have had and be havingon its
internal relations. The Mursi, for example, are hemmed in by very
ckear geographical boundaries, which makes them & conveniently
self-contained and manageable unit from the point of view of the
fieldworker. But the danger is that this convemience may hecome a
theoretical device. Mursi sociely ik not a self-contained system,
however “isoiated” it may appear. Thirdly. the absence of any, or it
feast of reliable, historical information may become an excuse for
ignoring time. That is, the anthropologist may invest”his people” not
only with spatial but also with temporal distinctiveness. Thus
Sahiins argues that the Nuer intruded into a habitut which had
already been oceupied by Dinka before they, the Nuer, arrived. As
Newcomer and, following him, Southall, have pomnted out, it seems
more likely that the present Nuer and Dinka are the result of &
process of linguistic and cultural differentivtion among a group of
‘prowe-Dinka’: that, in other words, nenther the "Dinka’ nor the
"MNuer’ were there ‘first,

A third conclusion which, with the Nuer und Dinka in mind, can
be drawn from the ar%um;:nl of this paper is thit when one group of
people are consistently successful in their predutions on another it
may not necessarily be appropriate 10 sk *what is the vecret of their
success' ? 1f one were 1o ask such a question of the Mursi. a question
which has so frequently been asked of the Nuer, it would cenain
be very difficult to find an adequate answer, As noted above, Bodi
territorial segments display an exactly equivalent capacity for” mas-
sing' to those of the Mursi, Neither group, of eourse, pussisses i
segmentary lincage organization. Neither group has a distinctively
different set of ceological conditions to cope with, and their trans-
humance movements and seitlement patterns are virtually ident-
cal. Differences of this kind have been suggested in the debate over
the Nuer and the Dinka us explunations of the superior military
capacity of the Nuer. The assumption has been, therefore, thad Nuer
expansion has been essentially a mautier of military effectivencss,
Onc reason for this assumption may well be that none o the
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authors, including Evans-Pritchard, were able actually to observe
the military activities in question. From what has been said above it
is clear that Mursi movement irto Bodi territory cannot be seen asa
matter of mititary superiority at all. The tactics of Mursi-Bodi
hostilities do not require large scale organization of any kind, and
the consequences of a war, in terms of peece-making and territorial
advance, have nothing to do with the number of people killed on
either side —which almost certainly is going to be more or less equal.

1f the argument of this essay is correct, however, it is not approp-
riate to ask this sort of question at all, The Mursi, 4s we know them
today, did not first exist, and then, because of certain features of
their cuiture and social organization, manage w expand at the
expense of their neighbours. Indeed this is why | prefer not 1o speak
of Mursi “expansion’ af aib. The Mursi, it has been argued, are o
product of a large scale movement going far beyond 1them boih in
space and time, and one must therefore Eecp this larger movement
in mind when trying to understand the dynamics of Mursi-Bodi
relations, i one does this, it becomes meaningless 1o ask what it is
about the Mursi themselves which accounts for their “success’. The
Mursi did nol make a journgy: a journey made them,
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