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In the study of African political systems, there is no con-
sensus on the significance of age-set organization. This is true
despite the fact that such organization is quite widespread (par-
ticularly in East Africa) and numerous descriptions of the mili-
tary, judicial and executive elements of age-set roles have been
published.

There has been one noteworthy attempt to establish age-set
organization as a major type of African political system, but it
has received little attention in recent years. This is the thesis of
Bernardi (1952) that age-set organization provides « the basic
structure of the political system of the Nilo-Hamites » (1952:
331). He concludes:

The Nilo-Hamitic societies have no place in the classification
proposed by Fortes and Evans-Pritchard in the Introduction
to African Political Systems. They have no chief, or any other
centralized machinery of state control. Kinship, lineage, and
clan have practically no political importance. It is the age-
system that provides the framework of the political structure.
Not that the age-system is to be identified with the political
system, but in societies such as the Nilo-Hamitic every cor-
porate activity, of which political activity is the form par ex-
cellence, is organized on the structural basis of the age-system.
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This is quite a weighty claim. If well founded, our under-
standing of African political systems would be altered and en-
riched, yet it is a claim which, a quarter century later, remains
insufficiently analyzed.

This is not to suggest that Bernardi’s thesis has gone without
critical reaction. In a sharp attack, Gulliver (1958: 11) referred
to Bernardi’s thesis as « uninformed » and based on an ovetly
broad definition of politics, confusing politics with what Gulliver
takes to be a different concept, namely, social integration. Only
the Masai, according to Gulliver, could be said to have a political
system based on age-set organization. Among such peoples as the
Jie, Turkana, Kipsigis, Nandi, pastoral Suk, Kikuyu and Meru,
the political system is not « fundametally based » on the age-
set system.

Baxter and Almagor (1978) similarly argue that whatever
political tasks happen to be carried out through the age-set system
are of secondary importance. It is the penchant of westerners for
finding some recognizeable institutional framework of political
action, Baxter and Almagor argue, that leads them to ascribe im-
portant political functions to age-set systems in societies lacking
alternative structures such as corporate descent groups. At most,
they argue, age sets assume political importance to the extent that
they become the vehicle for a distinct principle of governance:
gerontocracy. As Baxter and Almagor put it, « Sets give open
expression, cognitive order and ritual respectability to the velvet-
gloved hand of the aged with which they wield their control of
productive resources ». They conclude: « ...the over-attribution
of political tasks to age-systems, as the primary institutions on
which the maintenance of social order depends, has been a bar-
rier to our understanding of them » (1978: 19) 2

As a contribution to an examination of these issues, this
article addresses the political aspects of the age-set systems of a
Nilo-Hamitic society which has never been the subject of sustained
systematic anthropological study, the Latuka of Southern Sudan ’.
What ethnographic evidence has been published on the Latuka is
based on missionary and travellers’ reports and on brief survey
expeditions, research done primarily through interpreters. Such
is the case of the most well known anthropological study of the
Latuka, conducted by the Seligmans in the winter of 1921-22
(Seligman and Seligman 1926, 1932; Seligman 1925). They, in
turn, based many of their observations on the limited fieldwork
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of Lord Raglan in the early part of this century (Somerset 1918;
Raglan 1921-1923). Also worthy of mention is the study of
Latuka religion done by the missionary Father Molinaro (1940-41),
which contains quite a bit of data on ritual, but is of limited
utility due to the author’s missionary perspective *.

The field work on which this study is based was carried out
in May through August of 1975 by the junior author, who is
himself a Latuka, a native Latuka speaker who has spent most
of his life living among the Latuka’. He, in turn, employed se-
veral local research assistants who aided in conducting a census.
Their work was not completed until December of 1975. Labalwa
and Torit, the villages which were the focus of fieldwork, were
studied by a combination of methods, primarily participant obset-
vation and interviewing.

In the following pages we will first provide an ovetview of
Latuka ecology and society, followed by an analysis of the Latuka
age-set system. The political aspects of this system are then exa-
mined; we conclude with a discussion of the implications of this
case for the issue of the political significance of African age-
set systems.

Physical and social setting

The Latuka are the main inhabitants of Torit District, eastern
Equatoria, some sixty miles east of Juba. They live in a plain
bounded by mountains on all sides: the Imotong range running
in an East-West axis to the east of the river Nile, Dongotona
mountains to the east and the mountains of Omia to the northeast
running in a North-South axis. The area the Latuka inhabit is
like an open sided coliseum with the pitch representing the plain
and the walls the mountains that bound it. The plain extends
northwards from Loudo and Oronyo to the Okoro area and the
marshland of east-central Equatoria Province.

The Latuka belong to the Nilo-Hamitic linguistic group, the
peoples most closely related to them being the Bari of the western
bank of the Nile and the Iteso of Eastern Uganda. The Latuka-
speaking peoples are the predominant inhabitants of Torit District
which also includes the Acholi and Madi who live to the west
of the Imotong mountains. Of the Latuka-speaking group, the
Latuka of the plain are more numerous than their counterparts
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who inhabit the mountain areas. This latter group speaks different
varieties of Latuka dialects and includes people like the Lokoya
(of Lowoi), Longairo, the people of Ido, Ifwotu and Imotong
(collectively known as Horyok), Dongotona, Lomia, an beyond
the Omia mountains the Lopit. Neighboring these peripheral
groups are non-Latuka-speaking peoples, among them the Lokoya
of Lirya, Okoro (linguistically close to Acholi and Shilluk of Up-
per Nile), Acholi, Karamojong and their cousins the Buya and
Didinga. Unlike the Latuka of the plain, the Latuka of the peri-
pheral areas are usually bilingual and in some cases adopt the
customs of their non-Latuka neighbors. This is basically savannah
country with open woodland and grassy plain. Rain is seasonal
and wildlife abound, providing the main protein source for the
people.

The economy of the Latuka is mainly subsistence agriculture,
the staples being dura (i.e., sorghum), millet, groundnuts (pea-
nuts), and maize. Cattle, goats and sheep are also kept.

The division of labor among the Latuka is largely based on
sex and age. Among traditionally masculine activities are the
clearing of virgin lands for cultivation, the building of houses,
and other odd but heavy chores around the house. On the other
hand, the female takes on the lighter activities and, above all,
cooking and housekeeping. Both sexes, however, cultivate crops
together although it is generally the responsibility of the female
to weed the field and harvest the crops, while the male must
clear sufficient acreage for cultivation. There are usually several
part-time blacksmiths in a village, all men, whose job it is to
make for sale to the villagers hoes, axes, spears, and other metal-
lic handicrafts.

There is not much disparity of wealth among the inhabitants
of a Latuka village. A money economy does not exist; wealth is
embodied in livestock. Usually there is a handful of people in any
given village who may be termed rich by Latuka standards simply
because they own ten or more head of cattle and/or many goats
and sheep. The majority of the inhabitants have either a few head
of cattle, some goats and sheep, or none at all. Yet the social sys-
tem is basically egalitarian; the possession of wealth by certain
individuals does not confer any political power on them. Since
wealth is embodied in livestock, it is precarious, for a calamity
such as a cattle epidemic can reduce the wealthiest to poverty in
a relatively short period of time.
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The Latuka number between 150,000 and 200,000 people
scattered in twenty-four villages in the plain and tens of other
villages in the mountains. Latuka villages are not based on clan
or kinship ties but rather consist of people from several clans.
Furthermore, Latuka villages vary in size but share one notable
characteristic: they are divided into wards. These wards (aman-
gat) have considerable social salience in bounding social activity
and as a basis for local identification.

With the exception of the hereditary chief (hobu) and village
headman (aboloni), both of whose roles primarily involve ritual
prerogatives and powers, traditional offices of political authority
are non-existent. Latuka society is structured by an age-set system
which allocates social and political roles, dividing the male po-
pulation into well-defined strata. Women have a separate age-set
system which, rather than remaining important throughout the
life of an individual, is of limited significance after marriage °.
The position of each individual is defined for him by these age
groupings, a person owing deference to those in more senior strata.

Also of considerable social importance is the kinship system,
which is patrilineal. There are several clans. Normally a person
is physically and socially closer to his/her father’s clansmen than
to his/her mother’s and loyalty is held accordingly. Marriage is
clan exogamous and polygynous.

The Latuka religious system revolves around the belief in a
supernatural force called Ajyok (God). The witchdoctor forms
the link between man and the supernatural and is a medicine-
man par excellence. He commands tremendous respect since witch-
doctoring is regarded as a difficult profession. Besides the witch-
doctor are the chief and the village headman, their responsibility
being to ward off diseases and other calamities, these normally
revealed to them in sleep rather than by diagnosis, the technique
used by the witchdoctor.

Culturally the Latuka have changed relatively little in recent
decades. Although missionaries appeared in Latuka country in
the late 1920’s and early 1930’s, the Latuka resisted the changes
urged on them by the missionaries and the government. The ma-
jority clung to traditional religious practices; the few Christians
among them turned to syncretism. Although both the missiona-
ries and the government introduced schools in Latuka country,
there was resistance by most parents to formal education until
the early 1950’s. The underlying reason for such resistance was
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the fear by fathers that their sons would be lost to them and that
nobody would take care of their livestock. This attitude toward
education only changed, particularly among the eastern Latuka,
in the mid 1960’s, mainly a result of the demonstration effect of
the western Latuka and the experiences of the Sudanese Civil War
which brought them into contact with ‘progressive’ elements,
especially in Uganda where most of them took refuge. The illite-
racy rate among the Latuka, however, remains close to 100%.

Latuka age grades and age sets

The Latuka have four primary male age grades: Aduri (« Chil-
dren »), Aduri-horwong (« Youths » fifteen to twenty years old),
Monyemiji (« Owners of the village »), and Amarwak (« Elders »).
Aduri has no corporate existence. The boys are charged with
various errands and other menial chores by their parents, but
they are not organized to perform any chores at the behest of
Aduri-horwong or Monyemiji. Aduri-horwong is formally orga-
nized into an age grade that is responsible to Monyemiji. Recruit-
ment to the age grade is carried out by Aduri-horwong them-
selves but they must report to Monyemiji. Members of Aduri-
horwong are in a transitional status, spending no more than seven
or eight years in the age grade on their way to membership in
Monyemiji and hence recognition as adults. They perform various
tasks on the ward and village levels and their activities come
directly under the purview of Monyemiji. Violation of any social
codes either individually or collectively invokes a collective pu-
nishment or the levy of heavy fines designed to discourage future
transgressions. Furthermore, Aduri-horwong provide provisions
for festivities like ebworo (thanksgiving during and at the end of
harvest season), and are organized for elulung (communal labor)
to work for the Chief and other villagers. Organized communal
Jabor on behalf of a villager does not come under the purview of
Monyemiji although it is customary to invite them “to partake
in the consumption of food, beer usually being provided by the
individual being aided. Aduri-horwong also have a small public
meeting ground, its amangat” (pieces of logs laid down in a rec-
tangular manner and made as comfortable as possible for seating
purposes. Monyemiji’s amangat is always positioned close to the
entrance to the drum house or adufa).
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Every Latuka village ward must have amangat. The symbo-
lic embodiment of Monyemiji age grade, amangat is a wide open
space in the middle of the ward where most of the formal activi-
ties of Monyemiji take place. It is regarded as sacrosanct because
of the sanctified objects that are found within it: drums, a drum-
house, the headman’s shrine, amangat, and alore (bundles of ebo-
ny wood erected in the middle of amangat). Monyemiji are the
central political and social force of the village. It is their respon-
sibility to safeguard the security and welfare of the villagers and
to make and implement political decisions. Monyemiji acts as
a unit for the common defense of the village against outside
danger; they negotiate with the rainmaker Chief and mollify him
in times of hardship; and they discuss any village developments
and problems, trying to find means of dealing with them. Indeed
Monyemiji constitute the village government with a traditionally
bestowed mandate to guarantee the peaceful advancement of the
villagers’ welfare. Their term of office runs for nearly two dozen
years (22) whereupon they are replaced by a new generation of
leadership formalized at Efira, a ceremony which brings together
people of many villages.

As for Amarwak (the elders), they lack any formal political
leadership role; they do not act as a corporate unit; yet they
command respect and deference from others. They are also eligi-
ble for ebiro® (a form of social security) and usually they are few
in number, death having exacted its toll (see Table 1). Furthet-
more, their wisdom in the customs of the people is highly respect-
ed and their advice is sought by both political novices and vete-
rans who aspire to further their knowledge and influence. Amar-
wak’s participation in the economic and social affairs of the villa-
ge is limited. Although most of them are strong enough to carry
out important economic activities on an individual basis, they are
never organized formally for collective activities on the village
or ward level as are their political successors in Monyemeiji. On
political matters (as distinguished from dispute arbitration - see
below) their role is solely advisory; it is the prerogative of Mo-
nyemiji to heed or to ignore their counsel.

Age Sets

Each person can be located in the age stratification system by
reference to his age grade status. Whereas age grades are the
strata of the system, which themselves do not change over time,
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people pass during their lifetime from one stratum (age grade)
to another °. Moreover, their social status within a stratum is
determined by the cohort with whom they first passed into adult
(Monyemiji) status. These organized and named cohorts are what
is referred to as age-sets, the members of which, once initiated
into the age-set, make all subsequent transitions through the
system as a corporate unit.

Age-set formation occurs at the transition point between youth
(Aduri-horwong) and adult (Monyemiji) status. Children (Aduri)
and youths have no age-set organization. One becomes an Aduri
simply through birth. Transition to Aduri-horwong status is an
individual affair, governed largely by the members of Aduri-horwong
of the ward themselves, who decide whom to induct. However, a
younger uterine brother cannot be inducted into Aduri-horwong be-
fore the older brother has passed out of that age grade into Mony-
emiji. Recruitment consists of the ward’s Aduri-horwong going to
the recruit’s parental home at nightfall, tapping at the gate while
pronouncing a ritualized message which tells the parents of their
son’s recruitment. The youths then report the identity of their
new recruits to Monyemiji. The ritual notification of the parents
relates to the fact that members of Aduri-horwong are responsi-
ble for providing provisions for ebworo (thanksgiving), provisions
which the youths’ parents in part must produce.

Age-set membership is acquired at the next life course trans-
ition, to Monyemiji status. Induction is left to the initiative of
the potential inductee, though he must secure the concurrence of
Monyemiji before being initiated. Such permission is rarely refus-
ed, the initiate being in a position to determine the community’s
judgement of his maturity before making the request. The solemn
ritual of induction involves the sacrifice of an animal, the entrails
of which are smeared over Amangat. This ceremony is presided
over by the ward headman. At any one time only one age set is
open for recruitment, a new age set being formed on the average
every seven years. The only exception to this pattern is that every
22 years, at the time of the societal-wide transition ceremony of
Efira, elder members of Aduri-horwong may become members of
Monyemiji directly through participation in the Efira ritual. These
individuals are recognized as constituting a distinct age set of
their own, one which is immediately closed to recruitment as soon
as it is formed.

Age sets are based in village wards. However, a village head-
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man designates the name of one of the concurrent age sets to
serve as a common age set name for all members of the contem-
poraneous age sets in the village. Similarly, contiguous villages
(especially those tracing a common village origin such as the unit
Hatiha, consisting of the villages of Labalwa, Torit and Mura)
acquire common names for their age sets, thus providing an equi-
valency structure. On a more informal basis this process is extend-
ed further to other Latuka villages.

During the 22 years between Efira ceremonies four new age
sets are formed. These age sets are given a generational name.
Upon the completion of Efira, the four age-sets formed after the
last Efira constitute Monyemiji. Over the course of the next gene-
ration, until the time of the next Efira ceremony, three additional
age sets will be formed. Members of these age sets, belonging
to a younger named generation, are considered members of Mo-
nyemiji, yet they are clearly junior members, not wielding the
influence exercised by the members of the senior generation. At
the time of the next Efira, these three junior age sets, together
with a fourth age set formed at Efira (as noted above), become
the senior generation of Monyemiji. All those who had undergone -
the Efira rite before (i.e., members of the senior generation of
Monyemiji) must retire to elder (Amarwak) status.

The workings of this system can be illustrated through exami-
nation of the situation in the village of Labalwa in 1975 (see Ta-
ble I). This portrays the age sets and age grades of the village’s
three wards shortly before the holding of Efira (in 1977). Two
generations of Monyemiji are shown (Ogugu, the junior, and Cho-
bo, the senior). The four age sets constituting the senior genera-
tion of Monyemiji consisted of individuals who had undergone
the Efira ceremonies of 1955. The three age sets of the junior
generation were formed after 1955. Amarwak, the elders, are at
this stage in the cycle quite depleted, consisting of men who had
undergone Efira in the 1930’s and who had become elders in 1955.
In 1977, the members of the senior generation of Monyemiji
would themselves retire to elder status. At the same time the
fourth age set of the junior generation would be formed by older
boys from Aduri-horwong (the youths), and these four age-sets
would constitute the Monyemiji of the village. Among the Latu-
ka of the plain, these methods of transition from one age grade to
another are universal, involving the procedures of recruitment,
induction, and Efira outlined above. The procedures used by the



















































