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Abstract

This Thesis is a study of the specific mschanisms and ganerai'
underlying principles of social control in a sociéty which-hés up to .
now maintained a very high level of poiitical and economic auponomy
in relation to central government adminiétratioﬁ. 1 also seek to relate
to'these tunderlying principles® a pafticular institution, ceremonial
duelling, which, both to the people themselves and to an ocutside

observer, is highly distinctive of their culture.

In Part I, after'deséribing the rules and procedures involved
in ceremonial duslling (Chapter 1), I outline the institutional frame-~
work within which public decision-making operates, and wﬁich'serves
'to define contestanﬁs in duelling. Chaptérrz deals with groups based
on territory, and their interrelafions} Chapter 3 with groups based :

on age.

In Part II, I contrast the positive role of affinity in day-to-

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

settlement of disputed lssues between individuals, with the dispersal'

of patrilineal ties. Chapter 4 deals with the formal rules of bride-

wealth distribution and marriage, and shows how these serve to maintain
“affinal ties over several generations. The significance of affinity
Ei'.; in relation to residence'pattern (Chapter 5) and dispute setilement

‘(Chapter 6) is then examined,

In Part III, the emphasis shifts from general principles of
‘mediation and reconciliation to the exérciSe_of individual influence

[




in public decision-making, After a preliminary consideration, in
Ghaﬁter 7, of the only formal leadership role in thelsociety,-théi

of the priest (komoru), I examine in Chapter 8, the means by which
informal, secular leaders (jalaba) come to dominate public decisicn-
making. In Chapter 9, T follow the brogress of some importan£ pablic
issués_(including the conflict betwsen unmarried men and the
rapresentatives of eétablished authority over the holding of duelling
contests) over a four-month period,‘in order to show leaderslof

both typesrin action. Finally, in Chapter 10, I attempt to define
the formal charactefisticg of secular and religious lsadership in

this society.
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“INTRODUCTION

1. Physical Enviromment

The Mursi, who call themselves Mun {sing. Muni) live in
the Omo Valley, South Western Ethiopia, between latitudes 5%20'N

and 5°80'N, They claim that their territory stretches right across.

the valley from the Maji plateau in the west to the Baco raﬁge in
the east, but its boundaries are as clear-cut in practice as they
are vague in theory. The area lived in and utilized by tﬁe tribe
ljes, apart from a few cultivation sites on the west bank, wholly
east of the Omo and west of the watershed dividing it from its

. tributary the Mako. These two permanent rivers, teeming with eroco-
diles and presenting éxtreme obstaclaé to commnnications for a
large part of the year, form the western, southern and eastern
bcundaries of the country while another (though seasonal) Omo
trlbutary, the Mara, marks the approx;mate northern limit of Hnrsi

occupat1on. The area thus delineated consists essentlally ofga

- volcanic peniplans which is'being gradually lowered by the actiorn
of a large number of seasonsal streams, flowing both westwards to
the Omo and northwards to the Mako. Dominating this pléne is a

range of hills called "Ngalibong" on exlsting maps (after the

Turkana name for the Hnrsi), thch ljes on a north-eastern/south—

-1, The best available map is the 1:250,000 seriss of the
'~ Survey of Kenya, 1961, reproduced by the War Office and
Air Ministry, London, the sheets in question being
NB-36-16, "Lokitaung", and NB-37-13, "Stefanis",




Map 1: The Mursi and their
neighbours.
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western axis and which forms a contlnuation of the Omo-iMako watershsd.
This range, which I prefer to call the Hnrsz Mountains, reaches its

~highest point (1,666 metres; 5,463 feet) in a dome-like summit known,
'bbth to.ﬁhe Mursi and their neighbours, as Dara (Sée Photograph [ ).

It is a semi-srid area with a mean anmual rainfall of between
16 and 20 inches (400-500 millimetres). This approximation is based
upon figures pfovided by K.W. Butzer (1970, pp. 23-30) for the Cmo
delta region, there being no other published climatological fzgures
of any sort available for the Lower Omo Valley. But even if it were
p0931ble to give a reliable annual rainfall figura for Mursi country,
it would almost certainly bg misleading because of the axtramsly :
variable and localised nature of rainfall in the area. Most of the
year?s rainfall is concentrated into two short rainy spells, one
between March and April (the prlmary maxlmum) and the other between
October and November. The period spannmng these two ralnfall maxlma
- is referred to by the Mur31 as oiyoi, which I translate ag "wat
season', although it should be noted that, apart from the flooding
of the Omo (which is controlled by rain falling ocutside the
_ boundaries of Mursi country), thers is no water surplus at any
time. Durlng this wet season, however, water-can be obtalned
falrly ea311y along several stretches of the Omo's westward-flowing
trlbutarles, either with or without the axcavatlon of shallow _ )
lwater holes. Further @ast, in the Elma Valley, water is also |

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




&) View o ths south-esast, over the head
streans of the Hiver ligurug, with Dara
snd the fursi Mts. behind,

b} View over the lemnmkera Liver, towerds

the tursi Ftoe

Fhotograph 1.
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flow down the north—westérn slopes of the Mursi Mts., which

appear to be high enough to cause wastward-moving rain cloudsr

to discharge over thém. None of these streams, however, flow for
more than a few hours, immediately after a raihstorm,'while the
Eima itself flows permanently only in its lower course, for
approximately 5 miles before it breaks through the Omo-iake
watérshed %o join the latter river. By the end of Seplembsr the
water—beafing stretches along the headwaters of the Cmo's wesﬁwardf'
flowing tributaries have virtually dried up. The small, October-
November rains create new, though short-lived, wéter holes énd pools |
before the onset of drought condition;; which last from Decembgr té |

February. During these months, and apart from the Omo itself, only

the Elma cén provide an aconomically viable source of water,

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

poéls in its central, sandy course.

The Omo, 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 is the largest river of

- Western Ethiopia. Most of its main catchment area lies at heights

of 2000 to 3000 metres sco that it responds, in its fise and fall,
to the rainfall regime of the Ethiopian highlands. It begins to. -

-risé in April or May, depending on the yéar5 and contimes io rise,

though fluctuating considerably, until the end of August or

early September, when the maximum level is reached. Narrow berms
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of flood silts are deposited along the banks of the river, while

more extensive flqoding oceurs on gently-inclined slip-off slopes. -

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

varies considerably from year to jear, bﬁi'really 1arge tracts,
comparable, that is, ﬁo the "lake flats'" of the deita areal, are
never inundated. Having reached its maximnm 1evel,_the Cmo recedes
répidly during September and October, notwithstanding continuing
and rapid day-to-day fluctuations, becoming easily fordabls at
several ﬁlaces by November. During the wet season it may be crossad
by dugout canoe (Photograph 2 ) but between June and August the
speed and turbulence of the currents m#kes’this a daﬁgerous under-
taking, not lightly attempted. Indeed, many'Mursi refuée teo make-
usé_of a dugout at all, and thus are only able to cross the Qmo
durihg the dfy season. 2ven at this time, wﬁen made on foot, the
.croésing ié not without its hazards due to the very'larée.number_
of crocodiles_which inhabit the river and-wﬁich freqﬁentiy'take
humans.2 | o I
Vegétation cover within the immediate vicinity-bf the Omo
varies_bgtween_large forest trees (Ficus,rDidspyros, Ziziphus,_. .

‘Salvadora, Tamarindus, atc.)3 onn the fringing levees, and dwarf

1. cf. Almagor, 1970, and below, p.42

2. I witnessed two such fatal accidents,.one in the Omo
and one in the Mako. '

= 3. I am very grateful to Dr. Bernard Verdcocurt, of the Royal
Herbarium, Xew, for his help with the identification of
plant specimens. ‘




Steges in the zmeking of a dugout
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shrub grassla.ndl (Tribulus, Sola.num, Panicum, Maerus, Sporobolﬁs',
R:Lc:.nus , etc.) on sandy, rapidly drained open areas which occas:.onally
degenerate J.nto typical "badlands" scenery. Furiher back from t.he
Cmo, and varying in width from seven miles in the north to two miles
‘in the .south of the country, there is a belt of bushland thicket ’
that is, "an extreme form" of bushland twhere the woody plants form -
| a.- closed stand through which man or the largerung.llates can pass
only vuth extreme d:Lff:Lculty and in which the land has no value for
grazing" (Pratt, Greenway a.nd Gwynne, 1966 p. 373) (See Photograph 3 ).
I shall refer to this as "the Omo ’bushbelt"._ Tt is dominated by such
lsucculents as Euphorb:.a. Ta.mcall L. s Sarcostemma, Cissus Qua.drangularls
l_I..:, and Sansevieria. Also cha.racterlstlc of the bushbelt are Acacla

- 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. Hers are found,
sga,tt.ez*ed or in groups, such trees as 'Coxmniphora Africana, Gommi.ph'ora
Pendunculata, Combretum Fragrans F. Hoffm., Scl-erocarya, Lannea -
and Grewia Villosa Willd. South and_west.bf the fault scarp of the
Mﬁrsi Mts., however, where the climaté_ié markedly more arid than in -

the rest of Mursi country, the rapidly drained sandy soil supports

1. For this description I have adopted the terminclogical
- recommendations of the East African Range Classification
Committee, reported by Pratt, Greenway and Gwynne (1966,
PP- 369—382)
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