
The past must be addressed in order 
to reach the future. 

Reconciliation is the means 
to do that.

I HAVE A
RECONCiLiATiON
IDEA
By: Mulugeta Workineh
Code: 398

I now believe if we dream peace we can achieve it, but 

what is most important is the will… the commitment.

The Mursi tribe, warrior people.
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Reconciliation is a complex term, and 
there is little agreement on its de�nition. 

This is mainly because reconciliation is 
both a goal - something to achieve - and 
a process a means to achieve that goal. A 
great deal of controversy arises from 
confusing these two ideas. This 
Handbook focuses very �rmly on the 
process. The goal of reconciliation is a 
future aspira tion, something impor-tant 
to aim towards, perhaps even an ideal 
state to hope for. But the process is very 
much a present-tense way of dealing 
with how things are - building a 
reconciliation process is the means to 
work, e�ectively and practically, towards 
that �nal goal - and is invaluable in itself. 

A second source of complexity is that the 
process of reconciliation happens in 
many contexts - between wife and 
husband, for example, between o�ender 
and victim, between friends who have 
argued or between nations or 
communities that have fought.

Reconciliation is an over-arching 
process which includes the search 
for truth, justice, forgiveness, 
healing and so on.  Politics is a 
process to deal with the issues that 
have divided us in the past. 

At its simplest, it means �nding a 
way to live alongside former 
enemies - not necessarily to love 
them, or forgive them, or forget 
the past in any way, but to coexist 
with them, to develop the degree 
of cooperation necessary to share 
our society with them, so that we 
all have better lives together than 
we have had separately. 

RECONCiLiATiON
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Reconciliation is a parallel 
process that redesigns the 
relationship between us. This is 
an immense challenge, and no 
one should think that it is quick 
or easy. But the e�ort carries a 
great reward: e�ective recon 
cilia tion is the best guarantee 
that the violence of the past will 
not return.

If we can build a new relationship 
between us that is built on respect and a 
real understanding of each other’s 
needs, fears and aspirations, the habits 
and patterns of cooperation that we 
then develop are the best safeguard 
against a return to violent division.
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There is nothing simple about the reconciliation process. Especially in the 
immediate after math of a negotiated settlement to a violent con�ict, it can 
appear to be an impediment to more important priorities. With the urgent 
political pressures to establish the newly agreed democratic structures, 
resource pressure and time pressure, it is in fact very tempting, especially to 
politicians, to concentrate on the political process. Indeed, they may 
genuinely not see how to include reconciliation in the mass of work ahead of 
them. Thus reconciliation can be delayed until other priorities are completed, 
or can be reduced to a quick commission of enquiry which will acknowledge 
the painful past and rapidly move on. 

Everyone wants to get on, to move fast, to get away from the past as quickly 
as possible

Numerous social and political con�icts 
and a history of human rights violations 
remain causes of polarization and 
violence in Ethiopia. The reconciliation 
commission could be a mechanism for 
nation-building and the formation of 
popular consensus as the political 
transition that began when Abiy Ahmed 
became prime minister in April 2018 
continues.

THE NECESSiTY OF RECONCiLiATiON

RECONCiLiATiON IN ETHIOPIA
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There are di�erent approaches to 
reconciliation and transitional justice; 
this commission provides victims with 
the opportunity to be heard, but only 
within thecontext of attempts to 
achieve reconciliation rather than 
criminal accountability. 

Amid great national upheaval, there 
has been no systematic transitional 
justice process in the country since 
the 1990s, when the Red Terror Trials 
brought former o�cials of the Derg 
military regime, which ruled from 
1974 to 1991, before the courts. These 
trials examined a particular set of 
time-bound incidents and were 
punitive in natureToday, what is 
needed is di�erent; instead of treating 
violations in isolation, the commission 
is expected to place the violations in 
an historical, political and 
socio-economic context, and consider 
the root causes of these violations. In 
this context-speci�c application of 
transitional justice, national 
ownership can be realized through 
hearing the voices of victims and 
documenting as accurately and fully 
as possible the history of social and 
political con�icts in the country.
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Numerous social and political con�icts and a 
history of human rights violations remain 
causes of polarization and violence in Ethiopia. 
The reconciliation commission could be a 
mechanism for nation-building and the 
formation of popular consensus as the political 
transition that began when Abiy Ahmed 
became prime minister in April 2018 
continues.

The �rst concerns reconciliation, 
peace and national cohesion. 
Speci�cally, the proclamation 
establishing the commission 
de�nes this as “establishing values 
of forgiveness for the past, lasting 
love, solidarity and mutual 
understanding by identifying 
reasons of con�ict, animosity that 
are occurred due to 
c o n � i c t s , m i s a p p r e h e n s i o n , 
developed disagreementand 
revenge.” . For the commission to 
succeed in this part of its mandate, 
it will need to �nd ways to establish 
and articulate the various, and 
perhaps competing, truths about 
the past, and the causes and 
evolution of societal disagreement 
and con�icts.

The second pillar is to identify “the 
nature, cause, and dimension of the 
repeated gross violations of human 
rights” as a means to ensure respect 
for human rights and to promote 
reconciliation.

ABOUT ETHiOPiAN
RECONCiLiATiON 
COMMiSSiON
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Ethiopia is home to a handful of 
interesting and isolated indigenous 
tribes. The Mursi people are a prime 
example. With one of the country’s 
most fascinating cultures, their rituals, 
language, body jewelry and animistic 
beliefs are worth exploring.

The Mursi is one of the most attractive 
Ethiopian tribes. Known for their 
warrior and aggressive spirit. They live 
in the Omo Valley. Like the Surma, they 
maintain among other ancestral 
traditions the Dunga, a festive battle 
between young people in which the 
warriors who obtain the victory obtain 
the right to choose a wife and the 
respect of the opponents.

Mursi women wear clay or wood plates 
embedded in their lips and ears, as are  
also amazing hairstyles with 
ornaments such as metal rings and 
various fabrics.

Both men and women decorate their 
bodies. It is also very common that 
scari�cations are made, especially in 
arms, chest, and back, as a sign of 
elegance, strength, and courage.

Population

There are less than 10,000 Mursi people 
left in the world. The majority of them 
live in southwestern Ethiopia, in Omo 
National Park, one of the most isolated 
areas in Africa.

THiNGS TO KNOW 

ABOUT MURSi TRiBE
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Lip plates

Lips plates are worn by mostly women to signify their status as single or married.  A 
young unmarried girl will have her lip cut and held open by a wooden plug until she 
reaches the age of 15 or 16. It is up to the individual to pick lip plate size, but it’s 
assumed that the larger the lip plate, the more bride-wealth the female has.

Religion

The Mursi people believe in a higher force that they call Tumwi. This force is 
believed to be a � gure in the sky, often a rainbow or a bird. Their religion is often 
classi�ed as animism.

Komoru

A Komoru is a high priest in the Mursi tribe, who often acts as a direct 
communicator between the people and Tumwi. He conducts rituals to bring rain,  �
ght disease and protect from attacks by other clans.
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Language

The Mursi dialect is classi� ed as “Surmic” within the Eastern Sudanic branch of  
Nilo-Saharan “super family.” The Mursi people are increasingly becoming  
multi-lingual, accepting Bench (the o}cial language of Ethiopia) as a �rst or second  
language. It was not until recently that Mursi became a written language.

Dowry

During every marriage ceremony, it’s ideal for the bride’s family to hand over up to 
38 cattle to the groom’s family.

Homes

The Mursi live in huts called doris that each house several family members.

10



Dueling

Single Mursi men partake in a ceremonial dueling (donga) using wooden poles, 
and �ght each other to prove their masculinity. The �ght will continue until one of 
the men is defeated by keeling over from broken bones or other bad wounds. This �
ght is often ritualized to impress unmarried women and prove a man’s worth as a 
husband.

Age status

In Mursi clans, age plays a signi�cant role in identifying the status of each individual. 
Married women have the same age status as their husbands, and some men do not 
get labeled as an adult even though they may have reached maturity years ago. 
Elders become the “police” of the clans and often punish or watch over their people.
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Interaction with tourists

Some Mursi clans are aggressive around 
unwanted tourists while others welcome 
them (usually to earn money). The 
friendlier clans will sometimes go as far 
as dressing up in traditional ritual attire 
for tourists, despite having no real event 
to celebrate. Most Mursi males carry ri�es 
around with them, but that should not 
make you nervous — they only them it 
for protection against possible attacks 
from other clans.

History

The Mursi people became Ethiopian 
citizens in the nineteenth century, when 
Emperor Menelik II established the 
modern borders. Over time, the Mursi 
relocated to several locations within 
Omo National Park (to drier or warmer 
areas).

Clans

There are 18 di|erent Mursi clans residing 
in Omo. It’s considered taboo to marry 
into another clan. Each clan slightly 
di|ers in attire, rules, and clans are not 
always friendly to each other.
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Agriculture

Mursi people rely heavily on cattle for 
meat and milk. They also harvest 
sorghum, maize, chick peas, and beans. 
Unfortunately, the Mursi people often 
face drought, which weakens their crops 
and cattle herds.

Healing

Often the priest (komoru) or a healer 
(nana) will play a role in healing a sick or 
wounded person. Open wounds may be 
treated with herbs, and healers may 
perform a dance for an ill person. Female 
healers often will rub their hands against 
the sick person repeatedly to “cast out” 
the sickness, or will wipe the person 
down with gourds, co|ee or clay.

Omo National Park Controversy

Controversy has swirled around the 
African Parks Foundation and the 
government, who have been accused of 
“duping” the Mursi people into signing 
over their land. Hydroelectric dams are 
being build in Omo National Park, 
forcing some clans to relocate. Human 
rights activists have heavily criticized 
these organizations for trying to enact 
new laws which would make the Mursi 
tribe squatters on their own land.
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CONFLiCT RESOLUTiON iN MURSi

I now turn to a detailed description of the processes of public dispute settlement 
utilized by the Mursi. It is necessary to distinguish here between disputes which arise 
from cases of homicide and those which do not. I take the latter type �rst. It must be 
admitted, �rst of all, that the majority of disputes never reach the public stage: it is 
only the particularly intractable ones which require for their resolution the public 
procedures I am about to describe. Of course, di�erences between neighbours 
quickly become common knowledge and may drag on for months or even years. But 
although they become topics of general conversation, they are normally resolved by 
means of bargaining and the application of social and economic pressures among 
those immediately concerned. 

I witnessed only three cases of public dispute settlement - cases, that is, which were 
formally argued out in front of a group of neighbours assembled for the purpose. 
While there were undoubtedly other such cases which I did not witness (although I 
did not hear of any), I am con�dent that all of them together did not amount to more 
than a tiny minority of the disputed questions and con�icts of interest which occurred 
during that time and which, though potentially subject to public settlement, were 
resolved privately. The reader may therefore justi�ably ask why I should trouble him 
with what, by my own admission, is an exceptional procedure, and why I do not 
instead devote my attention to an examination of what I have called the' "private" 
resolution of disputed issues. 

In answer to this, I must �rst admit to a lack of the necessary information to carry out 
satisfactorily a task which I recognise to be important - the tracing through of a 
number of disputes which were never brought to a public head. On the other hand, I 
believe that the consideration of disputes which were brought to such ahead enables 
one to observe, albeit in a heightened and dramatic way, some processes which are 
fundamental to the control of con�ict within this society.
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What I have been referring to as a "public settlement" of a dispute is termed by the 
Mursi a yaiye, and it may be divided, for purposes of exposition, into two parts. In the 
�rst part, the two principals, supported by their close patrilineal relatives and fully 
dressed in tumoga, �ght each other with duelling poles, either at some neutral spot, 
such as a recognised gul, or at the defendants' homestead. Long before the yaiye 
takes place, it will have become common knowledge in the community that the 
principals intend to bring their disagreement onto the public stage in this way. A large 
gathering of onlookers is further ensured by the din created by the cattle bells which 
the principals wear round their waists as they prance about their respective cattle 
compounds, building up their nervous energy in the same manner as contestants in 
ceremonial duelling contests. 

“Might", however, is not allowed to establish "right", for the duelling is brought to an 
end by the intervention of the onlookers who have to hold the principals apart by 
force. It is not possible for me to make a hard and fast statement about the point at 
which such intervention occurs'. This is because, �rstly, each valve I witnessed took 
place during a period when, for other reasons, prohibition was in force against the 
shedding of human blood within the society. 

As a result, on each occasion, duelling was hardly allowed to get under way. I was told, 
however, that in di�erent circumstances several bouts might take place, one after the 
other, between both the principals and any of their close patrilineal kinsmen who are 
present. 

Secondly, the point at which the onlookers Intervene is related to attempts being 
made by certain individuals, among them to establish their rival claims to the role of 
mediator. Thus, a man so inclined will attempt to initiate a successful intervention at 
what he judges to be the �rst likely opportunity. I consider in a moment the attributes 
necessary for successful mediation. 

All I wish to point out here is that this is not a function of o�ce: there are no 
individuals whose recognised right or duty it is to act as mediators. 

The second part of the yaiye begins when the duelling has been brought to an end. 
The two principals, seated within a small circle formed by the crowd of onlookers, put 
their cases in turn, the plainti� speaking �rst, and witnesses, being called if available, 
one or more neutral individuals, who took the lead in getting the talking started, sit 
with the principals, as prospective mediators, within the circle.
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I say "prospective mediators" because all does not necessarily proceed smoothly from 
this point, especially if the duelling has been brought to a close too quickly for it to 
have reduced su�ciently the high state of nervous tension of the principals. Duelling 
may well break out again and one or more di�erent individuals may take over the role 
of mediation.

A successful mediator needs to possess, to varying degrees, the 'following attributes. 
Firstly, a sensitivity to the issues and personalities involved which helps him to 
intervene at the right moment and to know whether there is any point in his 
intervening at all. Secondly, powers of expression and verbal �uency. Thirdly, a 
reputation for moderation and responsibility which gives him a ready hearing from 
the onlookers, and fourthly, some connection with one or both of the principals of 
which he can make use in order, for example, to coax a reluctant disputant to accept 
his proposal for a settlement. I am concerned here, and in what follows, with this last 
aspect of mediation. The others are dealt with in the �nal part of this thesis as part of 
a general discussion of leadership and the exercise of in�uence. It will be explained 
there that certain men in a local community are acknowledged to possess particular 
ability in the processes of public decision-making and have, as a result, greater 
in�uence over their neighbours than other men, to the point of becoming informal 
leaders, or jalaba. These are men of ability and ambition who do not occupy an o�ce 
and who cannot be said to be "in authority". Their leadership role is not well de�ned, 
they do not adjudicate, and they have no active sanctions to support their proposals. 

Successful mediation of disputes is one of the ways in which a man is able to achieve 
such a role of informal leadership but, in relation to other forms of public 
decision-making, the attempt to 'exercise in�uence is always a more or less risky 
undertaking. 

Gulliver has suggested (1969, 1 PP. 17-19) that we distinguish, as a �rst step in the 
study of dispute settlement, between "two structurally di�erent modes", which called 
"negotiation" and "adjudication". Negotiations may take place between the two 
parties only, or they may be mediated by a third party "who has no ability to issue any 
binding decision".
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If we take this latter criterion as the essential di�erence between negotiation and 
adjudication, it might appear that Mursi practice �ts nicely into the former category, 
and indeed, if one had to choose between them, one would undoubtedly describe 
Mursi dispute settlement procedures as "negotiations mediated by some third party". 
Gulliver makes use of another criterion, however, which he presumably sees as merely 
the obverse of the one already stated. In negotiations "agreement is not the result 
only of consideration and application of norms and rules, and of standard 
expectations. . . . There is.... the additional and critical factor of the relative strengths of 
the two parties . . . ."

Without using the familiar but unsatisfactory device of a "continuum" it is di�cult to 
see how this criterion can be used to establish a real distinction between types of 
dispute settlement – let alone between two "structurally di�erent modes" - which will 
serve as a useful "�rst step" in a comparative study. For rigid adherence to "norms and 
rules" must always be more or less theoretical in any: area of social life, and "the 
relative strengths of the two parties" *(in terms of numbers, political power, social and 
economic status) is 'presumably always a factor in any system of dispute settlement, 
however authoritarian. Given that this factor is always present, it would be di�cult to 
distinguish, in actual practice, between types of dispute settlement in which it was, 
and was not "critical". 

Essential to adjudication, according to Gulliver's rather vague formulation, is the 
presence of an "overriding external authority", and yet he also says that "the ability to 
enforce may range from the virtually absolute to little more than the e�ective public 
expression of accepted norms "and standards of expectations". Now, although a third 
party with "overriding authority" cannot be recognised in Mursi dispute settlement 
procedures, "the e�ective public expression of accepted norms and standards of 
expectations" would be an accurate enough description of the function of a Mursi 
kwethani - although, of course, one cannot know precisely what Gulliver intends, in 
the above quotation, by the phrase "little more than". There is no doubt that a yaiye 
looks more like the negotiation of a compromise than it does the handing down of a 
binding decision by a third party with the power to enforce it .
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But although a mediator has no active sanctions at his disposal, that of public opinion 
is not to be underestimated. If one asks why a disputant accepts a decision which goes 
against him, one is usually told "people's tongues' hurt". I therefore do not consider 
that it would be pro�table to �t Mursi dispute settlement into even such a minimal 
and- basic analytical scheme as that suggested by Gulliver. As far as I am concerned 
here, there are two essential features of a yaiye. 

Firstly, a mediator is always necessary, both in practice and in theory (Gulliver says of 
the Ndendeuli, who appear to have a system, of dispute settlement which is similar in 
many respects to that of the Mursi, that they "not only have no word translatable as 
'mediator', but also do not explicitly recognise such a role and scarcely refer to it 
indirectly" (1969b, p.617). 

Secondly, there are no formally recognised mediators in Mursi society. Since the 
successful performance of this role is one of the means by which men can gain and 
exercise in�uence over their neighbours, it is to be assumed that at any particular 
yaiye there will be several men present who would like to play the part of mediator. If 
we hold constant the factors of personal ability, history and achievement, the critical 
one remaining is the relationships of these aspirant mediators to the disputants. I now 
illustrate this, and other aspects of the simpli�ed model of dispute settlement 
presented above, by describing the public resolution of a case. 

The dispute was over the ownership of a ri�e which 181, the defendant, had captured 
from a raider in March 1970. The plainti� claimed that the ri�e was his property since 
he had shot and wounded the raider in question, 181 having merely administered the 
"coup de grace" with a knife. The yaiye took place on the 25th June at a gul on, the 
north bank of the river Bennakora, about 300 yds from the plainti�’s settlement. 181 
is a married man, between thirty-�ve and forty years old who was living at the time in 
settlement 46 with, among others, three close patrilineal kinsmen of his wife (311, 257 
and 312) and a MZS (182). He was actively supported in the dispute by a FBS (244) who 
was, however, living in the same settlement as the plainti�. The latter is an unmarried 
teri who was sharing a compound at settlement 44, with two full brothers, one 
married (175) and one unmarried. 
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At �rst light on the day in question the plainti� began donning tumoga, helped by 
175, after which he ran and pranced about his compound, brandishing his donga and 
causing the cattle bell he wore around his waist to ring continuously. By 7.30 a.m. a 
group of about �fty onlookers (men, women and children), had gathered outside the 
plainti�'s compound, the unmarried men and boys among them carrying dongen 
also. 192, a bari who is about �fty-�ve years old, and a classi�catory wife's father of the 
plainti�, shouted to the onlookers that they should hurry to the gul and "be 
kwethana". But when 181, also in tumoga arrived at about 8.00 a.m. in the vicinity of 
settlement 44, accompanied by 244 and more spectators from settlements south of 
the Bennakora, no move towards the gul had been made. 

There followed what appeared to be a chaotic, scramble as the two principals, trying 
to come to blows, were borne along to the gul, amid a forest of dongen, by the milling 
crowd of kwethana become involved , however, and when he had �nally been pulled 
into the circle he made very little attempt to cooperate. This led to a break in the 
fragile peace, as the principals leapt to their feet, and the onlookers again tried to 
force them apart. Order was restored after a few minutes, but now two other men took 
over 192’s role of mediator. 

107, who from this moment played the part of principal mediator, is a bari, about �fty 
years old, a member of the Ariholi section and of the Komorte clan. This is also the clan 
of the plainti�'s mother, while the original member of 181's clan (Ngeriai) is said to 
have been "adopted" by the Komorte clan during the migration. The members of 
these two clans are therefore "brothers", and intermarriage does not take place 
between them. 

Although giving his section name as Ariholi (his wife cultivates on the Omo at Kurum 
J , he was living , during the latter part of the 1970 wet season, at settlement 1 with , 
among others , his mother's brother (111) and a sister' s son (102) . His wife's bushbelt 
cultivation are a that year was along the Mara. He had, however, moved his cattle 
down to the Bennakora area, in company with most other occupants of the northern 
group of settlements, after a shooting incident which occurred at the beginning of 
June, north of the Mara, in which a Mursi was killed by a Bodi. At the time of the 
dispute he was still occupying a cattle camp, in the south.  337 played a su�ciently 
important part, though subsidiary to that of 107, in the mediation for him to be 
justi�ably described as a "joint mediator". His full brother, 257, who married the 
plainti�'s half-sister lives in the same settlement as the defendant. 
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By the time the talking started again, it had become evident, from the comments that 
were being made by the onlookers that the tide of public opinion was running against 
181. The mediators appeared to have accepted this, and to be searching for a solution 
which recognised the plainti�'s right to the ri�e and which they could also persuade 
181 to accept. To this end, 107 made a great e�ort to convince 181 that he had his best 
interests at heart, constantly reiterating the fact that they belonged to linked clans: 
"we are one; we are brothers". It ' was 337 who �rst put into words the proposal which 
eventually settled the dispute. This was that 181 should hand over the ri�e to the 
plainti�, but that the latter should forthwith exchange it for four head of cattle. These 
cattle should then be shared equally between the principals. What this meant, 
however, as everyone understood, was that the plainti� would keep the ri�e and hand 
over at most one large stock animal to 181 by way of compensation. Although this 
solution was, on the face of it, as impartial as any judgement of Solomon, and 
therefore face-saving for 181, it in fact favoured the plainti�. The two mediators 
therefore had to use all their powers of persuasion before 181 could be prevailed 
upon to agree to hand over the ri�e, thus bringing the yaiye to an end about an hour 
after 107 and 337 had �rst assumed the role of mediation. 

This account provides an adequate illustration of the signi�cance of the dispersal of 
patrilineal ties and of the existence of a localised network of a�nal and cognatic 
relationships in the settlement of disputes. I now describe the outcome of a case 
which was even more intractable, and in the settlement of which a�nity played an 
even more direct part, since it was, as the Mursi say, "untied by a girl". This dispute had 
dragged on for three years before it was brought to a yaiye at which I was not present 
on the 20th June, 1970 at Bennakora. The two disputants had gone on a cattle raid 
together into Hamar country and had argued about the distribution of the spoils, but 
it was not a straightforward case of disputed ownership. On the way back from the 
raid the party had stopped, in semi-arid and unfamiliar country and killed one of the 
stolen animals in order to cope with their hunger and, more importantly, thirst . The 
plainti�' s (280) case was that the defendant (245) had, by a deception, killed one of 
the animals which he, the defendant, had-already claimed for himself. The defendant 
denied this and argued that there was anyway no case for compensation because the 
animal had been consumed by the whole party and not by him alone. 
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He had therefore adamantly and persistently refused to hand over a cow to 280.

This case therefore had an element of deadlock about it which was also present in the 
case of the disputed ri�e. That it was a matter of principle rather than of economic 
advantage is indicated by the fact that the disputants announced, in June 1970, their 
determination to initiate a yaiye and declared that they would, if necessary, each kill a 
cow afterwards in order to rectify the state of ritual disturbance that would otherwise 
result from the spilling of blood while the prohibition mentioned above was in force. 

In other words, they publicly announced by this decision their inability to come to 
terms and engage in normal social intercourse. They both belong to the same 
territorial section (Gongulobibi) however, and occupied nearby settlements in 1970 
namely settlements 29 (280) and 37 (245). The Omo cultivation sites of their respective 
wives were at Bongo (245) and Nyaure (280). 

The yaiye apparently followed much the same course as the one just described, the 
principals only being allowed to come to blows for one short bout. The successful 
mediator was a bari of about �fty years (214), one of whose three wives is a member 
of the same Juhai sub-clan as 280, and whose eldest daughter has married into the 
Komorte sub-clan of which 245 is a member. But while 214 belongs to a clan (Kagisi), 
the members of which form an exogamous unit in relation to both Juhai and Komorte, 
the members of these latter clans do not intermarry. Thus 214 already occupied, both 
in terms clan exogamy and of actual a�nal relations (through his own and his 
daughter's marriage) a structurally intermediate position between: the two 
disputants. This, of course, does not account for the fact that 214 emerged as mediator 
in this particular dispute, since the same could undoubtedly have been said of many 
other men who were present at the yaiye. The di�erential exercise of In�uence in 
public decision-making. What concerns.'me here is the way in which this dispute was 
settled.  214 undertook to give a daughter in marriage to each of the disputants. Full 
brideprice would be paid for these girl s at some time in the future (the y were as ye t 
below marriageable age). In a sense, therefore, this settlement may be said to 
have-gone against 280 since he did not receive the cow he had been demanding for 
the las t three years. But the fact that he had announced his preparedness to kill a cow, 
should blood be spilt during the duelling, and thus to gain no economic advantage 
even if the case went in his favour, clearly indicate s that I t was not the ownership of 
a cow that was really a t stake.
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The yaiye was held purely and simply in order to mend a break in social relations and 
this was achieved by linking the disputants in a new relationship of a�nity, through a 
third party, 214. 

This was a dispute over a relatively trivial matter, which nevertheless required for its 
resolution recourse to what the Mursi describe as the ultimate manner of settling a 
dispute - its "untying by a girl. This is a form of dispute settlement which places all the 
emphasis upon the maintenance of harmonious relations, rather than upon the 
provision of compensation for a wrong received. Its use is an indication of the 
seriousness of a dispute, measured not according to the nature of the real or alleged 
actions which caused the original con�ict, but according to the nature of the resulting 
breakdown in social relationships. It is an ultimate procedure for settling a particularly 
intractable dispute, no matter how trivial the matter which originally gave rise to it. It 
is also the only procedure for settling disputes which arise from what must be 
regarded as the most serious source of con�ict within the society homicide. 

There is no institution of bloodwealth worthy of the name among the Mursi. Although 
a conventional payment of four head of cattle is made to the dead man's kin by the 
killer, this must clearly be regarded as nominal when it is remembered that the ideal 
bridewealth payment consists of thirty-eight head. A homicide case is only settled 
when a girl from the killer's patrilineal group or, if necessary, sub-clan, has been 
promised as a wife to the kin of the dead man. But such a bride is not "married to the 
name of the dead man to bear him a son", and since bridewealth has to be paid for her 
by the dead man's kin to those of the killer, this cannot be described as primarily a t of 
compensation. It is clearly not so much a question of repairing an injury done to a 
corporate group, as of overcoming a state of deadlock in social relationships. The 
outcome of marrying a girl to the name of a dead and does exist, but it is adopted only 
in special circumstances, such, for example as when the dead man is a childless eldest, 
or only, son. In such cases the marriage is a whol!y separate transaction from that 
involved in the settlement of the homicide case. In cases in which the dead man and 
his killer are makers of the same clan, or of non-intermarrying clans, the matter can 
only be settled through a kwethani is an actual or potential a�ne of both parties and 
who is prepared to provide a girl , in return for full bridewealth, for the kin of the dead 
man.
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Because of the usually long drawn-out nature of homicide cases, I was not able to 
witness, during the relatively short time I was in the �eld, the progress of a single case 
from start to �nish . The following outline model of the processes involved has 
therefore been pieced together from my observations of a number of cases at 
di�erent stages in their development. 

In theory, the �rst and only concern of a murdered man's close patrilineal kinsmen is 
for revenge: it is their duty to kill the murderer, or one of his close patrilineal kinsmen. 
In practice, it is acknowledged that such reprisals (of which I was able to discover only 
one recent example) occur very rarely. In the �rst place, vengeance groups are not 
�xed, exclusive units, either genealogically or locally. This is ensured both by the 
dispersal of patrilineal ties and by the fact that ties of locality are not assimilated to 
those of kinship. In the second place, and following from what has just been said, 
there exists an easily available means of preventing further bloodshed which 
nevertheless allows the "eye for an eye" ideology to be fully maintained. For If a man, 
after killing a fellow Mursi, is given hospitality by a neutral Individual - which means, 
in e�ect , an a�nal or uterine kinsman - and remains within this man's hut or 
compound, he is safe from the kinsmen of his victim . For if they were to kill him in 
these circumstances they would, by settling one con�ict, simply initiate a new one - 
namely, with the man acting as host to the murderer, with whom, incidentally, they 
will almost certainly be able to trace some form-of a�nal or cognatic relationship . 
This is a consideration which enables the dead man's kin to fail honourably in their 
duty to avenge his murder. 

But another form of reprisal remains open to them, against which the murderer is less 
able to protect himself namely the capture of some or all of his cattle. The kinsmen of 
the dead man attempt to seize as many cattle as possible belonging to the murderer 
and/or any of his patrilineal kinsmen, extending in theory as far as fellow members "of 
his sub-clan. But again, in practice, such extensive action is hindered by the local 
network of a�nal and cognatic ties, so that it is only the closest patrilineal kinsmen of 
the murderer - especially his ,full brothers - whose cattle are at risk in this way. The only 
defensive action they take is to disperse their cattle as quickly possible, following the 
murder, again typically among a�nes, in order to keep the number seized to a 
minimum.
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The seizure of cattle is not resisted in any other way, the main, concern of the 
murderer and his close patrilineal kinsmen being to avoid the crippling and sudden 
reduction in their immediate sources of subsistence which - would result if the dead 
man's kinsmen were presented with an Opportunity of seizing a large number of 
cattle in one fell swoop. 

It is already clear, therefore, that this second form of redressive action open to the 
dead man's kin is of a limited nature. In fact, it seems that the number of cattle seized 
in this way is generally less than ten. But the really signi�cant fact is that cattle seized 
in this way are not, given a satisfactory settlement of the case, retained by the dead 
man's group, nor are they used as bride wealth in the marriage which such a 
satisfactory settlement involves. They should be returned, together with any natural 
increase, following\a ceremony of reconciliation, to be described later, in which a girl 
is publicly presented by the murderer's group to that of the dead man. Furthermore, 
the four cattle which I described above as constituting a "nominal" bloodwealth 
payment should not be used as bridewealth cattle by the dead man's patrilineal 
relatives in any marriage they might subsequently contract. Such a rule obviously 
deprives these cattle of almost all social utility as far as their owners are concerned, 
and I was told that "all you can do with them is exchange them for a ri�e".  

Both the seizing of cattle and this nominal payment are, in fact, merely stages in the 
long drawn-out process by which a case of homicide is settled. Although they have 
about them the look of redress and compensation, they are signi�cant only as more or 
less necessary conditions for the achievement of a type of settlement which cannot 
be satisfactorily represented in these terms. It is after the dead man's kin have seized 
some of the murderer's cattle, and while they continue to look for an opportunity to 
kill either him, or a close kinsman, that the �rst positive step towards a settlement is 
taken. The murderer chooses a kwethani, normally the man who has given him 
sanctuary, to represent him in negotiations with the dead man's kinsmen. The �rst 
and most pressing task of the kwethani is to break down their more or less ostensive 
and conventional intransigence to the idea of a peaceful settlement.
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The successful completion of this part of the negotiations, which is sure to take several 
meetings between the kwethani and the dead man's kinsmen, is marked by the 
handing over, ' by the kwethani, of the four cattle mentioned above. Three of these are 
said to symbolise the dead man, while the "fourth symbolises the "girl who will 
eventually be provided. This payment therefore represents, on the-part of the 
murderer, an undertaking to provide a bride for the dead man's group, and on the 
part of the latter a willingness to forgo violence. It also makes possible the holding of 
the �rst of two ceremonies of reconciliation, after which the state of active hostility 
between the principals ceases. But, as an indication that the matter has not yet been 
settled the cattle seized from the murderer are retained by the dead man's kinsmen 
who avoid unnecessary social contact with the murderer. 

The second reconciliation ceremony should, ideally, follow immediately on the �rst, 
but in practice a considerable time lag may occur, during which a girl is eventually 
speci�ed to redeem the undertaking made earlier. It is this part of the process which 
appears to be most fraught with complications and potential obstacles. It is 
frequently necessary for a kwethani to provide the dead man's kin with a bride on 
behalf of the murderer (to whom he is already linked by a�nity) either because the 
two parties belong to clans which do not intermarry, or because the murderer's group 
cannot �nd a suitable girl. . Only when a girl has been speci�ed can the �nal ceremony 
of reconciliation, held in the compound of a patrilineal kinsman of the dead man, take 
place. This girl is married by a (not necessarily the same) patrilineal kinsman of the 
dead man in accordance with the seniority rules which regulate the order of marriage 
among brothers and does not, as I have already explained bear children to the name 
of the dead man. Bridewealth has to be paid for her, since otherwise the marriage 
would not '"be legal.

In particular, of course, the claims of the zuo modain, who are not members of the 
murderer's patrilineal group have to be satis�ed as they would in any other marriage. 
The bride's own patrilineal kinsmen are likely to have to wait for their share of 
bridewealth cattle until she has born children, but this is by no means unusual in 
marriages which do not result from homicide cases. 
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This examination of ways, of resolving con�icts within Mursi society throws, into 
unmistakable relief the all-important role of a�nity, within a context of dispersed 
patrilineal ties and a localised marriage pattern, in providing neutral, because 
structurally ' intermediate, "referees". 

At this general level all men are "referees" in relation to at-least some others - hence all 
the onlookers at a ''yaiye who are not patrilineally related to the principals are 
kwethana. But at another level the role of kwethani is restricted to men with certain 
attributes and abilities which enable them to express and thereby mould public 
opinion and to exercise in�uence over their neighbours.
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I have visited the place once. I've just returned from a very informative and 
interesting visit to Mursi. I salute the spirit of Mursi, and I am full of respect for 
them as they have tried to move beyond pain and su�ering.

After this visit I feel energised and more committed to work for reconciliation. 
Learning from the experience of others Mursi is an excellent example of 
resilience and bouncing back. During our time in the country we learnt about 
its history: its bloody past, the genocide and social dislocation. We also heard at 
�rst hand about the various e�orts they have made to move beyond the 
rhetoric of blame game as part of its peace building and the reconciliation 
process.

I could �nd many similarities between and like human su�erings, killings, 
disappearances, mass graves and other such violations, but also realised that 
these were quite di�erent stories. Applying strategies for peace and 
reconciliation I would like to take back with me positive lessons from this 
country like lessons of resilience, strengthening of civil societies and putting an 
end to bloodshed and war.

Mursi have shown us how they have transformed a “SCAR” to a “STAR" I wish 
toapply these learnings in my work related to peace and reconciliation, and also 
in my personal life.

PERSONAL OPiNiON

28



In this article, I have tried to show, from my own experience 
of long-term research amongst the Mursi, that to 
understand how people experience place, and how it 
becomes inextricably bound up’ with their social and 
personal identity, we must treat it, not as a stage upon 
which social activity is carried out, but as a product of social 
activity—and a fragile one at that. I want to end by 
considering the relevance of this to the study of people 
who, unlike the Mursi, have been forced to leave their 
homes, often at what amounts to a moment’s notice.

The Mursi who moved to the Mago Valley clearly did not see 
themselves as ‘being displaced against their will’, even 
though they did see themselves as responding to growing 
pressure on their subsistence base. They were also able to 
see themselves as repeating a pattern of pioneering 
movements that had become part of their self-identity as 
Mursi. 

Those who moved were, in this sense, more Mursi than 
those who stayed. And third, the landscape into which they 
moved was relatively close by and easily ‘legible’, in terms of 
the disposition of subsistence resources. One could say that, 
for the Mago migrants, there was no obvious rupture of 
continuity with the place from which they had moved. The 
purpose of this Appendix is to describe the circumstances 
surrounding one particular Mursi death during the last 
Mursi-Bodi war. I am not so much concerned with the actual 
killing as with the way in which news of it was received by 
the Mursi and with the issues which arose in the public 
discussion, or debate, which followed it.

CONCLUSION
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A summary of the proceedings of this debate, with selected 
extracts from the speeches, should help to illustrate the 
general points made about Mursi-Bodi hostilities in the 
above article.

Reconciliation is a fascinating and complex concept – one 
that cannot be simpli�ed. Reconciliation means di�erent 
things to di�erent people because individuals and 
communities are a�ected by violence and peace in di�erent 
ways.

Reconciliation can be seen as a process, an aspiration and an 
outcome. The case studies 

prepared for this symposium depict four di�erent contexts 
and reconciliation experiences. Reconciliation is expected 
to transform relationships, contribute to the establishment 
of a social contract between the state and the people, and 
address economic inequality and structural faultlines.

Reconciliation is a long-term process, not an event. For it to 
succeed, everyone must be committed. If it is not promoted 
with sincere intentions or if complicated realities are 
reduced to sensational headlines, the process is doomed to 
fail.

CONCLUSION
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