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SORC News

MESSAGE FROM THE DIRECTOR 

The SORC is a 
community of 
academics 
dedicated to 
the scholarly 
study of the 
peoples and 
region of 
southern 
Ethiopia in 
relation to all 
aspects of 

human society, from family and material 
culture to oral history, music and the arts. 

The Center is a kind of model for 
compassionate, rigorous, and critical cross-
cultural discussion.
 
So much has happened at SORC over the last 
year. To note just a few highlights, this year 
marks the first year of our cooperation with 
GIZ-CPS. Over the past year, Katja Goenc 

and I, together with community coordinators 
and SORC volunteers, have immersed 
ourselves in discussions about the potential 
of tourism and many of its current 
shortcomings in South Omo. Through these 
discussions, guided by local communities 
and local government representatives, we 
have been able to lay the groundwork for a 
research instensive study in 2013 on 
community-based tourism and conservation 
in the Sala-Mago district, one of the most 
widely visited and most problematic tourist 
destinations in South Omo. 

This past year, SORC was also represented at 
the International Conference for Ethiopian 
Studies in Dire Dawa (October 29-November 
2, 2012), where we had a book table 
(organised by Dr. Sophia Thubauville and 
Dr. Christina Gabbert) and where a number 
of our affiliate researchers presented papers, 
which are highlighted in this issue of our 
Newsletter.
 
We look forward to another productive and 
scholarly year in 2013. We welcome research 
fellows from all over the globe and wish to 

invite you to several events scheduled in the 
New Year. These include a Bartsi exhibit at 
the EU Building in Addis in March 2013, an 
archaeological exhibit by Timothy Clack and 
Marcus Brittain is scheduled at SORC in 
April 2013, and a comparative research 
project on Kwegu Material Culture is 
planned for May 2013.
 
You can read about them in this newsletter 
and monitor them for updates through our 
new website

www.southomoresearchcenter.com
 
I consider it a privilege to be here at SORC to 
watch intellectual and community 
partnerships grow, and preconceptions fade. 

For more information about our 2013 
research program, do not hesitate to contact 
us at sorc.ethiopia@gmail.com
 

Dr. Shauna LaTosky 
Director

A biannual publication of the South Omo Research Center, a multidisciplinary 
center for basic and applied research in South Omo, Ethiopia.  

Leap over Cattle
How a tradition can be 
just as challenging as 
getting a university 
degree. A story about  
changing cultural 
practices in Banna 
Page 2

From Dire to Jinka
After the International 
Conference of 
Ethiopian Studies, 
South Omo Scholars 
gathered at SORC       
Page 3 English for Mursi

Weekend school for 
pastoral boarding 
students
Page 5

Forum and Exhibit
For the fourth time this 
year SORC organized 
an exchange on 
tourism
Page 6

Grass, Water, and Milk

Basic subsistence may 
be shaped more by 
intergroup 
relationships than by 
climate or geography

Page 4

   In this issue: ! Volume 3, Issue 1 - January 2013

Lover’s Calabash
New feature in the 
Museum Store - 
lover’s calabash, 
richly decorated with 
kauri shells and beads 
made by girls and 
widows in Arbore
Page 5

mailto:sorc@gmail.com
mailto:sorc@gmail.com


C U L T U R E

2!

For Gele Bani December 8th 2012 was an 
important day. It was the day he leapt over 
the cattle to become a full and respected 
Banna. He invited SORC to document the 
ceremony. The cattle leap is famous in South 
Omo as a Hamar initiation rite and it attracts 
many tourists but it is a central element of 
Banna culture too.

Gele Bani holds a BA degree from Bail 
University in Awasa. He explained to SORC 
that he has a degree in “modern life”, but he 
is also proud of being Banna and with the 
leap he becomes a full member of Banna 
society. The leap is like getting a second 
degree, in his Banna life. If he did not leap 
over the cattle his wife and his children 
would not be fully accepted by Banna 
society and his inheritance and his cattle 
would not go to his family but to other 
people. 

The fact that Gele has a university 
background and is busy with his work 
changes some rituals of the ceremony. He 
had no time for the two months preparation 
phase and therefore did all the rituals in one 
day. The ceremony was performed without 
mazas (‘age-mates’), they were replaced by 

older mazas who had already leapt over the 
cattle. He was joined by one though, 
Wasenu, his father’s brother’s son, leapt over 
the cattle the same day. Normally the mazas 
whip the girls during the ceremony but at 
this one there were none as there were no 
mazas and because Gele considers whipping 
a harmful traditional practice, which the 
government recently forbade. The girls 
criticized Gele for not whipping them. 
Another difference in Gele’s ceremony was 
that he did not want to let his hair grow for 
the traditional head shaving. Therefore he 
left only a small piece of hair over his left ear 
that was cut symbolically during the 
ceremony. It was unusual for him not to 
wear clothes as he had to strip for special 
parts of the ceremony. All the participants 
wore clothes and he also invited friends from 
town to attend the cattle leap. When the time 
came to leap over the cattle, he managed to 
cross four times with out falling. 
Traditionally, when a  person falls during the 
leap, he gets beaten by women afterwards. 
In this ceremony it was not the case.

After the cattle leap Gele’s wife said she was 
very proud of her husband. She is also 
Banna and now she and her unborn child 

will be recognized by Banna society. Gele 
explained that it is not unusual in Banna that 
men get married before leaping over the 
cattle; his father married his first wife before 
and his second wife afterwards. Gele, 
however, only wants to live with one wife. 
After he fulfilled the leap over the cattle, he 
got a new name: from now on everyone will 
call him Galtemba. This marks his second 
birth into Banna society.

!

“Leaping over the Cattle is like 
getting my Masters Degree”
Sabrina Maurus writes about how the first Banna with a university degree 
keeps the tradition alive.
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F R O M  D I R E  T O  J I N K A

After the 18th International Conference of 
Ethiopian Studies, which was held in Dire 
Dawa from October 29th to November 2nd 
2012, several researchers visited SORC. 

As their research is closely connected with 
the South Omo, Jinka is a place they like to 
return to. Not only was this visit important 
for exchange among fellow anthropologists, 
but it was also inspiring for the new 
generation (interns at SORC) as 
conversations continued into the night.

Here are brief accounts of SORC visitors in 
November, and their past and present work. 

Jean Lydall
Jean Lydall (in photo left) is a British 
anthropologist and award winning ethnographic 
filmmaker who has worked on Hamar culture for 
over 40 years. 

She has been 
involved with 
SORC from the 
very beginning, 
donating £1000 
from her film 
Our Way of 
Laughing to the 
construction of 
the center in 
1993. After 
attending the 
18th 
International 

Conference of Ethiopian Studies in Dire 
Dawa in November, she spent one week at 
SORC before visiting friends in Hamar.

At the conference she ran a workshop with 
Dr. Shauna LaTosky called Women on the 
Move and Cultural Change in Southern Ethiopia. 
The workshop looked at how women bring 
news, stories and skills with them when they 
move from their family homes to their 
husband’s after marriage. Cultural changes 
and the movement of ideas take place 
through women, though these are not always 
obvious or easy to document because 
women’s activities are often seen as having 
an indirect effect on culture, being obscured 
by the dominant patrilineage system. She 
gave the example of how her friend Duka, 
whose brother learned to plow in Dambaiti, 
brought the new technology to Bashada 
when she moved to live with her husband. 
From there its use spread so that now 
everyone plow their fields.

Echi Christina 
Gabbert
Echi Christina Gabbert (in the photo with Ginno 
Ballo from Arbore) is an anthropologist working 
in Arbore. She first came to Ethiopia in 1992 and 
has been connected to SORC since sitting under 
a tree in Jinka and listening to Prof. Ivo 
Strecker’s vision to build a research center there.

She stayed at 
SORC in 
November after 
hosting a panel 
with Sophia 
Thubauville at 
the 18th 
International 

Conference of Ethiopian Studies in Dire 
Dawa. The panel, Cultural Neighbourhood in 
Ethiopia – and the world? develops on their 
book Cultural and Global Neighbourhood 
(2010). They discussed neighbourhood 
between people in the South Omo and 
between international actors in the region. 

She came to the South Omo after finishing 
her dissertation Deciding Peace: Knowledge 
about war and peace among the Arbore of 
Southern Ethiopia, wanting to visit friends 
and family in Arbore after a three-year 
absence. She is also preparing a research 
project in cooperation with Prof. Guenther 
Schlee at the Max Planck Institute, which 
will start next year. This project aims to 
transcend the Ethiopian-Kenyan border, 
rediscovering similarities between the 
Rendille of Northern Kenya and the Arbore 
of Southern Ethiopia.

Ivo Strecker
Professor Ivo Strecker founded SORC in 
1993, supervising its construction then 
running it as Director for many years. He 
visited SORC recently after going to the 
conference in Dire Dawa.

At the conference he held a panel with Jon 
Abbink about the way in which empirical 

studies in Ethiopia 
have relevance for 
general social and 
cultural theory. He 
presented a paper 
explaining how his 
ethnographic work 
contributes to 
rhetorical theories 
of culture; there 
were two main 
points to the paper. 
The first was that 

the Hamar, along with other peoples of 
southern Ethiopia, have a great expressive 
competence, through both speech and 

gesture. The second was about their 
understanding of the role of words in human 
life. He gave the example of the Hamar 
phrase ‘apho barjo ne’ (‘the word is 
creation’, where barjo refers to a concept of 
creation that pervades many aspects of 
Hamar life). The phrase articulates the 
power of language in determining and 
communicating people’s experiences.

He also held a workshop on Megaphonism 
with other scholars of Ethiopian studies 
where he spoke about his experience of 
religious loudspeaker misuse in Ethiopia and 
beyond. This might be a familiar issue to 
anyone who has stayed the night at SORC in 
the past few years. He enjoyed coming to 
SORC to see the director at work and to 
meet the staff and the two current 
volunteers, before going to Hamar with Jean 
Lydall. In Hamar they stayed with their old 
friend and informant Choke Bajje who had 
spent two months with them last summer in 
Germany speaking to university students.

Lucie Buffavand
Lucie Buffavand is a French anthropologist 
studying the Bodi political system and its 
relation to territory. She is based at the Max 
Planck Institute, the main funding body for 
SORC, and has been involved with the center for 
five years. She met current director Shauna 
LaTosky and former director and founder Ivo 
Strecker in Addis Ababa in March 2007 and 
travelled down with him to Jinka.

Recently she presented a paper at the 18th 
International Conference of Ethiopian 
Studies entitled From clanship and ritual to 
maize fields and market: Transformations of Bodi-

Dime 
relations 
before 
coming 
down to 
SORC to set 
up the new 
Bodi exhibit 
in the 
museum 

and to participate in Tourism Forum IV. At 
the three-day workshop she helped to 
identify and assemble objects for the new 
Bodi exhibit in the museum, which was 
opened on the final day. She said that she 
first thought the Bodi and Mursi material 
cultures too similar to have separate exhibits, 
but felt encouraged after seeing the interest 
taken in Bodi culture by government 
representatives at the workshop. She is now 
considering introducing a visual display 
about the Bodi Ke’el ceremony in the 
museum.

Interviews were conducted by Sabrina Maurus 
and Alexander Pegge
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Grass, water, and milk

These may be the first requirements you think of 
for pastoral life. But for many of the transhumant 
Nyangatom, access to these resources depends on 
more than just rain and livestock. Basic 
subsistence may be shaped more by intergroup 
relationships than by climate or geography. 

My research on intergroup conflict focuses 
on the downstream consequences resulting 
from small-scale conflict. Although men are 
the primary participants and suffer the 
majority of direct casualties in conflict, 
indirect harms may fall disproportionately 
on females and children. This became 
apparent to me during my first visit to 
Nyangatom. Although there was enough 
grass in the area to support livestock, the 
majority of people had migrated due to the 
threat of raids. They took most of the cattle 
with them, leaving behind only goats. Only a 
few men and women with young children 
remained in the villages. A well-watered and 
fed goat can produce approximately 177 ml 
of milk per day, a paltry amount compared to 
the 1,133 ml cows produce. Daily caloric 
consumption dropped to 900-1200 calories, 
not much by our Western standards, but 
enough to meet daily metabolic needs. 

There is a growing literature on the effects of 
chronic malnutrition on long-term health 
markers including anthropometric indices, 
immunological functioning, and parasite 
resistance. Malnutrition can also create 
deleterious intergenerational effects due to 
genomic inheritance. This means that the 
offspring of malnourished parents may also 
be at risk for health problems even if they 
themselves are not malnourished. 

Public health initiatives aimed at improving 
health among pastoral populations requires 
more than building clinics that are all too 
often out of reach for many rural individuals. 
It requires examining the underlying causes 
of morbidity.   

My research has identified three main 
sources of downstream harm resulting from 
intergroup conflict. First, and most 
immediately, people migrate away from 
border-zones in conflict prone areas. These 
are frequently productive grazing and 
farming lands. Such is the case along the 
Turkana-Nyangatom border near Kibish, and 
near the Dassanech-Nyangatom border near 
the Kuraz mountains. Cursory conversations 
with members of other groups reveal this is a 
common pattern in the Omo. The result is 
that there is less land available for grazing 
and herds may cluster in more secure areas, 
contributing to overgrazing. Without 
adequate grass, average milk production for 
livestock may drop to 279 m a day for cows, 
and this is one factor among many that 
contributes to malnutrition.

When conflict potential is especially severe, 
families may abandon their fields and 
migrate away, losing their harvest. Like 
many of the groups in the South Omo, the 
Nyangatom usually do not have a surplus of 
grain to sustain them if they are forced to 
abandon their fields. Although food-aid 
distributions occur through much of the 
Omo, their timing may not correlate with 
crises and they may not occur where most 
needed. The forced decision to abandon 
crops can be disastrous, especially for young 
children who are rendered more susceptible 
to disease by the resulting malnutrition.

Finally, the prolonged threat of conflict can 
create undue emotional and psychological 
distress.

The effects of these are less tangible but an 
anecdote may be revealing. While 
conducting demographic interviews, one 
elderly woman told me she had given birth 
to eight children, four of whom had been 
killed in conflict, and two of whom died 
from disease. Weeping she looked away, and 
said there was nothing more for her to lose. 

Whether it is flood-water cultivation, 
transhumance, or residence patterns of 
widely-dispersed villages, modes of 
subsistence are affected by manifold factors, 
including conflict. Changes in these may 
have unforeseen downstream effects. As 
groups in the Omo transition to more 
sedentary lifestyles, anthropologists are 
particularly well-suited to make 
contributions to public outreach programs, 
including health initiatives. 

Luke Glowacki is a PhD Candidate and Teaching 
Fellow at Harvard University
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English Lessons for Mursi

Sabrina Maurus stayed at SORC from October to 
December. She spent her weekends teaching 
English to Mursi students who attend the 
boarding school in Jinka. Students came motivated 
to her lessons. Here are helpful pointers for interns 
who wish to volunteer their time on the weekends 
for English tutoring:
1 - Teaching abstract concepts is not very helpful, 
therefore don’t talk much about grammatical rules 
but make the grammar clear using examples, role-
plays and whole sentences.
2 -Activities that include moving your body and 
imitation are helpful to practice and explain words 
and meanings. It is better to go for a walk to teach 
about animals, trees, flowers, houses, what people 
are doing etc., than showing and explaining it 
with pictures. It also gives students the 
opportunity to learn words for things they want to 
know by pointing at them. 
3 -The girls are very shy and don’t like to talk in 
front of the class so it is good to set the rule of 
equal gender participation in exercises. This 
would ensure that girls speak and stop the boys 
from speaking too much. 
4 - When you get the students to repeat new 
words it is good to let the boys and girls repeat it 
separately. This enables you to get the girls 
speaking so you can hear them and correct them.
5 - If students don’t do the exercise you want them 
to do, give them time to discuss who should start. 
Sometimes you have to repeat what you want 
several times and chose someone to start the 
activity.

Lover’s Calabash

Ginno Ballo came to SORC bringing new objects 
from Arbore. He collected several kabbe harrate 
(girls’ calabashes for body butter), and two karma 
toll (lover’s calabashes, see photo) to sell at the 
Museum. The calabashes are richly decorated with 
kauri shells and beads and are made by girls and 
widows in Arbore. The sales are split 50:50 
between SORC and the craftswomen who share 
the money with their families, which is especially 
appreciated at this time of the year when they are 
waiting for the harvest. Ginno also built an ‘object 
tree’ where the calabashes are hung for display in 
the museum. In Arbore every house has a small 
stand like this for hanging milk containers and 
calabashes as these items are never put on the 
ground. The ‘object tree’ in the Museum is a little 
taller than the ones in Arbore homes.

Nine or ten years ago Ginno participated in 
workshops at the South Omo Research Center 
where Arbore met the Bodi and Mursi for the first 
time in their life. At that time many interethnic 
conferences took place under the guidance of Prof. 
Ivo Strecker. At such conference every invited 
group showed up. The small differences between 
ethnic groups fascinated Ginno; particularly how 
they made coffee and talked about their history. 
He said that the conferences were especially 
important for Arbore women, who do not travel, 
as they had the chance to meet Mursi women.

Tourism - From Theory to Practice

As a GIZ Civil Peace Service Intern I had the 
opportunity to work with International Peace 
Advisor Katja Gönc at SORC. Having graduated 
with a bachelor’s degree in Tourism Management 
I was excited to have some theoretical input and 
also to travel to different Mursi villages to 
compare theory to practice. 

We set out on our two-day field trip from Jinka. 
After two hours we reached the first Mursi village, 
Belle, where we learnt about community 
experience of tourism. A Mursi filmmaker, 
Olisarali Olibui, was accompanying us to translate 
and put things into context. Then tourists came. 
As soon as they left their car, already surrounded 
by villagers, the Mursi started to pose for pictures 
for the tourists’ exchange of 5 Birr. To me it 
seemed like a crazy beehive of Mursi surrounding 
the two tourists. After 20 minutes the spectacle 
was over and the tourists left again. We continued 
to the next village, Marege, where we spent the 
night. There, I learned that tourism could also 
happen in a different way. Although all the 
children and some of the elders were keen to be 
photographed, as they were curious to see the 
photos, we were also able to experience part of 
their daily life. We were invited into one of the 
compounds and offered fresh milk in calabashes 
and later some porridge, a Mursi staple made 
from ground sorghum. We spent the night there, 
surrounded by the cattle that are herded into the 
compound for the night. During my time there I 
felt very comfortable and welcome. 

Martina Keller
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In November, SORC hosted a three-day 
workshop Tourism Forum IV Meets the 
Bodi Exhibit at SORC. 
On the first day a meeting was held 
to assemble and discuss objects in 
preparation for the Bodi exhibit. Ten 
representatives from Bodi were 
present, along with anthropologists 
Lucie Buffavand and Shauna 
LaTosky, translator Yalew Ayele, 
Olisarali Olibui filming 
proceedings and the two 
volunteers documenting the 
discussion. On the second day 10 
representatives from Mursi 
arrived and the exhibition 
showcase was put together. On the 
third day the guests were joined 
by Jinka government 
representatives, amongst them 
Ato Moloka, Ato Mamo and Ato 
Feleke,  and several 
representatives from tour 
operators. 
The final day began with the 
unveiling of the new exhibit in the 
museum. Government 
representatives then watched footage 
of the ke’el and donga ceremonies 
with the Bodi and Mursi, which 
started the debate about their status 

as ‘culturally harmful practices’: 
conceding that both played 
important roles in Bodi and Mursi 
cultural heritage and in mediating 
conflicts. 
The other aim of this forum was to 
address the lack of tourism in Bodi 
and to introduce it in such a way that 

the problems experienced by the 
Mursi could be avoided. The Bodi 
were able to voice their concerns 
about tourism and the Mursi, tour 
operators and government 
representatives were able to advise 
them. Freddie Hess introduced a 
plan to start an eco-lodge in Bodi-

Mursi territory that might encourage 
more sustainable tourism, avoiding 
conflicts caused by the distance of 
this area from Jinka and by guides 
familiar with only a few villages in 
Mursi, which receive a 
disproportionate number of tourists. 
The issue of wildlife conservation 

relating to sport hunting and the role 
played by the Bodi and Mursi in 
conservation was raised.
The meeting was highly informative 
for all involved with many positive 
outcomes. A few notable issues 
raised were:

! A need for dialogue 
between communities and 
local guides

! A need for community 
conservation

! Bodi and Mursi heritage 
and the wildlife in their 
territories should be 
acknowledged as valuable 
resources

The success of the workshop 
highlights SORC’s valuable role in 
the South Omo Valley in 
facilitating communication 
between different parties affected 
by issues such as tourism. It was a 
good opportunity for researchers 
affiliated with the center and 
particularly with the Bodi people 
to share their knowledge, as well 
as an important part of the 
continuing effort to develop and 
improve the museum. 

Funding and conceptional support for 
the events was provided by GIZ Civil 
Peace Service. 

Alexander Pegge

Tourism Forum and Exhibit
For the fourth time in a year Mursi and Bodi shared ideas on tourism and 
they certainly managed to catch the right attention 

           

In preparation of the exhibit anthropologist Lucie Buffavand of the Max 
Planck Institute moderated a workshop with Bodi participants on the 

meaning of collected objects. 



W H O  I S  W H O

This issue of SORC News was edited by Katja Gonc (GiZ CPS); photo credits: Gonc, LaTosky, Pegge, Maurus, RIchter
! 7

People at Bulat Hill
Who is Who at the museum and research center?In this section we introduce 
affiliated researchers and our staff, and pay our sincere gratitude to the volunteers 
at SORC. 
SORC Staff
Dr. Shauna LaTosky, Director
Dagne Gebre, Administrator
Gedisha Yinga - Minota, Accountant
Tseganesh Hailu, Cashier/Secretary
Addisalme Habtamu, Museum 
Attendant
Bizune Kifle - Bausho, Library 
Attendant

Alemitu - Kitchen Staff
Buritu - Kitchen Staff
Galshi - Guesthouse Staff
Almas - Janitor
Dejene -Gardner 
Fasil - Guard 
Torza - Guard
Bucho -Guard

SORC-GIZ CPS Cooperation
The partnership with the GIZ Civil 
Peace Service program entered its 
second year. With staff support and 
financial contributions, four tourism 
forums were organized and a Bodi 
exhibition. 

Under the cooperation Katja Gönc 
works at SORC as an International 
Peace Adviser. 

Volunteers at SORC
In the past half a year, SORC was 
continuously supported by 
volunteers. We would like to thank 
them for their contributions: 

Gail Forrest (February-October 
2012) revived the Bartsi Project and 
concluded the film festival proposal. 

Martina Keller (August 2012) 
compiled documentation of tourism 
forums and assisted on a field trip. 

Sabrina Maurus (October 2012- 
December 2012) was the running 
force behind the new SORC 
website.!She was also instrumental 
in the documentation of our tourism 
forum and exhibit and a leap over 
the cattle ceremony in Banna.!She 
also devoted much of her spare time 
to pedagogy.!

Alexander Pegge joined SORC in 
November 2012 (ongoing). He 
embarked on documentation of 
projects (Tourism in Mursi and Bodi), 
museum’s collection catalogue and 
making music. 

... and Dagu, who is assisting in 
Mursi English School and is a great 
helping hand at the museum.  

Notice for Volunteers
SORC welcomes interns and volunteers of all nationalities 
and fields of research and science, including but not limited to 
anthropology, sociology, linguistics, education, filmmaking, 
library sciences, museum curatorship & web design. 

The internships are unpaid with minimum stay of three 
months.

For further inquiries contact us at:  sorc.ethiopia@gmail.com

Donate to SORC
Currently, we are trying to expand our library. In case you are 
dusting your bookshelves and find some books that you 
would like to donate, we would appreciate your contribution 
to the literature collection at SORC.

In addition, SORC would like to gather all anthropological 
papers and monographs on South Omo. We invite all authors 
to donate a copy of their work or to send us information on 
where to purchase it.  

South Omo Research Center
P.O.Box 87
Jinka
Ethiopia

Obituary: Ato Debalike

Ato Debalike

Beloved Caretaker of SORC
September 25, 2012
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