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territorial organization of the Bodi mirrors! ha! of the Mursi. There
are three Bodi territorial sections, named from south to north,
Gura, Hana and Chirim. Gura and Hana are linked though the-
name Mela, in exactly the same way as the three northern Mursi
sections are linked through the name Dola. Members of Mela think
of themselves as a unit in oppostion to Chirim,"

What we seem to have in Dola, then, ban incipient "society', ihe
territorial span of which is related lo »he umoum of opposition he inn
experienced at the frontier to fhe"fall-back" distance necessary
to protect cattle from raiders during periods of hostility. There will
be no need for a greater than is necessary 10 maintain ground
already won and to make further expansion possible - there is no
value in unity for its own sake. As the front line advances, links wi th
units now being left behind become1 more ;md more tenuous u n t i l
they amount lo no more than a v;igue memory ul' common origin.
Indeed, il is not inconceivable that these units, when they have he-en
left far enough behind, in time and space, should start expanding on
their own account, in fhe same direction as, and thus-ai the expense
of, their former aiiies. At some lime in the future, then, a "society1

which originated in the unit now known as Dola mighi find itself
encroached on from behind, rather as the Bodi are now being
encroached on by the Mursi. Indeed the members of Dol;t already
proiecl themselves, symbolically, against such ;m cncruuchinenl
from the south, using duelling poles nither than rifles. A useful
image to represent all this would be u series of waves, seen in
elevation, the crest of each wave representing a different society.
Over a time span running into hundreds of years these waves are
constantly on the move, merging into and out of each other. Bui
when observed over a single generation or so they appear to be
stationary - both to the people themselves and to the outside
observer. In the context of the wider lime span, then, the Bodi
represent a wave which is about to break against the beaches of fhe
Ethiopian Plateau, with another, represented by the Mursi for
rather Dola) coming in close behind il.

As already noted, the Mursi and Bodi are the easternmost rep-
resentatives of a language group (called Didinga-Murle by Tucker
and Bryan, 1956) and Surma by Bender (1971) which extends
about 200 miles westwards into the southern Sudan. This language
group belongs to the Nilo-Saharan (Greenberg, 1963) family which
includes Nuer, Dinka and Anuak (see Bender, 1976). The closes!
cultural and linguistic links of the Mursi are with their nearest
neighbours to the west, the Chai, with whom, as has already been
noted, they share a common language and intermarry. In terms of
environment and economy, as well as geographical distance, the
Chai are further removed from the Mursi than are the Bodi. They
live in the higher country west of ihe Omo, where, not having access
to flood land along Ihe Omo, they depend very heavily upon rain
cultivation. Proceeding further to the west there are a number of
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groups, such as (in Ethiopia) the Surf and Bale and (in the Sudan)
the Didinga and Murle, whose languages are not mutually intellig-
ible with Mursi although there are many close parallels, both lexical
and grammatical, Jt is also evident, from what ethnographic infor-
mation there is 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 common with the Mursi, Their mix of cattle
herding and cultivation seems to be similar io that of ihe Mursi, as
do their transhumance movements, The material cullure of the two
groups is virtually identical, as is their physical appearance.
Although their languages are not mutually intelligible. Bender
(1971, p. 176) found a 53% basic vocabufarly correlation between
them. North and wesl of the Bodi, in the foothills of the Ethiopian
Plateau, there are found speakers of the same language, who are
known as Teshana, but who lead a sedentary and almost entirely
agricultrual existence. Further still to the north west are found a
group of shifting cultivators, the Majangir, who, although posses-
sing no cattle whatsoever, are clearly members of the same Surma
(or Didinga-Murfe) language group (Stauder, 1971),

Both local tradition and oral history on the one hand and the
observation of current events on the other support the view that the
current d isposition of Surma-spe a Icing peoples 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 Omo valley and then
northwards and westwards into the tower ranges of the Ethiopian
Plateau, As above, the Mursi say that they entered their
present territory from the west bank of the Omo, having made a
circular, anti-clockwise migration from their heartland. Using the
names of defunct age-sets which are still remembered, the furthest I
have able io go back in oral history is to the middle of the lasl
century. The earliest age-set anyone living could remember was
initiated around that date, it is to be the members of this
age-set who were the first to eat hippopotamus meat. We can, 1
think, hazard a guess that first Mursi occupation of the immediate

of the Omo somewhere between 1800 and 1850.
It has been that, according to Mursi tradition, they first
occupied the south of their present territory and proceeded from
there northwards, pushing back the Bodi in the process. When, in
1896, an Italian expedition under Vittorio Bdtiego, followed the
left bank of the Omo as far as Lake Turkana, the greatest concentra-
tion of Mursi was found a! the Omo between the southwestern
extremity of the Mursi mountains and the junction of the Omo and
ihe Mago. There is no doubt that today most Mursi live in the north.
They say that they first began to cultivate at Mara and at iheir 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 <he
1920's. But it is clear that this occupation had not been ful ly
consolidated by 19S2> when the peace-making ceremonies were
held following the last but one Murst-Bodi war, since the Mursi held
their ceremony about twenly miies south of the Mara.

Bodi tradition and oral history perfectly accords on Ihesc points
with that of the Mursi, The Bodi see themselves as having been
pushed northwards by the Mursi both at the Omo and in the
grassland. It is also evident that the Bodi arc seen by their northern
and eastern neighbours, the highland Dime agriculturalists, as
invaders. Many Bodi have cultivation ureas on the mountain slopes
bordering Dime country which receive a more plentiful rainfall than
does the valley floor. Indeed it seems that many Bodi have perma-
nently settled I here. According to Dr David Todd, who has curried
out fieldwork among the Dime, the Bodi are much feared by these
highland agriculturalists. It is interesting 10 note that the extension
of administration to these highland areas by the Ethiopian Gov-
ernment during the last fifty years has noi provided the highlanders
with an effective defense against the lowland cattle herders. Indeed,
it has probably made them more vulnerable. Before the advent of
firearms in the area the lowlanders were dependent on highland
smiths and metalworkers for their weapons, Nowadays these same
lowlanders provide a lucrative and relatively safe markel for traders
in arms and ammunition who cannot operate openly in the high-
lands because of the presence of police.

Finally, this pattern of northward movement among Surma-
speaking is confirmed by what Stauder has to say of the
Majangir: "The affinities of Majangir with tribes to their south
correlate with Majang traditions of having come from the south in
the indefinite past Genealogies and life histories indicate thai
Majang settlement in recent times has continued to shift northward'
(1971, p. I),

I think it can be fairly confidently asserted that long-term popula-
tion movements among Surma-speaking peoples have been in the
general direction indicated above. Knowing exactly what deter-
mined this direclion is another matter. Presumably, ecological and
geographical (including possibly long-term fluctuations in
climate) have been very influential. The fact thai the peoples con-
cerned were cattle herders would have directed them to country
suitable for cattle, while bovine sleeping sickness, rinderpest and
drought would have made the occupation of high land attractive,
such occupation being accompanied by a change from trunshumanl
and nomadic herding in the direction of sedentary mixed farming or
shifting cultivation. In any event, I believe it is this movemenl of
population which should be regarded as having produced, through a
process of linguistic and culturai differentiation, the ethnic groups I
have been talking about: Chai, Mursi, Bodi, Teshana and Majangir,
While the Mursi think of themselves as having set out, as Mursi,
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from their original homeland on a vast ant i-clockwise migration, the
truth m that they are a temporary coalescence in a movement of
prote-Surroa peoples- a movement incidentally, the general direc-
tion of which does indeed appear to have teen anti-clockwise.

The Nuer and the M
The above account clearly invites comparison with the classic

case of Nuer 'expansion' against the Dinka and in particular with the
interpretation put upon this 'expansion;' l>y Sahiijts in his article on
segmentary lineage organization (1961). Both the Mursi and the
B«»di it« related linguistically (being members of the same Nilo-
Saharan language family) to me Nuer and Dinka, and there are also
many other cultural similarities. They are all 'subjective* pastoral-
ists for whom cattle are a secondary source of subsistence, in tenns
of the contribution they make to the daily diet, but of vital impor-
tance in maintaining what Evans-Priichard calls the "ecoJogka)
equilibrium' , Like the Nuer and the Dinka, the Mursi and the Bodi
arc especially closely related to each other in these ways arid yet
they are also long-term enemies. The Mursi, furthermore, like the
Nuer are seen by both sides ids expansionists, so the problem of
accounting for the apparently one-s»ded nature of hostilities seems
to arise with both pairs of peoples.

There are reasons to beJieve that the Mursi-Bodt case may be a
particularly instructive one to compare with that of the Nuer*
Dinka, Firstly , due to the virtual absence of government admin istra-
tion in the lower Omo region relations 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, Ii is therefore still possible to observe here actual rela-
tions, both of peace and war, which can only be hinted at and
speculated about with the aid of scanty historical sources for the
Nuer and the Dinka, Secondly, i t may be that the Mursi-Bodi case
presents us with a conveniently clear cut, small-scale and therefore
simplified set of circurrsstar&ees. In terms of population numbers the
Mursi (4-5,000) and the Bods (3-4,000) are certainly noi compar-
able to the Nuer (200.000) and the Dinka (900,000). We are clearly
talking about quite different orders of groupings. Nevertheless, it
may be that in the former case we can see at wore, in a conveniently
simplified fashion, processes which arc also at work, although
difficult to recognize with any clarity, in the inter-relations of the
welter of groups making up the Nuer and Dinka populations. The
ecology of Bodi and Mursi country also helps in this simplification.
For we have here whai is essentially an obiortg piece of territory,
with a river flowing from north to south along its western fringe and
the same bands of natural resources following roughly ihe direction
of the river. Topographical features and ecological resources have
here channelled population movements in a particular direction.
The northward movement of Mursi against Bodi can be observed, in
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a way thai it is impossible to observe Nuer'expansion' ugainsi thy
Dinka, Even if the latter process were observable furthermore, H
would be taking place on a much larger scale and in a much more
complex topographical and ecological context than she former, li
may be, then, that in the Mursi-fJodi case we have a tonvenietuly
simplified end clear-cut 'experiment' to which Matiss's dictum that
'it is easier so observe the digestive process in an oyster than in mm
may be applied. In any event, a number of conclusions seem 10 me
worth drawing from the above account which roay be relevant to the
continuing debate about the Nuer and the Dinka aod about the role
of segmentary lineage organization in lerritorial advance,

The first conclusion is limt linuirfity is nor a necessary (feature of u
segmentary system which has the kind ol 'massing efT^ei' and con-
sequent 'structural relativity' which Sahiins sees as 'unique' to seg~
mentafy lineage organizations of fheTtv-Nuer type, i do no? ihink
there can be any doubt thai Mursi territorial sections form a seg-
mentary system, not just in the weak sense m which, as has often
been pointed out, all kinds of societies and social groups are seg-
meniary, but in a strong sense, Apart from the mere fact of segmen-
Uitipn there jj. present here. firstly, what Sahiins culls •sepmenutry
sociability', meaning that "sub-groups ol" Ihe s»ame mciuswc group
are more sociable than sub-groups of different, inclusive segments'
(1961, p, 331), As Sahiins points out. this, is a common political
phenomenon which nevertheless has special salience in segmentary
lineage systems because, in the absence of *a perrntineni tribal
political siructure* it operates'automatically to determine the level
of collective political action'. The ssme may he said of the segmen-
tary territorial sysiero of the Mursi, Secondly, 'complementary
opposition or the massing effect' can be recognized here. That is,' in
any opposition between parties A and B, all those more closely
refated to A than to 8 will stand with A against B and vice versa .
Where the Mursi are concerned this opposition between sections is
manifested in recurrent ceremonials (for example in duelling con-
tests and in the holding of initiation ceremonies) as well as in
long-term movements of population into territory occupied or
claimed by others, li also shares the'uniqueness of Tiv-Nuer com-
plementary opposition' in ihat H 'creaies the struct ure: without
opposition the higher segments <io not exist'. Thirdly there j»wha(
Shaliiis calls 'structural rdaiivity': that is, the sections, like Tiv arsd
Nuer lineages, 'are SOE permanent, absolute social entities, but
relative ones'.The section, like the lineage segment, 'carmyl stand
alone, but ears only stand against.*

Sahiins argues thai for ihe Tsv and Nuer liht? lineage system can
be said to produce she structure for political con»>!ida.(ion\ He goes
on to admit that 'there is plenty of evidence tor the Nuer , at fc«s£,
that in origin the process sometimes worked iheoiber way around,
that the genealogy is fined to political realities* (1961, p. 331).
Genealogies) segmentation among Ihe 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 Sahlins: namely it seems to be achieved through the
"massing" of segments 'for external opposition'. If lineality, or
'local-genealogical segmentation', is not a necessary feature of this
kind of 'political consolidation' what is its role among the Nuer? I

that it is not so much an 'organization of predatory expan-
sion* as a means of camouflaging (hat expansion from the Nuer
themselves. That is, it to preserve an of permanence in
a society which, like that of the Mursi, is not so much expanding but
which, if one may so put it, ur expansion. Which raises the question,
'What is the functional equivalent of linealily among the Mursi?"
Although they recongize that they have not always lived in their
present territory, the Mursi believe thai their society was created by
God, at the beginning of lime, and along with all the other peoples
by whom they now find themselves surrounded. If the argument of
this essay is correct, how do the Mursi preserve this iSiusion of
permanence in the face of the fact that their society is, by its very
nature, ephemeral?

The to this question lies, I believe, in the relationship
between territorial organization and 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-
rnates, and initiation which is an event taking place at irregular
intervals of between ten and twenty five years ana 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 loca! groups of age-
mates from one grade to another. Because they have both a tem-
poral and a spatial reference, J see these ceremonies as not
only a cyclical series of temporal divisions of (he population,
on the physiological ageing of individuals, but a linear series of
spatial divisions based on a continuous northward movement,
Intervals between successive age ceremonies vary, 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 abnormalities become understandable when it is
realized thai the age ceremonies themselves serve a purpose in
defining the internal territorial divisions of Mursi society, rather as
ihe periodic peace-making eeremoniss define its external boundary.
Failure to hold a particular ceremony, therefore, when it is thought
appropriate - when the temporal limit has been reached - may
result, partly, from uncertainly as to the appropriate spatial limit
which should be set to its 'congregation', In snort, Mursi age organ-
ization is an appropriate functional equivalent, in the context of
territorial advance, of Nuer segmentary lineage organization
because it brings togwher, in a single conceptual framework, the
dimensions of space and time.*
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Secondly, the argument of this essay merely underlines the fad
that ethnic groups are given an unreal permanence both in a tem-
poral and spatial sense, no less by anthropologists, inient on analys-
ing a particular "social system", than by the myths and traditions of
the people themselves. There are three ways in which this can
happen as far as anthropological accounts are concerned. Firstly,
large numbers of differeni groups, speaking different dialects,
inhabiting different territories and having only tenuous political
links with each other, may be lumped together under a common
name and treated as a single unambiguous unit. This appears to be
what has happened with the Nuer and the Dinka. and especially
with the latter, as Southail points out (1976, p. 466). .Secondly a
particular group may be focused upon because it appears to be-well
bounded geographically and cul tural ly , wi th no account being taken
of the effect its external relations may have had be having on its
internal relations. The Mursi, for example, are hemmed in by very
clear geographical boundaries, which makes them a conveniently
self-contained and manageable unit from the point of view of the
fieldworker. But ihe danger is thai this convenience may become a
theoretical device. Mursi society is not a self-contained system,
however "isolated* it may appear. Thirdly, the absence of ;tny, or at
least of reliable, historical information may become an excuse for
ignoring lime,That is, the anthropologist may invest 'his people' not
only with spatial but also with temporal distinctivencss. Thus
Sahlins argues that the Nuer intruded into a habitat which had
already been occupied by Dinka before they, the Nuer, arrived. As
Newcomer and, following him, Southail . have pointed out, it seems
more likely that the present Nuer and Dinka are the result of; .
process of linguistic cultural differentiation among » group of
'proto-Dinka*; that, in other words, neither the 'Dinka* nor the
'Nuer* were there 'first.

A third conclusion which, with the Nuer and Dinka in mind, can
be drawn from I he argument of t h i s paper is thai when one group of
people are consistently successful in their predations on ano the r it
may not necessarily be appropriate to ask 'what is the secret of t he i r
success'? If one were to ask such a question of the Mursi, a question
which has so frequently heen asked of the Nuer, it would certainly
be very diff icul t to find an adequate answer. As noted above. Boot
terri torial segments display an exactly equivalent capacity for" mas-
sing' to those of the Mursi. Neither group, of course, possesses «
segmenlary lineage organization. Neither group has a distinctively
different set of ecological conditions to cope with, and their truns-
humance movements settlement patterns are virtually identi-
cal. Differences of this kind have been suggested in the dchate twer
the Nuer and the Dinka as explanations of I he superior m i l i l i i r y
capacity of the Nuer. The assumption hasbeen, therefore, that Nuer
expansion has been essentially a mailer of m i l i t a r y effectiveness,
One reason for this assumption may well be that none ol (he
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authors, including Evans-Prilehard, were able actually to observe
the military activities in question. From what has been said above it
is clear that Mursi movement into Bodi territory cannot be seen as a
matter of military 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 peace-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 fess equal.

If the argument of this essay is correct, however, it is not approp-
riale to ask this sort of question at all. The Mursi, as we know them
today, did not first exist, and then, because of certain features of
their culture and social organization, manage to expand at the
expense of their neighbours, indeed this is why I prefer not to speak
of Mursi 'expansion* at all. The Mursi, il has been argued, are u
product of a large scale movement going far beyond ihem bolh in
space and time, and one must therefore keep this larger movement
in mind when trying to understand the dynamics of Mursi-Bpdi
relations. If one does this, it becomes meaningless to ask what it is
about the Mursi themselves which accounts for their 'success'. The
Mursi did nol make a journey: a journey made them.
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