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Abstract: The Australian Aborigines do not constitute a uniform culture. Rather, the hunter-gatherers of the Western Desert and the 
sedentary fishermen of Arnhem Land (and elsewhere) form two quite distinct types of society. They differ not only in their mode 
of economy (the use of dispersed terrestrial resources by mobile hunter-gatherers versus the stationary use of concentrated aquatic 
resources by sedentary fishermen) but also in their social organisation (small mobile groups with bilateral and fluctuating composition 
versus larger groups with a stable core of patrilineal relatives). These two types of society also differ in terms of the relations between 
groups (blood vengeance and absence of war among mobile hunter-gatherers versus feud and war among sedentary fishermen). It is 
argued, that the term “hunter-gatherer”, which summarily refers to societies without agriculture and animal husbandry, should there-
fore be abandoned in favour of a differentiation between hunter-gatherers and sedentary fishermen, whereby the latter have far more in 
common with cultivators/pastoralists than with hunter-gatherers in terms of their basic structural characteristics.
Keywords: Australian Aborigines, hunter-gatherers, sedentary fishermen, mobility, sedentarity, revenge, blood, feud, warfare.

War and peace among the Australian Aborigines

Jürg Helbling

1. WAR AND HUNTER-GATHERERS

The existence of violence and war among hun-
ter-gatherer societies has long been the subject of 

heated debate. While some authors believe that war is 
common among hunter-gatherers (Ember, 1978; Gat 
1999, 2008 and 2015; Otterbein, 2004; Wrangham and 
Glowacki, 2012; Allen and Jones, 2014; Hames, 2019), 
others (Service, 1966; Carneiro, 1994; Kelly, 2000 and 
2013; Haas, 2001; Fry, 2006; Haas and Piscitelli, 2013) 
argue that while there is certainly violence between indi-
viduals in hunter-gatherer societies, there is no (or almost 
no) war between groups. However, even the terms of this 
debate are controversial because both the concept of war 
and the definition of hunter-gatherers are contested.

The definition of war used here is a common one, 
according to which “war is an armed combat between 
political communities” (Ferguson, 1984, p. 5; Otterbein, 
1989, p. 3). Wars are collectively decided, planned and 
organised (at least by the attacking side). A political unit 
is “a group of people whose membership is defined in 
terms of occupancy of a common territory” (Otterbein, 
1989, p. 3; see also Murdock and Wilson, 1972, p. 255). 
Within a political unit, internal conflicts are resolved 
peacefully and collective decisions must be respected. 
Otherwise, the group would split up. A political unit is 

also a relevant entity in terms of “foreign policy”. In 
stateless societies, political units are small mobile groups 
within hunter-gatherer societies or village communities 
in tribal societies.

Whereas war is an armed conflict between political 
units, feud is the legitimate right (lex talionis) to take 
revenge for a homicide. Feud is above all a family affair, 
even though a feud can degenerate into a war between 
political entities–but this is not always the case (Carneiro, 
1994, p. 6; Spencer, 1996, pp.   300–301). C. R. Ember 
(1978, p. 447), R. W. Wrangham et L. Glowacki (2012, 
p. 8), A. Gat (2015, p. 115) et R. Hames (2019, pp. 159–
160) do not distinguish war between groups, feud/blood 
revenge between families and violence between indi-
viduals. They deduce war from homicide without being 
able to explain how murder and blood revenge are related 
to war. However, C.  Boehm (1987), R.  M.  Berndt et 
C. H. Berndt (1992), R. L. Carneiro (1994), R. C. Kelly 
(2000) and others have demonstrated that the distinction 
between war, feud/blood revenge and interpersonal vio-
lence is both, analytically productive and ethnographi-
cally pertinent.

As far as hunter-gatherers are concerned, they are, 
contrary to what S.  Pinker (2011), D.  Graeber and 
D. Wengrow (2021), P. Descola and many others think, 
not simply populations without agriculture and ani-
mal husbandry. According to the standard definition of 
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R. B. Lee and I. DeVore (1968, pp. 11–12), hunter-gath-
erers not only live by hunting and gathering, but are also 
organised in small, mobile groups. Hence, mobility is a 
decisive factor (Sahlins 1968). Sedentary fishermen, such 
as the Kwakiutl, Nootka and Tsimshian on the north-west 
coast of North America, are not hunter-gatherers. The 
same applies to the Gilyak and Chukchi on the north-
east coast of Russia, the Aleut and Tariumiut of Alaska, 
the Calusa in Florida, groups along the Niger and Congo 
rivers, the Ainu of Hokkaido (Japan) and many others. 
Their way of life, their social and political organisation 
and their ideology are more like those of tribal societies 
of horticulturists/pastoralists (Service, 1966, p. 3; Testart, 
1981, p. 181; LeBlanc, 2003, pp. 138 and 204). This is 
also the case for proto-horticulturists (incipient tillers), 
especially those who, in addition to marginal horticul-
ture, are heavily dependent on aquatic resources and are 
largely sedentary, such as some groups in the lowlands of 
New Guinea. P. Roscoe (2002, pp. 156–157, and 2006, 
pp. 38–40) shows that the groups in the lowlands of New 
Guinea who use (cultivated or wild) sago and live mainly 
from (spatially concentrated) aquatic resources, such as 
the Asmat, Karawari and Waropen, are rather sedentary 
and organised as tribal farmers/pastoralists. In contrast, 
the groups that use sago and exploit mainly (spatially 
dispersed) terrestrial resources are mobile hunter-gath-
erers (Arafundi, Sanio-Hiowe, Bahinemo). While the 
difference here boils down to that between foragers and 
sedentary fishermen/hunters, the case of South Ameri-
can hunter-gatherers who practise marginal horticulture 
(such as the Nambikuara, Siriono and Piaroa) is differ-
ent. In many cases, agriculture provides no more than 
5% of food and is compatible with a mobile economy: 
maize and tuber patches are scattered and form areas 
among others, which groups use one after the other. It 
is only when horticulture decisively limits the mobility 
of groups that they can no longer be described as hunt-
er-gatherers.

The same caveat applies to mounted hunters such as the 
Cheyenne, Sioux and Blackfoot of the US prairies and the 
Tehuelche of Patagonia. Sedentary fishermen (although 
they are sometimes called “complex hunter-gatherers”) 
as well as proto-horticulturalists and mounted hunters 
thus cannot be considered as hunter-gatherers (Murdock 
1968, pp. 13–15).

According to C. R. Ember (1978), most hunter-gath-
erers were warlike. Her sample, however, includes sed-
entary fishermen and mounted hunters who, according to 
E. R. Service (1975) and G. P. Murdock (1968), are not 
hunter-gatherers. C. R. For Ember, war also includes exe-
cutions (the judicial killing of an individual by a group) 
and feuds. Furthermore, C. R. Ember does not distinguish 
between passive warfare (flight and retreat), defensive 
warfare (defensive actions against stronger groups from 
a different type of society) and active warfare. But it is 
only active warfare between groups of hunter-gatherers 
that interests us here.

If we exclude all sedentary fishermen and mounted 
hunters as well as the cases of passive and defensive war-

fare in C. R. Ember’s sample, it can be demonstrated that 
there is no (or almost never) warfare between groups of 
hunter-gatherers (Kelly, 2013). Yet the data collected by 
C. Darmangeat (DBD1) show that the Aborigines of Aus-
tralia did indeed wage war against each other, contrary 
to D. P. Fry’s statement that the Australian Aborigines in 
pre-colonial times only practised feud between families 
but not war between groups (Fry, 2006, p. 159). A. Gat 
(2015) makes the case that Australia, as a continent 
exclusively inhabited by hunter-gatherers, is particularly 
suitable for refuting the thesis of peaceful hunter-gather-
ers. He argues that war was common among Australian 
Aborigines (see also Allen, 2014). 

Map of the cultural areas of aboriginal Australia and 
location of the ethnic groups mentioned (AIATSIS, 2009; 
here fig. 1). 

2. WAR AMONG THE AUSTRALIAN 
ABORIGINES

The view that Australian Aborigines form a more or 
less homogeneous culture, with only gradual varia-

tions and with more similarities than differences, is 
widely held (Pilling, 1968; Keen, 2004; Fry, 2006; Gat, 
2015; Darmangeat, 2021). But, in reality, as I will try to 
show, Australian societies belong to two markedly diffe-
rent types: on the one hand, there are small mobile groups 
of hunter-gatherers and, on the other, local groups of 
(more or less) sedentary fishermen (misnamed as “com-
plex hunter-gatherers”). A. Hamilton (1981 and 1982b), 
P. Sutton and B. Rigsby (1982), L. R. Hiatt (1985) and 
R. Tonkinson (1988) have already drawn attention to this 
point. The emphasis here is on sedentary life. However, 
there were not only sedentary fishermen, but also seden-
tary gatherers like the Yurok and Tolowa in California, 
who lived on acorns (Boehm, 1999), and sedentary hun-
ters like the Natufians, who hunted gazelles (Bar-Yosef, 
2002).

The differences between the two types of society are 
to be found not only in their mode of economy and social 
organisation, but also in their approaches to violence 
and war. We will illustrate this by comparing the hunt-
er-gatherers of the Western Desert (such as the Pitjant-
jatjara, Ngaatjatjarra, Mardudjara and the Pintupi) with 
the sedentary fishermen of Arnhem Land (such as the 
Yolngu, Anbarra and the Gunwinggu). The case studies 
are dealt with in the ethnographic present tense; however, 
they refer as much as possible to “Aboriginal Australia at 
the threshold of colonization” (see Keen, 2004; Helbling, 
2026 for further details).

2.1 Western Desert 

Among the hunter-gatherers of the Western Des-
ert, there are different forms of interpersonal violence. 
An individual who is said to have practiced witchcraft 
or who has committed a murder will be killed either by 
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physical violence or by sorcery. Those who have bro-
ken a ritual taboo or betrayed totemic secrets are like-
wise killed (Meggitt, 1962, pp.  256–259; Berndt 1972, 
p. 203). Blood revenge and executions always target the 
guilty individual, and the victims of such sanctions are 
always the direct perpetrators of the crime.2 Violence 
between individuals in the form of spontaneous brawls is 
also fairly frequent, especially when small mobile groups 
come together seasonally to form a regional group, which 
can also be considered a political unit (Meggitt 1962, 
p. 51). The primary political units, however, are the small 
mobile groups consisting of between 15 and 25 individ-
uals. There are brawls, executions, murder and acts of 
blood revenge, but there is no war between the mobile 
groups. On rare occasions, a group is attacked on a trad-
ing expedition (e.g. en route to obtain red ochre), but this 

is only the case if the travellers have no accepted totemic 
rights of access and did not ask for permission or if they 
have infringed a totemic taboo even without intention 
(Kimber, 1990).

Indulkana

N.  B. Tindale (1972 and 1974), however, refers to 
a “massacre” among the Pitjantjatjara, which needs to 
be examined in more detail. In the 1880s, Pitjantjatjara 
groups moved south partly to escape the great drought 
that hit central Australia between 1883 and 1886,3 but 
also because of the occupation of reliable waterholes 
by commercial livestock farmers in the north. These 
Pitjantjatjara seem to have committed a “massacre” at 
Mount Chandler near Indulkana or Iwantja Creek which 

Fig. 1 – Map of the regions of Australia’s indigenous peoples and location of the ethnic groups mentioned (AIATSIS 2009): 
1. Pitjantjatjara ; 2. Ngaatjatjarra ; 3. Mardudjara ; 4. Pintupi ; 5. Warlpiri ; 6 Arrernte ; 7. Alyawarre ; 8. Yolngu ; 9. Burrara (Gidjingali) ; 

10. Anindilyakwa ; 11. Gunwingu ; 12. Uutanlnganu (Umpila) ; 13. Wathaurung ; 14. YortaYorta (Bangerang).
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was occupied by Yankunytjatjara groups. The conflict 
had arisen over totemic rights and access to water (Tin-
dale, 1974, pp. 210–212; Hamiltonn, 1982a, pp. 89–90). 
We do not know how this “massacre” actually unfolded 
and how many people were killed. Even if the opponents 
belonged to different regional groups, these regional 
groups were not the protagonists in these conflicts, as 
the small mobile groups of a regional group could not 
possibly migrate together, especially not in a period of 
severe drought. Furthermore, available data seems to 
indicate, that these violent clashes took place within a 
large group during the dry season. The following sce-
nario may explain the increased incidence of violence 
in regional groups.

At the height of the dry season, the mobile groups in a 
region normally aggregate near a permanent water hole to 
form a residential group of 100 to 200 individuals. Given 
the size of such a residential group, conflicts increase 
(because of deferred revenge actions and other grievances 
among individuals under growing nutritional stress), 
while the possibility of avoiding conflicts by moving 
away decreases because there is no water available else-
where. (However, there are no disputes about the validity 
of totemic access rights.) Common rituals can certainly 
“freeze” conflicts for a time. Also, older men and women 
try to mediate in the event of conflict, and meetings are 
held to settle disputes peacefully (Berndt, 1972, p. 203; 
Tonkinson, 1978, pp. 119 and 125). Nevertheless, mobile 
groups leave the site at the end of ceremonies as quickly 
as possible, as conflicts between individuals risk degen-
erating into uncontrollable brawls (White, 1977, p. 103; 
Ellis and Dousset, 2016, pp. 5–6).

Such conflicts are considerably aggravated by migra-
tory movements caused by a severe drought (or by colo-
nial expansion), when mobile groups from another region 
add significantly to the number of people living by a 
permanent water hole. In times of drought, groups from 
another region seeking access to a permanent water hole 
are generally accepted (Myers, 1982, pp. 183–186), but 
conflicts inevitably multiply. They intensify especially 
when the drought is prolonged and the totemic access 
rights of extra-regional individuals are dubious and con-
tested. It is, therefore, highly probable that the resulting 
violent conflicts are not wars between mobile groups or 
regional groups, but rather violent conflicts between indi-
viduals within a large regional group, individuals from 
different regional groups with rights of varying validity 
and with “scores to settle”. 

Such massacres were, however, not inevitable. In 
1914/15, during the great drought of 1911 to 1915, some 
Pitjantjatjara groups from the Tomkinson Ranges (of the 
Wirtjapakandja regional grouping) moved “eastwards 
into the Musgrave range […] and removed the Jangkund-
jara [Yankunytjatjara] to the Everard Ranges” (Tindale, 
1972, pp.  219–222, 228, and 1974, p.  212). There was 
no massacre in this case. Either the Yankunytjatjara left 
the place only to return later, or the immigrants had to 
be accepted “by reason of power of superior numbers” 
(Tindale, 1972, p. 219).

Tanami

There are other examples from the desert region of 
central Australia that seem to contradict the thesis that 
there were no wars between hunter-gatherer groups, 
notably the fighting between Warlpiri and Waringari 
at Tanami in 1905 (Meggitt, 1962; Darmangeat, DDB, 
#1364).

The Warlpiri consist of the four regional groups: the 
Yalpari and Ngalia in the more fertile south, the Wal-
malla and Waneiga in the drier north (Meggitt, 1962, 
pp.  47–48). The mobile groups of a regional grouping 
meet for a period of up to three months in periods of sea-
sonal abundance, but not at all in years of scarcity. For the 
rest of the time, the Warlpiri live in small mobile groups 
on their territories (Meggitt, 1962, p. 50).

In 1905, during the great drought of 1902 to 1905 
(Meggitt, 1962, p. 20; see also footnote 3) some groups of 
Waneiga-Warlpiri moved to the water holes near Tanami, 
which had hitherto been used exclusively by the War-
ingari (Meggitt, 1962, p. 42). Members of the Waneiga 
groups had some totemic rights, but probably no primary 
access rights. However, in times of drought, it is gener-
ally expected that all those in need who request permis-
sion to access water points will be accommodated (Meg-
gitt, 1962, p. 52). We may assume that the new arrivals 
were accepted at first, but gradually conflicts between 
individuals proliferated and fighting broke out, probably 
because relations with the Waringari had already been 
strained in the past. However, there were hardly any 
“pitched battles”, as M. J. Meggitt (1962, p. 42) writes, 
even though members of two regional groups were 
involved, because such “battles” are indistinguishable 
from violence that takes place within a regional group 
(Meggitt, 1962, pp.  242 and 246), namely in the form 
of brawls and mêlées among individuals (Meggitt, 1962, 
p.  58). Conflicts over the permanent water points near 
Tanami multiplied; “old scores” were settled and people 
were killed in acts of violence which in turn had to be 
avenged (Meggitt, 1962, pp. 245 and 259). In all, around 
twenty people were killed on each side.5 But despite the 
violence between individuals and acts of revenge, War-
ingari and Waneiga-Warlpiri shortly afterwards orga-
nized joint ceremonies. Furthermore, they seem to have 
shared the water points at Tanami in common since then 
(Meggitt, 1962, p. 42).

The example of Tennant Creek in 1925 shows that 
violent conflict is not inevitable in times of shortage. 
Tennant Creek is situated in territory owned by the 
Warramungu, with whom Warlpiri relations were also 
rather hostile, even though joint ceremonies and trade 
had always been organised (Meggitt 1962, pp.  37–38). 
In this case, the Warlpiri groups who took refuge there 
during a long drought from 1924 to 1929 were welcomed 
without violent conflict breaking out. The Warlpiri and 
Warramungu groups shared the water hole, an arrange-
ment having been made whereby Warramungu men could 
marry Warlpiri women, although Warlpiri men could not 
marry Warramungu women (Meggitt 1962, p. 39).
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The brawls and mêlées among individuals in seasonal 
aggregations amongst the Warlpiri are very likely of the 
same type as those described for the Pitjantjatjara.

Irbmangkara

There is not enough space to discuss another interest-
ing but highly complex case: the massacre at Irbmang-
kara (running waters) that took place in 1875 among the 
Southern Arrernte (Strehlow, 2015, pp.  45–65; Dam-
rangeat, DDB, #120). Despite the 140  to 170  deaths, 
this violent conflict, which lasted over a period of 
around 15  years, appears to have consisted of a series 
of acts of blood revenge and executions (judicial kill-
ing), but did not take the form of a war between groups. 
It all began with an (alleged) ritual outrage committed 
by a group from the duck clan in Irbmangkara, an out-
rage for which only the death penalty was conceivable. 
Fifty to sixty men from the Matuntara clans, who also 
had totemic affiliations with Irbmangkara, volunteered to 
carry out the punishment. In an attack they killed all 80 
to 100 members of the duck clan near Irbmangkara, who 
were clearly held collectively responsible for the ritual 
offence: uninitiated and initiated men as well as women 
(and even children), similar to the cases of Hermannsburg 
in 1949 (Darmangeat, DDB, #215) and the Western Des-
ert in 1909 and 1959 (Darmangeat, DDB, #207). Over 
the next three years, a group of ten or so men belonging 
to different groups of the duck totem took revenge on all 
those who had killed their relatives, because in their eyes 
this was homicide and not a legitimate punishment for 
a ritual sacrilege. Only one Matuntara was spared—and 
this is quite telling— because he could prove that he had 
not taken part in the massacre. This indicates that there 
is no clan liability. After more than ten years, in 1890, 
the Matuntara finally took revenge on the avengers, but 
only by killing the man who had survived the Irbmang-
kara massacre and who was at the head of the group of 
avengers.

B.  Spencer et S.  Gillen (1899, pp.  489–496; Dar-
mangeat, DDB, #129) report another case of the absence 
of clan liability from the central Desert Region: A revenge 
group (atninga) of the Northern Arrernte approaches an 
Iliaura (Alyawarre) camp where three culprits are living, 
two of whom have married in a prohibited manner and 
one of whom has committed a murder. Once there, there 
is an intense verbal exchange. A woman is offered to the 
Atninga men to appease them. They refuse and persist 
in seeking revenge. Negotiations continue for two more 
days and an agreement is finally reached: the three guilty 
men can be killed, notably, with the consent of their peo-
ple, who are spared in exchange. An elderly man says: 
“Our people do not wish to quarrel with your people. 
There are three bad men in our camp who we Alyawarre 
do not like, they must be killed. […] Kill these men, but 
do not injure any others in our camp, and we will help 
you” (B.  Spencer and S.  Gillen, 1899, p.  491). One of 
the criminals manages to escape, while the other two are 
killed with spears. Afterwards, the avengers dance around 

the bodies. Throughout, the people of Alyawarre’s camp 
watched the scene without intervening.

The mortality rate due to violence among hunter-gath-
erers of the Desert region is between 6% and 7%, includ-
ing “massacres” (Kimber, 1990) and thus within the range 
common among other hunter-gatherers (Helbling, 2026). 
There were, however, no wars between mobile groups or 
regional groups in the Desert Region. I now will set out 
the contrasting profile of the Yolngu in Arnhem Land.

2.2 Arnhem Land

Among the Yolngu, feuds between families and wars 
between local groups, which number around 100 individ-
uals at the end of the dry season and during the rainy sea-
son, are frequent (Thomson, 1949). The main causes of 
violent conflict are revenge for murder (by physical vio-
lence or sorcery), disputes over women (broken marriage 
promises, adultery, abduction of women) and the viola-
tion of ritual taboos (Warner, 1937, pp. 144 and 148). In 
20 years, out of a total of 72 violent conflicts, 50 were due 
to the death of a relative, 10 to the abduction of women, 
5  to witchcraft and 5  to the violation of totemic taboos 
(Warner, 1937, p. 148). According to Warner, the abduc-
tion of women was the cause of war in 17% of cases. But 
if the resulting feuds are taken into account, the figure is 
probably around 50% (Rose, 1985, p. 160).

According to W.  L.  Warner (1937) the Yolngu dis-
tinguish between different forms of violence. Narrup 
(Djawarlt) and Miringu are particularly deadly and quite 
frequent. In Narrup, a member of the victim’s family, 
accompanied by a few men from his own clan, his moth-
er’s clan and his wife’s clan (Warner, 1937, p. 157; Thom-
son, 1949, p. 12), but without the (official and open) per-
mission of the clan elders, slips into the enemy camp at 
night and kills the culprit who has killed a close relative. 
Although in theory only the perpetrator should be killed, 
this was the opinion “[…] of the old men only at those 
times when they were most philosophical and there had 
been no recent slaying, for during their more emotional 
states they felt that the whole clan should be destroyed” 
(Warner, 1937, p. 171). W. L. Warner writes: “Although 
the Narrup may be an individual affair, the entire clan is 
held responsible for the killing” (Warner, 1937, p. 157). 
Taking revenge is therefore not only an obligation for 
the victim’s clan, but - because revenge can affect any of 
its members— also a collective matter for the perpetra-
tor’s clan. Narrup was one of the most destructive forms 
of collective violence between groups (Warner, 1937, 
p. 157; Chaseling, 1957, p. 79).

Miringu is also a surprise night attack, but approved 
by the clan elders. Rituals are held before the young men 
of a patriclan together with allies from other clans set 
out against the enemy. The attackers surround the enemy 
camp to avenge the death of a relative (Warner, 1937, 
p. 158). The perpetrator is killed, and—as W. L. Warner 
adds—“possibly several of his relations are also slain” 
(Warner, 1937, p. 159). Typically, a Miringu ends with 
the death of all the enemies: “They killed all men and left 
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them” (Warner, 1937, p. 161 and 171; Chaseling, 1957, 
pp.  78–79). Narrup and Miringu were surprise attacks 
carried out by the men from one local group against 
another. The motive is often declared to be revenge, but 
it is not a question of feud between families. Rather, 
the revenge is directed against the perpetrator’s entire 
group and aimed at destroying the enemy group. This is 
undoubtedly war (Warner, 1937, pp. 145 and 157).

Wars can also take the form of battles (Ganygarr) 
between coalitions of local clans. If the number of recip-
rocal revenge attacks increases, the two parties may 
agree to settle their conflict by battle (Warner, 1937, 
p. 162). Two lines of opposing warriors face each other 
at a distance of about 15 meters. Short spears are used, 
which are practically impossible to avoid. Various tac-
tics and tricks of war are used on the battlefield (War-
ner, 1937, p.  163). Such battles were very costly, but 
they were rare (Warner, 1937, p. 161). In the 20 years 
between 1906 and 1926, two Ganygarr wars took place, 
one of which did cost the lives of 15 men and the other of 
14: a confrontation between the people of Caledon Bay 
and those of Buckingham Bay, and a second between the 
people of the West Goyder River and those of the East 
Goyder River (Warner, 1937, pp. 161–163).

It is possible to end a violent conflict peacefully 
while it is still going on. The aggressor gives the victim’s 
closest relative Cycadian palm bread and tobacco to end 
the conflict. If the victim accepts these gifts, he will not 
seek revenge. However, the perpetrator must also offer 
these gifts to other members of the victim’s clan and to 
his next of kin from other clans. Only if the latter also 
accept the ’wergild’ can the perpetrator be sure that the 
violent conflict has been resolved. But most of the time, 
this gambit does not succeed because of strong clan sol-
idarity—and liability (Warner, 1937, p. 166).

A conflict can also be resolved within the framework 
of a Makarata. Makarata is ’a general duel and partial 
ordeal’ (Warner, 1937, p.  163), a regulated confronta-
tion used to punish an aggressor in a legitimate manner, 
i.e. accepted by both parties, with the aim of avoiding a 
war between two groups.6 Makarata usually take place 
between opposing clans of exogamous moieties, as 
their conflicts are often not deep because they are not 
competing for women (Warner, 1937, p. 144). Once the 
anger aroused by the murder of a relative has dissipated 
somewhat, the clan of the guilty party and other clans 
are invited to a Makarata (Warner, 1937, p. 163). After 
a few ceremonies and dances, the men from the victim’s 
group line up and shoot at the culprit with spears whose 
stone points have been removed. After a while, the 
elders on the victim’s side intervene and stop the shoot-
ing (Warner, 1937, pp. 164–165). The culprit must then 
allow a spear to pierce his thigh. If a lot of blood is flow-
ing, the matter is considered settled; but if the culprit is 
only slightly wounded and there is little or no blood, the 
victim’s side signals that it will take revenge later. How-
ever, these confrontations could also degenerate into 
war if the men of the victim’s side did not allow them-
selves to be moderated by the old men, but continued 

to throw spears against the perpetrator (Warner, 1937, 
p. 165, for more examples pp. 168–169, 178–179).

Violence-related mortality among the Yolngu is 
around 21% and is thus within the margin of vio-
lence-related mortality in (other) tribal societies.8 Of the 
100 known deaths (out of a total of 200) in twenty years, 
29 occurred in Ganygarr, 35 in Miringu, 27 in Narrup, 
3  in Milwerangel and 2  in violent conflicts between 
individuals in a camp (Nirimaoi yolno; Warner, 1937, 
pp. 147, 155–156).

The Yolngu are no exception in pre-colonial Aus-
tralia. There were a large number of semi-sedentary 
fishermen who fought wars among themselves: the 
Wathaurung in Southeast (Morgan 1980; Flannery, 
2002; Darmangeat, DDB, #3 to #23), the Bangerang (or 
YortaYorta) in Riverina (Pardoe 2014, Curr 1883), the 
Uutaalnganu or Pama Malngkana (Sandbeach People) 
in East Cape (Merlan, 2002; Keen, 2004; Darmangeat, 
DDB, #102 to #113) and the Kurnai and Kamilaroi in 
Riverina (Fison and Howitt, 1880; Darmangeat, DDB, 
#27, #60 and #61), to name but a few. On the extent 
of sedentarity of the local groups in these regions see 
H. Lourandos (1997, pp. 44–69).

The absence of war in the Desert Region and the fre-
quent wars in Arnhem Land and elsewhere corroborate 
C. Darmangeat’s proposition: “The presence of feud in 
all Aboriginal societies is hardly in doubt. The same is 
not true for war, however, which is clearly non-exist-
ent in some areas, because personal conflicts never, or 
almost never, coalesced into genuine collective action 
– this is the case in a large part of the Western Desert” 
(Darmangeat, 2020, p. 139; see also Berndt and Berndt, 
1992, p. 362).

How then can we explain the absence of war in the 
Desert Region and the frequent wars in Arnhem Land? 
As we have already mentioned, social organisation 
plays an important role in explaining war and feuds 
(Otterbein, 2009, Fry 2006).

3. SOCIAL ORGANISATION

According to F.  Otterbein (2009), war is correlated 
with a patrilocal group structure. As the strong inter-

nal solidarity of these ’fraternal interest groups’ contrasts 
with weak and potentially hostile relations with other 
groups, F. Otterbein believes that this also explains the 
escalation of conflict to war. According to E.  Service 
(1966), such societies with patrilocal groups are also cha-
racterised by marked territoriality and male dominance.

R. C. Kelly (2000) distinguishes between “segmented 
societies” (composed of patrilocal groups), where feud 
(in the strict sense of the term) is common, and “unseg-
mented societies” (composed of bilateral groups) where 
blood vengeance is practiced.7 In “non-segmented 
societies” there are no “fraternal interest groups” (nei-
ther lineages nor local clans). The groups are made up 
of bilateral and affinal relatives, and members often 
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change groups. Revenge is only taken against the guilty 
person because there is no collective responsibility of 
a clan or lineage. If an act of vengeance is considered 
illegitimate, there may be a counter-vengeance, but this 
again is directed only against the culprit personally. As 
a consequence, conflicts between individuals do not 
degenerate into war between groups. There is only vio-
lent self-redress (blood revenge), executions (judicial 
killing) and violence between individuals, but no war 
between political communities.

In “segmented societies”, on the other hand, there 
is collective liability. The groups are fraternal inter-
est groups, often patrilineal and patrilocal (sub-)clans 
or lineages. This is why, in these societies, revenge is 
directed either any member of the perpetrator’s fraternal 
interest group (social substitution). Because a local lin-
eage or clan is collectively responsible for its members, 
conflicts between individuals (feuds) easily degenerate 
into a war between groups, although this is not automat-
ically the case.9 In segmented societies, we can observe 
two scenarios which depend largely on the respective 
power relationships between two local groups: A local 
kinship group (lineage or local clan) wants to avoid a 
war after a homicide, because it feels weaker than the 
perpetrator’s group. It therefore limits the conflict to 
the two families directly involved and urges the victim 
family to give up revenge and accept compensation in 
its place (Spencer, 1996, pp.  300–301). Alternatively, 
the local kinship group, being stronger than the perpe-
trator’s group, is ready for a war and therefore shows 
solidarity with the victim family; it then starts a legit-
imate war against the perpetrator family’s group “for 
revenge”(cf. Greuel, 1971 on the Nuer).

According to G. P. Murdock and J. W. M. Whiting 
(1968), the patrilocal group structure and patrilineal 
descent groups (lineage or local clan) only exist among 
the Australian Aborigines, and not among other hunt-
er-gatherers. But can this proposition be confirmed for 
all groups of Australian Aborigines?

3.1 Arnhem Land

Among the Yolngu, the local groups are local patri-
clans and number around 100 individuals. The local patri-
clans have exclusive property rights over their territories. 
Territoriality is pronounced. “The clan, or in practice its 
occupational group, the horde [patrilocal patriclan], is the 
most important unit of social life in Arnhem Land. The 
clan is the territorial or land-owning group, but the horde 
was the war-making group, and each horde was indepen-
dent and self-governing […] with its own internal order 
and authority system” (Thomson, 1949, pp.  11– 12). 
However, some members of wife-taker patriclans also 
live in a local group, because older men of a local patri-
clan can—depending on their political importance—keep 
not only their sons but also their sons-in-law in their local 
group (Hiatt, 1986, p. 10; Keen, 2004, p. 316). 

In Arnhem Land, the proposition of E.  R.  Service 
and G. P. Murdock, as well as that of K. F. Otterbein and 

R. C. Kelly, fits well: “segmented societies’, patrilocal 
groups, clan liability, feud and war. It is not only the sol-
idarity of the victim’s clan, but also - through the princi-
ple of substitution - the collective liability of the perpe-
trator’s clan that turns a blood feud into a war between 
groups. As W. L. Warner clearly points out: “An isolated 
killing, due to the strength of the kinship structures, 
usually results in the whole northeastern Arnhem Land 
becoming a battle-ground at fairly frequent intervals” 
(Warner, 1937, pp. 145, also 157 and 171).

But in the case of the hunter-gatherers of the Western 
Desert, things are quite different.

3.2 Western Desert 

Among the hunter-gatherers of the Western Desert, 
each mobile group comprise between 15 and 25 individ-
uals and occupies a vast territory. These mobile groups 
have a heterogeneous composition in terms of kinship, 
comprising both bilateral and affinal relatives. At the 
same time, each member of a mobile group has numer-
ous and extensive kinship links with individuals in other 
mobile groups. Furthermore, the composition of these 
groups is constantly changing as a result of disputes, 
visits and marriages. The group structure is therefore 
neither patrilocal, nor are there any patriclans (Tonkin-
son, 1978, pp.  48, 51–53; Myers, 1982, pp.  177, 181, 
183 and 189; Dousset, 2013, p. 345). 

There are totemic places, where the wandering 
Dreamtime beings have left their traces. The totemic 
places in a territory form a domain, a spatial network 
of sacred places and the routes that link them. Individ-
uals with a primary affiliation and a right of access to 
a totemic place perform rituals there every year. It is 
important to note that all water sources are also totemic 
places. Water is the most limited resource in the West-
ern Desert. Without access to water, the other resources 
of a territory cannot be used. Therefore, a totemic right 
of access is not only important from a religious and 
ritual point of view, but also in economic terms. Men 
and women have primary rights to a totemic domain/
territory through birth or conception; they also have sec-
ondary rights to other domains/territories through their 
fathers and mothers, uncles and aunts as well as wives 
or husbands. If a person wants to join another group, 
the holders of primary rights must give their agreement 
(social boundary defence).

This kind of territorial organisation allows each 
group to remain in one territory, while at the same time 
giving the members of these groups flexible access to 
other territories, an access that is almost never refused. 
But everything depends on the degree of totemic affil-
iation, the quality of relations with the holders of pri-
mary access rights and the situation of scarcity in which 
the actors find themselves. Contrary to the thesis of 
G. P. Murdock and J. W. M. Whiting (1968), there are 
no patriclans in the Western Desert, and even fewer 
patrilocal groups. This also contributes in explaining 
why there is no collective responsibility and no war. 
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4. ECONOMY

The existence of clan liability, however, is not enough 
to explain why the local groups in Arnhem Land 

wage war against each other. Ultimately, it would be 
advantageous—in view of the high number of victims of 
violence—to avoid armed conflict. Why do local groups 
wage war? In this context, whether groups are mobile or 
sedentary is decisive (Kelly, 2013, p. 205).

The sedentary nature of local groups—together 
with the absence of a central power—may explain the 
occurrence of wars (Helbling, 2006a). There are various 
classifications of sedentarity and mobility (Kelly, 2013; 
Murdock, 1981; Keeley, 1988 and 1995; Kelly, 2000). 
L. H. Keeley (1995) emphasises that it is not only the 
number of changes of area (macro-moves) of a group 
that must be taken into account, but also the maximum 
length of stay in an area (maximum stay). In the final 
analysis, sedentarity is a measure of a group’s depen-
dence on spatially concentrated resources. It implies a 
(largely) continuous relationship between groups and 
their resources (Cohen, 1978). This is not the case with 
mobile groups, where there is a discontinuous relation-
ship between groups and dispersed resources, as each 
group must move from one area to another within its 
territory. 

L.  H.  Keeley (1988, pp.  393–394 and 405) found 
that groups whose maximum stay was 5 months or more 
can be considered sedentary. They also had a social 
hierarchy of hereditary elites, commoners and slaves, 
practised gift exchange and fought wars. The refer-
ence model is that of the groups on the Pacific coast 
of North America. However, there are also “egalitarian” 
sedentary fishermen such as the Tolowa and the Yurok 
(Boehm 1999: 142) and—according to our proposi-
tion—the Yolngu and other sedentary fishermen in Aus-
tralia and elsewhere.

4.1 Western Desert 

In the Western Desert, small groups (numbering 
15 to 25 individuals) live off widely dispersed terrestrial 
resources (kangaroo, emu, small marsupials, reptiles, 
insects and various wild plants). These resources are dis-
tributed unpredictably according to season and space, and 
in low densities. The population density is also low (0.5 P 
per 100 km²) and the territories are vast (2,500 km²). 

No work is invested in the land for future returns: it 
is an “immediate return economy” (Woodburn, 1988 and 
2005; Meillassoux, 1967 and 1975). Nor is there any stor-
age of food, which would restrict the group’s mobility: 
this is a “hand-to-mouth” economy. 

Groups in the Western Desert are highly mobile: 
around 30  changes of area per year, a maximum stay 
of only 0.5 months and an annual macro-move distance 
of 1,600 km (Gould, 1969, p. 267; Kelly, 2013, p. 82). 
Under these circumstances, territoriality (in the sense of 
territorial defence) is neither possible nor advantageous.

4.2 Arnhem Land

In Arnhem Land, groups of 100 people depend mainly 
on aquatic resources: marine mammals, fish, reptiles, 
shellfish, birds and eggs as well as a large variety of 
aquatic plants. These resources are found on coasts, in 
lakes, rivers and swamps in spatially concentrated form. 
This is why population density is high (25 to 50  P per 
100 km²) and territories are small (50 to 100 km²). Invest-
ments are made in fishing infrastructure: dams and fixed 
traps, retention basins and long nets ensure greater pro-
ductivity (delayed return economy).

In Arnhem Land, there is no food preservation or stor-
age (with the exception of Cycad palm bread for ceremo-
nial occasions), because reliable resources are available 
in sufficient quantities throughout the year. Some of these 
resources are stored in the water (fishponds and shellfish 
gardens) or in the soil (replanted yams and other tubers).10

In Arnhem Land, the groups are largely sedentary: 
only 3 to 5 changes of area per year, a maximum stay of 
about 5 months and an annual distance between areas of 
14 km per year (Peterson, 1973; Kelly, 2013, p. 83). The 
contrast with the Western Desert is striking. The territori-
ality of local groups (local patriclans) is pronounced: it is 
both possible and advantageous.

In the case of Arnhem Land, (quasi-)sedentarity exists 
because of the groups’ dependence on fisheries and fish-
ing infrastructure, in short: because of a generally high 
density and spatial concentration of (aquatic) resources. 
Local groups would lose these concentrated, predictable 
and productive resources if they moved to avoid armed 
conflict with a neighbouring group. Therefore, each group 
must always be prepared for violent clashes. In addition, 
distances between local groups are short due to high pop-
ulation density, so the potential for conflict is high. As 
long as no central authority such as a state can enforce 
agreements between village communities to resolve con-
flicts peacefully, each local group must mistrust its neigh-
bours and be prepared for armed confrontation. Indeed, 
if one village were to unilaterally commit to a peaceful 
strategy, it would be seen as a sign of weakness and a sig-
nal for the other villages to attack, with the prospect of an 
easy victory. In these conditions of widespread mistrust 
and mutual threat, each village tries to pre-empt the vio-
lence of the others and be the first to use force (Helbling, 
2006a, 2006b and 2019).

While the political autonomy of local groups (due to 
the absence of a central political body) is a political fac-
tor, the prohibitively high opportunity cost of relocation 
(the benefits local groups would lose by moving) is an 
economic factor. However, war is not the result of compe-
tition between groups for scarce resources or a means to 
appropriate or defend them. Rather, it is due to the local 
groups’ fears of being dispelled after a defeat, which 
would mean losing their locally concentrated and highly 
productive resources. Spatially concentrated resources 
can result from a natural concentration with or without 
additional investments in land, with or without storage; in 
any case, they enable sedentarity. The sedentary nature of 
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groups in tribal societies in turn explains why groups in 
societies without central power ultimately have to settle 
their conflicts by war, because the alternative—displace-
ment—would entail prohibitively high opportunity costs. 

CONCLUSION

In the light of the above, we may draw the following 
conclusion. Hunter-gatherers in the Desert Region 1) 

practise blood revenge, but do not (or almost never) wage 
war, 2) they have a mobile economic mode (due to spa-
tially dispersed terrestrial resources) and an “economy of 
immediate returns”, and 3) they consist of small, mobile 
groups with a bilateral and fluctuating composition. In 
contrast, sedentary fishermen in Arnhem Land (and else-
where) exhibit 1) feud and frequent warfare between 
local groups, 2) a largely stationary economic mode (due 
to locally concentrated aquatic resources) and a “delayed 
return economy”, and 3) semi-sedentary (largely) patrilo-
cal groups with a stable core of patrilineal relatives. The 
concordance with the basic structural elements of tribal 
cultivators/pastoralists cannot be ignored. This conclu-
sion coincides with Testart’s statement (1981, p.  181) 
that “the classic opposition between hunter-gatherers and 
farmers may seem less relevant—in terms of the form of 
the economy, demography and social structure—than that 
between nomadic hunter-gatherers on the one hand and 
sedentary hunter-gatherers and farmers on the other” (see 
also Service, 1966, p. 3; LeBlanc, 2003, pp. 138 and 204). 

Clearly, the answer to the question of whether war 
also existed among hunter-gatherers in Australia and 
elsewhere depends on what we mean by hunter-gatherers. 
If they are simply conceived as societies without agricul-
ture and animal husbandry (including groups of sedentary 
fishermen), warfare exists (according to Allen, 2014 and 
Gat, 2015). But if they are societies made up of small 
mobile groups who live by hunting and gathering, there 
is no (or very little) war.

NOTES

1.	 We refer to the online database created by C. Darmangeat 
(see references).

2.	 See N. Peterson (1991, p. 375) on the Warlpiri, R. Berndt 
and C.  Berndt (1945, pp.  260-266) on the Pitjantjatjara, 
R. Tonkinson (1978, p. 118) on the Mardudjara, B. Spencer 
and F. Gillen (1927, p. 9446) on the Arrernte.

3.	 See also Wikipedia entry Droughts in Australia, s.  d., 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Drought_in_Australia

4.	 See footnote 1.
6.	 Similar violent conflicts, albeit with far fewer casual-

ties, broke out among the Warlpiri of Yuendumu in 1948 
(Darmangeat, DDB, #163) and 1951 (Darmangeat, DDB, 
#164).

7.	 The same applies to Milwerangel, where certain clans meet 
to fight. “After some minutes of fighting, the combat re-
sembles a brawl” (Warner, 1937, p. 161). Spears and clubs 

were used, but mainly spears that were easy to dodge (War-
ner, 1937, p.  161), resulting in only few deaths (Warner, 
1937, p. 156).

8.	 War-related mortality among the Anindilyakwa of Groote 
Eylandt is as high as among the Yolngu (Rose, 1985, 
p. 160).

9.	 “Feud may be said to exist where the principle of blood-de-
bt between groups is the expected response to homicide. It 
tends to be associated with societies in which local agna-
tic descent forms the basis of corporate groupings. Ideally, 
a feud is strictly limited by the convention that hostilities 
should be discriminating and that ultimately there should 
be a negotiated settlement with compensation” (Spencer, 
1996, p. 300).

10.	 B. Boulestin (2020) distinguishes between “interpersonal 
violence” and “inter-group armed violence”. “Interper-
sonal violence” includes not only brawls (querelles) and 
murder (meurtes), but also “executions or judicial sanc-
tions” (Boulestin, 2020, pp.  265–266). He also distingui-
shes between “two forms of inter-group armed violence: 
war and feud” (Boulestin, 2020, p. 267). Since, according 
to B.  Boulestin (and C.  Darmangeat), political units can 
hardly be conceptualised in stateless societies and, hence, 
the concept of political unit does not exist, war and feud 
can only be defined on the basis of the modalities of vio-
lence and objectives: ie, unrestrained military violence in 
wars and equalising legal violence in feuds. However, it 
remains unclear between which “groups wars and feuds are 
fought”. And without specifying these “groups”, it is not 
possible to study adequately the transitions between wars 
between political units and feuds between families. Moreo-
ver, “judicial sanctions”, subsumed under “interpersonal 
violence”, are precisely what feud/blood revenge is ac-
tually all about. Feud/blood revenge is the legitimate right 
(lex talionis) to take revenge for homicide. However, as 
B. Boulestin (2020, p. 267) rightly notes, the notion of feud 
is ambivalent: “The reason is that the term feud is actually 
applied to two different forms of vengeance, a limited form 
that falls within the framework of a vindicatory system, 
which is a system of law, and an unrestricted form that es-
capes such a system and can be likened to war.” But this is 
not so much a conceptual ambiguity as an ambivalence in 
real conflict situations.

11.	 A. Testart (2012, p. 357–358) also attests to the presence 
of sedentary fishermen without storage. However, he only 
mentions the Asmat, Warao and Calusa. However, this im-
plies that sedentary life is more important than storage.

Jürg Helbling 
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DISCUSSION

Christian Jeunesse: In everything you say, what interests 
us most are the archaeological implications. Essentially, 
what we are trying to do is find indicators that archaeo-
logists can use to identify, for example, forms of social 
organization. I imagine there is information about settle-
ments, sedentary or semi-sedentary? I know that there are 
fishing installations in the rivers. I noticed another very 
important aspect in one of your articles: these are the 
necropolises—I believe they are located in the Murray 
River basin. There are enormous necropolises there that 
were excavated a long time ago, very quickly and hapha-
zardly. But they are there, they undeniably exist: the ske-
letons are stored in museum collections. The presence 
of these large burial grounds indicates a certain type of 
relationship with the land and with ancestors. These are 
things that go hand in hand in societies that are, as you 
point out, organized around descent groups, with popu-
lations that also have deep genealogical roots. But what 
interests us is to know what the material consequences 
are, in other words, what archaeological indicators it may 
have left. And I think there is more to explore in this area.
Jürg Helbling: As an anthropologist, it is not easy to 
answer these archaeological questions, but I think the 
dwellings you mentioned are a very important point. 
There are more or less permanent dwellings; there are also 
the shell middens. I don’t believe there are any cemete-
ries in the north of Arnhem Land, but there are extremely 
sophisticated and lengthy funeral rituals. In the Western 
Desert, the dead are placed in their graves, and that’s it. 
It’s not very ceremonial. I don’t know to what extent these 
elements are found in archaeology. I have chosen cases 
that may not be very useful for archaeologists! The cases 
you mentioned, in the Murray River basin, are undoubte-
dly more informative from an archaeological perspective. 
Christophe Darmangeat: To come back to what Chris-
tian [Jeunesse] said: indeed, in Australia, necropolises 
really only exist in the Southeast. They have been studied 
in particular by C. Pardoe, regarding the types of trauma. 
However, I believe that this region is poorly understood 
from an ethnographic point of view, and that the docu-
mentation lack detail. Furthermore, I have never come 
across anything resembling an ancestor cult in Austra-
lia. I therefore don’t know if this correlation works well 
elsewhere—it would be great, because we are always 
looking for correlations, and we are pleased when we find 
one. But in this region, as far as I know, it doesn’t really 
work: I don’t believe there is any evidence of ancestor 
cult in this area. To come back to Jürg [Helbling]’s pre-
sentation, we have been discussing it for a long time, both 
verbally and in writing, and on some points, we still strug-
gle to resolve our differences! There are certainly many 
things in his presentation I agree with, starting with the 
fact that there were variations in Australian societies and 
that, in many respects, the societies of the Desert can be 
contrasted with those of Arnhem Land. That is quite clear. 
Nevertheless, I have the impression, Jürg [Helbling], that 

you are drawing the line a little too strongly. Of course, 
this is an oral presentation, and we don’t always have 
time to go into all the details. But I think you’re forcing 
reality into categories where it doesn’t quite fit. For exa-
mple, you say that the hunter-gatherers of Arnhem Land 
are “complex”. Personally, it’s not really a category I use. 
But you say that it is characterized by a medium to high 
level of stockpiling— even though you admit that they 
don’t actually stockpile; by a hierarchical group struc-
ture— I have trouble seeing how they are more hierarchi-
cal than those in the Desert; and by competition through 
gift exchange—I can’t see where this competition through 
gift exchange occurs in Arnhem Land. Moreover, in the 
Desert, when you say that there are no structured, for-
malized kinship groups, which would cause revenge to 
escalate directly to the collective level, I believe that this 
is both true and false. I just looked at my map of collec-
tive confrontations in Australia. There are no less than 
four cases of very serious conflicts in the Western Desert, 
including perhaps the deadliest ever recorded. At the end 
of the 19th  century, a leader is said to have committed 
an offense during a major religious ceremony, and this 
offense was so serious that, as punishment, a group mas-
sacred all his people at once, between 80 and 100 people, 
in an ambush. And that’s not counting the revenge that 
followed. Personally, I was very skeptical at first, but this 
event seems well documented. So there were circums-
tances in which they fought collectively and caused a 
lot of damage—these figures exceed everything Warner 
found in Arnhem Land. So, it’s a little more complicated 
than that, even if, like you, I am convinced that they are 
not similar societies. 
J. H.: I totally agree with you when you say that every-
thing is complicated! There are several issues here. To 
begin with, the Yolngu really do have an ancestor cult. 
It is clearly in their burial rituals, where they even try 
to influence the ancestors to give men strength so they 
can win wars. There are also many gifts exchanged: from 
young men to elders, and among the elders themselves. 
Gifts are also exchanged between groups connected by 
marriage ties. You don’t really find this in W.  L.  War-
ner’s work, but rather in D.  Thomson’s, who wrote a 
remarkable ethnography; and also in I.  Keen’s, more 
recent field research, which confirms this point. D. Thom-
son emphasizes that it is a question of material gifts and 
not just services. As far as hierarchies are concerned, I 
don’t necessarily mean the presence of chiefs, leaders, 
“Big Men” or any kind of elite, but rather the existence of 
an asymmetry or inequality between individuals based on 
age and gender. Both I. Keen and W. L. Warner say that it 
is a polygynous gerontocracy. Men over 40 monopolize 
all the young women as wives, and young men have to 
wait until they’re 30-35 just to have a chance of marrying 
a widow. It’s very different from what happens in the 
Western Desert. Personally, at first, I was skeptical about 
the elders, the rituals and all that. But it’s true: the parents, 
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uncles and aunts, discuss and choose a wife for a young 
man. They look for a maternal uncle who is genetically 
and geographically distant, who will both act as a circum-
ciser and a father-in-law/stepfather. And at the same time, 
they look for a paternal aunt who will be given the same 
responsibilities and who is not necessarily married to the 
paternal uncle. This means that there are two potential 
wives. The young man can choose between the two, but 

most of the time he chooses a third one, with whom he is 
in love—and vice versa, of course. But the other poten-
tial wives do not disappear. these relationships are very 
useful economically because they maintain ties with very 
distant relatives, with whom they could go to live in case 
of hardship. So, it is very useful, but it means that, in the 
end, people can choose their own spouses. And it is not 
the elders who say, “You will marry this one or that one.” 


