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Abstract. - This article offers a reconstruction of the history

of the formation and dispersal of Me’en territorial groups in
Käfa, Southwest Ethiopia. An evaluation of the oral traditions
of the Me’en on their own past cautions us in the uncritical use
of terms like “clan” and “lineage” as understood in terms of
descent. What determines “descent” and group membership is
continuously renegotiated in the course of the ecologically and
economically conditioned dispersal and growth of such groups
over time.

At the same time, this study offers new ethnographic in
formation about the Me’en people and their subgroups, and
about interethnic relations in this area of Omotic and Nilo-Sa-

haran-speaking groups, illustrating past processes of migration
and incorporation. [South Ethiopia, Me’en people, ethnohistory,
kinship, territory]
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1. Introduction

Research on (agro-)pastoral groups of eastern Afri
ca of recent decades has significantly avanced
our historical knowledge of this region (for some
important examples, see Lamphear 1976, Schlee
1989, also Burton’s survey 1987). As a rule, how
ever, work has focused on the larger or better
known Nilotic groups of the area. Others, e.g.,
the Surmic (Surma-speaking) peoples of the Sudan
Ethiopian border region (who are, like the Nilotes,
Part of the large Nilo-Saharan language family),
have received less attention. In this respect, lin
guistic research seems to have been more intensive

than ethnological or ethnohistorical research (cf.
Unseth 1990).

In the present study, an ethnographic descrip
tion will be given of the territorial (and traditional
‘political”) organization of the Me’en people of

Southwest Ethiopia, seen from an ethnohistorical
perspective. 1 This rather unknown Surmic group
is interesting in that it is a, what could be called,
intermediary ethnic formation. Having an agro
pastoral background, they now tend predominant
ly toward subsistence cultivation, but with many
cultural elements from the “pastoral phase” still
present.

On the basis of the description, some theoretical
questions regarding the use of concepts like “clan”
and “lineage” will be touched upon. In this respect,
the criticism made by A. Kuper (1982a, 19827»,

 1988) are still relevant: he suggested that these
concepts are outdated and misleading notions, of
 ten telling us nothing about the real political or
social structure of what used to be called “primi
tive societies,” nor anything about the views that
the people themselves held about it. He therefore
discarded the value of terms like clan and lineage
beforehand: they have no place in an explanatory
account and are “... theoretically unproductive”
(Kuper 1982a: 92).

A related critique is that of D. Schneider (1984),
who has attacked the idea of “kinship” as a sepa
rate domain of study: in reality, he asserts, there is
no such thing - except in common-sense European

thinking, which was projected onto non-western
societies. Patri- and matrilineages, corporate clans,
descent groups, or even “kinship terms” turn out
to be highly variable epiphenomena of a culturally
constrained way of speaking about relationships
within human groups, and are not a priori compa
rable on the basis of the European model (Schnei

1 H. K. Schneider (1979: 160 f.), in his survey map of tra
ditional East African political structures, placed the Me’en
and their neighbours (Surma, Mursi, Bodi) in the category
of “segmentary states.” None of these groups have ever
formed, or belonged to, such a state. (His map is based
on that of G. P. Murdock’s “Africa. Its People and their
Culture History” [New York; McGraw-Hill, 1959]), which
subsumed the above-mentioned groups under the label

“SurL”)


