
The Social Organisation of the Mursit a 

pastoral tribe of the Lower Omo Valley, 

South West Ethiopia 

D. A.-Turton 

Thesis submitted for the degree 
of Doctor of Philosophy at the 

University of London, 1973. 



Abstract 

this Thesis i s a study of the specific mechanisms and general 

underlying principles of social control in a society which- has up to 

now maintained a very high level of p o l i t i c a l and economic autonomy 

in relation to central government administration. I also seek to relate 

to these "underlying principles" a particular institution, ceremonial 

duelling, which, both to the people themselves and to an outside 

observer, is highly distinctive of their culture. 

In Part I, after describing the rules and procedures involved 

i n ceremonial duelling (.Chapter I), I outline the institutional frame­

work within which public decision-making operates, and which serves 

to define contestants i n duelling. Chapter 2 deals with groups based 

on territory, and their interrelations; Chapter 3 with groups based 

on age. 

In Part I I , I contrast the positive role of af f i n i t y in day-to­

day relations of economic cooperation and co-residence, and in the 

settlement of disputed issues between individuals, with the dispersal 

of patrilineal t i e s . Chapter 4 deals with the formal rules of bride-

wealth distribution and marriage, and shows how these serve to maintain 

affi n a l ties over several generations. The significance of a f f i n i t y 

i n relation to residence pattern (Chapter 5) and dispute settlement 

(Chapter 6) i s then examined. 

In Part I I I , the emphasis shifts from general principles of 

mediation and reconciliation to the exercise of individual influence 



In public decision-^nakirig. After a preliminary consideration, i n 

Chapter 7, of the only formal leadership role i n the society, that 

of the priest (komoru), I examine i n Chapter 8, the means by which 

informal, secular leaders (jalaba) corae to dominate public decision­

making. In Chapter 9,1 follow the progress of some important public 

issues (including the conflict between unmarried men and the 

representatives of established authority over the holding of duelling 

contests) over a four-month period, i n order to show leaders of 

both types i n action. Finally, i n Chapter 10, I attempt to define 

the formal characteristics of secular and religious leadership i n 

this society. 
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INTRODUCTION 

1. Physical Environment. 

The Mursi, who c a l l themselves Mun (sing. Muni J l i v e i n 

the Omo Valley, South Western Ethiopia, between latitudes 5°20'n 

and 5°8O'N. They claim that their territory stretches right across 

the valley from the Maji plateau i n the west to the Baco range in 

the east, but i t s boundaries are as clear-cut i n practice as they 

are vague i n theory. The area lived i n and u t i l i z e d by the tribe 

l i e s , apart from a few cultivation sites on the west bank, wholly 

ea3t of the Omo and west of the watershed dividing i t from i t s 

tributary the Mako. These two permanent rivers, teeming with croco­

diles and presenting extreme obstacles to communications for a 

large part of the year, form the western, southern and eastern 

boundaries of the country while another (though seasonal) Omo 

tributary, the Mara, marks the approximate northern limit of Mursi 

occupation. The area thus delineated consists essentially of a 

volcanic peniplane which i s being gradually lowered by the action 

of a large number of seasonal streams, flowing both westwards to 

the Omo and northwards to the Mako. Dominating this plane i s a 

range of h i l l s called "Ngalibong" on existing maps (after the 

Turkana name for the Mursi), which l i e s on a north-east em/south-

1. The best available map is the 1:250,000 series of the 
Survey of Kenya, 1961, reproduced by the War Office and 
Air Ministry, London, the sheets i n question being 
NB-36-16, "Lokitaung", and NB-37-13, "Stefanie". 



Map 1; The Mursi and t h e i r 
n e i g h b o u r s . 
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western axis and which forms a continuation of the Omo-Mako watershed. 

This range, which I prefer to c a l l the Mursi Mountains, reaches i t s 

highest point (1,666 metres; 5,463 feet) i n a dome-like summit known, 

both to the Mursi and their neighbours, as Dara (See Photograph / )* 

It i s a semi-arid area with a mean annual r a i n f a l l of between 

16 and 20 inches (400-500 millimetres). This approadmation i s based 

upon figures provided by K.W. Butzer (1970* PP» 23-30) for the Quo 

delta region, there being no other published climatolbgical figures 

of any sort available for the Lower Cmo Valley. But even i f i t were 

possible to give a reliable annual r a i n f a l l figure for Mursi country, 

i t would almost certainly be misleading because of the extremely 

variable and localised nature of r a i n f a l l i n the area. Most of the 

year's r a i n f a l l i s concentrated into two short rainy spells, one 

between March and April (the primary maximum) and the other between 

October and November. The period spanning these two r a i n f a l l maxima 

is referred to by the Mursi as oiyoi, which I translate as "wet 

season", although i t should be noted that, apart from the flooding 

of the Omo (which is controlled by rain f a l l i n g outside the 

boundaries of Mursi country), there i s no water surplus at any 

time. During this wet season, however, water can be obtained 

f a i r l y easily along several stretches of the Omo's westward-flowing 

tributaries, either with or without the excavation of shallow-

water holes. Further east, i n the Elma Valley, water i s also 

easily available at this time, the Elma being fed by streams which 



a) View to the eoutifc-e&st, ovea? the head 
str^aias of the ftiver Sgurue* with Bara 
and the Huffsi Kts* behind. 
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b). View over the B©saakora Elver t towards 
the Rua?&i Kts* 

Photograph 1* 



flow down the north-western slopes of the Mursi Mts., which 

appear to be high enough to cause westward-moving rain clouds 

to discharge over them. None of these streams, however, flow for 

more than a few hours, immediately after a rainstorm, while the 

Elma i t s e l f flows permanently only i n i t s lower course, for 

approximately 5 miles before i t breaks through the Omo-Mako 

watershed to join the l a t t e r river. By the end of September the 

water-bearing stretches along the headwaters of the Omo's westward-

flowing tributaries have virtually dried up* The small, October-

November rains create new, though short-lived, water holes and pools 

before the onset of drought conditions, which last from December to 

February. During these months, and apart from the Omo i t s e l f s only 

the Elma can provide an economically viable source of water, 

exploited, for the most part, through the excavation of shallow 

pools in i t s central, sandy course. 

The Cmo, known to the Mursi as Warr, flows for 625 miles 

(1000 kilometres) from the Blue Nile and Sobat watersheds to the 

shores of Lake Rudolf at 4°29*N, and i s the largest river of 

Western Ethiopia. Most of i t s main catchment area l i e s at heights 

of 2000 to 3000 metres so that i t responds, i n i t s r i s e and f a l l , 

to the r a i n f a l l regime of the Ethiopian highlands. I t begins to 

rise i n April or May, depending on the year, and continues to rise, 

though fluctuating considerably, u n t i l the end of August or 

early September, when the maximum level i s reached. Narrow berrns 



of flood s i l t s are deposited along the banks of the river, while 

more extensive flooding occurs on gently inclined s l i p - o f f slopes 

on the inner bends of meanders. The extent of this flooding, again, 

varies considerably from year to year, but really large tracts, 

comparable, that i s , to the "lake f l a t s " of the delta area\ are 

never inundated. Having reached Its maximum level, the Omo recedes 

rapidly during September and October, notwithstanding continuing 

and rapid day-to-day fluctuations, becoming easily fordable at 

several places by November. During the wet season i t may be crossed 

by dugout canoe (Photograph 2 ) but between June and August the 

speed and turbulence of the currents makes this a dangerous under­

taking, not ligh t l y attempted. Indeed, many Mursi refuse to make 

use of a dugout at a l l , and thus are only able to cross the Omo 

during the dry season. Even at this time, when made on foot, the 

crossing i s not without i t s hazards due to the very large number 

of crocodiles which inhabit the river and which frequently take 

humans.^ 

Vegetation cover within the immediate v i c i n i t y of the Omo 

varies between large forest trees (Ficus, Diospyros, Ziziphus, 
3 

Salvadora, Tamarindus, etc.) on the fringing levees, and dwarf 

1. cf. Almagor, 1970, and below, p. 

2. I witnessed two such fa t a l accidents, one i n the Omo 
and one i n the Mako. 

* 3. I am very grateful to Dr. Bernard Verdcourt, of the Royal 
Herbarium, Kew, for his help with the identification of 
plant specimens. 
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shrub grassland (Tribulus, Solanum, Panicum, Maerus, Sporobolus, 

Ricinus, etc.) on sandy, rapidly drained open areas which occasionally 

degenerate into typical "badlands" scenery. Further back from the 

Omo, and varying i n width from seven miles i n the north to two miles 

i n the south of the country, there i s a belt of bushland thicket, 

that i s , "an extreme form" of bushland "where the woody plants form 

a closed stand through which man or the' larger ungulates can pass 

only with extreme d i f f i c u l t y and i n which the land has no value for 

grazing" (Pratt, Greenway and Gwynne, 1966, p. 373) (See Photograph 3 ) 

I shall refer to this as "the Omo bushbelt". It i s dominated by such 

succulents as Euphorbia Tirucali L., Sarcostemma, Cissus Quadrangularis 

and Sansevleria. Also characteristic of the bushbelt are Acacia 

Mellifera (Vahl) Benth., Adenium Obesum (Forsk.), Plectranthus, and 

Dichrostachys Cinerea (L.) Wight and Arn. 

These plants give way abruptly to open wooded grasslands 

which rise steadily towards the Omo-Mako watershed. Here are found, 

scattered or i n groups, such trees as Commiphora Africana, Commiphora 

Pendunculata, Combretum Fragrans F. Hoffm., Sclerocarya, Lannea 

and Grewia Villosa Willd. South and west of the fault scarp of the 

Mursi Mts., however, where the climate i s markedly more arid than i n 

the rest of Mursi country, the rapidly drained sandy s o i l supports 

1. For this description I have adopted the terminological 
recommendations of the East African Range Classification 
Committee, reported by Pratt, Greenway and Gwynne (1966, 
pp. 369-382). 
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only dwarf shrub grassland. I t i s thus possible to divide Mursi 

country into three main zones on the basis of vegetation type, as 

i s illustrated by Map 2 . It should also be noted that there is 

a marked contrast i n s o i l type corresponding to the contrast between 

bushland thicket and wooded grassland. The latter covers brown, 

stoney s o i l , eroded probably mainly by wind 1, while the bushbelt 

soil s are black, of relatively high organic content, and i n process 

of accumulation. There i s l i t t l e evidence of leaching, however, 
2 

both s o i l types giving neutral to slightly alkaline ph. values. 

2. Subsistence Activities 

The Mursi number approximately 4,500 men, women and children, 

and support themselves by means of a combination of pastoralism and 

agriculture. I c a l l them "pastoralists" not because they are able 

to provide a l l , or even the greater part, of their subsistence 

requirements from their herds, but because they are able to provide 

a sufficient proportion of them in this way to maintain the values 

and outlook of a pastoral people. I estimate that the total cattle 

1. Butzer's evidence (op. c i t . , pp. 30-35) suggests that 
north-easterly and south-easterly airstreams predominate 
over this part of the Omo Valley and my own experience 
of violent easterly winds sweeping down from the Omo-Mako 
divide, several times taking my tent with them, certainly 
bears this out. 

2. I am very grateful to Mr. Brian Kear and Dr. John Lea, of 
•*the Geography and Botany Departments, respectively, 
Manchester University, for their help with the chemical 
analysis of s o i l samples. 
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Map 2: Mursi c o u n t r y , 
Drainage and 
V e g e t a t i o n t y p e s . 

(Hote: T h i s and su c c e e d i n g maps are 
pho t o g r a p h i c r e d u c t i o n s o f a t r a c i n g 
made from a e r i a l photographs a t a 
s c a l e o f 1 : 5 0 , 0 0 0 . ) 



population numbers somewhere between 4,000 and 4,500 , so that 

there i s probably a l i t t l e less than one stock animal per head of 

population, which makes them sli g h t l y worse off, i n this respect, 

than the Nuer, according to Evans-Pritchard's estimate (1940, p.20). 

The Mursi say that a generation ago they had many more cattle, and 

that they were then forced to take them much further afield, even 

beyond the Mako, i n the dry season, in order to find adequate grazing 

and water, than they are accustomed to do today. They attribute the 

heavy reduction i n cattle numbers which has occurred i n l i v i n g memory 

both to rinderpest (Gunchi) (the last serious epidemic of which was 

i n 1961) and Tripanosomiasis (Dugi). The k i l l i n g and eating of 

cattle with chronic sleeping sickness was indeed a frequent occurrence 

during the time I was i n the f i e l d . Middle-aged men say that they 

have "grown up with the f l y " - that i t has gradually spread from the 

Omo bushbelt even as far as the Elma Valley - and the Mursi have, as 

yet, no access to any foim of vetinary assistance. 

I t w i l l be evident from what I have already written that 

pastoral activities must be confined to that area of the country 

designated on Map 2. as wooded grassland, since only here can the 

three basic requirements of cattle for grazing, water and at least 

relative freedom from disease be met. The bushbelt contains only 

minute, and isolated pockets of open grassland - mainly on sandy 

1. This estimate i s based upon counts made, with a t a l l y 
counter held i n the pocket, at ceremonies i n which a l l 
the adult cattle of a d i s t r i c t would be assembled. An 
economically insignificant number of goats and fat-tailed 
sheep are also kept. 
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c l i f f s close to the Onio - and i s infested with tsetse f l i e s . Cattle 

are taken there only as a last resort when raiders are active in 

the plain: i t i s a place to retreat to in time of danger, but not a 

place at which the cattle can remain, for any length of time. On the 

southern side of the Mursi Mts., conditions are also unsuitable for 

cattle, though for different reasons. Here the sandy s o i l quickly 

dries up, and the streams flowing down the steep south-eastern slopes 

of the mountains disappear long before they reach the Omo. This i s 

a desiccated, arid landscape, sparsely covered by grasses and dwarf 

shrubs. Thus, the Mursi's future as a pastoral people li e s out 

between the bushbelt and the mountains, on the wooded grass plain, 

which they c a l l Mi. This plain i s divided into two part3, topographi­

cally, by a ridge, known, as G-ongor by the Mursi, which i s virtually 

unbroken for a distance of over 30 miles and which divides the Elma 

Valley from the headstreams of the Omo's westward flowing tributaries. 

Between November and February, when these..,headstreams are dry, 

the Mursi keep their herds east of the Elma, watering them i n i t s 

central and lovcer courses. Water is nevertheless scarce, and camps 

move frequently (See Chapter 2 and Photograph /2. ). Cattle raiders, 

coming from the east, are also feared during those months, since 

the Mako i s then at i t s lowest and easily fordable (the Mako Valley 

being uninhabited, there i s no possibility of crossing i t by dugout 

canoe). Between approximately March and September, however, during 

the wet season, relatively stable cattle settlements (See Chapter 2 



and Photograph (% ) are established around the headstreams of the 

westward flowing tributaries, i n what I shall refer to as the 

central zone, and the Elma Valley i s deserted. For, with the coming 

of the heavy rain i n March and/or A p r i l , these streams once more 

provide an adequate water supply for both men and animals. But i n 

order to understand this movement to the central zone at the 

beginning of the wet season, i t i s necessary to refer to the other 

main source of Mursi subsistence, agriculture. 

I t has been estimated that two to three "standard stock units" 

per head of human population i s the minimum requirement to provide 

adequately for daily subsistence i n a purely pastoral economy1, 

under semi-arid conditions, where a "standard stock unit" equals 

two adult cattle. I f this i s a correct estimate, one may conclude, 

as a rough approximation, that the Mursi are able to provide for a 

quarter of their subsistence needs, at most, from the products of 

pastoralism. Thus they cannot possibly survive without cultivating, 

and, this being so, they are fortunate that their environment affords 

them the opportunity to engage i n two distinct and complementary 

forms of cultivation, neither of which, taken alone, would be 

adequate for survival, given their present cattle wealth. 

Rainfall i n Mur3i country i s both too low and too variable, 

both as to timing and location, to provide a basis for regular, 

reliable cropping. But, given a sufficiently heavy f a l l of rain i n 

1. By L.H. Brown i n an unpublished manuscript entitled The 
Biology of Pastoral Man as a Factor i n Conservation, which 
is based upon research into range management carried out 

fe over several years i n Kenya. 
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March or early April, sorghum (Sorghum Bicolor (Linn.) Moench), 

planted i n the newly moistened black s o i l of the bushbelt, w i l l 

reach maturity and provide a good harvest within about ten weeks, 

hardly requiring any further r a i n f a l l . Should the rains be late, 

however, fa l l i n g i n late April or May, and even i f they provide 

sufficient moisture for the plants to germinate, the crop i s almost 

certain to be destroyed by the very hot'July and August weather. 

Nevertheless an oiyoi, or wet season, planting i s attempted every 

year. Clearings along the eastern fringe of the bushbelt are fired 

during December and January, and prepared for cultivation during. 

February and March. In this heavy work of clearing men play a 

prominent part, although a l l other agricultural activities, such as 

weeding, bird-scaring and harvesting, are associated with woman. 

Thus, the movement of cattle into the central zone, referred to above, 

takes place at a time when the labour of the men i s required i n the 

bushbelt cultivation areas. Furthermore, the setting up of cattle 

settlements within no more than an hour's walk of their occupants' 

cultivation areas enables pastoral and agricultural a c t i v i t i e s to be 

carried on by single residential units, a situation which contrasts 

markedly with the dry season situation, as w i l l be seen. 

Other, less Important crops planted, ideally, i n March, are 

maize (Zea Maysl.), two varieties of bean (Vigna ifnguiculata (L.) 

Walp. and Vigna Radiata (L.) Wilczek), gourds (Lagenaria Siceraria 

(Molina) Standiey) and squash (Cucurbita Maxima Lam.). The harvest 

ideally takes place in mid-June, the grain being stored not i n 



permanent storehouses, but i n basket-like containers (See Photo­

graph if ) called ulmen, which are covered i n grass and hidden i n 

trees i n the bushbelt. This procedure, which i s designed to protect 

the grain from thieves and raiders, i s necessitated by the high 

degree of residential mobility entailed by the Mursi's pattern of 

transhumance, and also by their vulnerability to attack from hostile, 

cattle-keeping neighbours. 

Were they to rely on rain cultivation alone to complement their 

means of pastoral production, Mursi society would probably not be 

able to remain self-supporting. Fortunately they are able to make 

use of another agricultural resource which does not depend upon rain 

f a l l i n g within the boundaries of their territory and which, although 

3mall in extent, provides a v i t a l link i n their subsistence chain -

namely, flood land along the Omo. I describe the way i n which Omo 

land i s u t i l i z e d i n Chapter 2. Here I wish to point out only that 

flood cultivation i s a v i t a l insurance against the failure of the 

bushbelt crop, and to indicate i t s implications for transhumance. 

For a successful Omo crop virtually that i s necessary 

i s that the seed be planted i n those areas of the river bank which 

were inundated by the flood, before the ground has thoroughly dried 

out. This means that planting must normally be completed by the 

end of October. The area inundated, of course, varies with the 

height of the flood, but unlike bushbelt cultivation, which i s of 

the shifting type, the same pockets of land along the Omo are 
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cultivated year after year. Clearing and planting must therefore 

begin at the Omo at about the same time as the headstreams i n the 

central zone start to dry up, thus necessitating a movement of 

cattle into the Elma Valley. During September, therefore, the 

cattle settlements i n the central zone break up, their occupants 

moving i n different directions, roughly i n accordance with the 

sexual division of labour: men and boys take the cattle to their 

dry season pastures i n the Elma Valley, while women, gi r l s and 

young children move to the Omo to start clearing. This geographical 

separation of pastoral and agricultural activities has to b© main­

tained throughout the dry season, u n t i l the population again 

converges, from west and east, on the central zone at the start of 

the rains. 

Thus, the transhumance movements of the Mursi may be thought 

of as a process of dispersal from and convergence on a central zone, 

which, by reason of i t s ecological conditions, makes possible, for 

part of the year, the spaeial integration of pastoral and agricultural 

a c t i v i t i e s , and yet can support neither of them for the remainder' of 

the year. This central zone represents the meeting of what might be 

called the "two worlds" of the Mursi, that of the Omo, the world of 

cultivation and women, and that of the eastern plain, or Mi, the 

world of pastoralism and men. The subsistence problems of the 

Mursi derive from the fact that each of these "worlds" rules out 

that form of subsistence which the other makes possible* An 
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indication of the way i n which the Mursi themselves see this 

contrast can be obtained from their frequent use of the tern J_bo} 

meaning "outside", rather than Mi, to refer to the eastern plain 

and particularly to the Elma valley. A man having just arrived 

at the Cmo from there i s much more l i k e l y to reply to the question 

"where have you come from?" with "I have come from outside" than 

with "I have come from Mi". The Mursi see themselves as surrounded 

by enemies, pastoralists l i k e themselves, against whom they must 

be constantly on their guard. They are well protected, however, 

to the west and south by the Omo: i t i s along their eastern boundary that 

the weak points - namely passes through the Omo-Mako watershed - i n their 

defences exist. Thus they have to stand with their backs, so to speak, 

to the Omo, facing "outside", this being the condition of t h e i r 

continued survival as a pastoral people. There i s a further way in 

which the Mursi see the contrast between the plain, and i t s associated 

pastoral values, and the Omo: namely through their relationship to a 

small group of river people whom they c a l l "Kyidi" (sing. "Nyidini") 

and who c a l l themselves Kwegu. The Kwegu are expert hunters and 

gatherers who also cultivate, and who l i v e along the Omo banks. 

The Mursi treat them largely as servants, and i n particular prohibit 

them from owning cattle, or rather from occupying the eastern plain. 

For a Mursi, to have no cattle, and to be forced therefore to liv e 

"like a monkey" i n the Omo forest and bush, to eat f i s h "like a 

wading bird" and never to leave the banks of the Cmo, i n fact to 

liv e like a "Nyidini" - these are the epitome of social degradation 



and failure. I w i l l come back to the Kwegu later, when dis­

cussing the Mursi's neighbours and linguistic a f f i l i a t i o n s . 

Before ending this section i t i s necessary to mention an 

important secondary source of subsistence which i s resorted to 

by the Mursi out of necessity, only, mainly during the hungry 

weeks before the Cmo harvest, between November and January -

namely fishing. Two methods of fishing are employed: boys use 

lines and baited hooks thrown into the water from a shingle beach 

or bar, while adult men stalk fish with harpoons, standing i n 

shallow water near the bank, and usually throwing their weapon 

with great accuracy (.See Photograph £~ ). The fi s h most f r e ­

quently caught i n this way i s the chogey (Citharinus Citharusj, 

shown i n Photograph £~ . 

3. Neighbours, Migration and Linguistic A f f i l i a t i o n s 

The Mursi's cultural and linguistic a f f i l i a t i o n s l i e 

predominantly with the peoples who inhabit the plains to the 

south-west of the Ethiopian plateau and whose territories span 

the border between Ethiopia and Southern Sudan. The Tirmaga 

(sing. Tirmagi) and Chai (sing. Chachi) known i n existing, 

mainly Italian, literature as Tirma and Tid respectively, l i v e 

south of Maji, between the Cmo and the Sudan border and speak a 

language which differs from that of the Mursi only as a dialect 

(See Figure 1). Their economy i s more heavily dependent upon 


