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BOOK REVIEWS

[Note: If you have read a recent book that
would be of interest to section members, and
you would like to share your impressions of
it, please send your review to the PEWS
News editor.]

Raymond C. Kelly, The Nuer Conquest:
The Structure and Development of an
Expansionist System, Ann Arbor,
University of Michigan Press, 1985,
$12.95 paper, 320 pp.

Reviewer: Christopher Chase-Dunn, The
Johns Hopkins University

Raymond Kelly's book is a study of the
history and structural features of a "tribal
imperialism," the long term conquest by
Nuer pastoralists over their Dinka
neighbors in the nineteenth century. From
a world-system perspective such a study
may be relevant to a consideration of world-
systems very different from the
contemporary global political economy.
Were there world-systems composed of
stateless, classless societies, and did these
have core/periphery hierarchies? These
questions raise important issues about the
theoretical definitions of concepts central to
world-system analysis. The Nuer-Dinka
relationship is one which stimulates an
inquiry into the similarities and differences
between types of world-systems.

Both Nuer and Dinka were
transhumant pastoralists who also planted
grain during the wet season. There were
some differences in the seasonal schedules
and relative balances of types of production,
but no important differences in productive
technologies between the two groups. The
Nuer expanded their territory for a sixty
year period in the middle of the nineteenth
century by raiding the Dinka for cattle,
women and children, and forcing them to
retreat. While both societies were stateless
segmentary lineages in which brideprice
was an important element in cementing
alliance among groups, the Nuer had a more
stratified set of tribal and regional levels of
organization which enabled them to mount
larger raiding parties and facilitated
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intervillage cooperation in response to
attacks from the outside. The Dinka were
somewhat less hierarchical and so their
raiding parties were smaller and their
defenses were weaker. In response to Nuer
raiding most of the Dinka abandoned land and
moved out, occupying the land of other
surrounding groups. All of the captured
Dinka were assimilated into Nuer kin
relations, and additional displaced Dinka
joined the Nuer lineages rather than
retreating.

There was apparently little peaceful
exchange between the Nuer and the Dinka.
Kelly mentions that the Nuer traded cattle
for Dinka grain in bad harvest years, but
the impression is left that this was rare and
unimportant. On the other hand these was
an important flow of "necessary goods" from
the Dinka to the Nuer in the form of
captured cattle and women. Captured women
were married off within the Nuer lineages
to obtain more cattle. Kelly argues that the
high "price" of a Nuer bride was an
important element in maintaining the more
hierarchical Nuer organizational structure
(and thus military superiority) while the
victimized Dinka were sometimes "reduced
to marrying for sheep.”

Kelly persuasively argues that
population pressure does not account for the
Nuer conquest, and that we have here a
social system which is dependent on
expansion for the reproduction of its
structure. He also argues that the Nuer
expansion was not influenced by Arab
traders or Egyptian military incursions in
the Sudan. The contention by Dalton and
other anthropologists that stateless societies
never utilize warfare to exploit people, but
only to obtain new territory is strongly
contradicted. The Nuer appropriated people
as well as cattle, although the captives were
not exploited more than other members of
the Nuer lineages. Kelly quotes Evans-
Pritchard to the effect that it was
impossible to distinguish between native
Nuer and assimilated Dinka after one
generation.

From a world-system perspective this
is a fascinating case. We know that there
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["The Nuer Conquest,” continued]

have existed intersocietal trade networks
(both basic and prestige goods) which were
composed of stateless societies, and that in
some of these the trade was necessary to the
reproduction of the social structures of the
linked societies (see Sahlins, 1972). We do
not know how typical these stateless world-
systems were in the stone age, nor how
important the intersocietal economic
interaction was for social change. | have
argued elsewhere (Chase-Dunn, 1987) that
such stateless world-systems were less
likely to have stable core/periphery
hierarchies, and that relations among
stateless societies at different levels of
development are less likely to be
exploitative.

But the Nuer-Dinka case would seem
to contradict these generalizations and to
challenge the concepts upon which they are
based. If a world-system is defined as an
intersocietal trade network, this is not one;
but if interconnectedness is understood as

sustained interactive conflict (see
Wilkenson, 1987), we have one. The
nature of the interaction is certainly

exploitative, and Kelly argues that the ex-
ploitation is necessary for the reproduction
of the Nuer system of hierarchical
segmentary lineages. But we usually think
of core/periphery exchange as trade which
is backed up by coercion (and thus unequal
exchange) rather than in terms of pure
plunder, which often occurs prior to
incorporation as a peripheralized area. Also
we usually define a core/periphery
hierarchy as interaction between societies
at different levels of development.
Interestingly, though the Nuer and Dinka
are differentially stratified, they do not
differ in terms of the technology of material
production.

So what are the implications of this
instance of tribal imperialism for the
attempt to utilize the world-system
perspective to understand really long run
social change? The expanding society and
the exploited society are locked in a
sustained interaction which is important for
the reproduction of the "core," but is
exterminating the "periphery." The nature
of the exploitation is pure plunder, and it

seems reasonable to expect that such an
interaction would reach its limits fairly
quickly. We know that state-based inter-
action would reach its limits fairly quickly.
We know that state-based empires often
expanded at first through plunder, as did
our own Europe-centered capitalist world-
economy, but that a core must be able to
convert from plunder to coerced labor
which enables a more sustained appropri-
ation of surplus product. The inability of
the Nuer to develop a class-like form of
exploitation confirms and elaborates my
original contention that core/periphery
hierarchies among stateless societies are
unstable. On the other hand, Kelly may be
right that the Nuer-Dinka relationship
demonstrates how a more hierarchical form
of lineage segmentation spread and replaced
societies which were less hierarchical.
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