Photography in the Omo Valley, South-Western Ethiopia

The two young black men were stark, bollock naked.  They stood in the shade of an acacia tree, facing the dirt track.  Their faces and parts of their torsos were smeared with chalky, white paint.  Two air-conditioned Toyota Land Cruisers pulled up in front of them.  The white tourists inside lowered their windows and photographed the two men.  They handed over some small denomination notes and, moments later, left in a cloud of dust.  This was the westerners’ first encounter with the Mursi – in the words of the Lonely Planet Guide, “the most anticipated of the tribes” living in the Omo Valley in south western Ethiopia.
Ten kilometres along the track, the Land Cruisers slowed again and joined several other 4x4s parked in front of a cluster of small straw huts.  Twenty or thirty Mursi men, women and children were crowding round the tourists, shouting “photo, photo”.  Many were naked above the waist.  Some were daubed in white paint.  The most ‘photogenic’ women had six inch clay lip plates protruding horizontally from their lower lips.  Teen-age girls had two or three inch wooden plates inserted into their extended ear lobes.  One woman with a particularly large lip plate had small elephant tusks hanging from her ears.  One teen-age girl with pronounced scarification above each of her naked, partially formed breasts was particularly persistent in asking tourists to photograph her.
The scene resembled a freak show – like a 19th century European travelling fair, with onlookers marvelling and staring at dwarfs and giants, bears in chains and people with deformities.
After the photographs, the arguments about the amount to be paid by the tourists began. They tended to offer the equivalent of a few cents, no matter how many photographs they took.  The Mursi argued that they should be paid that sum for each photograph.  The tourists’ guides were wary.  The Mursi have a reputation for physical aggression, which is perhaps enhanced by the number of AK47s they own – a legacy from the violently oppressive Mengitsu regime of the 1980s when the government freely distributed weapons.  Indeed Leslie Woodhead’s video Fire Will Eat Us, played at the South Omo Research Centre in Jinka, describes how, after the murder of a Mursi woman returning from market, young Mursi men attacked and killed some forty members of the neighbouring Aari tribe who had sought protection in a police station.  The tourists reluctantly paid what was demanded and, grumbling, climbed back into their 4x4s.  Although their guides had described the Mursi’s pastoralist way of life, the only interaction between the westerners and the Mursi themselves had been the taking of photographs and the argument about money.  The westerners did not even look inside a hut.
This process was repeated, perhaps to a lesser extent, among other tribes in the Omo region.  Tourists were driven from their lodges along rough tracks to remote villages.  They walked round, took photographs and left after twenty minutes or so. For some indigenous people, it is undoubtedly easy money, and this creates a pressure to produce what the tourists want.  As westerners clambered out of the dug out canoe which took them across the River Omo at Omorate, they were approached by three Dasanech teenage girls with naked breasts, posing arm in arm, repeating “photo, photo”.  A younger girl posed holding a kid.  One thoughtful American tourist described the process as “prostitution” and “pornography”.

I travelled to South Omo with the main aim of taking photographs of people – part of my ongoing Another World, Another View project, in which I am taking photographs of people going about the tasks of their everyday lives around the world.  However, I was determined that my visit would not be a human safari.  I was not going to take photographs of people in the same way that I took pictures of wild animals in the Serengheti, Ngoro Ngoro or Etosha national parks.  
So, I travelled on my own, with a guide from Addis Ababa, who hired a local guide from each tribe.  I tried (not always successfully) to avoid the villages mainly visited by tourists.  At times, I walked away along narrow paths or river beds to villages or huts not visited by other westerners.  Most importantly, I entered each village with my camera hidden.  I initially ignored the calls of “photo, photo”.  I asked to look inside huts.  Through my local guide, I chatted to people who came up to me and then asked to speak to some of them individually.  Sometimes, I sat under a tree or in some other quiet place, on a goat skin or a borkoto (the small wooden stool which Omo men carry everywhere).  I started by asking basic questions.  What is your name?  Are you married?  What is his or her name?  How old are you?  Where were you born?  Which clan are you from?  How many wives do you have?  How many children?   How many cows?  How many goats?  Do you grow any crops?  Have you or your children been to school?  I then moved on to more general questions.  Are you happy?  Do you have any problems?  What would you like?  Is there anything you want to say to me?
I visited villages inhabited by Konso, Arbore, Karo, Hamer, Mursi, Dasanech, Aari and Banna tribes.  There were large differences between these peoples and their village communities – especially between those who are predominantly pastoralist, those who are predominantly agriculturalist and those who are mixed pastoralist and agriculturalist. 

The answers to my questions were fascinating, on many different levels.  Many people did not know their ages.  Some of the local guides simply told me what they guessed the ages were.  Among the tribes which followed animism, it was not uncommon for men to have two or more wives.  Even in a couple of the less remote villages where there were schools, very few children went to school.  (The exception was the Konso tribe, where increasing numbers of children receive education.)   Although many parents had five, six or seven surviving children, there was a high infant mortality rate.  Among the pastoralist tribes, there were huge numbers of cows and goats.  The cows in particular are kept as wealth, as a status symbol and bride price, rather than for their meat and milk.  There were men with cattle worth many thousands of dollars who lived in thatched huts containing nothing other than goat skins and calabashes and whose only other possessions were an AK47 and a borkoto.
The answers to the general questions were no less interesting.   Many people were content.  “This is the way that my forefathers lived.”  Some said the last rains were bad and their crops failed, whereas others had had a good harvest.  A young Arbore woman who was to be married the following month said she was worried about becoming ill when she became pregnant.  A Karo man said that there was a big problem with the neighbouring Bumi people who fought over grazing land.  Two Hamer women who were wives of the same man said that their only problem was that sometimes, when he came home after drinking too much honey wine, he was “crazy” and “stick fights us”.  A Konso woman said in a very matter of fact way that her first husband had hanged himself and although she had a new husband and two new children, it was hard to bring up her elder children.  Several people talked about the problem of malaria.
Several Mursi women said that it was an hour’s walk down to the river to fetch water.  They wanted water pumps and schools.  They did not want to continue living in huts which leaked in the rainy season.  A couple of Arbore women said that all that they wanted was a particular kind of blue stone bracelet, which came from Kenya.

I began to find these interviews just as interesting as the photographs which I later took.   They also made the photography far more of an enjoyable, two way, interactive process.  There were no arguments about money and it felt as if there was a level of mutual respect.  Several people said “no tourist has ever asked us about our lives before”.   A photograph of a willing subject is almost inevitably better than one of someone who does not agree to be photographed.  I have no doubt that I took far better photographs because I took the time to find out about people beforehand.
Since returning home, I have asked myself two questions.  Are tourists right, as many do, to criticise the indigenous people for demanding more money to be photographed?  Personally, I am sure that the answer to that question is “no”.  What difference does it make to westerners who have paid a few thousand dollars for holidays, if they pay 50 cents for a photograph, rather than 20 cents?  It may well be that such sums do not aid development and may foster an unhealthy dependency upon tourism, but no one has a right to photograph another person without agreement.  The Mursis’ appearance is an asset for which they are entitled to charge, just as models in the UK charge.  Once that principle is accepted, market forces apply.
Secondly, is the presence of tourists destroying indigenous culture and harming these societies?  I do not know.  It is though impossible to prevent “progress”.  The improvement and asphalting of roads into the Omo region is bound to bring change, irrespective of the presence of tourists.   If people want education, water pumps and health care, those are surely basic human rights to which they are entitled.  It is not for tourists to bemoan the loss of a primitive way of life if the people themselves want education for their children. 
