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Abstract
This study presents a descriptive analysis of the system of production and 
reproduction among the pastoral M aasai in Kenya, with special reference to 
the penetration of the market economy and its effects on gender relations and 
the economic status of women. It describes the structural and ideological basis 
of gender organization in M aasai society and points to processes of change 
affecting both female and male roles.

Traditionally, Maasai women have enjoyed a great deal o f autonomy in 
domestic affairs and in indigenous system o f production and reproduction. 
This relative female independence has been based on their occupancy of the 
”house” as a property-holding unit of central importance within the agnatic 
lineage structure.

It is argued here that the transformation of the M aasai society as it has 
evolved during the last hundred years has had adverse effects on female control 
of livestock property. The role of the house as a managerial system and as an 
institution mediating rights to livestock has been undermined. As livestock 
increasingly becomes converted into cash, pastoral families are getting 
involved in fields of interaction and spheres of operation which give 
precedence to male activity. W omen as a group are losing out because they are 
now finding themselves estranged from the pastoral pursuit which is the basis 
of their economic role and social identity as M aasai women.
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PREFACE

I first became acquainted with the Maasai in the early 1970s when I carried 
out field research among the pastoral Barabaig in Tanzania. One or two 
Maasai men would come to the monthly livestock auctions in the area and buy 
cattle. In their traditional garments they constituted a striking contrast to the 
rest of the traders who were mainly cattle dealers from the towns. I noted that 
the Maasai had taken on a role which their cultural brethren, the Barabaig, 
had not ventured into at that time. In comparison to the Barabaig who, up to 
the mid-1970s had lived relatively isolated in their territory, the Maasai 
appeared to be more conversant with market exchange and areas of interac
tion encompassing local and non-local contexts. Not only are the Maasai 
greater in number than the Barabaig, but both in Tanzania and Kenya their 
territory borders major urban centres. During my initial stay in Tanzania and 
later field research in Kenya, I encountered Maasai women and men in 
various walks of life. I was fascinated by the self-assurance with which they 
handled social situations of very different complexity and scale. This study is 
an attempt to describe some of these empirical contexts within which the 
Maasai act and through them explore how their society changes over time. 
The major part of the field work was carried out between 1979 and 1981.

My field research among the Kenya Maasai has been a positive experience 
throughout. Evenings around the fire in Maasai houses and long walks on the 
savanna are some of my richest memories. The Maasai people are friendly 
and hospitable, and I am aware that without their cooperation and willingness 
to share their culture with me this study would not have materialized. In 
particular, I want to thank my three field assistants, Moses ole Sbarrar, Seenoy 
Tipango and Helen Meriki, for their patience and readiness to translate and 
explain aspects of their culture and society which were often self-evident to 
them. Moses ole Sbarrar also read the first draft of the thesis and pointed out 
several weaknesses in my perception of Maasai way of life. I am grateful to 
their families and neighbours for tolerating and accepting not only me and my 
nuclear family, but also relatives and friends from Norway and Sweden, into 
their homes.

While in Kenya, I had fruitful discussions and exchanges of views with many 
people who in one way or another were dealing with issues related to the 
Maasai. First of all, I want to acknowledge the assistance of Jim Crees at the 
Ministry of Livestock Development. Not only did he teach me a lot about 
Zebu cows, but he also offered practical advice for my numerous field safaris.



I compared notes and had enlightening discussions about Maasai pastoral 
practices with Judy White and Sid Meadows at the Marketing Division of the 
same Ministry. Ministry staff at the District and Divisional level gave all 
possible help during my travels in the Maasai area.

In Kenya I also continuously exchanged views with staff at the International 
Livestock Centre for Africa (ILCA). The ethnic Maasai employed there were 
most helpful.

Practical support from the Maasai Rural Training Centre at Isenya and the 
office of the Swedish International Development Authority (SIDA) in Nairo
bi is greatfully acknowledged.

The process of writing the study has required assistance and understanding 
from many people. My special thanks to Gudrun Dahl at the Department of 
Social Anthropology, University of Stockholm, who has supervised this thesis. 
Her thorough knowledge of pastoral societies has helped to clarify and 
straighten out a number of points. At one stage of thesis writing Sandra 
Wallman at the London School of Economics went through part of the 
manuscript and contributed constructive views. Several colleagues and 
friends in Sweden, Norway and Kenya have read and commented upon the 
thesis, or parts thereof. I am particularly indebted to Gunnar Sörbö, 
University of Bergen; Johan Heiland, Chr. Michelsen Institute, Bergen; Kaj 
Århem and Thomas Håkansson, University of Uppsala; Eva Poluha, Univer
sity of Stockholm; Myrtle de Souza, ILCA, Nairobi, and Naomi Kipury, 
University of Nairobi. During research seminars at the Department in 
Stockholm a number of colleagues raised issues and asked questions which 
inspired further work.

Other people have been instrumental in producing the thesis in its present 
form. I am grateful to Sheila Aikman and Margaret Cornell for proofreading 
and amending my English. Any language errors in the text are attributed to 
later changes and reformulations. Sheila Aikman has also typed the manusc
ript and thereafter made several corrections and her swiftness has been an 
invaluable asset in this process. I would also like to mention Steffen Torvits 
who drew most of the maps and illustrations. In the last minute my friend and 
colleague Eva Tobisson, University of Stockholm, came to my rescue and did 
the final corrections on the word processor. Another colleague Tommy 
Dahlén did a great job with the laserprinter.



Further, I would like to thank the Norwegian Ministry of Development 
Cooperation and the Scandinavian Institute of African Studies for funding 
part of the field work.

Without the support and love of my family this thesis could never have 
been written and other deadlines kept. My husband, Stig Holmqvist, who 
shares my sympathies and involvement with the Maasai people, made 
valuable comments on the text and provided me with the photographs but, 
most importantly, he has also shouldered a large part of the ”domestic work”. 
During the final stages of writing the thesis our youngest son Dag Emil was 
bom. Had not my parents offered their assistance so willingly during critical 
phases, the finalization of the thesis would have taken longer. For our eldest 
son, Andreas, the Maasai have been part of his life. I left the field three weeks 
before he was bom  and since then he has lived with the Maasai, either by being 
in Maasailand among them or through the writing of my thesis. Very approp
riately, the Maasai named me and knew me as ng ’oto Andreas (”mother of An
dreas”).

Stockholm, June 1988 

Aud Talle
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INTRODUCTION 

The Problem

The purpose of the present study is to give a descriptive analysis1 of the 
system of production and reproduction among the pastoral Maasai in Kenya, 
with special reference to the penetration of the market economy and its effects 
on gender relations and the economic status of women. In recent years the 
literature has documented the plight of African women. In general, the 
transformation of their societies’ economies from subsistence to market- 
oriented production has meant a loss in female decision-making power vis-à- 
vis men (cf. Quinn, 1977; Kitching, 1980; Etienne and Leacock, 1980; Pala, 
1980; Sanday, 1981; Oboler, 1985; Tobisson, 1986; Håkansson, 1988). This 
loss has been related primarily to the alienation of women from important 
means of production - land and livestock - and from the products of their 
own labour. At the same time, technological innovations, skills and new forms 
of organization are being directed chiefly at the male community (cf. Wright, 
1982; Spiro, 1984). Men are widening their spheres of interaction and are 
becoming participants in a variety of ”social fields” (Grönhaug, 1974)2 
stretching far beyond the local domestic community in terms of structural 
complexity and size of personnel. In pastoral societies monetized livestock 
trade would appear to be one such extralocal social field which men monopo
lize to the detriment of women. Reports from many parts of Africa indicate 
that while men are extending their spheres of operation and areas of 
interaction more and more widely, women’s confinement to the domestic field 
is being reinforced (cf. Rogers, 1980; Ensminger, 1984).

This picture of gender relations in post-colonial Africa does not claim to 
cover all empirical situations. There are, of course, selected groups and 
categories of women who have benefitted from the changes taking place and, 
furthermore, remembering that women are not a homogenous group, the 
degree and nature of female subordination varies.

In this study I shall argue that the Maasai are no exception to the trend 
noted above and that a growing commercialization of the pastoral economy 
and expansion of state administration have led to a firmer control of family 
resources in the hands of men. The Maasai, like many otherpastoral societies,



are recognized as being patriarchal in structure and male-dominated in 
ideology (cf. Merker, 1910; Jacobs, 1965; Spencer, 1979; Galaty, 1979; 
Llewelyn-Davies, 1981). The patrilineal clan organization and the male age- 
set system are important organizing principles which mediate the control of 
means of production (livestock) and labour into the hands of married men, 
thus generating gender inequality in social relations of production and 
reproduction. Women are regarded as social minors and their procreative 
resources are largely appropriated by men of elder status in the age-grade 
system through the bridewealth transaction. Unmarried youths of the 
"warrior" age-group are also junior within this arrangement of age-organiza- 
tion but their subjugation to the elders’ authority is only temporary and differs 
in essence from that of women. In due course the juniors will be given access 
to the means of production and reproduction, i.e. livestock and women, and 
will gradually acquire the status of husbands, fathers and elders.

Social relations of production refer to those relations setup among people 
as they produce, distribute, exchange and consume goods. Relations of 
reproduction are those concerned with procreation and the upbringing and 
socialization of children into adult members of the society. In the literature 
it is common to distinguish between biological reproduction, reproduction of 
the labour force and social or systemic reproduction (cf. for example Harris 
and Young, 1981). Here in this exposition, we are mainly concerned with the 
former two, i.e. biological reproduction and reproduction of labour. Social 
reproduction is at another level of abstraction and has less overt relevance for 
a gender discussion. Production and reproduction activities are closely 
interlinked in the Maasai society and will in the following be treated as an 
integrated process.

It has been suggested that the clue to women’s subordination in Maasai 
society lies in their important role as reproducers of the social system, most 
notably as bearers and rearers of children (cf. Llewelyn-Davies, 1978,1981; 
Galaty, 1979). This proposition is supported by the fact that women’s position 
and influence tend to improve as they approach the menopause and thereaf
ter. As elderly widows, many Maasai women actually assume their late 
husband’s decision-making power within the family. Hence Maasai women 
are under the strictest control during their fertile period, especially the years 
following puberty and up to the circumcision of their first child. That women’s 
influence and independence tend to increase when they are beyond child
bearing age is quite common in many societies, pastoral and agricultural alike 
(cf. Bujra, 1978; Little, 1987).



In his book Maidens, Meal and Money, Meillassoux (1981) argues that in 
societies characterized by relations of production and reproduction of the 
”domestic community” type3 women are susceptible to two kinds of exploita
tion: one, the exploitation of their labour, in that they lose full claims to their 
produce, and secondly, exploitation of their reproductive capacity because 
filiation, defined as ”rights of progeny”, is established through men (ibid:77). 
Meillassoux shows that the exploitation of female labour is exacerbated as 
these societies come under the impact of commercial production and the cash 
economy. In such societies power is based on control over the means of 
reproduction, viz. rights in nubile women, rather than over the means of 
production (ibid: 49; O’Laughlin, 1974; Godelier, 1986). In order to under
stand the subordination of women in societies dominated by domestic 
production, such as the Maasai, the relations of reproduction and their social 
and cultural significance are very important. By implication, female sexuality 
and fertility in these societies tend to be surrounded by elaborate rules and 
regulations.

Nevertheless, in Maasai society, the exploitation of women is alleviated by 
the fact that women enjoy extensive rights to parts of the family herd, i.e. to 
the means of production. Married Maasai women are in charge of and 
manage the house in which they and their children live. The house is not only 
aphysical construction sheltering people and young animals, it also represents 
a property-holding unit of central importance within the extended, polygy- 
nous family. Livestock property is allocated to the ”house” through the 
transfer of rights to the management and utilization of animals, which upon 
the death of the father are turned into full property rights for sons of the house. 
This means that the animals belonging to the house, as a sub-unit of the family, 
cannot be disposed of freely by the husband/father in spite of his formal 
control of the whole family herd. The house is also the focus of important 
productive and reproductive activities and functions as an independent 
consumption unit. Furthermore, its space and the social and ritual activities 
connected with it are of critical importance for the shaping of femaleness in 
Maasai culture. The house is also the smallest recognized unit of the 
patrilineage - it cannot be divided - and matrifiliation is important (cf. 
Jacobs, 1965; Rigby, 1980).

In many ways the Maasai provide a typical example of what Gluckman has 
termed the ”house-property complex” (1950:195). This refers to a situation 
prevalent in a number of southern and eastern African patrilineal, polygynous 
societies where the use of the property and patrimonial inheritance are



mediated through women married into the agnatic group. This gives the 
house, headed by the mother, a more or less autonomous position within the 
extended family. Among the Maasai the livestock property belonging to the 
agnatic group is inherited from father to son mainly through the institution of 
the house. Similar inheritance patterns are found in many other East African 
pastoral societies (cf.Driberg, 1932; Gulliver, 1955; Ю т а , 1965; Rigby, 1969; 
Karp, 1978; Schneider, 1979; Oboler, 1985). The strength and structural 
importance of each house and its members vis-à-vis the head of the extended 
family obviously varies, however.

In a comparative study of seventeen pastoral societies in East Africa all 
practising the ”house-property complex”, Håkansson (1984) found a conti
nuum ranging from ”centralized” to "decentralized” systems. In the former 
the family represented by the husband/father has a strong position in control 
of the extended family property, while the latter represents the opposite 
situation, viz. that ”ownership and control of family resources are divided 
between the family head and the members of the house” (ibid:2). According 
to Håkansson some societies, such as the Maasai and the Samburu in Kenya 
and the Barabaig in Tanzania, fall somewhere along the middle of the 
continuum. Håkansson finds a correlation between type of house-property 
system and ecological environment, size of bridewealth and cattle holdings. 
He comes to the conclusion that ”decentralized” systems are generally 
correlated with a low risk environment and high livestock and /o r agricultural 
productivity, and ”centralized” with a high risk environment, low productivi
ty and high bridewealth. The intermediate systems (of the Maasai type) are, 
according to this model, associated with a ”risky environment, low bride
wealth and large cattle holdings” (ibid:23). Although not explicitly stated in 
Håkanssoris analysis, it is nonetheless assumed that the social status of 
women with respect to control of property also varies with the type of proper
ty system and is likely to be highest in ”decentralized” systems where the house 
is in a strong position.

The question of the transformation of these systems from one type to 
another is not specifically addressed in Håkansson’s comparative exercise. As 
the pastoral systems are integrated into the market economy and increasingly 
subjected to the political and administrative control of the state apparatus, the 
environmental conditions of these societies change rapidly (cf. for example, 
Dahl, 1979; Kjaerby, 1979; Århem, 1985). During this century the Maasai in 
particular have experienced ever decreasing pasture resources, diminishing 
livestock herds and a rise in bridewealth. These are ”events of change” (Barth,



1981:106) which, according to the model above, should generate a transfor
mation from a ”decentralized” to a ”centralized” property-holding system. 
The present study deals with these processes.

In the following chapters I shall show how Maasai women as heads of 
houses enjoy a great deal of autonomy in domestic affairs and in the economy 
of the family, irrespective of their structural and ideological subordination to 
men. Thus, in addition to playing mediating roles in livestock transactions 
between social groups and individuals, women have a pivotal position in the 
system of production and reproduction. With the gradual transition of the 
pastoral subsistence economy towards market exchange and commercialized 
production, it appears that the role of the house as a managerial system and 
as an institution mediating rights to livestock property is diminishing. One 
outcome of this process seems to be that the autonomy of the house within the 
family is being undermined and with it women’s autonomy (cf. Pala 1981).4 By 
autonomy of the house we mean the degree to which members of the house 
(mother, sons and daughters) as a sub-unit of the family are able to take 
decisions and act independently of the husband/father (and his agnatic 
group) in matters concerning the livestock property allotted to the house. 
Autonomy is closely interlinked with power and influence. That is to say, if 
women are highly autonomous men’s power over them are restricted and vice 
versa.

Women in Pastoral Societies

Little prominence has been given to the study of women amongst pastoral 
peoples. Even though they have been lurking in the background as it were - 
or in the tents or huts as influential mothers or hard workers - women, except 

in individual cases (cf. for example Dupire, 1963; Elam, 1973; Dahl etal.,1987) 
have only rarely been the object of analysis. The low priority given to the role 
of pastoral women is indicated in the findings of symposia and other procee
dings specifically on pastoral societies published during the 1970s and after. 
To my knowledge not a single contribution in these proceedings has been 
devoted to women or has taken women as a point of departure in the analysis, 
except for Nelson’s paper ”Women and Power” (1973) in The Desert and the 
Sown and an impromptu contribution to the conference on the ”Future of 
Pastoral Peoples” held in Nairobi in August 1980 (cf. Broch-Due et al., 1981).5

This state of affairs has, of course, a wide range of explanations of both a 
methodological and an epistemologi cal character. One important factor,



however, would seem to be what might be called the structural and ideological 
male syndrome prevalent in pastoral societies (cf. Martin and Voorhies, 
1975). To the outside observer, the patrikin structure may very well appear 
paramount and overshadowing all other social and cultural features. In fact, 
pastoral nomadic societies have often provided examples of prototypal 
patrilineal systems, and the kinship structure has been depicted as the 
organizational element bearing on all levels of decision-making (cf. Evans- 
Pritchard, 1940; Lewis, 1962). An assumed corollary ofpatrilinearity has been 
total male control of the means of production and the general subjugation of 
women. Many authors have, however, emphasized the strong figure pastoral 
women often cut, especially women who have reached a certain structural age 
(cf. Driberg, 1932; Evans-Pritchard, 1951; Lewis, 1962; Barth, 1964; Klima, 
1965; Gunnison, 1966; Peters, 1978, among others). Peters, for instance, 
claims that among the Cyrenaica Bedouin in Libya women have both a high 
domestic and political status, in spite of the fact that they are excluded from 
inheritance and from the company of men in public and have no direct say in 
the choice of marriage partner. Nonetheless, he relates women’s strong 
political position primarily to their ”mediatory role” in marriage between 
agnatically related groups (ibid:312). Gunnison (1966) also shows from the 
Sudan that, although they play no formal role in the political life of the 
Baggara Arabs (Humr), women nevertheless have a ”profound influence on 
politics” (ibid: 117). Women function as arbiters on men’s political perfor
mance by singing songs of praise or alternatively of mockery. Hence in a local 
group any political decision the men take is influenced by the kind of reaction 
the women of the group are likely to have (ibid: 116). The Barabaig women 
in Tanzania have their own jural council (”council of women” : girgwaged 
gademg) which may levy cattle fines on men who have broken moral rules 
related to the protection of the female body and to women’s role as child- 
bearers (cf. Klima, 1964; Holmqvist and Talle, 1978).

Lastly, Evans-Pritchard comments on the status of Nuer women: ”In saying 
that their status in society is high I am judging not so much by the fact that the 
same number of cattle have been paid for the homicide of a woman as of a 
man...but by the part women take in daily life of the community. They mix 
freely and with easy assurance with the men, and they do not hesitate to argue 
with them  about matters in which they are interested as women. They have 
as intimate relations as the men with the cherished cattle, share with them the 
life of the kraal and enter the byres when they wish to do so” (ibid: 134, my 
italics).





From these descriptions it is obvious that pastoral women in terms of rights 
to animals and production roles, very often enjoy high social status and that 
many of them play an important role in the politics of their society. Women’s 
crucial role in decision-making processes and their structural position in the 
construction of the social system are, however, seldom acknowledged in the 
analysis of these societies. Gough’s re-examination of Evans-Pritchard’s 
Kinship and Marriage among the Nuer (1951) provides an excellent example 
of this neglect (Gough, 1971). She claims that the Nuer analysis is skewed for 
two reasons; first, the kinship system is presented as if it operated uniformly 
all over Nuerland among poor and rich alike; secondly, the male point of view 
which permeates the description and analysis obscures the position of women 
as nodal points in the agnatic structure. Among other things, approximately 
half of the women of child-bearing age live without a legal guardian. Gough 
shows that this fact has profound implications for the strength of the agnatic 
principle and for men’s control over women.

Many studies of pastoral societies are descriptions of the structural and 
normative level rather than of organizational forms. This makes women and 
their activities by definition relatively peripheral and dormant in a patrilineal 
design, largely invisible, and consequently without authority or decision
making power outside the realm of the household. Symptomatically, formal 
politics has been a much cherished research topic in studies of African 
pastoral social systems (cf. for example, Lewis, 1962; Jacobs, 1965; Dyson- 
Hudson, 1966; Asad, 1970). In patrilineal societies women are almost 
invariably excluded from the formal politico-juridical field of interaction and 
consequently from the researcher’s analysis. This has seriously distorted the 
analysis and curtailed our understanding and knowledge of how pastoral 
societies work as a totality.

In her paper quoted above and in a revised version of it, Nelson (1973,1974) 
discusses the basis of political power of women and men respectively in 
Middle Eastern and North African nomadic societies. She attacks her male 
colleagues who have studied in the region for their negligent and often biased 
description, or for completely overlooking the political role of women in these 
societies. She argues that the strict limitations of the women’s sphere of 
influence to the tent, which is conjured up in these descriptions, is largely a 
Western ”male image” of nomadicwomen(1973:43). Many of the sources she 
quotes (in particular Barth, 1964;Pehrson, 1966; Gunnison, 1966; Asad, 1970) 
agree that women exercise extensive influence in the domain of domestic 
affairs, but, according to Nelson, they fail to see and appreciate women’s work



and activities in a wider context.6 Just because minor emphasis or little explicit 
analytical significance has been given to the inter-relation between the 
”private/dom estic” (female) and ’’public/social” (male) spheres (1973:43- 
44, 1974:552; Rosaldo, 1974)7, it has been more or less assumed in these 
studies that the local confinement of women to the home and the domestic 
field offers them few opportunities to participate and exercise influence in the 
wider society. This a priori renders pastoral women in a subordinate position 
to men.

Nelson claims the opposite, namely that women in nomadic societies by 
virtue of their roles as mediators and brokers - as brides, wives, mothers - 

between men and the larger world ”have far more influence outside the 
realm of the tent than the male ethnographers have hithertofore suggested” 
(1973:53). She points to women’s mediatory roles and links in marriage 
alliances and as councillors on behalf of their sons. She substantiates her ar
guments by referring to information gathered by female travellers and 
researchers in the area and by referring to excerpts from the very works she 
criticizes (1974:44-46). Nelson’s cardinal point is that the ”domestic” is not 
an isolated area of interaction secluded from the rest of the society, and should 
not, therefore, be labelled ”private” (i.e. isolated and restricted) as we 
understand the concept from a Western context. She argues that the 
negotiating and decision-making going on between spouses within the sphere 
of the household is of a political nature, in the sense that decisions taken there 
have a direct relevance for decision-making in a number of other interactional 
fields outside the household sphere, which are labelled ”public”.

I tend to agree with Nelson that a categorization of women’s and men’s 
work and activities into domestic and public spheres respectively may easily 
lead to a devaluation/ underestimation of the activities carried out by women 
in the domestic sphere as there is an assumed hierarchization between the 
two. With reference to the Maasai it is indeed difficult to categorize a 
particular activity as domestic or public; an activity could be both or neither, 
unless one simply says that what women do is domestic and what men do is 
public. The Maasai themselves do not draw any clear distinction either. 
According to the domestic-public dichotomy above, in Maasai domestic 
activities would be those located in and around the house.

Taking this to be so, I suggest that within the Maasai pastoral production 
system, the basis of female autonomy and decision-making power lies preci
sely in women’s management of the house and its members and resources. 
Traditionally among the Maasai, domestic work in itself is not necessarily



down-graded, not even in relation to male-defined tasks. For instance, the 
tending of children as such is not directly compared in value with the herding 
of cows (provided we consider herding to be carried out in the ”public” 
domain); or the building of a house compared to that of a dam. In societies 
where women and men have complementary roles in production, domestic 
work and activities related to the house may bestow on women both social 
status/value and decision-making power. Instead of excluding women from 
production, then, activities in the domestic sphere integrate them.

The concepts of domestic and public have some descriptive utility, but their 
explanatory value is limited. Within this model, the focus on the spheres as 
such rather than on their inter-relationships has resulted in women and men 
becoming locked in one or the other of the two spheres. This may easily bring 
us to an impasse in the understanding and interpretation of how gender roles 
and female-male relations are construed, organized and maintained in a 
society. Among the Maasai, men and women’s roles and activities criss-cross 
the domestic and public spheres. Instead of labelling and categorizing these 
activities our task here will be to describe interactional events in which women 
and men participate and specify the factors determining their course.

The Scope of the Study

This study tries, on the basis of historical sources, available ethnographic 
material and field research data, to identify forms of change in Maasai female- 
male relations in the light of the social and economic transformation of the 
pastoral society. It has already been pointed out that the transition of the 
Maasai pastoral economy from subsistence based to market-oriented produc
tion has infringed onwomen’s decision-making power by, among other things, 
undermining the semi-independent economic position of the house within the 
family. Ready conversion of livestock into cash, in conjunction with improved 
market facilities and families’ growing cash needs, favours an individuation of 
property control as well as a centralization of control of resources internally 
within the family.

My analytical point of departure is a generative approach as developed in 
particular by Fredrik Barth (cf. for instance Barth, 1966,1981). Through the 
description and exposition of empirical social events and encounters, I hope 
to demonstrate that the transformation of Maasai society and gender roles are 
generated by decisions and actions which people make in their concrete life 
situations, or opportunity situations (Barth 1966). In other words emerging



according to the order of marriage of wives, is discussed. Both the patrilineal 
descent system and the age-set organization, which is the topic of chapter V, 
are critical principles in Maasai social organization which incline towards 
inequality in gender relations.

Chapter IV establishes that livestock property is ultimately controlled by 
the agnatic group. The following chapter demonstrates that the appropriation 
of livestock as the means of production is based on certain male-specific 
qualities achieved by age-grade graduation and promotion. Logically, as 
women are not divided into age-grades, they are by definition debarred from 
full property control. The chapter describes the separate ways in which boys 
and girls are transformed into a marriageable state. The circumcision rite is 
important in both cases, but while girls are married shortly after their genital 
operation, boys are not eligible for marriage until they have passed a certain 
number of years in the ”warrior’s settlement”, which is a residential establish
ment separate from the family homesteads. The chapter ends with a 
consideration of the control of female sexuality and fertility within the 
perspective of the age-set system.

The aim of these two chapters is to delineate the structural premises and 
the cultural preferences which are determining factors in Maasai gender 
organization and the hierarchical development of men and women.

While the study has thus far concentrated mainly on identifying historical, 
ecological and structural factors governing Maasai gender relations, Chapter 
VI on marriage and female status embarks on another line and moves to the 
interactional level of these structures. In other words, the institution of 
marriage effectuates the principle of ”male dominance”. A man’s prestige 
and wealth are measured by the number of cattle and children he accumulates 
and the way in which he manages these resources. Access to nubile girls and 
the procreative capacity of women is imperative for the fulfilment of male 
adult status. These assets are partly appropriated by bridewealth prestations. 
A  point made in the chapter is the lack of correlation between a mounting 
bridewealth and the re-evaluation of female qualities in marriage. The 
chapter begins by describing the wedding ceremony which gives a woman and 
man the contractual conjugal statuses of wife and husband. Thereafter 
marriage transactions and bridewealth prestations are highlighted and alter
natives to these are commented upon. In a summary discussion at the end the 
trends of change are outlined.

Chapter VII follows the same methodological direction by describing 
organizational aspects of the production and reproduction system. The



behavioural patterns and institutional forms which we abstract and define as 
"society" have their sounding board in the conglomeration of human interplay 
and activities that we call social life. There is a constant feedback between the 
two levels. External factors, such as environment or state administration, are, 
of course, significant in this model. They contribute to shape and define the 
context within which people act.

The study begins with a description of the background to the changes that 
we have indicated. Chapter Π opens with a historical overview which focuses 
on the issue of land - more precisely on the alienation of grazing resources 
by colonial expropriation, agricultural expansion and the restructuring of land 
tenure from communal land to title deeds. This has led to a reconceptualiza
tion of pastore appropriation from utilization rights to the notion of owners
hip. We note that new tenurial practices in the form of group ranches have 
in practice excluded women from formal access to land and thus to a large 
extent debarred them from a future within the pastoral sector.

Chapter ΠΙ continues with a discussion of Maasai local organization and 
access to natural resources. The chapter anticipates changes in residence 
form which will be discussed at the end of the study. We see how loss of pasture 
acreage depicted in Chapter II has had repercussions on the reproduction and 
prosperity of the livestock herds, with the result that the relative number of 
livestockper capita has decreased dramatically over the years. The imbalance 
in the livestock- people ratio has meant failing economic viability for many 
pastoral households as well as hastening a dependence on the market. In 
consequence, unequal distribution of livestock property appears to be gro
wing. The chapter ends with a brief account of livestock trade and gender 
relations before and after the colonial expansion. It is suggested that the 
bartering of livestock products with neighbouring agricultural groups kept 
Maasai women, in their capacity as barterers, very much within the pastoral 
production system, while the market trade seems to have the opposite effect 
- of excluding them from dealing with livestock in all ways which fall within 
female control.

From a  more general description of ”external” factors at the macro level 
and aggregate statistics, Chapter IV turns ”inward” to Maasai culture and 
society. The chapter begins with a discussion of the concept of property and 
the role of livestock as a medium of exchange in social relations. The close 
structural and ideological association between livestock control and agnatic 
kinship is delineated, and the principle of matrifiliation, constructed on the 
division of the polygynous family into a ”right hand” and a ”left hand” side



exposition concentrates on three interactional levels in Maasai local-dome
stic organization, viz, the residence group, the agnatic family and the matri- 
filial/matem al house. Interaction on these levels demonstrates some promi
nent but contradictory characteristics of Maasai social and ideological struc
tores, namely sharing and cooperation among fellow-men, father-authority 
and female autonomy. The chapter specifies each of these interactional fields 
and points to their internal interdependence and opposition. In actual fact, 
the interrelation between the levels of family and house portrays the gender 
structure in Maasai culture.

Chapter VIII describes the differentiation processes in Maasai society, 
focusing on the management strategies and production priorities of the 
pastoral households. Handling and management of livestock products (milk, 
meat, blood) are set against gender position and gender identity. This part of 
the study also demonstrates the subsistence level of household production 
especially for poor households, and the narrow margins within which many of 
them survive as pastoralists. Reliance on purchased foodstuffs is a reality for 
the great majority of Maasai families, and an income from wage employment 
to supplement the meagre returns from an ever decreasing livestock herd has 
become essential for many of them. Men market animals and, by monopo
lizing the livestock trade, also administer and control the major cash transac
tions. They distribute and allocate the proceeds not only from livestock sales 
but increasingly from livestock products too. As a consequence women lose 
their rightful access to the produce of their own labour. Money, except in small 
quantities, is normally not available to women. The chapter shows how the 
strategies and priorities pursued by different families tend to reinforce and 
accelerate these differentiation processes.

The concluding chapter (IX) depicts new forms generated from the 
structural and ecological changes and interactional processes outlined above. 
The title of the chapter, ”The Dwindling Autonomy of the House”, speaks for 
itself. The alternative residence preferences of families, which tend to isolate 
women from each other, and the changing types of housing which are moving 
towards more sedentary buildings are emerging trends. The role of the house 
as a property-holding unit and a focus of productive activities is being 
weakened. In consequence women are being excluded from vital processes 
of production. The transformation of the structural position of the house in 
property distribution and of its productive functions, endangers women’s 

identity as pastoralists.



The data on which this study is based were mainly collected during a two 
year period of employment with the Ministry of Livestock Development in 
Nairobi between May 1979 and July 1981. I was assigned to the Ministry as 
a Social Anthropologist in order to evaluate a compulsory vaccination 
programme against Foot and Mouth Disease (FMD) carried out in the two 
Maasai administrative districts of Kajiado and Narok. The vaccination 
programme was sponsored by the Swedish International Development Aut
hority (SIDA).

My terms of reference were to collect in-depth data over a considerable 
period so as to establish a basic understanding of the socio-economic effects 
of the FMD vaccinations at the level of the pastoral household economy. The 
study included data such as longitudinal case studies of household production 
and consumption and a herd structure analysis (composition, mortalities, 
marketed offtake, etc.). Furthermore, the coverage of the vaccination in the 
two districts was to be estimated and the attitude of the pastoral Maasai 
towards the campaign clarified. The result of the data collection has been 
accounted for in a special report to the Ministry (Talle, 1981).

While I was employed by the Ministry I travelled widely in the region and 
followed the ambulant vaccination teams to almost every comer of Maasai- 
land. The bulk of the data, however, was collected in three different localities: 
two in Kajiado (Isenya and Elangata Wuas) and one in Narok (Morijo-Loita). 
In the presentation of the data I have not distinguished between the three 
communities, except in a few places in the text where differences are evident. 
In many of the notes, however, where I refer to the case data it has been 
necessary to be specific.

The three different localities in which I worked belong to three separate 
Maasai territorial sections (treated as tribes by Jacobs, 1965): the Keekonyo- 
kie (Isenya), the Loodikilani (Elangata Wuas) and the Loita (Morijo). The 
sections differ somewhat in dialect and in cultural characteristics. I have, in 
the main, dealt with them together in order to present a composite picture of, 
for instance, Maasai local domestic organization and gender structure based 
upon elements from all the three sections studied. In other words, instead of 
indicating the differences, I have called attention to the similarities. I have 
done this intentionally because my aim in this study has been to describe 
processes which I regard as valid across sections.



When I speak of Maas ai women in general terms, I am referring to 
women in Elangata Wuas, Isenya and Loita simultaneously. However, when 
the differences between the lives of women in the three sections are pertinent, 
they have been pointed out. As I stayed for a longer period in toto in Kajiado, 
especially in Elangata Wuas, the data and information presented may be more 
weighted towards the Kajiado situation than to Narok. This is particularly the 
case with ceremonies or rituals which are almost wholly drawn from Kajiado 
sources. Even though the loci of field research are known I have tried to 
disguise the identity of individuals. In the case studies and quotations that 
follow names and sometimes minor details are changed.

During the time I was employed with the Ministry I had a base in 
Nairobi and made field-trips to the three communities at least once a month. 
I either camped or, when suitable, stayed with informants in their homes. The 
field-trips lasted from one to three weeks. I had a field assistant in each of the 
localities, two women and one man. They made regular recordings of milk 
production, household consumption and herd composition. The women were 
pastoral wives with some formal education. The male assistant had finished 
form IV in secondary school but was married to an illiterate woman and lived 
with his parents. As my command of the Maasai language was never fluent, 
I communicated with my assistants in Kiswahili and English. During my field 
visits I lived in close contact with my informants and their families and 
collected data by observation, in-depth interviews and lengthy discussions of 
selected topics.

My first contact with the Maasai in Kenya, however, was in 1975 when 
I stayed for three months at Isenya about 60 kms. south of Nairobi and did field 
research on Maasai household organization, gender roles and market pene
tration. I was pregnant at the time of my stay in Isenya, which turned out to 
be a valuable asset in the way women related to me and perceived me. The 
fact that I was pregnant made me more comprehensible to them as a person 
and we discussed many topics concerning fertility and childbirth without any 
inhibitions.

In 19781 visited Isenya again for a month to do follow up work. Since 
I left the employ of the Ministry in 1981,1 have been back to the field several 
times while on other assignments in Kenya (in 1982, 1984, 1985, 1986 and 
1987). These visits have been short, ranging from a few days to a couple of



weeks.
The data collection on which this study is based has thus stretched over 

almost a decade, with by far the most intensive field research period being 
between 1979 and 1981. (When the present tense is used in the text it refers 
to this period). The relatively long time span has made it possible to follow 
processes of change at close quarters in the shape of family histories. For 
instance, I have followed women giving birth to new family members, 
daughters being circumcised and married, boys leaving herding and becoming 
”warriors”, wives deserting husbands, etc. A fascinating social fabric has thus 
unfolded from individual events. On the aggregate level they constitute the 
transition of Maasai society.

What has struck me most of all during the years I have worked among 
the Maasai, and a feature which I deplore whole-heartedly, is the ever 
deteriorating material situation of many of the people. Their inventiveness 
and struggle to combat and reverse the process of impoverishment is a source 
of encouragement, however. The perspective presented in this study is in
fluenced by my experience in the field, by my encounters with the Maasai 

-people and with the state and its representatives. In many ways I have tried 
to paint the picture as I ”saw” it: I saw more poverty than wealth, more 
subjugation than liberation, more conflicts than agreements. The Maasai 
story of joy presented in the tourist propaganda and in expensively illustrated 
coffee-table books is far removed from the tale of this study.

The Maasai people have been the subject of numerous theses, books and 
articles (a large number of them have been cited in this study). Many aspects 
of their lives have been described and analysed. Features of Maasai ethno
graphy are in fact known among wide circles outside the rank of specialists. 
Only a tiny fraction of this literature (cf. in particular Uewelyn-Davies, 1978, 
1981; Nestel, 1985) is concerned with women specifically. It is the intention 
of this study to give Maasai women a wider hearing.



NOTES

1) The term descriptive analysis refers to a common methodological approach in anth
ropology. In the presentation of the ethnographic material, the analysis is implied by the 
way the empirical data are organized and highlighted. Description and analysis thus run 
parallel in the text.

2) Inhis study of micro-macro relations insouthem Turkey, Grönhaughas elaborated the 
concept of ”social field” as an analytical tool to describe and explain the multiple links 
between the local community and wider organizational systems primarily in complex so
cieties (Grönhaug 1974). He defines the social field as a ”characteristic interaction 
pattern" which is based upon "specific codes and goals”. Each field has a dynamic of its 
own. The social fields are interrelated systems of events where the construction of the 
social person is in focus. As social persons, people participate in a variety of fields and 
the action in one of them may have implications for action and interaction in another. 
Grönhaug applies ”scale”, defined as an ”organization’s quantitative properties”, as a 
variable for measuring the organizational size of the social field in terms of socio-spatial 
expansion, number of people involved, and frequency of contacts (ibid:3-4 Part I, : 16, Part
Π).

3) The ”domestic community” is characterized by self-sustaining production, by coope
ration in production as well as consumption, by common access to land as the means of 
production and by the fact that people are related to each other by unequal ties (father- 
son, husband-wife, for example) of personal dependence (Meillassoux 1977:3). In 
domestic communities use-value is the main value to emerge. Meillassoux does not 
discuss pastoral societies in his exposition. The above-mentioned traits, however, are also 
typical of subsistence oriented pastoral societies.

4) Similar observations have been made in other parts of Kenya. Achola Pala argues in 
a paper on the Luo that women’s control of the house as a land-holding body is gradually 
being undermined by the land-tenure reform programme which seems to result in the 
”diminution of the status of the house and its head” (Pala, 1981:195). Pala and I have 
come to similar conclusions quite independently. Luo and Maasai are both Nilotes but 
of different branches. The former are mainly cultivators, and livestock plays only a minor 
economic role. In the past, however, the Luo practised an economy based on transhumant 
cattle-keeping, nevertheless, the transition of female-male relations in Maasai and Luo 
societies exhibits many parallels.

5) This paper was a joint effort by three young female students of social anthropology 
aiming at least to raise the issue of women in the discussion of pastoral peoples, together 
with the acknowledgement that the future of these societies concerns men and women 
alike.

6) Nelson’s underlying assumption is that male anthropologists (mainly of Western 
cultural background) have been blindfolded in two ways: first, their analytical framework 
arises from a Western, male-centred theoretical perspective; secondly, their access to 
data has been strongly restricted by the convention and preference for using male 
informants only (Nelson 1973).

During the last fifteen years or so, a number of female (and a few male) anthropolo
gists have suggested that too many ethnographic studies suffer from a male-biased pre
sentation and analysis. While pretending to describe the society as a whole they actually 
only give a ”male version” without explicitly stating that this is so (cf. Ardener, 1975; 
Ardener et al., 1975; Rogers, 1978; Poewe, 1980; Leacock, 1981; Sanday, 1981;).

7) The notions domestic (private) and public (social) associated with women’s and men’s 
activities respectively were launched by Rosaldo (1974) as a ”structural model” and con
ceptual framework for describing and analysing sexual division of labour and gender roles



cross-culturally (ibid: 17). Rosaldo takes this dichotomy as a universal opposition of wo
men’s orientation versus that of men, and furthermore suggests that activities and insti
tutions aligned with the public domain are more highly valued and given more prestige 
by the society than activities of a domestic nature. She ascribes the identification of 
women with domestic life to the inevitable fact that women give birth to and nurse 
children (ibid:24). The corollary of domestic-female and public-male has been nature- 
women and culture-men (cf. Ortner, 1974:67-87). These concepts have aroused a lot of 
debate and criticism among anthropologists involved in studies of gender topics (cf. 
Sachs, 1976; Bujra, 1978; Etienne, 1980; Poewe, 1980; MacCormack, 1980; Strathem, 
1980; Harris and Young, 1981). The important and controversial issue in this dichotomy 
is the assumption that people conceptualize female and male work and activities in a 
hierarchical order according to concepts of domestic and public and that domestic is 
subordinated per se to public.



MAASAI PASTORALISM IN TRANSITION: 

Processes of Land Alienation

I shall begin the exposition of the Maasai production system and transfor
mation of gender roles with a general overview of the area and the people 
under study. This has a historical perspective and focuses on the processes of 
pasture alienation which I regard as a key factor in the transition of the Maasai 
economy and of changes in female-male relations. The encroachment on 
Maasai grazing resources by, above all, land expropriation and agricultural 
activities began at the start of the colonial period and continued with great 
intensity after Kenya’s independence in 1963.

The pastoral Maasai inhabit large tracts of savanna grasslands in the Rift 
Valley on both sides of the Kenya-Tanzania border. The area covers 
approximately 100,000 sq.km. and the total population amounts to some
300,000 people of whom roughly two thirds live in Kenya (Kenya Population 
Census, 1979; Jacobs, 1975). This study is confined to selected groups of 
Kenya Maasai, but references to the pastoral Maasai in Tanzania will be made 
occasionally where this can usefully highlight the argument.

In order to put the account into perspective, I shall begin by making some 
remarks about the relationship between the Maasai and the state. Like many 
other nomadic pastoralists in East Africa, the Maasai constitute a minority 
group in the national context and have the reputation of being stubborn 
traditionalists and irrational in their actions. Hence the state, both the 
colonial and the Kenyan has incessantly tried to change and develop the 
pastoral Maasai by means of a variety of modernizing undertakings. These 
have ranged from large scale land expropriation to a prohibition on the 
wearing of certain Maasai paraphernalia and to enforced enrollment of 
Maasai children in school. Persistent attempts to curb social institutions 
which are vital to the Maasai culture, for instance the young men’s ”warrior” 
status, are part of a wider government policy of discouraging the ethnic 
distinctiveness of the Maasai and of integrating them fully into all aspects of 
the state apparatus of control.

One well-known, and curious, example of government action against the 
Maasai concerns the Maasai dress, which became a large issue in Tanzania in



the late 1960s and early 1970s. The Tanzanian government simply forbade the 
Maasai (and other pastoralists within its borders, like the Barabaig) to wear 
their traditional clothes under the pretext that they were indecent and 
primitive (cf. Parkipuny 1977). The order was that Maasai men and women 
should change their togas for trousers and dresses respectively. The govern
ment took a strong stand and declared that if the Maasai refused to obey they 
would be denied essential services such as medical care, public transport, 
entrance to bars and restaurants, etc. As a compromise, the Maasai men 
began to wear trousers whenever they were in public places outside their own 
area. At home, however, they continued to dress as usual. It is noteworthy that 
it was the women who most ardently protested against the government decree 
(ibid). On the whole, the Maasai women never submitted to the order to wear 
dresses (nor did the Barabaig women). They went on wearing their own 
clothes even when they moved outside Maasai territory.1

In general, efforts to develop the Maasai have often been ill-defined and 
ill-planned (cf. Jacobs, 1975) and more often than not have been governed by 
the interests of the state rather than by the needs and priorities of the people 
(cf. Talle, 1981). In addition, the introduction of the various undertakings has 
often been accompanied by persuasion and force on the part of the govern
ment and its representatives which have repeatedly antagonized Maasai men 
and women. Although Maasai society could be said to have a social structure 
and many cultural institutions which in principle are inimical to ”develop
ment” (cf. Schneider, 1974), there are enough examples to demonstrate that 
the Maasai generally are not resistant to change in itself. They have, for 
instance, shown a keen interest in upgrading and improving their livestock as 
well as in the use of veterinary drugs and treatment for their animals (cf. 
Hollis, 1943; Waller, 1975; Talle, 1981). During the colonial period the 
administration actually discouraged progressive Maasai pastoralists from 
marketing their cattle or buying breeding bulls to upgrade their stock. The 
strict regulations of livestock movements to and from their Reserve, while 
allegedly due to a bad disease situation, was nonetheless part of a wider policy 
aimed at protecting the colonial settlers (cf. Mungeam, 1966, Heiland, 1977).

The picture often given of Maasai society as a stagnant society is a false one. 
As will be evident from this chapter, the Maasai have undergone changes for 
centuries; they have moved over vast territories and fought mortal battles with 
other ethnic groups as well as among themselves; they have divided up or 
consolidated into strong entities, and both the people and the animals have 
recovered from devastating droughts and diseases. During periods of uphea-



val and change, the pastoral Maasai have managed to maintain a cultural and 
social integrity, which has been supported by a strong individual commitment 
to cultural ideals (cf. Gulliver, 1969).

Maasai ethnic identity is constructed chiefly on the praxis of pastoralism, 
i.e. on being ”cattle-people” (iltungana oo nkishu), and the proof that the 
Maasai are successful herders of cattle, sheep and goats is reflected in the fact 
that they have attained a remarkably high degree of pastoral specialization 
(cf. Jacobs, 1975; Galaty, n.d.). This success has instilled them with a belief 
in the supremacy of their own culture.

Consolidation and Territorial Expansion

Exactly when the Maasai emerged as a distinct ethnic group is somewhat 
obscure. They are said to have come from the north. About 400-500 years ago 
they occupied the lowlands west of Lake Turkana. Whether this was their 
original habitat is still debatable (cf. Ochieng, 1975; Jacobs, 1975). From the 
wide banks of Lake Turkana they gradually moved southward, most probably 
as a consequence of the natural desiccation of the Lake area at that time (cf. 
Jacobs, ibid.). Other sources state that the Maasai moved from the Lake 
Turkana region because they were troubled by the Borana living in the vicinity 
(Ochieng, ibid.).

According to Maasai oral tradition, they originated in the surroundings of 
Lake Turkana, but moved southward in waves. The legend of how they 
climbed the steep escarpment of the Kerio valley to the south of Lake Turkana 
with the help of a specially constructed ladder is known and narrated by many 
Maasai (cf. Fosbrooke, 1948; Jacobs, 1965; Sankan, 1971; Galaty, 1977). The 
climb, which is dated to around 400 years ago (cf. Fosbrooke, ibid.), is a 
notable event in Maasai history. During the ascent the ladder is said to have 
broken and half the people fell back into the dry valley bottom. Those who 
were lucky enough to get to the top before the ladder broke were the pastoral 
Maasai, the unfortunate ones remaining behind were the agricultural Maasai 
and the pastoral Somali. The latter, however, ascended the escarpment later 
on. Above the escarpment the people met with the magnificent sight of vast 
stretches of fertile, unoccupied grazing land. The Maasai and their herds grew 
fat and fertile from the lush pasture and as they multiplied they expanded 
further southward.

By the beginning of the seventeenth century, they had already occupied the 
Ngorongoro Crater and the Serengeti Plain in northern Tanzania (cf. Jacobs,



1965) and about a hundred years later a few had made what was to be the 
group’s maximum southward penetration into Tanzania (cf. Fosbrooke, 
1948). At this time the Maasai seemed to have achieved their greatest holding 
in land, numbers of cattle and degree of power (cf. Talbot, 1972). They 
occupied an area of about 200,000 sq.km. straddling the equator from 2° N to 
4° S on the central plateau of Kenya and Tanzania. Thus in a period of 
approximately 250 years they had moved over a distance of some 1,100 
kilometres.

The Maasai expansion and land occupation demonstrated an impressive 
speed and vigour. The Maasai, who were in fact latecomers to this part of the 
continent, displaced other pastoral groups who had arrived before them; for 
instance, the Tatoga in Tanzania became scattered at about the same time as 
the Maasai reached their territory (cf. Kohler, 1954-55; Talle, 1974).

The southward migration of pastoral peoples from the north, probably 
from the borderland between southern Sudan and Ethiopia, is of ancient date 
and stretched over centuries (cf. Ehret, 1968). In search of pasture and water 
for their growing herds, the pastoralists came in waves which branched off, 
separated or amalgamated. Whereas some of them consolidated into strong 
ethnic communities (for example, the pastoral Maasai), others disappeared 
as autonomous units and were absorbed into more powerful groups. Today 
descendants of these early immigrants inhabit large areas of Kenya, Tanzania 
and Uganda.2 In Kenya and Tanzania they are geographically concentrated 
in the Great Rift Valley and the adjoining plains and highlands. In Kenya 
alone they number more than 4 million people. They are called Nilotes and 
are linguistically, and to some extent culturally, distinct from their Bantu- and 
Cushitic-speaking neighbours (cf. Greenberg, 1963; Sutton, 1968). The Nilo
tes are divided into three main categories: the River-Lake Nilotes, the 
Highland Nilotes and the Plains Nilotes.3 The Maasai and their language, 
Maa, belong to the Plains Nilotic branch.

The Maa-speaking peoples again embrace several distinct ethnic groups; 
in addition to the pastoral Maasai, which is the largest in dispersion and 
number, there are the Samburu and Njemps and various Ndorobo (Okiek) 
groups in Kenya, and the Arusha and Parakuyo in Tanzania. Only the Maasai, 
Samburu and Parakuyo can be designated as pastoralists, in the sense that 
livestock production constitutes the mainstay of their economy. The Arusha 
live mainly on the cultivation of maize, and now also coffee, supplemented by 
some livestock-keeping; the Njemps, who inhabit the shores of Lake Baringo, 
survive on fishing and marginal agriculture; the Ndorobo are hunter-gathe-



rers. All the Maa-speaking groups, however, keep some livestock as a 
supplement to their subsistence economy and as a medium of exchange. Just 
like the pastoral Maasai, the agricultural Maasai regard livestock as the most 
attractive form of wealth (cf. Huntingford, 1969). To a great extent, even the 
other Nilotes value livestock higher than any other commodity. In fact, an 
orientation towards livestock seems to be a characteristic feature of most 
Nilotic cultures, whether or not agriculture or pastoralism is the main way of 
life. Of the Nilotic pastoral communities, the Maasai have perhaps been the 
most successful herders; with reference to Africa, they also compare favou
rably in terms of livestock wealth. They are, in fact, counted as one of the 
wealthiest cattle-owning peoples on the continent (cf. Jacobs, 1975). The 
prosperity of the Maasai appears to be intimately connected with the vast 
stretches of fertile pasture-land that they occupy. They acquired control of 
this land by means of their highly integrated social organization.

It seems that the pastoral Maasai prospered and expanded up to the 
beginning of the nineteenth century and then dwindled, their actual territo
rial expansion during the century being rather insignificant. The well- 
organized Maasai age-set groups were invincible on the open plains and their 
enemies had to take specific measures to defend themselves from attacks. The 
agricultural Kikuyu, for instance, withdrew to the forests and successfully 
fought the Maasai warriors as long as they remained in the dense brush 
country (Scoresby-Routledge and Routledge, 1910). The relationship be
tween the Maasai and their neighbouring ethnic groups was, to a large extent, 
characterized by hostility. Recurrent livestock raids committed by either side 
were a major source of inter-ethnic conflict. Nonetheless, the same groups 
intermarried and traded with each other. For example, Maasai and Kikuyu 
women, even when the men were fighting and raiding, moved more or less 
freely from one area to another either as wives or as traders (cf. Thomson, 
1885; Fischer, 1885; Huntingford 1969). In fact, it was the women who were 
responsible for the barter of livestock products and agricultural goods during 
these times. Thomson, who traversed Maasailand in 1883-84 noted:

First a woman, well-dressed in bullock’s hide and loaded with wire, beads 
and chains, appears [in the vicinity of the camp] driving a donkey before her 
as she wends her way fearlessly towards Kibonoto [market-place on the 
southwestern slopes of Kilimanjaro in Tanzania] to buy the vegetable food 
eaten by the married people and children. It was war to the death between 
the male Maasai and Wa-chaga, but a treaty allows women to go unhurt and 
without protection (1885:93).



When Thomson came to Kenya again, he was struck by the fact that

...though they (the Kikuyu and Maasai) are eternally at war to the knife with 
each other there is a compact between them not to molest the womenfolk of 
either party. Hence...Maasai women went their way with impunity to a Kikuyu 
village, while their relatives are probably engaged in a deadly fight close at 
hand. In the same way the Wa-kikuyu women frequntly carry grain to the 
Maasai kraals to exchange for hides (ibid: 177-8).

I shall return to the role ofwomen as traders in pre-colonial Maasai society 
below.

When the first Europeans arrived on the scene they were struck not only 
by the wealth and strength of the Maasai but also by the terror they aroused 
among their neighbours (cf. Krapf, 1860; Thomson, 1885). The aggressive
ness and ferocity attributed to the Maasai in general, let alone the young 
”warriors”, has, according to Jacobs (1977), most probably been much 
exaggerated by early travellers.

Jacobs almost reverses the picture claiming that the aggressors in this part 
of East Africa were not primarily the pastoral Maasai but rather the Maa- 
speaking agro-pastoralists, the Iloikop (which means murderers in Maasai 
vernacular) or Wakuafi, as they are more frequently called in the literature. 
Jacobs bases his statements upon descriptions by Krapf and Burton who were 
among the first Europeans to get into the interior of Kenya. Both observed 
and registered that the Maasai and the Wakuafi were deadly enemies and 
fought incessantly and, furthermore, that the terror of the latter was kept in 
check only by the strength of the pastoral Maasai. The animosity which existed 
between the Maasai and the Parakuyo, one of the Wakuafi groups, was also 
recorded by Dr. Baxter who worked as a missionary at Mpwapwa in Tanzania 
(cf. Baxter in Last, 1883). The German traveller Fischer recounts how the 
Wakuafi of Arusha fought the Maasai with firearms which they obtained from 
trading in slaves with the caravans from the coast (cf. Fischer, 1885).

The Maasai themselves maintain that many of their legendary fights were 
in fact retaliating against successful cattle raids made on them by, first and 
foremost, various Iloikop groups, but also by their Bantu neighbours. What 
the Maasai deplored in particular about the attacks was ”...the practice of 
stealing their women and children and selling them into slavery on the coast” 
(cf. Jacobs, 1977:45). Krapf (1860) observed that young Maasai women were 
extremely popular among the slave traders because of their physical beauty, 
and he says that they often became closely attached to their Muslim masters



provided that they were not required to do any work which they considered 
repugnant, such as tilling the soil (Krapf ibid:361-2). The Maasai themselves 
never got involved in the slave trade with the coast Muslims and therefore, on 
their raiding expeditions, did not normally capture women or children. The 
primary object of a raid was cattle and has continued to be so up to the present 
day.

It is clear that the Maasai "warrior" age-group, in accordance with their role 
expectations, waged war and appropriated large numbers of livestock through 
raiding, but it is just as obvious that the problem of Maasai raiding has been 
exaggerated especially from the early nineteenth century onwards when the 
caravan trade began to operate successfully in the interior. The Maasai’s 
fierce reputation was elaborated and partly created by the Arab and Swahili 
traders and their local collaborators. This was done more or less intentionally 
in order to stop any competitors (notably European and Indian traders) from 
venturing into Maasai territory. Only by keeping potential competitors out of 
the area could the Arabs hope to monopolize the trade in ivory and slaves 
between the interior and the coast.

The territorial boundaries of the Maasai stabilized around the beginning 
of the nineteenth century; neighbouring groups had begun to consolidate and 
to offer efficient resistance to Maasai expansion. The Kikuyu to the northeast 
prospered in their mountainous, fertile country and their population grew 
steadily; the Kamba in the east operated a lucrative traffic in slaves and ivory 
with the coast, first as independent traders and later, after around 1870, in 
collaboration with Arab and Swahili traders.

For the pastoral Maasai, the early part of the nineteenth century became 
a period of inter-ethnic conflicts with the various Iloikop groups in particular, 
who resided on the plateaux to the north, east and west of Maasai territory. 
The Iloikop people made repeated attacks on the Maasai herds on the 
lowland plains. Single parties of Maasai attempting to retaliate were 
overcome by the extremely brave and fierce Iloikop warriors. Finally, 
however, the pastoral Maasai joined forces and in three successive wars 
between 1810 and 1870 defeated the menacing Iloikop and almost annihila
ted them (cf. Merker, 1910; Jacobs, 1965,1977). The Iloikop survivors took 
refuge among various Kalenjin and Bantu groups and some of them were 
absorbed into the Purko section of the Maasai. The last of the Iloikop wars 
is said to have taken place on the Laikipiak plateau to the northeast of Lake 
Nakuru, and the Maasai still recount it as a splendid example of their mastery 
in war. Up till then, the pastoral Maasai were the undisputed rulers of the



plains; they controlled large parts of the Rift Valley and exploited formidable 
stretches of grazing land. Under the leadership of Mbatian, a ritual expert and 
ceremonial figure, they achieved a certain degree of cultural unity and 
continued for some time to maintain their control of the area (cf. Fischer, 
1885; Jacobs, 1977).

The turn of the nineteenth century, however, heralded a new era in Maasai 
history. In the early 1890s severe rinderpest swept from the north through the 
Maasai herds. Because the rinderpest epizootic was preceded by outbreaks 
of CBPP (Contagious Bovine Pleuro-Pneumonia) and consecutive droughts, 
it resulted in the disease spreading to 80 per cent or more of the herds (cf. Leys, 
1924; Waller, 1976). Worse still, within the same few years, a smallpox 
epidemic also broke out, leading to high mortality among the people. Possibly 
as many as two-thirds of the population died during the famine and the 
subsequent epidemics (cf. Huppertz, 1959; Sorrensen, 1968). Although the 
catastrophe struck somewhat discriminately in the region, losses in both 
animals and people were extensive throughout the whole of Maasailand. 
After less than five years, the pastoral Maasai were a mere shadow of what 
they had been (cf. Baumann, 1894; Jacobs, 1965).

The forlorn pastoralists had to resort to their agricultural neighbours, 
with whom they were in-married and had trading contacts. Some of them even 
tried to eke out a living by their own cultivation. Others began to hunt for 
survival (cf. Bemsten, 1970). The Maasai like to stress how, during this time 
when they were exiled from their own area, they were mistreated, exploited 
and forced to work hard for their agricultural ”hosts”, notably the Kikuyu (cf. 
Jacobs, 1965), who probably took the opportunity to revenge previous 
grievances. Merker (1910) recorded that Maasai children and women were 
sometimes sent into ”slavery” to avoid death by starvation. The German 
scientist Oscar Baumann who crossed Tanzania Maasailand in this period on 
behalf of the German Anti-Slavery Committee recounts how

abgemagerte Weiber, aus deren hohlen Augen der Wahnsinn des Hungers 
blickte, Kinder die mehr Nacktfröschen als Menschen gleichen, ’Krieger’ die 
kaum auf allen Vieren kriechen konnte und stumpfsinnige, verschmachtende 
Greise

collected outside the thomfence of their camp in large numbers. Some of 
them attached themselves to the ivory and slave caravans as a way of survival 
but many were sold into slavery when they reached the coast (ibid:31-32).



Other contemporary authors, however, noted that many of the unfortunate 
pastoralists were treated quite kindly by the agriculturalists and were ”allo
wed to settle down, intermarry and become as of the tribe” (cf. Stigand, 
1913:28). Most probably the situation varied depending upon the previous 
type of contact and links between the Maasai and the various agricultural 
communities in their neighbourhood.

One old woman in Kajiado in Kenya told me that she was a young girl at 
the time. She lived in Tanzania and remembered how because of poverty and 
hunger she was given away to an Arusha family at the age of six or seven. Later 
she married an Arusha man and after some time she and her husband moved 
across the border to the Maasai in Kenya. Although pastoral Maasai are 
generally unwilling to marry their women to agricultural groups, it was not 
uncommon during this period for Maasai fathers to marry their daughters to 
Arusha men - with whom they were quite friendly - as the bridewealth 
obtained would help them build up their herds again (Bemsten, 1970).

The great disasters of the 1890s coincided with the British colonization of 
the region. Being weak and fragmented, the Maasai stood no chance of 
preventing the expropriation of large tracts of valuable grazing land for 
European settlement (cf. Waller, 1976). Initially, they lost the fertile Naivas- 
ha-Nakuru corridor linking the northern and southern parts of the territory to 
colonial settlers, and a few years later the rangeland of the Laikipiak plateau 
north of the corridor was expropriated for still more settlers. At first the 
Maasai were left with a narrow passage between the northern and southern 
parts of the Reserve, but moving their herds between the two was in general 
not approved of by the settlers who were afraid of the spread of livestock 
disease into their areas. Thus the Maasai were cut off from the northern part 
in 1911 by a treaty between Maasai representatives and the colonial govern
ment. The borders of the southern part of the Reserve were extended in 
compensation but the losses in land to the European settlers were still 
substantial.

In the so-called Maasai Moves of 1904-5 and 1911-12 some 7,000 Maasai,
200,000 head of cattle and 600,000 sheep and goats were transferred from the 
northern to the southern area (cf. Native Affairs Department Annual Report 
1913-14).4 These moves resulted in the Kenya Maasai being concentrated in 
a much reduced, government-controlled Southern Reserve and were the first 
steps deliberately taken towards alienating the pastoral Maasai from vital 
range resources.







Before describing further processes of land alienation during the colonial 
period, I shall give an account of the ecological conditions and land tenure 
practices in the area under study.

In Kenya, the pastoral Maasai are mainly confined to two administrative 
Districts, Kajiado and Narok, frequently referred to as Kenya Maasailand, 
with a total area of just under 40,000 sq.km. Kajiado District is slightly bigger 
than Narok.

Maasailand is split in a north-south direction by the Great Rift Valley and 
consists, to a large extent, of undulating plains and plateau 900 to 1,800 m. 
above sea level. The area is interspersed with scattered hills and random 
volcanic mountains and mountain ranges rising to 2,400 m. or more, causing 
the altitude to change sharply within short distances (cf. Talbot, 1972). The 
natural vegetation varies with altitude, but a major part of it consists of 
wooded and brush grasslands, mingled with forests and dense brush at higher 
altitudes and open grasslands in lower parts. The soil varies from clay (brown 
and black) and loam to different types of volcanic soils. In general, it is quite 
fertile, although in places it is saline.

The average annual precipitation ranges from 350 mm. to 800 mm., except 
for the higher altitudes which receive more than 800 mm. rainfall annually i.e. 
Ngong, the slopes of Kilimanjaro and the Nguruman Escarpment in Kajiado 
and the Mau and Trans Mara Divisions and the Loita Hills in Narok. The 
rainfall is seasonal but the yearly pattern varies significantly with local 
conditions. While Kajiado has a bimodal rainfall pattern (long rains in March- 
May, short rains in October-November, with peaks in April and November), 
Narok has a unimodal pattern of continuous rains from December to May 
with absolute maximum rainfall in April.

A typical feature of the rainfall is the irregularity of amount, distribution 
and duration. There is also great variation in precipitation from one year to 
another; periods of relatively wet years alternate with periods of drier ones. 
Furthermore, sever drought conditions are to be expected at intervals. In 
addition, the effective precipitation is far less than the average total rainfall 
would indicate, due to high temperatures and dry winds.

Kajiado District is on the whole much drier than Narok. More than 85 per 
cent of Kajiado falls within the classification of semi-arid and arid land, but 
only about 50 per cent of Narok belongs to this category (see Kenyan



Government Arid and Semi-Arid Lands, 1979). In fact, parts of Narok contain 
some of the most important and productive rangelands in the whole of Kenya 
(KREMU, 1980).

In order to adapt to unreliable environmental conditions and to use the 
range to the maximum, the Maasai pastoralists have developed and practise 
a flexible system of seasonal grazing and watering which could be termed 
semi-nomadic or transhumant. A gross movement pattern is discernible in 
terms of time and locality; during the wet season the livestock herds are 
dispersed on the vast plains and lower-lying areas (olpurkel, pl.ilpurkeli) in 
order to exploit the ephemeral grass and surface water; in the dry season, on 
the other hand, they are driven to the hills, (osupuko, p\.isupuki) and to the 
margins of swamps where perennial grass and permanent water are available. 
The animals may be moved at any time, however, for the good of the herd. The 
seasonal shifting of the herds is part of a rotational system which allows the 
grass to recuperate in between utilization periods, but at the same time it 
requires sparse settlement over large areas, as well as ample access to diver
sified grazing conditions.

It has been suggested that the Maasai never succeeded in obtaining a stable 
balance with their environment as their production system - with its emphasis 
on increasing the number of livestock - required the continuous acquisition 
of new pasture lands. Also it is claimed that overgrazing is built into the 
system, inter alia, because of close herding in tight groups and the use at times 
of only a few watering points by large concentrations of livestock (Talbot 
1972:703). The possibly negative ecological effects of such herding practices 
are likely to escalate with pressure on grazing resources, and particularly if the 
rotational system of pasture exploitation is impeded. This is exactly what is 
happening in the Maasai area today.

The pastoral Maasai acquire exploitation rights to land by virtue of 
territorial affiliation. Maasailand and its inhabitants are divided into some 
twenty territorial sections (olosho, pi. iloshon) within which people are more 
or less free to exploit pasture and water resources. The various sections differ 
greatly in size and number of inhabitants.5 The borders of the sections are 
founded on customary use, but were formally decided on in colonial times. 
The section boundary is not absolute, however; in times of drought and stress 
people negotiate access to pasture and water across sections.

The colonial government tried to make the Maasai more ”section-bounda- 
ry conscious” by various administrative measures. It was gradually realized, 
however, that, although the section was a territorial unit with a high degree
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of political autonomy, it never appeared to have recognized any but the 
vaguest type of geographical boundary.

The ecological unpredictability of the Maasai area has never made it 
optimal for the pastoral households to adhere to fixed territorial borders. 
Whims of nature as well as continuous negotiations between people and 
considerations concerning the composition of the production units have, to a 
great extent, determined where the herd should go next for grazing. Nevert
heless, such an apparently arbitrary basis for decision-making amounts to a 
coherent system of land use and herd management. Aspects of this manage
ment system will be dealt with in later chapters.

The ecological complexity of the region determines alternative exploita
tion of the land; in the areas of high and medium potential, cultivation is 
steadily gaining ground at the expense of pastoral exploitation. Today wheat, 
barley, maize and vegetables, and even coffee and cotton, are cultivated on 
a commercial as well as a subsistence level. Large-scale mechanized farming 
is primarily located in the north of Narok District in the Mau Escarpment, in 
Ngong on the outskirts of Nairobi and around Loitokitok on the slopes of 
MountKilimanjaro in the southern part of Kajiado District. About 50 per cent 
of the land in Narok and something like 10 per cent of that in Kajiado is 
reckoned to have a potential for agricultural exploitation. While about half 
of the arable land in Narok is already under cultivation (i.e. one-quarter of the 
District), only approximately 30 per cent of the agricultural land in Kajiado 
is cultivated for the time being. The future development plans for both 
Districts, however, are to exploit this resource to the full (Kenyan 
Government District Development Plan, 1979-83).

The expansion of agriculture in Maasai territory is of relatively recent date, 
however. It did not begin in earnest until the latter half of the colonial period. 
In the next section of this chapter I shall outline this process and draw 
attention to the main factors which have produced the present territorial 
division of the Maasai area into pastoral and agricultural zones. An important 
aspect of this ecological/economic division of zones in the region (i.e. of 
pastoralists to arid areas and cultivators to higher rainfall areas) is the ethnic 
dimension of the classification as the cultivators and pastoralists have diffe
rent cultural backgrounds and historical experiences.

There is yet another aspect of the ecology of Maasailand which should be 
mentioned here. This part of East Africa contains the largest number of 
species of plains animals in the world today (cf. Talbot, 1972). The greatest 
concentrations are in the Serengeti - Mara area, i.e. in northern Tanzania and



the adjacent Narok District. Game was apparently much more abundant 
throughout Maasailand at the time of the early European settlement than it 
is today (cf. Krapf, 1860; Thomson, 1885; Parkipuny, 1983). Ever expanding 
cultivation and dense habitation, as well as extensive game hunting over the 
years, have contributed to the unfavourable conditions for wildlife. The 
Maasai themselves, however, have never hunted game for food. Tney only kill 
predatory animals which threaten the safety of humans or domestic animals 
(Eliot, 1905; Scoresby-Routledge and Routledge, 1910; Parkipuny, 1983).

Today roughly 15 per cent of the total area of Kajiado and Narok Districts 
is designated as game reserves (Sindiga, 1984). The Maasai and their livestock 
herds are granted only limited access to these range resources or prohibited 
from them altogether. Because of its ecological potential, the land now 
demarcated as national parks constituted vital seasonal pastures for the 
Maasai herds. The generous distribution of valuable grazing land to wildlife 
is understandable in the light of the tourist industry, of which game viewing 
and photographic safaris are important components. Tourism is one of 
Kenya’s main sources of foreign currency income. Maasailand, with its rich 
wildlife and to some extent its ”exotic” people, in fact constitutes one of the 
most important tourist attractions in the whole of Kenya.

Land Reduction and the Expansion of Agriculture

The boundaries of the Maasai Districts were provisionally defined by a 
Proclamation in 1912, based upon the 1911 Treaty Agreement (see p.27). Up 
to the present day the administrative borders have remained more or less 
fixed.6 After the Maasai Moves which gained international recognition, the 
colonial administration was reluctant to alter the borders of the Maasai 
Reserve which could have resulted in a further decrease in range resources 
available to the Maasai (cf. Tidrick, 1980). Even though the formal bounda
ries are still the same, the actual area at the disposal of the pastoral households 
has nevertheless diminished and, in addition, the quality of the range is rapidly 
declining. This is due partly to the pastoralists’ limited access to dry season 
pastures and to over-exploitation of marginal lands onto which the Maasai 
crowd in too large numbers.
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The population of the two Districts amounts to roughly 360,000 people, 
which gives an overall density of 7 per sq.km. for Kajiado and 13 per sq.km. 
for Narok, according to the Population Census of 1979. However, the density 
varies enormously from one locality to another, and corresponds largely with 
ecological conditions. It is highest in the high-potential small farming areas, 
such as Ngong, Loitokitok, Mau and parts of Kilgoris, reaching as many as 100 
per sq.km. in some parts.

In 1969, the population in the region numbered only 207,000, which means 
that in the ten years between 1969 and 1979 the population increased by more 
than 70 per cent. This exceeds its natural growth and can only be accounted 
for by extensive immigration into the region. The total growth of the Maasai 
was around 36 per cent in the same ten-year period (Population Censuses 
1969, 1979).

A comparison of the ethnic composition of the population between the 
censuses shows that the relative number of Maasai, as the major ethnic group, 
has decreased significantly. In 1969, they constituted 68.6 per cent of the 
population of Kajiado and 66.5 per cent in Narok, but in 1979 they accounted 
for only 62.7 per cent and 56 per cent, respectively. In only ten years the 
number of Maasai declined by about 6 per cent in Kajiado and more than 11 
per cent in Narok.

The immigration of neighbouring peoples, particularly Kikuyu and Kipsi- 
gis, into former Maasai areas has been extensive. Both the Kikuyu and the 
Kipsigis subsist mainly on agricultural production, although the Kipsigis, 
being primarily pastoralists previously, practise to a large extent a production 
system that has been termed ”agro-pastoralism” (cf. for example, Brandström 
et al. 1979). The Kikuyu also keep animals when the environment allows, 
particularly smallstock. The keeping of livestock is seen as a supplement to 
the often meagre crop yield derived in semi-arid areas and as a cash security. 
In the decade 1969-79 the numbers of Kikuyu more than doubled in Kajiado 
(from 16,000 to 33,000) and almost quadrupled in Narok (from 4,500 to over 
17,000). In approximately the same period, the Kipsigis, whose home area 
borders the western part of Narok District, increased their number from just 
over 30,000 to nearly 60,000.

The encroachment of cultivation onto pastoral lands began in the colonial 
period, but did not take off until the 1950s and has speeded up particularly 
since Independence. Having demarcated Kajiado and Narok Districts as a 
Reserve for the ethnic Maasai, the colonial administration was reluctant to let 
other groups into the area, and measures were frequently taken to expelí



intruders. In fact, during the colonial period, Maasai territory was repeated
ly gazetted as a closed District and few initiatives were taken to develop the 
area (Native Affairs Department Annual Report, 1924; Spencer, 1983).

According to population estimates in 1926, the Maasai were in an absolute 
majority in the Reserve at that time, constituting around 90 per cent of the 
population, excluding the Ndorobo. The latter totalled almost 2,000 people 
in 1926 which means that the two groups - the Maasai and the Ndorobo - 
together constituted around 95 per cent of the population. Other ethnic 
groups such as Kikuyu, for instance, reached just over 1 per cent, a remarka
ble contrast to 1979 when they constituted almost 14 per cent of the total 
population in the region.

The number of Kipsigis was negligible in 1926 and hence not mentioned as 
a separate ethnic category in the population survey. Slightly more than fifty 
years later, however, the proportion of Kipsigis in Narok District was as high 
as 28 per cent. The Kipsigis are particularly numerous in Trans Mara Division 
in the western part of the District. Kipsigis families have, in fact, been 
encouraged by the government to settle in the southern part of the Division, 
i.e. on the Tanzanian border, so as to create a buffer zone and stop the 
notorious raiding between the pastoral Maasai and the Kuria in Tanzania.7 
The immigration of the Kipsigis did not actually become large scale until the 
beginning of the 1950s, while the encroachment of the Kikuyu is of much 
earlier date.

Already in 1925, the immigration of the Kikuyu was discouraged by the 
colonial administration and it was stated in the Annual Report of the Native 
Affairs Department the same year that ’’the penetration of Kikuyu families 
has almost been stopped”. Even so, the Kikuyu continued to penetrate into 
the Maasai areas. The presence of cultivating Kikuyu among the Maasai, 
however, was thought by some colonial administrators to have a ”civilizing” 
effect on the latter (cf. Waller, 1975).

It should be borne in mind that the Kikuyu had suffered severely from 
colonial expansion; much of their tribal lands was expropriated for White 
settlement and thousands of Kikuyu became labourers or squatters on farms 
owned by Europeans. There was, however, a noticeable scarcity of land in the 
Kikuyu Reserve during the initial stages of colonization. Thus the land 
shortage was not only an outcome of land expropriation by the colonial 
government but equally a result of rising prosperity and internal growth in the 
Kikuyu population in the latter part of the nineteenth century. By the time 
Kenya became a colony, the Kikuyu in fact had begun little by little to look for



new territories into which they could expand (cf. Alpers, 1969).
In 1930, the Maasai Reserve, which was the largest of the native reserves 

in the colony - 38,750 sq.km. out of the total of 125,080 sq.km. set aside for 
the native inhabitants - had a population density of just over one person per 
sq.km., whereas neighbouring Kikuyuland had between 77 and 115 persons 
per sq.km. - the same as Luoland in the western part of the colony. Cramped 
on their land, the Kikuyu turned their eyes to the south, to the vast empty 
stretches of land roamed by the pastoral Maasai and their herds. Under 
pressure from the calamitous land shortage in their own territory, they 
visualized Maasailand as a future opening for their swelling population.

The Maasai themselves were alarmed by the threat of Kikuyu expansion 
and the issue of ”alien infiltration” was constantly aired in the Native 
Councils. The situation was aggravated by frequent cattle-raids and skirmis
hes along the border between Maasai ”warriors” and individuals of other 
ethnic communities, viz. Kikuyu and Kipsigis, but also Kamba in the southwest 
of Kajiado and Luo and Gusii in the very west of the territory. The Maasai 
urged the colonial government to intervene.

In 1936, the colonial administration took steps to evacuate the Kikuyu from 
various parts of the Maasai Reserve, among others the Ngong area just outside 
Nairobi (Native Affairs Department Annual Report, 1937). Ironically, this 
evacuation coincided with the government’s eviction of Kikuyu squatters from 
the Nakuru-Naivasha area, which resulted in hundreds of Kikuyu families 
becominglandless. Caughtin a desperate dilemma, the destitute Kikuyu were 
more or less pushed into the adjoining Maasai territory to the south, which was 
the only area of possible retreat in the vicinity; the Kikuyu Reserve in the east 
was already crowded and European settlement was spreading into more and 
more areas to the north and west. The expansion of farmland controlled by 
Europeans was the very reason why the squatters were expelled from their 
area of residence. Whether it wanted to or not, the colonial government had 
to take the Kikuyu land problem seriously and in 1937 the Maasai (i.e. the 
government chiefs and locally recruited leaders) agreed to sell a block of land 
on the Mau for the settlement of evacuated Kikuyu families. With regard to 
the control of their land rights, this was a momentous decision for the Maasai 
leaders. They had given in to the pressure from the agricultural communities 
and allowed them to settle legally on their land and cultivate the soil.

The colonial government, for its part, tried to put the blame on the Maasai 
themselves for encouraging Kikuyu into their territory, mainly through 
Maasai men taking Kikuyu wives but also through the practice of employing



Kikuyu men as labourers on agricultural plots. It was claimed that the Maasai, 
by marrying Kikuyu women, indirectly invited Kikuyu men into their area 
since men tended to follow in the tracks of their sisters and daughters. As both 
the Maasai and the Kikuyu have a strong acknowledgement of affinal 
relationships, this argument may carry some weight. Among other things, a 
Maasai man is expected to treat his in-laws with hospitality and generosity and 
offer any possible help they may require.

Close affinal relations may have resulted in some Kikuyu getting access to 
land in Maasai territory. But as relationships and intermarriage between the 
Maasai and the Kikuyu can be traced back to at least 1750 (cf. Lawren, 1968), 
additional explanations are required to accountforthe reason why the Kikuyu 
established themselves so successfully in the Maasai Reserve - formerly 
hostile country to them - from the turn of the century. A major factor 
contributing to the Kikuyu immigration appears to have been their expanding 
population concomitant with the eviction of Kikuyu families from their own 
land as a consequence of colonial settlement policy. Pacifying measures exer
cised by the colonial administration further eased the movement of Kikuyu 
people into other tribal areas. Similar processes of ethnic immigration were 
observed in other parts of the border of the Maasai Reserve, as for instance 
in Trans-Mara (cf. Waller, 1984).

Cultivation in the Maasai Reserve is reported to have begun in Ngong, 
Loitokitok and Trans Mara as early as 1930 and was then mainly managed by 
ethnic Maasai (probably Maasai of mixed Maasai-Kikuyu descent). The 
actual work in the fields, however, was carried out by Kikuyu employees or 
Kikuyu wives. The Maasai themselves, both men and women, had little 
experience of cultivation. They seemed to have neither ambition nor desire 
to dig the soil, a task they regarded as rather degrading to their pastoral image 
(cf. Galaty, 1977). Some of them, however, notably the ”educated and sop
histicated”, sawprofit in cropping (Native Affairs Department Annual Report, 
1930). They practised a mixed farming-pastoral production regime and some 
had ox-ploughs and engaged in large scale agriculture (cf. Kitching, 1980). At 
that particular time, with a general depression in the colony and subsequent 
years of drought and locust destruction in the Maasai area, the terms of trade 
were quite favourable for agricultural products: a bag of maizemeal at the 
trade centres in the Reserve was equal in price to a head of cattle (Annual 
Report 1932). But, on the whole, in spite of incessant urging from the colonial 
government, agriculture never became popular with the majority of Maasai.

As the Maasai have managed a successful pastoral regime for centuries,



they have never really considered agriculture as a viable alternative. Besides, 
in arid and semi-arid areas rain-fed agriculture is precarious and involves a 
high probability of failure. Cultivation has been a pursuit which pastoral 
Maasai have turned to only in desperate circumstances, such as when their 
herds have been depleted by epizootics or drought (cf. Hollis, 1943; Bemsten, 
1970). However, when destitute Maasai have had the option between 
cropping and employment as a means of income they have usually chosen the 
latter (cf. Waller, 1985).

The government, both the colonial and the Kenyan, has propagated the 
benefits of cropping with the aim of getting the Maasai settled and integrated 
into the market economy. Furthermore, involvement in agriculture by 
pastoralists is often taken as a sign of progress by government representati
ves. Maasai men and women are gradually adopting a more relaxed attitude 
to agricultural work but since the pastoralists to a large extent are squeezed 
into the more arid parts of the Districts, their chances of reliable cropping are 
minimized.

The majority of the Maasai families engaged in agriculture live in the high- 
potential areas, such as Trans Mara and the Mau divisions. Many of them have 
Kikuyu women or women from other agricultural groups in their midst. In 
fact, in-married Kikuyu women have been the first cultivators in many Maasai 
communities. They grow mainly subsistence crops such as maize, beans and 
some vegetables. There are also a few rich Maasai families particularly in 
Narok engaged in mechanized agriculture, notably in the production of wheat 
and barley. These people either lease out their land or employ labourers to 
cultivate it. In the three communities where I worked, agricultural activities 
were of little economic importance. It was only in Morijo Loita that some of 
the families had a small field adjacent to their homestead. Cropping activities 
in the area did not begin until the mid 1970s. Elangata Wuas and Isenya are 
too dry for reliable rainfed agriculture. At one point the families at Isenya 
tried to cultivate some tiny plots but without success. Also at Elangata Wuas, 
the Kikuyu families clustering around the trading centre did some cropping 
inside their enclosures.



It should be noted that when Maasai families engage in subsistence agri
culture, it is usually the women who are responsible for the work in the fields. 
They dig, sow, plant and harvest, and as long as cultivation is done on a small- 
scale basis and for domestic consumption only, they also dispose of the crops. 
Gradually, Maasai women are learning agricultural skills from their Kikuyu, 
Kamba or Kipsigis co-wives and sisters-in-law. Although they claim that they 
”hate” the work they nevertheless admit the benefits of crop production in 
terms of a food supplement for the family. Maasai men, however, are on the 
whole reluctant to involve themselves in any kind of agricultural work and they 
continue to regard cropping as an inferior occupation to livestock keeping and 
herding.

Restructuring of Land Tenure

At the very end of colonial rule a severe drought hit large parts of 
Maasailand, especially certain areas of Kajiado District. Many Maasai 
families experienced a disaster unparalleled in the twentieth century. The 
losses in livestock were colossal, as many as 70 per cent of the herds perished 
(Gwynne & Pratt, 1977) and hundreds of people starved to death. The fatal 
drought and famine alarmed the outgoing colonial government, and the 
incoming independent government gradually realized that something had to 
be done to prevent future famines of the same magnitude and to rectify a 
tenuous ecological balance. The Maasai themselves also came to realize that 
they could not tolerate a second disaster on this scale.

A  comprehensive plan for the future of Kenya Maasailand was drawn 
up in the Kenya Livestock Development Project (KLDP). The Project was 
based upon the adjudication of the range areas into group and individual 
ranches. Similar development measures had already been proposed by the 
colonial government in the form of grazing schemes. The colonial administra
tion had begun to operate controlled grazing in Kajiado in the late 1940s. The 
strategy was to strengthen the section as a grazing unit and provide it with 
sufficient water facilities. By establishing section centres and section councils, 
the government’s overall aim was in fact to introduce the grazing scheme 
thereby bringing the Maasai under its administrative control. The colonial go
vernment, however, soon experienced the problems involved in such a 
venture. Government sources stated that the establishment of ranch units 
would in itself not only determine section boundaries, but also necessitate



their observance, as was evidenced by a number of disputes over boreholes 
and grazing areas (Native Affairs Department Annual Reports 1950).

The first areas proposed for adjudication under the KLDP (Phase I) 
were the southeastern parts of Kajiado which had been most severely hit by 
the drought (cf. Pre-Investment Survey, 1969). The registered division of land 
into units of collective ownership was intended to ensure the legal rights of the 
Maasai to the range areas and to encourage proper land use management. 
The aim was to develop the infrastructure on the ranches - by the construction 
of water pumps, roads and dips - to raise the standard of animal husbandry 
and to increase the marketed offtake of beef from the herds. These goals were 
to be achieved mainly by cooperative efforts on the part of the ranchers but 
also by various government extension programmes on the ranches and, above 
all, by investment loans.

The demarcation of the Maasai area into group ranches must also be 
understood and interpreted in the context of national development. The state 
has a pronounced interest in encouraging the pastoralists to become seden
tary, thereby pressing them into the market economy and making their 
production system more profitable nationally. So far, the group ranch 
development policy has had its ideological parallel in the previous efforts of 
the colonial system to encourage and strengthen the section boundaries.

The process of land demarcation in the region has been going on for 
more than 15 years, but has notyet come to an end. It is estimated that, by 1980, 
more than 80 per cent of Kajiado District is registered, adjudicated or under 
adjudication; to date there are 38 group ranches and 75 individual ranches of 
varying sizes already registered (cf. Kenyan Government District Development 
Plan 1979-83). The process has been much slower in Narok, mainly due to the 
divergent interests and latent conflicts in a socially and ethnically more 
heterogeneous population. The question of the type of land holdings is also 
more ambivalent in high-potential areas. The first land adjudication section 
in Narok was already finalized by 1970. By 1978 only approximately 30 per 
cent of the District had reached the same level of adjudication as Kajiado. Alt
hough there are more difficulties in Narok than in Kajiado, the adjudication 
is continuing and the range lands on the plains are being divided into group 
ranches along the lines originally defined for Kajiado.

A particularly controversial aspect of the land adjudication process in 
both Districts is the question of the title deeds handed out to individuals of 
both Maasai and non-Maasai origin. Large parts of previously communal 
pasture-land have been converted into private ranches and farms, and have



become inaccessible to the majority of the herd-owners. This has aroused 
strong feelings among many Maasai. The individual ranches comprise in total 
a relatively small part of the area but they often occupy the best part of the 
rangelands.

One objective in establishing group ranches was to restrict the move
ments of the pastoralists and their herds, viz. to control the seasonal oscillation 
of animals between various grazing and watering places. This strategy has met 
with much criticism, not least from an ecological/ economic point of view. It 
has been argued that the boundaries of the ranches are too often drawn 
without sufficient attention to the grazing practices and herd management of 
the pastoralists (cf. for example, Hedlund, 1971; Halderman, 1972). Accor
dingly, herds and people repeatedly cross ranch borders in search of grass and 
water, the transgression being facilitated by the fact that people have 
reciprocal relationships across the boundaries (cf. Nestel, 1985).

The premises on which the ranch boundaries are drawn are not clear; 
they appear to be the outcome of a compromise decision taken by an 
adjudication committee (usually composed of local leaders) and the District 
Range Planning Officer. The latter approves the decision formally after 
having investigated the ecological viability of the ranch proposed by the 
committee (cf. Heiland, 1977).

As soon as the boundaries are established, people are invited to register 
as members of the ranches. The procedure is that a person applies for 
membership to the ranch committee which can accept or reject the applica
tion. All those residing permanently in the area may apply for membership, 
but more than 99 per cent of the ranch members are men. It is only 
exceptionally that a woman in her individual capacity can register as a 
member, for example in the case of a woman who has never married but has 
borne children whom she brings up in her father’s home (cf. Chapter VI p. 147- 
148) or a childless widow or divorcee (cf. Pasha, 1979; Doherty, 1979). 
Women’s lack of group ranch membership means that single women, by being 
excluded from access to the land, face severe problems in the future within the 
pastoral economy.

Group ranch affiliation is flexible in many ways. People may be mem
bers of one ranch but live in another, at least temporarily. People may also 
hold permanent employment and group ranch membership simultaneously. 
Men belonging to the same family sometimes register as members on 
different but adjoining ranches thereby facilitating the movements of their 
respective herds in case of pasture or water shortages.



On a few ranches, members are beginning to press for the division of the 
ranches into individual holdings (cf. Doherty, 1979; Grandin, 1981; Dyson- 
Hudson, 1982). A sub-division of the ranches has been discussed by some 
ranch committees but so far the members have failed to agree on the premises 
of subdivision - whether to divide them equally among the members or 
according to individual wealth (cf. Grandin, 1981; Dyson-Hudson, 1982).

On one particular group ranch the subdivision has become a heated 
political issue along age-group lines. The members of the latest age-group 
promoted to the status of elder, to which the administrative chief of the section 
belongs, are pressing for a subdivision now. The junior age-group, however, 
many of whom have not yet acquired group ranch membership, are obviously 
opposed to the subdivision. A partition of the group ranch into individual 
holdings at this stage would mean that many of them would be excluded from 
using the land resources in the future through not holding ranch membership. 
An indication of the magnitude of the land problem is the fact that when this 
group ranch was established in 1972, 320 men registered as members, now 
almost 700 people want membership.

Looked at over a somewhat longer time perspective, subdivision of the 
ranches seems to be a logical outcome of the land adjudication process, 
although this was not explicitly intended from the beginning. There is an 
imminent risk that people, especially destitute herdsmen, might begin to sell 
or lease their membership and trends in this direction are already discernible 
in some places.

The idea behind the introduction of collective rather than individual 
holdings in pastoral areas was to secure land rights for Maasai herd-owners 
and to promote an efficient utilization of the resources closely aligned to 
Maasai land tenurial practices. The group ranch system of land right 
allocation, however, entails a dimension which is not present in Maasai land 
tenure. The concept of land ownership is introduced via a formal exclusive 
membership status. Membership in a group ranch has become the precondi
tion for an individual’s right to exploit the ranch resources. According to 
Maasai conceptualization, however, pasture resources were neither owned by 
the individual nor by any collective entity, but were controlled and utilized by 
the local group. The right to use, not the right to own was fundamental (cf. 
Galaty, 1981). Among other things, this will be the topic of the next chapter.



To sum up, the Kenyan Maasai as a group are gradually losing control over 
the resource „base in their area. Not only has the land they actually occupy with 
their herds shrunk to about half of what it was some 80 years ago and the 
quality of the range deteriorated, chiefly due to the alienation of dry-season 
grazing areas to agriculture, game parks and individual ranches, but the 
majority of the pastoral Maasai are also being estranged from important 
decision-making processes concerning land allocation and exploitation.



NOTES

1) Ib is  situation parallels that of the Barabaig women further southwest. Even though 
the government took stricter measures against them, the Barabaig women never 
discarded their traditional skin skirt, the hanangwend. This skirt, which is made of several 
skins decorated with beads, is given to a woman at her wedding and she wears it to signify 
her change in social status to that of a fertile woman. Furthermore the skirt plays an 
important role in rituals and ceremonies associated with female identity. The female 
dress of the Barabaig, even more so than the Maasai dress, is thus charged with meaning 
and as such is not easily substituted by a plain cotton dress of European style.

2) According to archaeological evidence, the keeping of domestic livestock appears to 
have been practised in the region of the Rift Valley in Kenya and northern Tanzania long 
before the Nilotic expansion, i.e. more than two thousand years ago (cf. Jacobs, 1965; 
Odner, 1972). The ecological regimes in this part of Africa attest to century-long practice 
of pastoralism. It is therefore not unlikely that when the Maasai and other Nilotic pasto- 
ralists reached the Rift Valley they met other pastoral or semi-pastoral peoples.

3) The River-Lake Nilotes consist of the Luo peoples, including the Luo in western Kenya 
as well as several groups in Uganda and the Sudan. The Highland Nilotes are composed 
of the Kalenjin cluster in Kenya, the Tatoga or Barabaig in Tanzania and small groups 
of Ndorobo; the Plains Nilotes are the Maasai in Kenya and Tanzania, the Karamojong- 
Teso cluster in Kenya and Uganda, including the Turkana in Kenya, and others (Green
berg, 1963).

4) The figures given by the various sources vary but they all agree that the families that 
were moved from the north possessed a conspicuously higher number of smallstock than 
cattle. That the flocks of sheep and goats were relatively larger than the herds of cattle 
is most likely a result of the cattle epizootics which ravaged the country a decade earlier 
and reduced the number of animals by thousands (cf. Hollis, 1943; Sorrensen, 1968).

5) The following are the named iloshon usually mentioned by informants and referred to 
in the literature: Dalalakutuk, Damat Loitokitok (Kisongo), Loodikilani, Kaputiei, Kee- 
konyokie, Matapalo, Moitanik, Purko, Siria and Uasinkishu in Kenya, and Laitoyiok, Ki
songo, Salei, Serenget and Sikirari in Tanzania (cf. Jacobs, 1963; Mol, 1978). Loita and 
Purko Maasai are also found as separate iloshon in Tanzania. The smallest section is the 
Damat in Kenya with only 250 sq.km. and the largest is the Kisongo in Tanzania covering 
about 46,000 sq.km. (Jacobs, 1963). The Kisongo comprise as much as 75 per cent of the 
Maasai population in Tanzania. The largest olosho in Kenya is the Purko occupying an 
area of some 7,500 sq.km. (cf. map 3).

6) One change worth mentioning is that in 1926 the Maasai lost Kinangop, an area which 
because of its ceremonial importance was reserved for the Maasai under the 1904 Treaty 
and the renewed 1911 Treaty. In 1915 the colonial government found it impracticable 
to allow the Maasai to hold their ceremonies there since the place lies on the outskirts 
of Maasailand but close to the European settlement area. The Maasai refused to 
relinquish their rights, however. The question of Kinangop was brought up again by the 
colonial government in 1918,1923 and 1925 but the same negative attitude was adopted 
by the Maasai. In 1926 a definite proposition was put to the Keekonyokie Maasai who 
utilized the area that in exchange for Kinangop they should receive an area of approxi
mately 32,000 sq.km. on the Rift Valley floor. The Keekonyokie accepted the proposal 
(Native Affairs Department Annual Report 1920-21:926; Leys, 1924).



7) Skirmishes between Maasai and Kuria, have been occurring for a long time (cf. To- 
bisson, 1986). I repeatedly heard of fighting and cattle raids along the border when I vi
sited the areabetween 1979 and 1981. The Maasai claim that the Kuria use firearms when 
they attack and often drive hundreds of stolen cattle back to Tanzania. The closing of the 
border between the two countries from 1976 to 1983 made it difficult for the Maasai to 
follow their animals into Tanzania.



SUBSISTENCE PASTORALISM AND MARKET EXCHANGE

This chapter describes trends of change related to control of resources 
which are basic to pastoral adaptation, and will elaborate further on Maasai 
territorial organization and exploitation of natural resources.

The pastoral production system of the Maasai is founded upon the 
acquisition of land rights, livestock and labour. As already mentioned, land 
rights are held communally: in principle, access to pasture, water resources 
and saltlicks is acquired through territorial affiliation and by negotiations 
between local groups. Access to livestock and labour, on the other hand, is 
mediated by the patrilineal clan organization and the age-set system but 
effectuated through the institution of marriage. Livestock and labour as 
production assets are managed and administered by the individual families. 
These aspects of the production system will be dealt with in later chapters.

The distinction between communal and individual rights to land and 
livestock respectively is a characteristic trait of livestock-rearing communities 
(cf. Barth, 1964). It seems, under certain circumstances, to generate specific 
ecological problems in pastoral areas, namely of overstocking and overgra
zing (cf. Haaland, 1977). Overstocking generally, however, should not be 
interpreted as an expression of greed or ignorance on the part of pastoralists 
but simply as ”the aggregate effect of what at the individual level is the most 
rational and profitable livestock management, given the conditions created by 
unlimited access to pasture” (cf. Heiland, 1977:7).

Alienation of vital land resources as experienced in many pastoral areas is 
likely to worsen the negative consequences of such a management system. In 
Maasailand specifically, this process has contributed to serious deterioration 
of the rangelands resulting in a decrease in the relative number of cattle per 
household. Kajiado and Narok Districts support close to 1.4 million cattle, 
about 1.1 million sheep and goats and some ten thousand donkeys (Talle, 
1981). This amounts to a livestock density above the optimal carrying capacity 
of the range (cf. G wynne and Pratt, 1977). Overstocking and overpopulation 
in many places (Evangelou, 1984; Sindiga, 1984) hamper the reproduction 
rate and productivity of the herds, implying eventual impaired subsistence 
circumstances for individual households. A large number of livestock per area 
is not, as we shall see, synonymous with a high number of animals per family. 
In fact, the opposite is the case in Maasailand. Many families have experien-



ceda relative reduction in the size of their livestock herds. This has made them 
increasingly dependent on extra-pastoral activities and market transactions. 
Features of these processes will be discussed in the present chapter.

There is a contradiction in an economy which is primarily oriented towards 
subsistence production but at the same time is dependent upon the market. 
The production units in such a system are faced with a number of management 
and decision-making dilemmas which may reinforce, alter or modify positions 
of authority and resource allocation within the management group. The 
prime interest in this study is how the processes of market integration 
constrain or act as incentives to the development of alternative gender roles.

Territorial Organization and Access to Natural Resources

Traditionally, the exploitation of natural resources among the Maasai is 
codified by a system of territorial occupation and usage which to some extent 
is formalized by the notion of local entities. In the previous chapter I 
mentioned the section (olosho) (cf. Chapter II, p. 31), as a key unit with 
respect to territorial affiliation and acquisition of grazing rights. I would argue 
further that the olosho is the formal appropriative unit for pasture resources 
(cf. Bonte, 1981) and that men, by being the herders, are by definition the 
appropriators.

The word olosho has a geographical derivation, namely raised land or 
”plateau”, but the word has gradually acquired an extended meaning since it 
also refers to the group of people inhabiting a particular plateau (cf. Mol,
1978). During periods of inter-tribal wars and upheavals, the olosho appeared 
to gain in importance as a territorial unit and, as we have seen, it was later 
reinforced by the colonial administration. On the basis of their relative 
political autonomy and of certain differences in dialects and cultural features 
some authors refer to the sections as sub-tribes (cf. Jacobs, 1965).

With regard to resource utilization, people belonging to aparticular olosho 
will as a general rule always be allowed to herd their livestock anywhere within 
its territory, provided that they acknowledge certain rules of pasture ap
propriation and herd management. It has been pointed out earlier that the 
boundaries between the sections are quite flexible and that people cross them 
repeatedly in times of drought and distress. During the 1974-76 drought, for 
instance, a large number of families moved freely between Matapato and 
Loodikilani sections with their herds. This shows that not even the olosho as 
a group holds exclusive rights to range resources.



Within the section people tend to identify with certain neighbourhoods and 
locales and claim living and grazing rights to these places by virtue of 
continuous occupation. The term enkutoto (pi Jnkutot) is used to designate 
such clusters of settlement. The application of the term enkutoto, however, 
is not uniform and may refer to several organizational arrangements. The 
usage of the word may also have changed over time. For instance, the 
administrative unit, the sub-location, may be referred to as an enkutoto but so 
also may a neighbourhood consisting of only a few settlements (cf. Peacock 
et al., 1982). In some cases the enkutoto has been taken as a point of departure 
when demarcating group ranches.

Although applied to units of varying sizes, an enkutoto is first and foremost 
conceived of as a locality, i.e. a geographically limited area, and not primarily 
as a distinguishable social group. On account of their common residence, 
however, people belonging to the same enkutoto may be looked upon as a 
”socio-territorial unit” (Jacobs, 1965:237). As they graze and water their 
animals in the same area, the families have a common interest in the care and 
management of the range and its resources. The decision-making body with 
respect to pasture management and water utilization within the enkutoto is the 
elders’ council (enkiguena oo Ipayiana) based on the localized age-group or
ganization. The age-set is an aspect of Maasai social structure which tends to 
unite the families of an enkutoto by the fact that the young men of warrior 
status reside together in one settlement and count themselves as one group 
in opposition to ”warriors” of other inkutot. While the olosho may be said to 
be the group exercising ”formal appropriation” of the pasture by having 
property rights to common land, the enkutoto meaning neighbourhood or 
locality, is the group of ”real appropriation” (cf. Bonte, 1981:26).

The pastoral Maasai live in large scattered residential units (enkang’, 
pi.inkang’itie) often referred to in the literature as villages or kraal-camps (cf. 
Merker, 1910; Jacobs, 1965; Huntingford, 1969). The Kiswahili word boma 
is commonly applied by non-Maasai when talking about Maasai homesteads, 
as is also the anglicized word manyatta, derived from emanyata which in the 
Maasai vernacular stands for ”warrior settlement” or any other large settle
ment erected for age-group graduation and promotion ceremonies. The 
Maasai themselves also frequently use boma and manyatta in communication 
with non-Maasai. In this study the word enkang or homestead will be applied 
throughout. Camp will be used only when referring to temporary seasonal 
settlements.

The Maasai enkang has a circular shape and is enclosed by a protective
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thom-bush fence (esita, pi. isitań) inside which people live and livestock are 
kept during the night. The houses are built close to the inside of the perimeter 
fence and form a ring around the cattle corral in the middle of the compound. 
Young calves, sheep and goats are kept in separate enclosures usually near the 
houses (cf. Chapter VII, Fig. 4). A typical enkang’ consists of several indepen
dent polygynous, extended or nuclear families comprising 20-40 people or 
more who might have a herd of several hundred animals. (See Chapter УП 
for discussion of the organizational aspects of the enkang’ and the composition 
and dissolution of the residence group.)

The residents of an enkang’ together with people of adjacent inkang’itie 
form a local exploitative group and they have to negotiate, cooperate and 
agree upon the exploitation and management of the pasture and water 
resources in their vicinity. Although the Maasai acknowledge common 
utilization of the range, it does not mean that they lack concepts of resource 
control. Within the framework of common utilization rights there are certain 
rules of resource appropriation concerning both range management and 
social etiquette to which the users are subject. Before a family can come and 
settle in a new place licence must be sought from the families already living 
there. Since access to pasture is regarded as a fundamental right of every 
Maasai, nobody will be denied permission outright but if range conditions are 
considered to be in a bad state, newcomers may be advised to return to where 
they came from or search for another locality where the grazing is better. If 
someone settles against the will of the local residents, conflicts and disputes 
are likely to ensue. Such conflicts are minimal because when Maasai move, 
be it seasonally or for a longer period, they usually move to a place where they 
have relatives or in-laws. Furthermore, before they move, they normally 
investigate the condition of the range by sending a scout in advance.

With respect to Maasai land use practices it is important to distinguish 
between control and ownership. In brief, one could say that people residing 
in a locality exercise control of the natural resources, but they do not own them 
in the sense that others may be excluded from utilizing them.

This is also the case with regard to the olopololi grazing reserve. The 
olopololi is an area adjacent to the settlement, jointly reserved by the residents 
of an enkang’ or by two or three neighbouring homesteads for animals with 
special needs, such as calves, weak animals, pregnant cows, breeding bulls and 
sometimes fat steers.1 The grazing reserve may be let to others on request. 
However, trespassing is frowned upon. The Maasai recount stories of herders 
who ”steal” grass from the olopololi of others; they sneak in with their herds



during the night and let the animals help themselves to the lush pasture. The 
Maasai define the olopololi as a grazing site belonging to a certain group of 
people who reside together and who hold primary control to the pasture 
resources of the site as long as they live in that particular area. When they 
move from the place they give up this control but may resume it if they come 
back to settle. Thus olopololi rights are fluid. An essential aspect of the 
Maasai conceptualization of land rights is that access and control of pasture 
resources are intimately linked to residence.

The introduction of the group ranch system has restructured Maasai land 
tenure practices and redefined the notion of resource control based on 
continuous occupancy. Formal membership in a group ranch ensures a person 
a place on the ranch even if he does not actually live there. As far as utilization 
of the range is concerned, the adjudication process of dividing the land into 
group and individual ranches severely hinders a flexible resident and grazing 
pattern otherwise deemed important for proper conservation of the environ
ment under range conditions.

Access to water is as fundamental as access to pasture. Every family may 
draw water and water its animals wherever water is available - in rivers, 
streams and pools. Utilization rights to wells and pools are to some extent 
individually held, as they may be controlled by close lineage relatives and 
inherited through the male line (cf. Fox, 1930; Fosbrooke, 1948; Page-Jones, 
1948). The ”owners” may, however, allot exploitation rights to such water 
sources to ezzkong’-partners and neighbours upon specific agreements. 
Generally, people are allowed to water their animals in somebody else’s well 
if they ask permission. Women are always free to draw water for domestic use 
from any source because they ”take small quantities” only. The Maasai claim 
that it is a ”sin”, in the sense of bad behaviour, to refuse women water.

It is important to note that the Maasai have never recognized exclusive 
rights to water sources, not even to wells and pools. I have often heard Maasai 
state with reference to such man-made water sources: ”yes, he ’owns’ it, but 
if you ask permission he will let you use it”. By implication his rights, the rights 
of the ”owner”, are of ”preference” or primary control rather than exclusivity 
(Rigby, 1980:49). There has, however, been a substantial change in utilization 
rights to water sources in Maasailand.

Nowadays it is gradually becoming common for temporary or permanent 
access to water to be marketed, either sold for money or transacted for 
livestock or labour. Several herd owners are investing considerable amounts 
of money in order to secure a steady and permanent water supply for their



animals.2 They look upon these water sources as their exclusive property and 
consequently erect fences and lock the entrance. With the increasing 
sedentarization of pastoral families, a secure permanent water supply is 
considered to be a good investment. Even water for human consumption is 
being sold. When women draw piped water in, for example shop-keepers’ 
houses in the trading centres, they have to pay either in cash or kind. Many 
of the women pay in milk. During the dry season when both milk and water 
are scarce, women tend to accumulate water debts which they pay off when 
milk becomes more abundant, unless they are lucky and their husband or adult 
son pays the debt for them.

City Councils maintain a number of water points throughout Kajiado and 
Narok Districts. The Maasai make use of government water sources mainly 
during the dry season. In the rainy season when water is readily accessible they 
prefer to utilize surface water, irrespective of the fact that it is often 
contaminated - but it is free. At the borehole or tank, the herd owners have 
to pay a monthly or yearly fee per adult head of cattle. Calves and smallstock 
are normally watered without costs. Women also take water from government 
waterpoints free of charge.

The development of boreholes, pipelines and water tanks in many parts of 
Maasailand has had a major impact on residential preferences. Inter alia, it 
has led to permanent settlement in areas which previously could be utilized 
only in the wet season, i.e. on the dry plains (cf. Peacock et al., 1982; 
Evangelou, 1984). Water development has definitely increased the grazing 
potential of the area (cf. Sandford, 1983) but at the same time it has made the 
range more susceptible to over-exploitation, due to a high concentration of 
people and animals around the water supplies. From the individual house
hold’s point of view, residence close to permanent water has many advantages, 
not least for the women who often had to carry water long distances.

In summary, the pastoral Maasai have never acknowledged exclusive 
utilization rights to pasture and water. This has been affirmed by the fluidity 
of residence groups and by a flexible exploitation of the range. Access to 
pasture and water resources has always been closely linked to residence and 
use of the area.

Several factors have contributed to a transformation of this system. 
Agricultural expansion, land adjudication and market integration have led to 
a decrease in pastureland as well as to a reconceptualization of land rights. 
The process has generated new settlement and residence priorities. Changes 
in form of residence have a particular bearing on women who are normally



more confined to the homestead in their daily activities than men. The final 
chapter of this study is concerned with some of the consequences of the 
process for men and women respectively.

Subsistence Pastoralism Off Balance

In this section I shall discuss some characteristics of the Maasai production 
and consumption system. Although these issues will be dealt with in more 
detail below, I find a short introduction necessary here in order to highlight 
the problem of economic imbalance which is becoming a reality for more and 
more Maasai families.

The majority of Maasai households still pursue some form of subsistence 
pastoralism, basically directed at producing the subsistence goods they need 
to maintain and perpetuate themselves and their social institutions. The 
families rely for their existence on their animals - cattle, sheep, goats and 
donkeys - either directly through the milk, meat, fat and blood they consume 
or indirectly through the sale of livestock. Donkeys are mainly used by the 
women to carry water, move camp or to transport grain and purchased 
foodstuff. Agricultural production is of minor economic importance for most 
Maasai pastoral households (cf. p.40). Wage labour, on the other hand, has 
become increasingly important as a means of survival. The Maasai have 
undergone a rapid process of monetization over the last few decades. Cash 
has come to play a more and more conspicuous role in several economic 
transactions where livestock were previously the only medium of exchange.

Of the various types of livestock, cattle are far more valued than sheep and 
goats as a form of wealth-cum-property and outnumber the latter in most 
herds (cf. Talle, 1981; White and Meadows, 1981).3 Sheep and goats, however, 
are particularly valuable for poor families as a means of rebuilding their herds, 
as slaughter animals and as a source of cash income. This applies also for 
wealthy families who often keep large numbers of sheep and goats; in fact the 
actual number of sheep and goats tends to increase with the size of the cattle 
herd (cf. Bille and Andersson, 1980). Although the wealthier families own 
more sheep and goats than the poorer ones, smallstock is nevertheless 
relatively more important for the poor families and constitutes a larger part 
of their herds.

The majority of the cattle in Kajiado and Narok Districts belong to the 
Maasai type of hump-backed Short East African Zebu stock. Although quite



drought- and disease-resistant, their absolute productivity in terms of growth 
and milk yield is rather low. Upgrading of the indigenous stock with, in 
particular, Sahiwal and Boran for the purpose of increasing the milk and meat 
production of the herd is quite popular, but there are many risks connected 
with keeping non-indigenous cattle, particularly European breeds. Exotic 
breeds are far more susceptible to the drought and disease in Maasailand.4

Milk and milk products are the most important staple foods but their 
calorific content in the diet varies significantly among families and between 
seasons (see Chapter VEI, note 1). Only a few families are wealthy enough to 
be able to choose to live exclusively on milk and other livestock products 
throughout the year.

The consumption of meat is generally sporadic and restricted, and meat is 
most often consumed communally at ceremonies and feasts. Vegetarian food, 
such as berries, fruit, plants and roots, is mainly collected and eaten by 
children and women. Crops on the other hand, and above all maize, are 
consumed by everyone in the family except the ”warriors” whose diet is strictly 
prescribed. Maizemeal is in fact the second most important staple after milk 
and is now mainly obtained from the local shops. Maizemeal porridge has 
beenused as a calorific supplement for at least the last SOyears (cf. Leys, 1924; 
Orr and Gilks, 1931) or even longer (cf. Hollis, 1905) but the consumption of 
maize in the household has escalated and become more regular recently, 
particularly since the drought in 1960-61 (cf. p.41). Today the pastoral 
households are dependent on maizemeal porridge in their diet, at least 
seasonally if not all year round. Many also consume maizemeal porridge by 
preference, having come to appreciate a composite diet.

The consumption of tea, sugar and other purchased foodstuffs, such as 
cooking oil, potatoes and vegetables, etc. is also increasing. There are further 
expenditures requiring cash payments, such as the purchases of clothes and 
household utensils, school fees, hospitalization, veterinary drugs, breeding 
stock, beer, transport, etc. Quite a few families also hire labour for herding 
the animals, for digging wells, fencing, and other tasks. The use of cash is 
widespread and the major source of income for the Maasai families is, by far, 
livestock sales. White and Meadows (1981) believe that livestock sales 
account for more than 85 per cent of the income of a majority of the group 
ranch households that they surveyed in Kajiado.

At present the commercial offtake from group ranch herds in Kajiado is 
between 9 and 12 per cent; this is a noticeable increase since the 1960s when 
the average offtake was estimated to be 4.5 per cent (cf. White and Meadows,





1979). During the 1970s the average marketed offtake from the Kajiado herds 
was about 8 per cent but the cattle sales varied enormously from year to year. 
For instance in 1970, the offtake was only 3.2 per cent while it increased to 12.5 
per cent six years later. The rapid changes in livestock sales from one year to 
another must be accounted for mainly by rainfall variations (White and 
Meadows, 1979). Ln spite of yearly fluctuations there has been a steady trend 
towards higher offtake from the Maasai herds. An estimation of cattle 
population and recorded sales in Kajiado around 1930 suggests that the 
marketed offtake from the herds at that time was only 2 per cent or lower (cf. 
James, 1939; White and Meadows, 1979).

Similar figures on marketed offtake are not available for Narok District 
since much of the sale from the area has hitherto been unrecorded (cf. Talle, 
1981). There are no indications that the offtake from the herds in Narok is 
likely to be any higher than that of Kajiado. On the contrary, one would expect 
the offtake to be lower because of the frequency of quarantines imposed in 
Narok and the District’s greater distance from the Nairobi market.

Even if the marketed offtake from the Maasai herds is low compared to 
those from the commercial ranches in the country - which on the whole are 
estimated to be about 25 per cent (cf. Evangelou, 1984) - it should be noted 
that the sales from the former have increased, particularly during the last few 
decades. This recent increase in Maasai livestock sales is primarily a 
consequence of an emergent consumption and investment pattern which 
requires cash expenditures, but it is also a consequence of a growing imbalan
ce in the ratio of people to cattle (cf. Nestel, 1985). The relative decrease in 
the number of livestock kept by Maasai families over the second half of the 
century is illustrated by the figures given below.

Between 1960 (before the effects of the drought) and 1980, the cattle 
population in Kajiado District remained roughly the same. It was estimated 
at 630,000 in 1960 and around 650,000 or slightly more in 1980 (cf. Talle, 1981) 
but over the same period the Maasai population grew by 76 per cent, i.e. by 
about 40,000 people from approximately 53,000 in 1962 to well over 93,000 in 
1979 (Population Censuses 1962,1979). The total population in the District, 
however, increased from 68,500 to 149,000 over the same period. According 
to these figures, the average number of cattle per Maasai would have been 
about 7 in 1979 and between 11 and 12 in 1960. This calculation presupposes 
that all cattle in the District are owned by ethnic Maasai which is not the case, 
though the Maasai do own a majority of the animals. Based on a per capita 
calculation, the figures are 4.3 and 9.8 for 1979 and 1960 respectively. The



sheep and goat population for Kajiado was estimated to be 463,000 in 1980. 
This figure gives an average of approximately 3 smallstock per capita.

In comparison, some fifty years earlier in 1930 the cattle population in the 
whole Maasai Reserve (both Kajiado and Narok Districts) was estimated to 
be 720,000, while the figure given for the human population was 48,479 the 
year after (Native Affairs Department Annual Report 1931; James, 1939). 
This gives an average of 14.8 cattle per capita for Kajiado and Narok Districts 
together. Another source at the time estimated that the Maasai in Kajiado 
possessed as many as 25 head of cattle per household member at the beginning 
of the 1930s which would mean four times more cattle on average per capita 
than today (Orr and Gilks, 1931). Even if figures from pastoral areas are 
prone to inaccuracies and may vary rapidly due to weather conditions, the 
above figures nevertheless indicate a trend towards a continuous drop in the 
relative number of animals per Maasai family. This picture corresponds 
closely to the Maasai’s own perception of the change. They claim that the 
herds they possessed earlier were much larger and they would vividly describe 
the enormous dust clouds that swirled up on the cattle tracks as herds were 
passing, or the time it took to water a sizeable herd. The present situation is 
in fact so alarming that it has been argued that the only way to rescue the 
Maasai is fully to commercialize their economy (cf. Evangelou, 1984).

Pratt and G wynne (1977) calculate on a survival minimum of approxima
tely 3 standard livestock units (i.e. 5.5 tropical livestock units. 1 tropical 
livestock unit equals 250 kg. live weight) per capita in a pastoral production 
system like the one practised by the Maasai. Survival minimum measures 
vary, inter alia, with aridity of the range and should be seen only as an 
indication of the actual material situation of individual families. On the basis 
of Pratt and Gwynne’s calculation of minimum subsistence requirements and 
the livestock figures presented above, we may conclude that in general Maasai 
livestock numbers are at their lowest possible level. A household survey of the 
Elangata Wuas group ranch undertaken in 1979 by the International Live
stock Centre for Africa shows that the average wealth on the ranch was 5.3 
tropical livestock units (Bille and Anderson, 1980). Thus the figures from the 
ranch survey correspond well with the general picture for the whole District.

To this we must add that the distribution of wealth among the Maasai is 
quite unequal, a fact which increases the actual number of poor households. 
For example, in a survey of two group ranches in Kaputiei in 1979, it was found 
that 25 per cent of the families in one and 38 per cent of the families in the other 
controlled 70 per cent and 90 per cent of the cattle respectively (ole Pasha,



1980). Similar trends have been recorded from other ranches both in Kajiado 
and Narok (cf. Doherty, 1979; Bille and Anderson, 1980; White and Meadows,
1981). In the Elangata Wuas survey referred to above it was revealed that 25 
per cent of the households had only 1 unit and as many as half of the 
households had less than 3 livestock units per household member; only one- 
fourth of the households were safely above the minimum level with 7 livestock 
units or more (cf. Bille and Anderson, 1980). The relatively high livestock 
average on the ranch, in spite of widespread poverty among the ranch 
members, can only be accounted for by the fact that there are a few members 
who own very large herds.

Although livestock figures based upon average estimates should not be 
taken as directly reflecting the economic standards of individual households, 
the fact that the majority of Maasai live from livestock production and that 
cropping opportunities are meagre and alternative sources of income limited 
leads to the likely conclusion that many Maasai families are only surviving as 
pastoralists thanks to a redistributive system which to some extent still 
functions. An indispensable effect of this situation is that more and more 
Maasai are being excluded from the pastoral sector.

This section has presented some figures which indicate changes in the 
traditional basic resources of the Maasai. I would therefore suggest that the 
ever increasing involvement of the pastoral Maasai in various market transac
tions must primarily be understood against a background of declining animal 
wealth for the majority of the people.

Development of Market Exchange

The incentive which first spurred the Maasai to sell livestock was the 
payment of taxes, which were introduced at an early stage of colonial rule. Up 
to that time, cattle were not readily parted with. When the pastoral Maasai 
occasionally presented an animal for sale to the caravan-traders, for instance, 
it was only done at an exorbitant price (cf. Thomson, 1885). Caravan people 
tell how difficult it was to acquire large quantities from the Maasai; they had 
to subsist on game while passing through Maasailand and almost starved to 
death if they were unsuccessful on their hunting expeditions (Thomson, ibid; 
Fischer, 1885).

The colonial government began to tax the male population around 1907- 
8, which was before the second Maasai Move from the north. During the 
entire colonial period, the pastoral Maasai paid the highest hut-tax in the



whole of Kenya (£1 compared to 12 or 16 shillings elsewhere) (cf. Native 
Affairs Department Annual Report 1920-21; James, 1939). There was 
obviously no other reason for higher taxation in the Maasai Reserve than that 
the Maasai appeared to be more wealthy than other natives, owing to ”their 
enormous herds of cattle” (cf. Annual Report 1923), and considering that they 
lived on land which provided them with an affluent economy, they contributed 
little else to the state (cf. Waller, 1975). High taxation was also perceived as 
a way of compelling the pastoralists to part with their surplus stock and thus 
force them into the market economy (cf. Spencer, 1983).

The establishment of the colonial administration and the pacification of 
the area by government-controlled forces enabled outsiders to settle in the 
Maasai Reserve. Among the first to come, along with land-seeking cultivators, 
were petty businessmen and livestock traders, mainly of Indian and Somali 
origin, who opened small shops in the remotest of places all over Maasailand. 
By 1928 there were as many as 159 plots licensed for trade in the area (Native 
Affairs Department Annual Report, 1930). Until around 1925, the Somali also 
largely dominated the cattle trade from the Maasai areas, but later the Maasai 
challenged them and began to trek the animals themselves to the auction 
places which they did with much success (cf. Kitching, 1980).5

The major livestock trade route from the Maasai area leads directly to the 
Nairobi market, via Kiboko holding ground and the slaughter houses in Ngong 
and Ongata Rongai, and to the meat factory at Athi river (cf. Crees, 1982).6 
The traders, who are mostly of Maasai origin, buy the animals at local market 
places or in the Maasai homesteads. Although the livestock trade from the 
Maasai area lacks a formal structure, it is highly efficient and most producers 
claim that whenever they want to dispose of an animal, they do not fail to find 
a buyer. Generally, the cattle traders are willing to take risks in order to 
maximize their profit.7 They will move animals over long, often dangerous, 
distances from remote inaccessible areas to the central market place or from 
drought-stricken localities with a temporary surplus of marketable animals to 
auction places where the demand is high. The trader’s profit lies mainly in 
exploiting the local price divergences. Cattle trading in Maasailand demands 
hard work and a good orientation regarding local pasture and water condi
tions as well as knowledge of the price level in different areas. A successful 
trader usually has a good nose for negotiating.

Livestock trading, however, is not only an economic enterprise; the activity 
also has a certain amount of prestige connected with it. For the young Maasai 
men, livestock trading is an attractive alternative to the former practice of



cattle raiding. Women are excluded from this sphere of interaction; they 
neither trade in animals nor frequent the auction places. Normally, women 
are not supposed to sell animals from the family herd at all.

Sheep and goats are usually more difficult to market than cattle, except at 
the auction places near Nairobi or in areas within easy, quick access by road 
to the capital or other markets. Smallstock cannot be trekked over long 
distances as cattle can, but have to be transported. This minimizes the chances 
for families living far from the market to sell sheep and goats on a large scale 
as was seen in Loita among other places.

Overall the Maasai sell fewer sheep and goats than cattle, yet for the 
individual family living within access to a market, income from smallstock 
sales may be essential. For instance, in the Kaputiei ranches which are 
connected to Nairobi by the Nairobi-Mombasa tarmac road, the sale of sheep 
and goats has become very important (cf. Nestel, 1985).

In the initial stages of the commoditization of livestock and livestock 
products, the Maasai appeared to be more willing to engage in trade in animal 
products than in live animals, offering milk, hides, skins and ghee (clarified 
butter). Quite a few local dairies were set up in the Maasai Districts in the 
colonial period by shopkeepers and businessmen. The production oí ghee was 
actually the chief industry in Maasailand for a considerable part of this period. 
The supply fluctuated greatly with seasonal rainfall and periods of drought; 
in years/seasons of ample rainfall and little animal disease production 
increased but in times of drought it was almost nil. The product was chiefly 
exported to Nairobi where a steadily growing urban population was deman
ding more and more food products. As withg/zee, the extent of the export of 
hides and skins from the Maasai herds also depended on ecological condi
tions. During droughts, when herd losses were great, exports rose, only to 
decrease again in wet years. The market prices of animal products and of live 
animals appear to have varied both with the supply from the producing areas 
and with economic fluctuations in the country as a whole. For example, 
between 1928 and 1932, the price of livestock and livestock products dropped 
dramatically; the price of hides fell from 31 shillings (shs.) per frasila in 1928 
to only 2.50 shs. at its lowest in 1932, and the average sale proceeds for cattle 
dropped from 50 shs. to 18 shs. per head in the same period, with some local 
variation (Native Affairs Department Annual Report 1933). Large parts of 
Maasailand experienced exceptionally bad years between 1929 and 1935: 
successive droughts, diseases and locusts killed animals by the thousand (ibid; 
James, 1939). But due to the heavy losses in herds and the need to supplement





the pastoral diet with vegetarian food, the export of live animals as well as of 
hides and skins from the Reserve almost doubled in these years (Hollis, 1943).

It should be noted that the marketing of livestock and livestock products 
such as milk, ghee, hides and skins from Maasailand still follows the vagaries 
of rainfall to a great extent. Improved market facilities and high meat prices 
have, nevertheless, been shown to play an important part in initiating livestock 
sales (cf. Evangelou, 1984). The widespread livestock poverty among the 
Maasai has led to a growing dependence for many families upon market 
exchange at the same time as many of them are successfully exploiting 
opportunities provided by the market system to increase their herds (cf. Bill 
and Anderson, 1980). In brief, the relationship between the Maasai and the 
market is multi-faceted and complex. Thus, with respect to market integra
tion, it would be deceptive to treat the Maasai as one single category. The way 
they utilize the market system - sale of livestock products, sale and purchase 
of livestock or sale of labour - appears to be related primarily to the resources 
they have to hand. In the penultimate chapter of this study, the Maasai’s diver
sified exploitation of market opportunities will be discussed further.

To conclude this chapter, I shall give a brief account of the regional system 
of inter-ethnic barter trade practised by the Maasai in pre-colonial times. In 
striking contrast to the present trade in live animals which is controlled 
exclusively by men, the inter-ethnic trade in food and other commodities was 
characterized by the equal participation of men and women.

The Maasai families bartered livestock and livestock products for such 
goods as grain, calabashes, tobacco, metalware, honey and ivory with neigh
bouring peoples probably ever since they first arrived in this part of East 
Africa. They traded different goods with different groups. Ivory - chiefly used 
for male ornaments - and honey for the brewing of beer were obtained from 
local Ndorobo groups living in their midst, and metalware from the blacks
miths (ilkunono), a group of Maasai holding a rather marginal and somewhat 
despised position (cf. Eliot, 1905; Galaty, 1979). The main agricultural 
trading partners for the Maasai living in Kenya were the Kikuyu and Kamba 
in the east, and the Kipsigis, Luo and Gusii in the west; in Tanzania they were 
the Arusha, Chagga and Taveta, all of whom inhabit areas bordering on 
Maasailand.



It should be noted that the trade in food between the pastoral and 
agricultural groups was almost exclusively carried out by women who visited 
each others’ homesteads or met at local market places. Bartering milk,ghee, 
hides and skins for grain, tobacco, calabashes and other agricultural products, 
the women mainly traded in goods needed for the upkeep of their families.

The German officer, Merker, who served in German East Africa in the 
first years of colonial rule, records the importance of women in the regional 
food trade. He states accordingly:

Was an Milch, Fleisch und Fellen nicht im eigenen Haushalt verbraucht 
wird, ist ihr [the woman’s] Wirtschaftsgeld, mit dem sie vegetabilische Le
bensmittel und solche Haushaltungsgegenstände einkauft, welche sie nicht 
selbst fertigt. Sie wird hierin von ihrem Mann in keiner weise beaufsichtigt. Es 
ist unter semer Würde, sich in diese Angelegenheiten zu mischen. Ungefähr 
alle drei bis sechs Tage treffen in den Maasaikraalen Karawanen von alten 
Weibern, begleitet von einigen alten Männern und beladen mit Mais, Bana
nen, Bataten, usw. e in .... Ort kommen die Karawanen vier bis fünf Tagemär
sche weit her und bleiben dann ein paar Tage im Kraal, ehe sie den Heimweg 
antreten (Merker, 1910:29-30, my italics).

That the trading women met in the Maasai homesteads to which their men 
would also follow them, could be taken as testifying that pastoral products, in 
particular livestock, were very popular with the agriculturalists.

According to early travellers, however, the Maasai women not only 
bartered livestock products but also live animals, viz. donkeys, to which, as the 
main users, they had extensive disposal rights. The close link between Maasai 
women and donkeys may be illustrated by the fact that it is only women who 
exchange donkeys and thus address each other by the term donkey (cf. 
Chapter IV p.88). Donkeys were much sought after by caravan traders for the 
transport of provisions and traded goods, in particular ivory. Thomson (1885) 
tells of how the traders in his caravan tried to persuade the ”nut-brown Maasai 
ladies” to bring them donkeys by slipping ”rich coloured beads and fíne 
chains” into their hands, and how he himself managed to cajole ” a daughter 
of the celebrated lybon [oloiboni: ritual leader] Mbaratien [Mbatian]” into 
bringing him a donkey; and he continues ”...and so completely had I won her 
heart by my pretty speeches...that she actually wanted to make me a present 
of it [the donkey]” (ibid: 162). Largely because of their prominent role in the 
barter trade, women were the most frequent visitors to the caravan sites. They 
came to exchange livestock products (milk, ghee, and hides) for glass beads, 
brass, copper and metal wire, and cotton cloth. Cotton cloth gradually took



the place of both the women’s and men’s traditional skin garments, which no
wadays are only used ceremonially.

In the initial stages of colonial expansion, the Maasai women were 
generally much more heavily clad and ornamented than they are today. They 
wore brass and metal coils around their necks, arms and legs and it was 
estimated that a woman could carry from ”twenty to eighty pounds” (9-35 kgs.) 
of metal on her body (Leys, 1924:87). In some parts of Loita and Trans Mara 
women still wear leg-coils but in other places they have mostly disappeared 
and been replaced by various bead and leather ornaments.

While women traded in goods important for the sustenance of the family 
or used for their own and their children’s ornamentation, men traded 
primarily in items closely associated with Maasai male identity, viz: ivory, 
honey and weapons (knives, spearheads and arrows). The latter were on the 
whole bartered with live animals, in particular sheep and goats. The barter 
trade appears to have been administered by men and women according to the 
resources they controlled, i.e. live animals and livestock products respectively 
and to their respective gender positions in the relations of production.

It seemed to be the elderly women who travelled more freely than the 
younger ones and who carried out much of the inter-ethnic trade in subsisten
ce commodities (cf. Merker, 1910). Except for the bartering of donkeys, 
women do not seem to have traded in live animals, which may be taken as 
evidence of men’s close control of and preoccupation with the livestock even 
in pre-colonial times. Male informants claim, contrary to the observations 
made by early travellers, that women never traded in any live animals, not 
even in donkeys. This rejection of women’s former strong economic position 
may perhaps be understood in the light of the trend towards reinforcing male 
control of the family herd.

The regional barter trade gave Maasai women the same possibility as 
men to get involved in fields of interaction stretching beyond the domestic 
arena. At times women even travelled more widely than men, not least outside 
their own area (cf. Huntingford, 1969). As already mentioned, they traded 
and sometimes married with other ethnic groups, even when the men fought 
each other. To a large extent women’s and men’s roles in the barter trade were 
complementary and equal.



The transition of the barter trade into market exchange and the cash 
economy over the last hundred years, however, appears to have had adverse 
effects on the position of women within the system of production. From having 
operated on an equal footing with men in extra-pastoral trading activities, 
women now appear to be losing their grip on the marketing of livestock 
products and they are excluded from the crucial cash transactions revolving 
around the sale of livestock which are by far the largest source of income for 
the family. The fact that only men were taxed, and not women, induced the 
former to seek sources of cash.

The commercialization of the Maasai pastoral economy was initiated by 
external forces; land reduction, taxation, adjudication of the range areas are 
among the factors which have contributed to the commoditization of live
stock, as well as of land and labour. The Maasai are responding to this 
situation with various production strategies and management decisions which 
in many ways reinforce the processes that were initiated. In the articulation 
between the two systems, the market-dominated and the subsistence-orien
ted, gender hierarchization and differentiation of the population into econo
mic strata are very likely to be accelerated.

I postulated in the Introduction that the relations between Maasai men 
and women are becoming more unequal as the pastoral economy is being 
transformed into a market system. The basis for this inequality, however, lies 
partly in the Maasai social structure and its cultural institutions. The next two 
chapters will review the major structural characteristics of this gender-bias in 
Maasai society.



NOTES

1) The olopololi should be clearly visible from the enkang’ so that people at home may 
be able to keep an eye on the animals grazing there. Therefore the olopololi is often found 
on a hill-slope above the homestead or on a plain below. A good olopololi should have 
plenty of grass. Because of less heavy grazing ilopololi are easily distinguished from the 
surrounding pasture.

2) Wells are normally dug in river beds and dams - being mostly for seasonal use - made 
in places where the catchment of rainwater is good. Along the Toroka River in Elangata 
Wuas the digging of wells, sunk in the river bed, has increased dramatically in the last few 
years. Informants claim that some 10-15 years ago the number of wells along the river 
could be counted on fingers of one hand. Now roughly 50 wells are in operation along 
a 15 km. stretch of the river. Some of these wells are only temporarily in use, while others 
are maintained permanently. The best permanent wells attain a depth of 7 to 8 m.. To 
keep a well in good condition, a cattle-owner may invest substantial amounts of money. 
One man spent more than 2,000 shs. in one year on maintenance and repair of his well. 
A few even invest in diesel pumps to draw the water.

3) In a  survey of 30 herds divided equally on the three localities I worked in, I found that 
the ratio of cattle to smallstock was 1:3.7 for the herds of Isenya (these families were ex
tremely poor in cattle); 1.12:1 for the herds in Elangata Wuas (mixed sample) and 1.7:1 
for Monjo-Loita (also mixed sample). On a group ranch-wide survey of Elangata Wuas, 
ILCA found an average ratio of 1.28:1. The difference might be explained by the fact that 
I did not include any rich families in my sample (cf. ole Pasha, 1979; Talle, 1981). This 
I did deliberately because of a rather small total sample.

4) Hollis noted in 1938 that the method adopted by the colonial government of crossing 
the Maas ai Zebu stock with pure-bred European stock was never popular with the 
Maasai. Firstly, the half-bred stock had no hump like the native cattle and so were less 
valuable. Secondly, they were not as hardy and were more vulnerable to disease (cf. 
Hollis, 1943). The colonial government, however, gradually changed the method of 
upgrading from cross-breeding to improving the native stock by selection.

5) When trekking animals, the traders cooperate in hiring herdsmen; 2 or 3 men are 
usually able to trek 50 to 100 animals in one group, and in 1984 each trekker was paid 
approximately240shs., depending on the distance to the market. Sometimes the trekkers, 
if they drive exceptionally large herds and travel long distances, have escorts carrying fi
rearms as a precaution against possible cattle raiders.

6) The majority of the cattle sales from the Maasai districts are slaughter stock, and the 
role of the KMC (Kenya Meat Commission) abattoir at Athi River, 30 kms. from Nairobi, 
as a destination for cattle sold for slaughter, especially from Kajiado District, has declined 
dramatically since 1972. This is mainly due to price competition from private abattoirs 
closer to Nairobi (cf. White and Meadows, 1979).

7) The cattle trade across the Tanzanian border which flourished during the years when 
the border between the two countries was closed was particularly lucrative due to the 
exchange rate between the Kenyan and Tanzanian currency. In 1981 the former fetched 
three times its official value on the black market in the border areas.



PROPERTY RIGHTS AND FEMALE-MALE RELATIONS 

Livestock as Property

Among the pastoral Maasai livestock are not only the means of subsistence 
and the medium of transaction but also the measure of wealth. In addition to 
providing food and being the main cash resource, livestock transactions 
validate and legitimate meaningful and important social relationships. Such 
relationships are continuously affirmed and emotionally expressed by tempo
rary transfers of livestock, as well as by cooperation in herding and communal 
sharing of slaughtered beasts. Livestock are the means of production, but they 
also fulfill the role of prestige goods and objects of mystification pertaining to 
social and ideological relations as well as to the relationship between man and 
the supernatural (cf. Bonte, 1981:33-34). The word for cattle (inkishu) is often 
used as a metonym for people, i.e. Maasai people. In many contexts when the 
Maasai refer to inkishu they actually mean both cattle and people, for 
example, the ”cattle” are inside the enclosure, the ”cattle” have shifted etc. 
Their preoccupation with cattle in all respects is what defines Maasai people 
as ”Maasai”. For the Maasai, cattle are representations of the good life: they 
are pleasant to look at, touch and smell.

Livestock are, however, a fragile form of wealth mainly because animals 
are perishable, i.e. they may be eaten, die suddenly, be lost or stolen. The first 
section of this chapter points to some characteristics of livestock as property 
in Maasai culture. It is the social relation established by exchanges of livestock 
and livestock products rather than the animals themselves that are important, 
in other words, the transactional capacity of animals is of prime value. In the 
previous chapter we saw that the Maasai were until recently rather unwilling 
to part with their surplus stock through the market system and that the 
commercial offtake from cattle herds had remained low for a long time. A 
maj or part of the offtake from the Maasai herds has been through transactions 
and allocations governed by specific cultural institutions and thus directed 
towards continuation and reproduction of the social system rather than 
towards livestock sales. Extensive and manifold exchanges and transfers of 
livestock in the form of gifts, promises and loans are in fact a prerequisite for 
the reproduction of kinship as well as affinal and age-group relations.

Social relations which are cemented by livestock exchanges are symbolized



by special terms of address derived from the name of the animal given or 
received. Heifers, as the main productive animal in the herd, take a central 
position in this circulation system, and accordingly the term pakiteng (giver/ 
receiver of heifer or young lactating cow) is the most distinguished term of 
address.1 While some of the animal exchanges are more or less culturally 
prescribed, as for example, livestock transactions between in-laws (osotua, 
pi.isotuaitin) at marriage contraction, others are of a more voluntary nature. 
Examples of the latter would be livestock exchanges undertaken by Maasai 
men when they want to establish or confirm relations of close friendship (pi. 
ilchoreta, sing, olchore) with age-mates or others. Elaborate livestock transac
tions among men are of the utmost importance for the construction of men as 
social adults. In contrast to men, women may not create such voluntary rela
tions with female or male friends and thus logically women are less socially 
grown-up than men. This is usually explained by the fact that women do not 
”own” livestock. As we shall discuss below, women do, however, exchange 
livestock with in-laws and relatives.

The elaborate system of livestock transactions is important because of the 
social and economic security it provides for the individual family (cf. Spencer, 
1969; Hedlund, 1971; Dahl and Hjort, 1979). The dispersal of animals among 
kin and friends is a safeguard in the event of disaster or drought. At the same 
time the giving and lending of livestock is part of a pastoral ethos of solidarity 
and sharing. Among the Maasai, generosity and hospitality are cultural ideals 
of the highest degree.

A practical consequence of this exchange system is that at any time 
members of a household will have some of their animals temporarily allocated 
to herds under the care of others as well as being indebted to or having 
livestock assets with other families or individuals.2 Accordingly there will 
always be a number of animals within a specific family herd which do not 
actually belong to those herding the animals; that is to say, the people to whom 
the animals are temporarily allotted cannot take any substantial decision 
concerning their husbandry and management without the consent of the 
person(s) holding primary rights of control over the animals. On the other 
hand, the people caring for the animals are free to utilize the milk products, 
sometimes to keep a calf bom, and in most cases to claim the hide and meat 
of a dead animal under their supervision.

The continuous circulation and redistribution of animals is also important 
because it reduces the inherent unequal accumulation of wealth which may 
threaten the cultural preference of equality which is so pronounced in many



pastoral societies including the Maasai (cf. Bonte, 1981).
In East African pastoral societies where this type of livestock distribution 

is practised, the literature commonly distinguishes between the herd actually 
under the daily care and use of the production unit (say a family or a 
household), i.e. the ”access herd”, and the animals belonging to or ”owned” 
by the same group, i.e. the ”property herd” (cf.for example, Dahl 1979). This 
distinction has been regarded as very important in understanding how 
families which are struck by disaster are able to build up their livestock 
resources again by collecting animals belonging to their property herd and 
transferring them into their access herd. The property herd thus comprises 
animals herded by the family itself as well as animals belonging to the family 
, but allocated to or under the care of other domestic units. The latter include 
animals allocated to others for herding purposes as well as livestock loans, 
promises, unreciprocated gifts etc. However, these transactions belong to 
very different fields of social interaction and exchange and therefore cannot 
be lumped together in a single category of property rights.

For instance, among the Maasai, livestock promises made to individuals at 
specific times in their lives may constitute a potential source of livestock 
accumulation. However, neither promises nor unreciprocated gifts are 
property in the sense of the animals being at the receiver’s disposal when he/ 
she wishes. They are, rather, assets which may be mobilized at appropriate 
times, and then only after a certain amount of negotiation. Although livestock 
promises and unreciprocated gifts are generally looked upon as ”debts” (pi. 
isilen, sing, esile), the timing of the release of such animals will depend upon 
a number of circumstances such as the relationship between the giver and the 
receiver, their respective economic situations, the nature of the gift, etc. Most 
important, the release of any animal depends upon the readiness of the 
keeper/donor to part with it.

Livestock promises and unreciprocated gifts are remembered and kept 
count of over generations and inherited as outstanding debts from father to 
son. It is the practice among the Maasai that livestock promises made many 
years back may still be revived at an opportune moment. Mothers are in 
charge of and guard the livestock property of their sons while they grow up and 
will explain to their sons the details of livestock exchanges involving their 
animals.

Gift-giving and stock-lending in Maasai society are based upon the mutual 
understanding that negotiations, or ”begging” as it is sometimes phrased by 
the Maasai, should precede the actual removal of an animal. The one who



keeps the animal in his herd very often has an advantage in the negotiations. 
An exception to this can be animals transferred to other domestic groups 
purely for herding purposes. The return of such animals is usually a 
straightforward matter.

There is, however, another important aspect of livestock promises or gift- 
giving. I have the impression that animal promises may never materialize in 
actual Uvestock transactions. In other words, the promise is only meant to be 
a promise though it may be counted as a real transaction. The Maasai are 
obviously aware that livestock promises are quite often not redeemed.

Still, a promise is an asset in the sense that it signifies an intimate 
relationship between two persons. The giving and taking of livestock gifts is 
perhaps more important as a way of building up a network of close social 
relations than as a reliable means of actually increasing a herd. A large 
network of social relations founded on livestock exchanges is, after all, the best 
security for pastoralists in times of need. Thus it appears that it is the 
relationship established or confirmed rather than the actual transfer of the 
animal that is important.

With reference to the distinction between access herd and property herd, 
I would suggest that in the Maasai case the term "asset herd" would be more 
appropriate than "property herd" to designate all the animals belonging to a 
family herd, i.e. those herded by the family as well as outstanding debts, 
temporary allocations etc. In my opinion asset is a concept which better 
captures the contextual character of property rights to livestock, in particular 
to animals not under the actual care of the holder of such rights.

The concept of asset has the connotation of something which can be 
mobilized but not actually owned in the sense of being at one’s disposal. To 
release a livestock gift in many cases requires both persuasion and clever 
negotiating as well as continuous involvement in the social relationship which 
was created by the initial exchange. The difference between asset herd and 
property herd strikes at the very basis of Maasai principles of stock exchange 
and property relations, namely that of balanced negotiation and agreement. 
It should be added that, except for the agnatic prerogative in property rights, 
this exchange structure lacks formalization to any large degree.

Up to now the interpretation of property control and livestock ownership 
in the study of East African pastoral societies has not had the extensive 
discourse its intricacy might demand. It has more or less been taken for 
granted that animals are owned individually (sometimes phrased as privately 
owned) by a family group and managed as one herd by the male head of that





unit (cf. Jacobs, 1965; Dyson-Hudson, 1972; Haaland, 1977).
The assumption that animals are owned by the individual family under the 

control of the male head has to some extent disguised the complexity of 
property rights in the societies under discussion. One implication of this view 
is that more extensive rights to the family herd have been attributed to the 
husband-cum-father than he actually exercises. Rigby (1980), among others, 
has challenged this position. He refers to the Parakuyu in Tanzania and 
suggests that men’s property rights to livestock do not imply ownership (with 
the Western connotation of exclusiveness) but rather primary control on the 
part of the individual with regard to the animals. This would mean, among 
other things, that people endowed with primary control - although having 
extensive rights of disposal and alienation with regard to the livestock wealth 
- nevertheless are subject to certain structural constraints and cultural 
standards involved in the allocation and disposal of animals and animal 
products. These constraints are related to social commitments of livestock 
distribution and reciprocity, which, as mentioned earlier, counteract the 
accumulation of surplus animals by individual domestic groups.

Whenever livestock are exchanged, given away, lent or borrowed among 
the Maasai - be it within or outside the agnatic family group - various 
diversified and complex rights to the animals are transferred simultaneously. 
These range from rights to dispose of whole animals, to rights to allocate, milk 
or slaughter. These categories of rights represent different aspects of property 
control and may be held concurrently or successively by one or several 
persons. Some of these rights, however, are more inclusive than others and 
could perhaps be summarized more concisely in two categories, viz. rights of 
disposal (aitore: to control, to rule, to have authority) and rights to use (aitodol: 
to show, to point out) (cf. Llewelyn-Davies, 1981).

The former imply alienation rights to livestock property, which means that 
the holder of such rights can decide when or whether an animal should be 
slaughtered, given away or sold. Usufruct rights, on the other hand, are of a 
more restricted nature: in general, the holder(s) may utilize the products of 
the animals and, to some extent, give away or allocate animals to persons 
within a prescribed set of relationships. In Maasai relations of production, the 
rights of disposal or alienation of livestock are usually held by the male head 
of the family, while wives and sons are vested with rights to use only. Daughters 
are excluded from all rights. When referring to women’s rights to cattle, 
Maasai men frequently say that women have animals by ”name” or ”head”, 
but they exercise no real control over them.



The circumscribed decision-making power of Maasai women with respect 
to disposal of livestock is illustrated by the fact that women may not exchange 
livestock with friends of their own choice as men do. A too rigid distinction, 
however, between aitodal and aitare rights in the context of the production 
system of the Maasai would narrow our understanding of the actual decision
making processes and disposal of animals within the domestic group.

Llewelyn-Davies (1981) has discussed these two concepts of property 
control in detail in an illuminating paper on the notion of ownership and 
gender inequality among the Loita Maasai in Narok. She claims that aitore 
rights, which are held exclusively by married men, not only pertain to the 
control of livestock property but also to the control of women’s labour, 
sexuality and fertility, with the consequence that women have limited rights 
in their own persons and bodies. Llewelyn-Davies, in fact, argues that the 
deprivation of control of one’s own body is more significant for the subordi
nation of women in Maasai society than the lack of control over livestock. 
That Maasai women are objects of property (”Eigentumsobjekte”) has also 
been asserted by Huppertz (Huppertz, 1959:953). Even if the term aitore is 
applied by the Maasai both when referring to the control of livestock and the 
control of women (and children), it would be wrong to deduce that women 
generally are property in the same way as livestock. Animals may be bought 
and sold on a market and thus taken ”out of social relations” (cf. Whitehead, 
1984:179), while rights to a woman’s fertility, for instance, can normally only 
be transacted by an elaborate procedure of negotiations and exchange of 
specific goods and services between the partners involved. The transactions 
of rights to female fertility give rise to a number of perpetual social relations. 
Maasai men regard women as ”wealth” (resources), but I would say that they 
do not consider them as property which can be alienated. Sometimes when 
men refer to their wives as ”property” it implies that they have used property 
(livestock, cash, etc, i.e. bridewealth) to acquire them. Some recent changes 
in bridewealth form, however, suggest that women are becoming male 
possessions. Marriage contraction which establishes rights to female fertility 
and labour is the topic of Chapter VI.

It is dubious whether aitore may be translated into concepts of ownership 
and property. Certainly a Maasai elder will talk about ”his” animals, ”his” 
wives, and ”his” children as if he owned them (inaainei ”they [women, 
children, animals] are mine”). And because he is in control (aitore) of the 
family wealth, including livestock, wives and children from his point of view, 
he may, if he so wishes, sell an animal from the herd without consulting the



other family members, beat a disobedient wife or force a daughter to marry 
a man of his own choice. Such extensive decision-making prerogatives accrue 
to him in his social position as an elder and head of a family but it is important 
to note that the privileges are not exercised indiscriminately and without the 
risk of sanctions being implemented.

Anthropologists have voiced caution in the unspecified use of the concept 
of property in non-Westem societies (cf. Rigby 1980; Meillassoux, 1981; 
Strathem, 1984; Whitehead, 1984). Websters New Collegiate Dictionary (1976) 
defines property as the ”exclusive right to possess, enjoy and dispose of a 
thing”. An important quality of this definition is the notion of exclusivity, 
which signifies an individual’s rights to an object or thing vis-à-vis all other 
individuals. In its full meaning this concept of property is primarily linked to 
the market economy which allows ”products to be alienated and transformed 
into commodities” (cf. Meillassoux, 1981:36). The Western notion of proper
ty is thus characterized by a radical disjunction between persons and things 
and between subjects and objects. This may prove to be an invalid distinction 
for interpreting systems of exchange in societies where the notion of the gift, 
and not that of commodity, prevails (cf. Hirschon, 1984).

I would argue that traditionally in Maasai economy, livestock are not 
property in the meaning of exclusivity referred to above. It has been pointed 
out that several people may hold rights to the same animal simultaneously, 
thus rendering Maasai property rights rather diversified and complex. The 
circulation and exchange of livestock wealth, as well as labour and female 
fertility, within the Maasai production and reproduction system is basically 
governed by the notion of the gift and characterized by reciprocity. Although 
gift-giving and livestock exchanges to a great extent are obligatory, they are 
nevertheless founded on an assumption of willingness and on the cultural 
value of generosity. The Maasai want to believe that in principle all Maasai 
are willing to give away, exchange and lend animals to each other. If this is 
not always done in practice, however, it is explained by the lack of opportunity 
rather than unwillingness which prevents a person from being generous. If a 
person does not want to or does not have animals to give away at a particular 
moment, he or she will make excuses, refer to a present difficult situation in 
their own homestead or suggest that the asker comes back another time when 
things have changed for the better. A Maasai will never refuse another person 
a gift outright as that would be interpreted as synonymous with repudiating a 
social relationship. The notion of the gift lends to every livestock transaction 
a meaning beyond the actual animal exchange; above all, it creates, confirms



and cements social relations. Furthermore, it may be noted briefly that in 
Maasai culture there is customarily no sharp distinction between gift ex
change, moral obligation and economics.

The Agnatic System: An Ideological Framework of Male Control

Patrilineal clan organization (olgilata, pi Jlgilat) is a structural principle in 
Maasai society of crucial importance for understanding social relations of 
production and reproduction. To some extent the agnatic lineage system 
formalizes property rights. Access to the means of production, to labour and 
to women’s procreative resources is partly mediated through the ideology of 
agnation. The age-set system, which I shall discuss in the next chapter, is 
another organizing principle of similar structural dignity.

Before I proceed to elucidate certain aspects of the descent system, it would 
be apt to emphasize that clan organization has a unifying effect on the pastoral 
Maasai by consolidating them ethnically and structurally. The clans consist 
of a number of sub-clans which transverse all the autonomous territorial 
political sections, thus giving people an immediate loyalty and ideological 
reference across section boundaries. In a few territorial sections, however, 
some clans are more heavily represented than others.

I shall begin with a short description of the lineage structure itself and then 
continue with a review of agnation as a guiding principle in the organization 
of marriage and the regulation of sexuality and in determining paternity and 
the inheritance of livestock.

The Maasai are divided into seven major descent groups (ilgilat) or clans, 
viz, the ilaiser, Никита, ilaitayiok, ilmolelian, ilmakesan, iltaarro sero and 
ilmamasita (cf. Hobley, 1910; Jacobs, 1965). Sources do not always agree as 
to whether a descent group should be categorized as a clan or sub-clan; not 
even Maasai informants seem to be clear on this point. In the literature, and 
according to informants, ilmamasita, for instance, is frequently included as a 
sub-clan of ilmolelian and ilukumai is sometimes treated as a sub-clan of ilaiser 
(cf. Hollis, 1910; Huntingford, 1969). Consequently, the number of clans 
proper may vary between five and seven. The number five has a mythical 
origin in a man, Naiteru-kop (the originator of the earth), who married two 
wives. The first wife gave birth to three sons and the second wife to two sons. 
These five sons are the legendary founders of the five clans, ilaiser, ilukumai, 
ilmolelian, ilmakesan and iltaarrosero, which are regarded as the original



Maasai clans (cf. Sankan, 1971; Kipury, 1983;).
The ilaiser and the ilmolelian are the most numerous and powerful but there 

is no recognized hierarchical relation between the different groups in the 
sense that one lineage or clan is subordinated ritually or politically to another. 
The position of ilaytayiok is somewhat peculiar, however: it seems to carry the 
stigma of ”not proper Maasai”. In Kenya the ilaitayiok are mainly concentra
ted in one section. Other Maasai claim that people of that section are ”not 
like us; they have come from here and there”, implying that their origin is 
somewhat dubious. This may be explained by the fact that the ilaitayiok are 
related to other clans by a tradition of affinity or immigration rather than by 
patrilineal descent (cf. Jacobs, 1965; Galaty, 1977).

Under specific circumstances people may become clan members by 
adoption.3 For instance, in legends the origin and integration of the nkidongi 
sub-clan into the ilaiser was one of adoption and not agnation.4 Members of 
the nkidongi sub-clan provide the Maasai with their ritual experts and diviners 
(oloiboni, pi.iloibonok). They are endowed with supernatural powers to 
procure the well-being and fertility of people and livestock, to call forth rain 
and to tell the future (cf. Jacobs, 1965; Galaty, 1977). The role of the oloiboni 
as an agent to call down blessings is especially essential for the formation and 
graduation of the age-sets. The ritual power is inherited patrilineally but only 
a few members of the lineage practise the ritual skills to a high degree. Some 
of the iloibonok have a reputation for being very ”strong” i.e. powerful and 
wealthy. One such legendary oloiboni was Mbatian(cf. Chapter Π, p.21).5 For 
their services the iloibonok are paid in livestock. Earlier they also received 
wives. It was regarded as prestigious to give a daughter to an oloiboni.

The clans are divided into sub-clans and major lineages (enkishomi, 
pUnkishomin) (cf. Hollis, 1905; Hobley, 1910; Merker, 1910; Fosbrooke, 
1948; Jacobs, 1965; Mol, 1978).6 Each clan comprises two or more named sub
clans which, like the clans, are assumed to be related patrilineally. Their 
members, however, are unable to trace their descent to a common ancestor 
or to account for the genealogical links of their relationship (Jacobs, 1965). 
Maasai genealogies do not have much depth (Storrs Fox, 1930; Fosbrooke, 
1956). This means that the lineages function as corporate groups only to a 
limited extent and that mobilization of people on a clan basis is restricted 
locally.

The clans are contained in two larger segmentary categories or moieties 
(entaloishi, pi.intaloishin); ”those of red oxen” (odo mongi) and ”those of the 
black ox” (orok kiteng) (imongi is the plural of olkiteng:ox). Four of the above



Usted clans, viz. the ilmolelian, ilmakesan, iltaarro sero and ilmamasita, all from 
thé sons of Naiteru-kop’s first wife, belong to the first category which is 
regarded as the right hand of the Maasai people, while the remaining three, 
the ilaiser, ilukumai and ilaitayiok, the first two from the second wife, 
constitute the opposite side, the left hand. The right hand is symbolically 
linked with seniority and the left with juniority, although there is no difference 
in rank between the two. The two groups represent a dual symbolism in 
Maasai cosmology which is reflected at many levels of Maasai social organiza
tion: in lineage and family structure as well as in the age-set system (cf. Rigby, 
1979; Hurskainen, 1983).

The right-left dichotomy is an important structural principle in the organi
zation of the polygynous family and is established by the order of the women’s 
marriages. As wives are incorporated into the family, they build their houses 
alternately on each side of the gateway of the homestead, thus founding two 
separate groups (entaloishi, plintaloishin, meaning gate-post, the same term 
as for the duality of the tribe). The subdivision of the family unit into two gate
post groups allows the principle of matrifiUation to mediate the patrilineal 
centre of gravity. It tends to weaken the solidarity of agnatically related males 
in the family and thus prevents long-term corporate unity on the basis of 
patrilineal descent (Jacobs, 1965:193). The structural ties between siblings of 
the same gate-post group are thus founded mainly on the location of their 
mothers’ houses within the domestic unit (cf. Jacobs, ibid; Rigby, 1980).

In East African patrilineal societies women as ”lineage wives” often occupy 
the structural position which will potentially or in reality differentiate one 
lineage from another (Pala, 1980:194). Maasai women as founders of the 
house take such a position. Descent groups are often referred to as enkaji 
nabo (of one or the same house) and children of a polygynous family are 
distinguished by the name of their mother. Some modern Maasai even take 
the name of the mother as their second surname.

By the division of the polygynous family into two gate-sides, the right-hand 
and the left-hand, the house becomes the smallest segmentary unit within the 
descent structure. The significant role of women in the building of the agnatic 
kinship structure was revealed at a small family meeting (enkiguena olmarei) 
concerning a long-standing matrimonial conflict between a woman and her 
husband. The clan elders of the neighbourhood were summoned to reconcile 
the conflicting parties: the wife blamed the husband for squandering their 
property by excessive drinking and for beating her when he was drunk until 
she fainted; the husband, on his side, resented the wife because she was jealous



and guarded him ”like a goat” (arrip anaa enkine - goats get lost easily and 
have to be herded with utmost care). One of the elders told the wife to behave 
properly and not be jealous of other women, but to remember that she was the 
first wife (she was the eldest of three wives) and the one to ”restore the name 
of the husband” (implying that she was the founder of the family lineage and 
had precedence over the other wives). In that capacity she had a special 
obligation to behave respectfully.

Ideally, the clan (i.e. people of the same cattle brand or of one blood, sarge 
obo) is exogamous but in practice it is usually the sub-clan of one gate-post 
which is the cattle brand group and thus the exogamous unit. People can 
neither marry nor have sexual relations with members of their cattle brand 
group. If a man marries a woman of the same sub-clan (which sometimes 
happens) he must pay a cattle fine of a heifer (enkashe e nkanyif. ”heifer of 
respect”) to the girl’s father for the moral offence.

There are, furthermore, a number of other relatives whom a man is 
prohibited from marrying, for instance, women of his mother’s sub-clan or any 
close collateral of the mother, for example, mother’s sister’s daughters. A  man 
may not marry the following relatives and in-laws: close female relatives of his 
FM (father’s mother), WZ (wife’s sister) or half-Z, ZD (sister’s daughter) or 
half-ZD, daughter of his WB (wife’s brother) or FZ (father’s sister). These are 
all women to whom a man must pay ”respect”, with whom he may not have 
sexual intercourse and consequently may not marry. Marriage and incest pro
hibitions are intimately linked to each other. Hollis (1910) says that a man, 
besides his own sub-clan and that of his mother, may never marry a relative 
closer than third cousin and then only if the term of address is enesotua.

A man is not supposed to marry more than one woman from the same sub
clan. This is not prohibited in principle, but men prefer to marry women from 
different clans in order to establish wide affinal ties (cf. Jacobs, 1977). The 
spreading of affinal links to many groups is more a strategic phenomenon than 
a structural or ideological norm. Marriage relations are further regulated by 
age and gender organization which will be highlighted in the next chapter.

Any matrimonial or sexual relationship between the above categories is 
considered adulterous (aloloito) and if detected liable to a cattle fine. 
Transgression of these rules is looked upon as a severe offence and the fines 
meted out to the culprits are generally heavy. The following story is a case in 
point.



A man slept with an unmarried sister of his wife and she became 
pregnant. The girl was attending school but lived with her sister and her 
brother-in-law and helped her sister look after the children and with various 
domestic chores.

When the girl’s family heard of the pregnancy, they tried to find out who 
had impregnated her. Through the others in the homestead and another still 
younger sister they realized that it was the brother-in-law. The younger sister 
had also been approached by him. She told her family that he had been very 
polite and kind to her when she first came to stay but when she refused his 
advances he stopped being nice while he continued to treat the other sister 
”like a European” (Maasai women think of European men as gentle and ge
nerous to their wives).

The youngest sister told the wife what had happened but she did not dare 
to reveal to her husband that she knew about his affair with her unmarried 
sister. She was too afraid of her husband to tell anyone else either. He used 
to beat her severely for the slightest offence.

The sisters’ eldest brother went to see the brother-in-law to investigate the 
matter. The brother-in-law, however, refused to admit that he had anything 
to do with the pregnancy and tried to put the blame on an age-mate of his. He 
had arranged beforehand to give his friend a heifer if he took responsibility 
for the girl’s pregnancy. The friend agreed because he thought that it would 
be a cheap way for him to get a wife. The girl, however, was already betrothed 
to another man (a brother of a woman married to her deceased half-brother 
from the opposite gate-post side).

The girl’s family pressed the brother-in-law to confess. When he realized 
that there was too much evidence against him and that there would b ea  family 
court case to settle the matter, he approached an elder clansman of his and 
asked for advice. The elder told him to fetch an agnatic kinsman of the girl’s 
father who lived in a nearby locality and ask him to play the role of mediator. 
His word was expected to soften the anger of the girl’s father.

The case was heard in the girl’s home. All adult males from her family were 
present, i.e. her father, brothers, half-brothers, another clan mate of the 
father, the man who was fetched by the husband and the husband himself. The 
husband was fined "nine animals" which is a standard fine in adultery cases and 
other severe breaches of rules of respect between kin and in-laws (for instance 
beating a mother’s brother). In Maasai, nine is a propitious, or holy, number 
and occurs frequently in rituals (see for example note 8 in this chapter and note 
10 in Chapter V). The actual fine, however, need not number nine animals



but can be composed of fewer animals and other items as well. In this 
particular case the fine was: 1 lactating cow, 1 heifer, 1 blanket, 1 case of beer 
and 5 litres of honey. The fine was presented to the girl’s family as soon as it 
had been agreed upon. The clan mate of the father was given the lactating cow 
in appreciation of his mediating role in the case. In adultery cases of this type 
it is important that the person is cleansed and that the sin is cleared away 
(ieropare) immediately in order to normalize the relationship between the in
laws.

The patrilineal descent group is the main authority in solving matrimo
nial conflicts and disputes, as this case illustrates. (More cases will be referred 
to in Chapter VI on marriage). In divorce cases the clan members of the 
respective spouses are summoned to discuss the matter and come to an 
agreement. Occasionally cases which are exceedingly difficult to solve are 
taken to court. However, Maasai men are reluctant to take marriage cases to 
court as the outcome will automatically be beyond their control.

Since the clans are patrilineal, children derive descent through their father. 
Thus women, while remaining members of their own patrilineage throughout 
their life, give birth to children who belong to their husband’s lineage. 
Procreation, then, largely takes place in the context of male relations of 
descent (cf. Meillassoux, 1981). In the case of divorce, children belong to the 
father provided that the bridewealth prestations have been settled. If the 
bridewealth animals are returned to the husband or he is compensated in 
some other way, the children remain with the mother (cf. Chapter VI). It is 
understood among the Maasai that in a divorce case the man has to choose 
between the children and the cattle. He cannot have both.

At marriage, a woman normally goes to live with her husband and his kin 
(virilocal residence) but, as will be shown in Chapter VI, there are specific 
cases when the husband settles with the girl’s family (uxorilocal residence). 
Once a woman is married she seldom returns to her natal home. In fact she 
is discouraged from doing so unless she has specific economic or conjugal 
problems which are of concern to her relatives. Even in the case of the 
husband’s homestead being situated relatively close to that of her parents, 
years may elapse between the visits of a married woman to her former 
homestead. She will meet members of her family quite frequently but in other 
places: at the shops, at local ceremonies, watering places, etc. They will also 
come to visit her. The strict segregation of married women from their natal 
home, particularly in the years immediately following the marriage, may be



interpreted as a measure against initial latent instability in the marriage bond. 
As will be described later, young dissatisfied wives frequently run away from 
their husband’s homestead and back to their parents.

Although children derive descent from their father and in most cases grow 
up with their agnatic kin, they have a close relationship to their maternal 
relatives. For a man his MB (mother’s brother) in particular plays a very 
important role in his life. Among other things, the MB has a central position 
in many ceremonies related to the young man’s graduation into elderhood (cf. 
Chapter V). The ZS (sister’s son) has to show his MB great respect and be 
helpful and generous to him. If the ZS arouses the rage of a MB, the latter 
may curse him and the curse of a MB is considered to have no cure (meeta 
enkopito).1 The relationship between maternal kin on the whole is more 
cordial and relaxed. This was explained to me in terms of claims on livestock 
wealth. People related agnatically tend to be jealous of each other if one of 
them accumulates more animals than the other. Agnates who belong to the 
same property-holding groups by definition indirectly compete over the same 
animals. With maternal relatives the situation is the opposite; the prosperity 
of a ZS may very well mean more generous help and gifts for the MB or for 
other relatives on the mother’s side. In other words, while the wealth of 
matrilateral kin constitute a potential source of assistance and help, the 
wealth of agnates very often fosters competition and conflicts.

Among the Maasai, the control of livestock is formally held by the agnatic 
descent group, i.e. the patrilineal group is the nominal owner of all cattle 
belonging to its members. This is, among other things, symbolized by a 
common cattle brand for the lineage (olmishire: cattle-brand; olponoto: 
earmark). The close association between property rights and patrilineal clan 
organization is also reflected in the payment of blood-money (inkishu о 
loikop). If the victim belongs to the same lineage group as the murderer, no 
compensation is liable; if the person murdered is from another clan then 49 
cattle should be paid as compensation for a man and 39 for a woman.8 These 
animals are collected from and distributed to specific persons within the 
respective descent groups. Agnatic relatives have a number of further 
obligations towards each other as far as livestock prestations are concerned. 
They also take collective action if a man of their group misuses or squanders 
his livestock property which in a wider sense belongs to them all. In extreme 
cases they will not only fine such a man but also beat him. Agnatic kin will also 
take action against a man who repeatedly beats or mistreats his wife/wives or 
children.



The importance of the extended agnatic lineage in pastoral societies as 
the ultimate controller of the livestock estate has been pointed out by, among 
others, Lewis for the Somali pastoralists (cf. Lewis, 1962). Among the Somali, 
the notion of livestock as lineage property is particularly pronounced for 
camels, which are recognised to be the most precious and valuable livestock 
species. Lewis states that ”it is in the visible possession of camels that agnation 
is affirmed”, and that individual members of the patrilineage only have 
”primary rights of possession” to their camel herd (ibid:86). Running parallel 
to the Maasai, is the Somali use of a common camel brand to symbolize the 
lineage group 's formal possession of its members’ cattle. In spite of formal 
property rights being held by the clan, the head of the individual family, 
however, exercizes extensive control of the animals belonging to his family.

With respect to the Maasai, Galaty (1981) distinguishes between ”spe
cific” and ”general” control of livestock; the former is vested in the male head 
of the family and the latter is held by the descent group (ibid.:69). Recently, 
individual rights to livestock appear to be developing at the expense of clan 
rights.

The principle of agnatic descent is also reflected in inheritance rules. 
Livestock are inherited through the male line, (inkishu ilmongoishv, cows 
remaining at the point of a person’s death) from father to sons, with priority 
given to the eldest and youngest son. The livestock inherited in the agnatic 
line, however, pass through the mothers, giving in-married women crucial 
roles as mediators and distributors in the system. The eldest son inherits the 
remaining animals in the father’s herd when he dies, and the youngest married 
son of the woman with whom the mother goes to live in old age, is entitled to 
the herd (mainly milch cows) which she normally keeps up to her death.

When a man or a woman dies without male issue to inherit their livestock 
wealth, there are clearly defined rules for the transference or distribution of 
the animals to the next of kin. In the event of the untimely death of a young 
man, his animals will be transferred to his brothers or close agnates. In a 
similar fashion, the livestock of a woman in a polygynous family who has only 
given birth to girls will go to the sons of the co-wife/wives on her gate-side. 
Only if there are no sons at all on her side, will sons on the other gate-side be 
considered.

In some cases the Maasai obviously manipulate the rules of descent and 
inheritance to prevent the family (”gate”, enkishomi) from dying out. For 
instance, if a couple only have daughters they might let one of them remain 
at home unmarried after shehasbeen circumcised and, with luck, she will give



birth to a son who will then succeed his MF (mother’s father) and inherit his 
livestock and that of his MM (mother’s mother). The son of the daughter will 
become their legal heir and thus continue the agnatic line. These girls are 
known as ”daughters of the homestead” (iintoyie nkang’) and to some extent 
lead an anomalous life with much more personal freedom than married 
women (see Chapter VI, pp.147-148).

Another example of howthe Maasaitry to ”restore the supremacy of the 
agnatic principle”, to paraphrase Gough (1971:91), is that of a girl who was 
engaged to a ”warrior” while she was still young. The ”warrior”, however, was 
speared shortly before his marriage and died. H e was his father’s only son. 
The betrothed girl was brought to the home of the ”warrior” and married to 
him symbolically with the help of his hair which had been cut from his body. 
(As long as they are ”warriors", men do not cut their hair but keep it in a long 
plait.) The girl continued to live with her husband’s family and gave birth to 
five children in his name. She was impregnated by men of her deceased 
husband’s age-group.

Among the Maasai it is common for widows to remain in the homesteads 
of their dead husbands without remarrying. Widow inheritance is not a 
widespread practice. Full-brothers, but not half-brothers and paternal cou
sins, are prohibited from marrying or having sexual relations with each other’s 
wives.

While growing up and remaining with his parents, a son receives a 
number of animals from them and from other close relatives on various 
culturally prescribed occasions such as when he begins herding at 4-6 years old 
(enkiteng emisigiyioi: the cow pointed out with olmisigiyioi stick, it is the first 
cow given to the child from his mother’s herd), at his circumcision (emurata), 
at the milk-drinking ceremony (eokoto e kule when the young man has finished 
his period of warriorhood) and others. All these animals and their progeny 
are labelled his and he will formally separate them from the herd when he 
marries. The number of animals accumulated will depend upon a wide range 
of factors: the number he is given (which is often contingent upon the wealth 
of his parents), the growth and prosperity of these animals; the management 
practices of his parents and family, etc. Consequently, some sons leave their 
natal household with a large herd, others with only a few animals.



The animals thus separated from the parents’ herd upon marriage consti
tute a major part of the son’s inheritance from his mother and father. These 
animals are counted as his personal property (inldshu о Igoo: ”cattle of the 
bosom”). They form the material basis of his future role as a pastoralist, and 
a man has extensive decision-making rights with regard to these animals vis- 
à-vis his agnatic kin. The Maasai appear to distinguish between inheritance 
and animals ”pointed out” (allocated) to children. In brief, inheritance is 
those animals distributed according to agnatic principles upon a person’s 
death, while personal animals are those allocated more or less at will by older 
generations.

With respect to daughters, the Maasai do not have similar institutiona
lized events for the transfer of livestock. While she is young, a girl may be 
allotted a few animals by her mother to tend and milk. These animals, 
however, are not hers in the sense that she can remove them from her m other’s 
herd when she marries and leaves the parental household. If the girl, for 
instance, shows great courage during her circumcision (cf. Chapter V p. 105) 
she may be promised a heifer or a goat from close relatives such as her mother, 
father, elder brother or father’s brother. In principle she may collect these 
animals when she needs them. Usually they do not fetch them, however. Such 
livestockpromises made to girls at circumcision are more verbal gratifications 
than real gifts.

In rare cases girls are given a few animals from their parents to take into 
their marriage. This only happens if the parents are wealthy and unusually 
fond of their daughter. Later in her married life, however, she may be given 
slaughter animals and milch cows upon request. Brothers quite frequently 
slaughter livestock for their sister when she celebrates the namegiving, 
circumcision, etc, of her sons.

The major part of a woman’s herd is allotted to her at the time of her 
marriage. Marriage is, in fact, an important social occasion for the transfer 
and re-allocation of livestock between families as well as within the family 
group. Although the bridewealth only consists of a few animals and some 
additional gifts, the actual livestock transfer is usually much larger and there 
are other important livestock transactions related to the marriage institution 
and its organization (cf. Chapter VI).



In this chapter I have tried to isolate some aspects of Maasai production 
and reproduction structures. I began with a discussion of the concept of 
property and showed that rights to livestock as the means of production are 
flexible and diversified. These rights are not formalized to any large degree, 
making negotiations a necessity and an integral part of all livestock transac
tions within as well as outside the family group. The ideology of agnation gives 
supremacy to male control of livestock and male relations of descent. 
Matrifiliation is an aspect of this system which gives women a pivotal position 
as mediators in an arrangement of agnatic precedence. Although women by 
definition are structurally non-existent in an agnatic scheme, the position of 
Maasai women as links between father and sons and between in-laws gives 
them the potential to play the role of broker.

In the next chapter I shall describe the age organization which provides 
the basis for the cultural construction of gender identity and female-male 
relations.



NOTES

1 ) Below are examples of terms of address indicating relationship established by livestock 
exchanges which were collected during my field work but more terms appear to be in use 
(cf. for example, Mol, 1978; Galaty, 1987).

paketeng

pakishu
paashe

paoingom
pm ongo’
patawuo
pabung’ai
paker

pantare

pasupen
pasupeni
pakuoo

pakine
pasikiria
pabalele
pam ao

giver/recipient of heifer (pregnant or with calf), cow or steer; term 
most commonly used between men, but also occurs between women, 
giver/recipient of several cattle; between men. 
giver/recipient of female or male calf; occurs between young boys 
and women (at marriage), between brothers-in-law and sisters-in- 
law, between co-wives and between sisters-in-law 
giver/recipient of bull; term used between men. 
giver/recipient of bull-calf; between men. 
giver/recipient of heifer; term used between elder men. 
giver/recipient of bull-calf; term used between women, 
giver/recipient of ewe; common between parents-in-law and chil
dren- in-law (i.e. between father-in-law and daughter-in-law, and 
between son-in-law and mother-in-law).
giver/recipient of more than one sheep or goat; term used between 
men for such transactions, 
giver/recipient of ewe; term used between women, 
giver/recipient of more than one sheep; used between women only, 
sheep or goats; term used between men and women and between 
adults and children.
giver/recipient of mature female goat; term used between women, 
giver/recipient of donkey; between women only, 
giver/recipient of female kid of lamb, 
giver/recipient of twin kids or lambs.

Galaty (1987) constructs a diagram of livestock terms of address based upon the 
categories cattle, goats, sheep; males and females; young, immature, productive and ca
strated. In the absence of a castrated female, the paradigm yields 21 terms (ibid: 11). In 
his paradigm Galaty, however, does not include exchange of donkey which is a transaction 
undertaken only by women.

In play, children, especially girls, use similar terms of address to indicate relationships 
established through the exchange of things other than livestock, for instance brass orna
ments, metal rings, beads, etc. (egisoyai). Children also address each other by special 
terms when they sleep together in the same house.

2) In a small sample of twelve families with a total of approximately 1000 cattle and 600 
sheep and goats in Morijo Loita, I found that at one particular time the families had 11% 
of their cattle and 5% of their sheep and goats spread among other families - mainly re
latives and in-laws, but also friends living in other places (cf. Talle, 1981). The main 
reasons given for temporary allocations of animals to other herds were to: exploit grazing 
conditions in areas other than the one the family resided in at the time, to remove 
susceptible animals from disease-ravaged localities, to exploit a surplus labour force in 
other families or to lend cows to relatives or in-laws for milking purposes. In one case a 
son had left some animals in the care of his brother-in-law (a man married to his sister) 
in order to avoid misuse of his animals by his own father.

These figures from Loita include only animals actually being moved from one house
hold to another and not livestock promises or outstanding debts which, if included, would 
probably raise the percentage of animals herded by others considerably. Hedlund (1979) 
estimates that as much as 30-40% of the cattle belonging to Maasai families in Kaputiei 
is dispersed among kin and friends.



3) Fox (1930) relates that the Maasai are in favour of adopting children, and even adult 
men, from other clans as well as other ethnic groups to help them herd their cattle. The 
adoption is confirmed by arim ai whereby the adopted person is shaved and anointed and 
thereafter accepted as a member of the clan. He says

of recent years they [the Maasai] have also shown a tendency to adopt Kikuyu 
cultivators to plant maize for them in the more fertile areas of Nairagie Engare and 
in Melili [both in Narok]... An adopted person is called osing’a. Having been adopted 
he is regarded as being a member of the family and clan of his adoption and has nothing 
to do with his former clan. He may even marry a woman of the sub-clan of his natural 
father.... But he may not marry or have sexual intercourse with a woman of the sub
clan of his adoption... an adopted Kikuyu may call himself a Maasai, and even though 
he may be unable to speak the Maasai language he is not telling a lie according to 
Maasai ideas (ibid:458). The adoption Fox refers to, however, is not necessarily per
manent; an adopted person who leaves his new family must depart as empty-handed 
as he came ”leaving behind him such cattle, wives and children as he may have acquired 
under adoption” (ibid:458). Further, an adopted person takes an inferior position 
socially to a pure Maasai. He will neither hold any important position in the tribe, nor 
be able to marry a well-born Maasai woman (ibid.).

This form of adoption reminds us more of clientship (esinga, ”dependant”, ”servant”) 
than actual adoption and certainly differs from the adoption of children as practised by 
Maasai women, which is referred to later in Chapter VII.

4) Oral history relates that the enkidong’i branch of the ilaiser was founded relatively late 
in clan histoiy, perhaps not before the middle of the 17th century (cf. Fosbrooke, 1956). 
The story is told that members of the Пакет clan discovered a boy sitting on the top of the 
Ngong mountains. The boy proved to possess great supernatural power and the Пакет 
elders decided to adopt him into their clan (Hollis, 1905).

Fosbrooke has suggested that the oloiboni institution was not established until the 
Maasai reached the Ngong mountains during their migration southwards, and some 
authors claim that it could be a Kikuyu institution adjusted to Maasai social and cultural 
circumstances (cf. Jacobs, 1958). This is not unlikely, taking into consideration that 
people of Kikuyu descent have tried to establish themselves as healers in the Maasai 
community up to this date (cf. Fosbrooke, ibid).

The iloibonok and their families used to live in the proximity of Ngong where they first 
appeared in Maasai history, but some of them gradually moved south towards the 
Tanzanian border. At present, the strongest branch of the enkidong’i in Kenya resides in 
the Loita Hills (they are the descendants of Sendeu, Mbatian’s favourite son, see note 5 
below) but enkidong’i people are found in most of the sections. The name of the sub-clan 
derives from the term for the calabash containing the numerous divinatory stones which 
the iloibonok  use.

5) Mbatian foretold, among other things, the coming of the white people and predicted 
their fatal effect for the Maasai (Hollis, 1905; Merker, 1910). Upon his death, the mighty 
oloiboni wanted his eldest son, Sendeu, to succeed him in office and to be given the oloi
boni insignia and his blessings. However, Lenana, a younger son by a junior wife, 
conspired with his mother to trap both Sendeu and their old, almost blind father and to 
succeed his father (Hollis, ibid.; Sankan 1971). Lenana gained considerable political 
power during the first decade of colonial rule. He was the one who, on behalf of the 
Maasai, signed the treaty with the colonial government concerning the removal of the 
Maasai from the grazing grounds in the north, as mentioned in Chapter II.

6) The usage of olgilata versus enkkhom i in the literature is not always consistent; while 
the Maasai themselves most commonly use the term olgilata for clans and enkkhom i for 
sub-clans, the Parakuyo appear to reverse the terms (Hurskainen, 1983; Rigby, 1980). 
Some writers on the Maasai apply the terms enkkhom i and olgilata for clans and sub-clans



respectively (Fosbrooke, 1948; Huntingford, 1969). As both terms have similar mea
nings, I believe that they may be interchanged without altering the meaning. Most of my 
Maasai informants would use olgilata to denote clan.

7) If a man is cursed by his father, for instance, he may have a string of sisal (enkopito) 
prepared for him. The string is worn around the neck and is considered to be a cure against 
the curse. Such a string is not available for someone cursed by his MB, that is why the 
Maasai say that there is no cure or remedy for the curse of an MB.

8) The nominal fine of 39 cattle for the murder of a woman in practice consists of 30 cattle 
plus nine items associated with female work, i.e. a panga (large knife for cutting firewood), 
a stick for cleansing calabashes, a calabash, a cooking pot, a rope, the tail of a cow (used 
for removing soot from the calabash), a cup, a spoon and the belt worn by a married 
women after she has had a child.



RELATIONS OF SEXUALITY AND FERTILITY

In the previous chapter I pointed to the link between agnatic descent and 
property rights in Maasai society. I argued that agnation is a structural 
premise which caters for male control in social relations of production and 
reproduction. This chapter will focus on male age-set organization (olaji, pU- 
lajijik, or olporror, pi. ilporrori) which I regard as another structural and 
ideological vehicle promoting male dominance and inequality between men 
and women.

While clan organization divides the Maasai population into vertical 
groups, the age-set system divides it into horizontal groups according to age 
and gender, giving people both a kin-based and an age/sex-based affiliation 
simultaneously. The cultural emphasis on age-group solidarity tends to 
counteract the development of strong agnatic loyalties among the pastoral 
Maasai. The clan organization decides from whom a man or a woman may 
inherit, and whom they may marry or have sexual relations with, and the age- 
set system primarily determines the timing of these events, i.e. when to inherit 
cattle, when to marry, etc. (cf. Galaty, 1981). With respect to marriage and 
sexual relations, however, the age-set system also prescribes categories of 
optimal marriage partners.

It should be mentioned at the outset that the age-set organization, like the 
clan system, unites the various territorial sections structurally and culturally 
by a system of successive age-set initiation and promotion ceremonies which 
are performed in a certain order between the sections (cf. Hobley, 1910; Fox, 
1930; Fosbrooke, 1948; Jacobs, 1965). The sequential performance of 
important ceremonial rituals between the sections contributes towards defi
ning the locally disparate Maasai as one ethnic group.

The age-set system of the Maasai has been described and analysed exten
sively and is perhaps the feature of Maasai culture and society best know to 
outsiders (for further reading see Fosbrooke, 1948; Jacobs, 1958,1965; Hun- 
tingford, 1969). In the present chapter I have chosen to highlight the age and 
gender-specific interaction which springs from this system rather than to focus 
on a description of the formal structure of age-set graduation and promotion 
and associated ceremonies.

More than any other institution in Maasai culture, the age-set organization



glorifies ”male supremacy” . The largest and most spectacular of Maasai ritual 
ceremonies evolve around the advancement of groups from one grade to 
another. The congregation of hundreds of people at such events and the ritual 
slaughter of big steers give these ceremonies tremendous social significance 
and cultural eminence. I shall show in the following pages how the cultural 
construction of gender roles in Maasai society has its basis in age-set ideology.

Age and Gender Organization

I begin with a brief outline of certain characteristics of the age-set system 
and of male and female age categories.

The age-set system is based upon a division of the male population into 
corporate age-sets which are arranged hierarchically within a framework of 
authoritative positions and rules of appropriate behaviour. The rules pertain 
mostly to eating habits, labour and sexuality, and they govern relations 
between men of various age-statuses as well as relations between women and 
men (cf. Llewelyn-Davies, 1981). The overriding principle of interaction is 
the notion of enkanyit which may be translated as ”respect”, ”obedience” or 
”deference” to structural superiors, that is, junior men should show deference 
towards senior men and similarly, women towards men.

One aspect of the age-set authority structure is the supernatural sanction 
of the curse (oldeket). The elders may inflict a curse on their juniors. This is, 
in essence, an appeal to God (Enkai) to punish a wrongdoer so that he/she 
either dies suddenly, becomes seriously ill or dies destitute (i.e. without 
children and cattle). Cursing is an aspect of several social relations: the age- 
group may lay a curse on an age-mate who behaves badly; fathers may curse 
sons/daughters; wives may curse husbands and mothers may curse children. 
Women may also curse men when the latter break codes of respect related to 
sexuality. Further, we have seen that a man fears the curse of his mother’s 
brother. A  curse has to be morally justified in order to be effective. The most 
potent curse is the one inflicted by ”seniors” on ”juniors” . The ritual curse is 
in fact a powerful means of control in the hands of the elders (cf. Talle, 1986).

The Maasai age-set system is of a so-called linear type, which means that 
the age-sets do not work in recurring cycles but come into existence when they 
are required (cf. Fosbrooke, 1956; Huntingford, 1969). Groups of boys who 
are circumcised within the same circumcision period which lasts for about 4 
years, advance collectively through the different age-grades from one age



status to another. Membership in an age-set is lifelong, i.e. an olkiseeya will 
for ever remain an olkiseeya. Within such a type of age-set system, the succes
sive age-sets are distinguished by specific names.1

Maasai males are divided into three major age categories: ”boys” (olayoni, 
pi. ilayiok) from a herding age of 6-8 to circumcision at around 14-18 years of 
age; ”warrior” (olmurrani, pi. ilmurran, anglicized as moran which shall also 
be used in the text), from circumcision to well beyond marriageable age at 20- 
25; and elders (olpayian, pi. ilpayiani) from 30 or more onwards. ”Warriors” 
and elders are divided into several age-grades: there are junior and senior 
ilmurran, junior and senior ilpayiani and retired and ancient elders (oltasat, pi. 
iltasati) (cf. Jacobs, 1965). It is not until a boy has been circumcised that he 
formally enters the age-set system with all that it involves in terms of ritual 
activities and appropriate behaviour.

The individual age-set is divided into two sub-sets, the right-hand (emurata 
e tatene) and the left-hand {emurata e kedianye) which appears to be a 
derivative of the basic dual classification in Maasai culture (cf. Chapter IV, 
p. 79) The left-hand group is the younger and as such slightly inferior in status 
to the right-hand group. The olng’esherr ceremony, which promotes the senior 
"warriors" into junior elders, formalizes the age-set into a corporate political 
body. On this occasion the two "warrior" sub-sets amalgamate, are given a 
common name and, although they differ significantly in age, proceed together 
into elder status. An age-set, therefore, normally covers two circumcision 
periods of approximately 7 years and has a time span of about 15 years (cf. 
Hollis, 1905; Fosbrooke, 1948; Jacobs, 1965). Some authors make a distinc
tion between age-set (olporror) and generation-set {olaji)\ the former refers 
to the age-set founded on one circumcision period (the right or the left only) 
and generation-set is applied to the age-set after the two have amalgamated 
at olng’esherr (cf. Hollis, ibid.; Fosbrooke, ibid.; Jacobs, ibid.). Strictly 
speaking, it is only after this ceremony that the age-groups become structural 
age-sets. I find the distinction between age- and generation-set invalid for the 
purpose of this study and apply the term age-set throughout.

The establishment of anew age-set is founded on the formation of localized 
age-group companies {esirit, pi. isirìt); these are composed of ilmurran from 
the same locality who spend their warriorhood together and are headed by a 
recognized spokesman (olaiguenani, pi. ilaiguenak). Members of the same 
esirit remain closely attached throughout their lives. Herein lies the organi
zational power of the age-set structure; these groups constitute the future 
decision-making body in their community. They are the foundation of Maasai



politics. With reference to age and gender organization, we shall see shortly 
that the age-set as a category nevertheless remains very important structural
ly. For our current discussions, the three age categories, i.e. boys, ”warriors” 
and elders, and not the age-set per se, are of major interest.

Women are on the sidelines of the age-set organization. Although 
affiliated with certain age-groups, i.e. those with whom they danced as young 
girls, they are not divided into formal, corporate age-sets, but are distinguis
hed by the following age categories: entito (pi. intoyie) young girl up to 
clitoridectomy and marriage; esiankiki (pi isiankikin) married woman with 
young children, and entasat (pi. intasati) older woman with circumcised chil
dren, often beyond child bearing age.

An entito, between approximately 10-12 years and puberty, is referred to 
as an esancha (pi. isanchan, ”sweetheart”). This is the period whenyoung girls 
associate and live with the ilmurran in their settlements. Later on girls will be 
affiliated in age with this age-group.

The distinction between esiankiki and entasat is not clear-cut or marked by 
any specific rimal or ceremony, but rather is a gradual transition based on 
ageing. The status of entasat is, among other things, signified by the wearing 
of special brass scrolled earrings (esurutiai pi.esurutia) at certain ceremonies. 
These are often hung in a leather strap around the neck. The application of 
entasat as opposed to esiankiki is somewhat ambiguous and practices appear 
to vary. Some women, for instance, dislike being called entasat. They claim 
that the term  is derogatory and alludes to their failing sexual attractiveness. 
For this reason a woman even when she is old would not be called entasat by 
her husband’s age-group, i.e. her legitimate sexual partners. Entasat may, 
however, when used by younger people in the appropriate context, be a term 
of respect signifying seniority and wisdom in much the same way as it is used 
for men.

In brief, therefore, Maasai age and gender organization is founded on a 
system of graded age statuses through which men advance in a highly 
ritualistic atmosphere. Women are associated with this system but are not 
part of it; for this reason women are, by definition, subordinate to men in all 
aspects of cultural subtlety.

I shall now discuss how gender is organized and describe the transforma
tion of boys and girls into adulthood. The genital operation, circumcision and 
clitoridectomy respectively, is essential for this transition. The operations and 
their symbolic representations in fact are fundamental for understanding the 
cultural construction of gender identity (cf. Rubin, 1975) in Maasai society.



Circumcision and clitoridectomy alter, in different ways, the appearance of 
female and male genitals and as such reinforce the biological difference 
between the sexes which is an important aspect of gender distinction. I begin 
with a description of the male transformation as it is the more important of 
the two in terms of ceremonial elaboration.

Moranhood : The Making of Elders

Circumcision is in essence an initiation rite into the male community and 
inaugurates the transition of a boy from herder to young ”warrior”. During 
a period of three to four years, or as long as the circumcision period remains 
”open”, boys of approximately the same age are circumcised individually in 
their homes and gradually incorporated into the new age-group which is being 
formed. The circumcision period is then closed for a few years and opened 
again when the previously circumcised boys are about to leave moranhood.

The circumcision (emurata p ljmurai) is performed in the cattle corral or 
just outside the gate of the homestead early in the morning before the 
livestock have left for grazing. The operation is done by a non-Maasai usually 
a Ndorobo but Kikuyu also circumcise Maasai boys, and the event is attended 
by the people of the homestead as well as by visitors: men, women, children 
and newly circumcised boys (osipolioi, pi. isipolio: ”the one in seclusion”). 
Recently, even Maasai elders have begun to undertake circumcision, a task 
which they normally consider unclean and degrading (cf. Galaty, 1977).

The circumcision operation is seen as a physical ordeal for the boy. He is 
not supposed to show the slightest bodily sign of pain, not even to move his 
eyelids, or both he and his parents will be mocked, and even beaten, by the 
onlookers.2 The person who supports the initiant at this trial and holds him 
is normally his mother’s brother.

When the operation is over, a fire is lit in the cattle corral. If the operation 
is done inside the enclosure the fire is lit on the precise spot where the boy was 
seated. The elders belonging to the second age-set above those being 
initiated, i.e. the men holding the position of junior elders, are the firemakers. 
They are the sponsoring elders of the new age-set and are called olpiron (pi. 
ilpironito) after the firestick used for the fire. The olpiron elders will lead, 
guide and control the initiates through the moran period into fully-fledged el- 
derhood beyond their final age-set ceremony, the olng’esherr (see p. 104).

The act of fire-making and the subsequent blessing (emayianata) whereby 
the elders claim the initiates as their ”sons” symbolize, therefore, the



structural link between alternate age-sets. According to Jacobs (1958:5) this 
binds the whole age-structure together and is, I would say, the ideological 
instrument on which the elders base their control of younger generations, and 
of women.

Fire-making is symbolically associated with copulation and male progeni
tive capacity, the firestick being the male element in the fire-making. The 
Maasai traditionally make fire by twisting a firestick of hard wood (olpiron) 
between their palms and driving it at high speed into a flat piece of soft wood 
(ertyore). Permission to make fire in this specific way is linked structurally with 
the control of sexual relations. Uncircumcised boys, including the newly 
circumcised, and women are not allowed to make fire or to initiate sexual in
tercourse.3 Maasai men claim that if they allow boys and women to make fire, 
they will soon be controlled by them (cf. Jacobs 1958, 1965). The age-set 
organization based on the olpiron relationship and symbolized by the act of 
fire-making appears to be the structural and ideological framework on which 
norms and rules governing sexuality (and fertility) are founded.

When the initiates are completely healed from the operation, they begin 
to gather locally in age-mate groups and to prepare themselves for the status 
of olmurrani. As ilmurran they live in their own settlements (emcmyata, pi. 
imanyat, anglicized form: manyatta) separated from the family homestead; 
more than a hundred of them may live in a single settlement and for many the 
emcmyata period stretches over several years. The ilmurran are accompanied 
by their mothers and younger sisters and brothers who help with house
building, food preparation and herding. The women take turns in their stay 
in the emartyata because many of them find it hard to get away for long periods 
from work and duties at home.

While they are ilmurran and live in the emanyata the boys are gradually 
becoming men. They let their hair grow and plait it in a long pigtail (oltaika), 
the distinctive symbol of moranhood, and they take great care in beautifying 
themselves; they smear their bodies with a mixture of ochre and fat and 
decorate themselves lavishly with bead ornaments.

The image of Maasai morans is legendary; from their earliest contact 
with Europeans up to the present day they have never ceased to be a source 
of wonder and attraction to outsiders. At the same time they are regarded as 
a potential menace to law and order, mainly because of their reputation as 
fierce cattle-raiders and ”trouble-makers”. With his radiant masculinity and 
demonstrative bravery, the moran has in fact become the embodiment of the 
pastoral Maasai.





As long as warfare persisted, the ilmurran had an exceedingly important 
role to play in protecting people and livestock as well as defending grazing 
grounds from potential intruders. This ascribed role is the reason for their 
being called ”warriors”. Ideologically, they are still regarded as the true 
defenders of the community in which their emanyata is located, and they are 
frequently required by the elders to finish off a troublesome lion or hyena, to 
trace a lost donkey, or accompany livestock herds and women through 
dangerous and unknown territory. Hence the obvious attributes of moran- 
hood are the long-bladed spear (arem) - some morans carry two or three of 
them - the throwing knobkerrie (ońnka) and the buffalo shield coloured red, 
white and black (elongo). These are also the weapons used in cattle raids. 
With these weapons and an unsurpassable fighting courage, Maasai ilmurran 
could drive off numerous livestock in one attack.4

Cattle raiding used to be an integral part of emanyata life and the status of 
an olmurrani for various reasons. The raids were sanctioned, even encoura
ged, although not unconditionally, by the elders. The iloibonok would bless 
the groups oiilmurran and provide them with charms and protective medicine 
before they set out on raids; everyone was aware of the danger involved and 
the bravery it took to seize an enemy herd. The animals were brought home, 
often in impressive numbers, and divided among the olpiron elders; some were 
given to the oloiboni in compensation for his services. The elders kept the 
captured animals in custody for their sons until they came of age (cf. Thomson, 
1885; Fischer, 1885). For the elders, therefore, the ilmurran were even a 
means of acquiring wealth. Cattle raids were most probably an optional way 
of replenishing herds after natural disasters and heavy losses in animals 
(Fosbrooke, 1965). Although organized cattle raiding among the Maasai has 
diminished dramatically, the fact that the young unmarried age-set provided 
the age-sets above them with livestock is a notable aspect of Maasai male 
junior-senior production relations.

Along with their more production-oriented activities, the ilmurran enjoy a 
considerable amount of leisure. They frequent dances and ceremonies in 
homesteads over a wide area, they associate with their isanchan (”sweet
hearts”) and they collect at ”meat-camps” to feast together. The consumption 
of meat in the bush is in fact an important institution in moran life and I shall 
dwell on it briefly.

The meat-camp is a secluded social situation. Groups of 8-10 ilmurran may 
withdraw for a period of 2-3 weeks or more to certain places (olpul. pi. ilpuli: 
denoting both a site and an action, cf. Olsson, 1975; Rigby, 1979) in the bush



far away from the homesteads, where they gorge themselves on great 
quantities of meat, fat, blood and soup. Several animals may be slaughtered 
and eaten on such an occasion. Slaughter beasts are usually provided by the 
elders but the morans also often raid animals for themselves. The site of the 
olpul is carefully chosen. It is usually a naturally fenced place under a tree or 
in a cave so that it provides protection from wild animals and is obscured from 
outside view. Participation and interaction at the meat feast is of crucial sig
nificance to the shaping of Maasai male identity.

Through the act of slaughtering the beast, carving the carcass and consu
ming the meat, solidarity and sharing between age-mates, as well as their 
future roles as pastoralists, are symbolically demonstrated. A  Maasai youth 
is not a proper olmurrani until he has attended his first meat-eating seance in 
the bush. The meat feast is an introduction to the community of age-mates. 
Even Maasai schoolboys belonging to the moran age-group will try to attend 
at least one meat-feast. Unauthorized persons are forbidden to partake, in 
particular wedded women, since meat seen or touched by married women is 
prohibited for the ilmurran. For this reason morans are not allowed to 
consume meat inside the homestead, and not even within the enclosure of the 
emanyata where they live unless the married women are confined to the 
houses. Only young, unmarried girls may participate in the meat-eating feasts 
but no sexual intercourse is permitted while they are at the meat-camps.5 It 
is assumed that sexual intercourse will make the morans ”weak” (asasu: 
”become thin”) and prevent their bodies from building up meat and fat. 
Typically, many of the cattle raids are undertaken immediately after such 
meat-eating sessions when the morans feel strong and fit.

The olpiron elders often attend the meat-feasts in order to teach the young 
men how to slaughter, carve and eat the different parts of the beast and how 
to choose the herbs for the soup. The morans, and in particular the youngest 
of them (olbamoti, pi. ilbamot: the ”newly shaved ones”) who are novices, 
watch carefully at the elders’ work and listen attentively to their instructions 
as they move the knife from one part of the carcass to another with extreme 
proficiency.

Moranhood fosters in young men a collective orientation towards mem
bers of their own age-group. The group is of special importance to a man for 
the rest of his life. The close and intimate relationship between age-equals 
developed in the emanyata entails mutual understanding and sharing of 
property - food and animals - and to some extent of children’s labour and 
the sexual services of wives. Symptomatically, when young morans move



outside the emany ata, they always go two or three together and they never eat 
meat or drink milk alone. For instance, after an olpul, the morans always 
return to their homes to drink milk. In their homesteads they are greeted as 
if they were returning from a long journey, thus signifying that the olpul (bush) 
is far removed from the homestead (culture) (cf. Rigby, 1979). When they 
drink milk they sit close to each other with feet, arms or shoulders touching, 
so that ”nothing can come between them”. During their time in the emany ata 
many ilmurran make close friends with their age-mates and they frequently 
confirm such relationships by the giving or receiving of gifts of cattle. Thus, 
if his father allows it, a young man may begin to involve himself in livestock 
exchanges already as an olmurrani. Indirectly this ritual and social process of 
community generation among age-mates implies a weakening of agnatic and 
affinal ties.

The ilmurran, more than any other Maasai social category, are closely 
associated with the ”bush” (entim) and the pastoral way of life. This is 
reflected in, among other things, their dietary habits. They are supposed to 
live exclusively on animal proteins: on milk, meat, fat and blood. An 
olmurrani should never touch any vegetable food whatsoever. He should not 
even take tea. However, some leniency appears to be practised, for example 
during the dry year of 1984 the ilmurran in parts of Kajiado found themselves 
renouncing some of the food doctrines. Due to exceptionally harsh conditions 
and subsequent hunger in the area, the newly formed age-group remained in 
their homes for a long period after being circumcised and were unable to build 
an emanyata. Establishing an emanyata takes substantial resources, i.e. milch 
cows and slaughter animals as well as female labour and herding boys. The 
drought told severely on the young men. As they grew thinner and thinner 
their mothers became seriously worried. ”My son will die from starvation”, 
said one. The morans would return to their homes after dark and on several 
occasions I saw them given tea and plain bread to eat. They would take the 
food to the calves’ pen outside and devour it hurriedly.

This was not, however, the first time that Maasai morans had had to 
compromise on their nutritional ideals. In the 1930s when the left-hand group 
of ilterito were morans and the country was struck by a severe drought, they 
had to eat maizeflour porridge to keep alive. (Their name ilmadidani was 
actually given to them after the name of the particular flour they ate at the 
time.)

The termination of the moran period is marked by a spectacular and 
glorious ceremony, the eunoto (pi. iunot) which promotes the junior ilmurran





to senior ilmurran. A new, large emanyata is built, mustering ilmurran from 
all the imanyat in the section or parts of it. The ceremony lasts for three or 
four days or longer, and hundreds of visitors gather from near and far. As the 
ceremony takes place only about every 7-8 years, though at shorter intervals 
recently, it is an event which people do not want to miss. Not only do local 
people arrive in large numbers but dignitaries from the Districts '  administra
tion come as well as missionaries, tourists, etc. The arrangements involve a 
tremendous amount of work and many practicalities must be attended to: 
there are animals to be slaughtered, beer to be brewed, food to be cooked, 
bottled beer and sodas to be bought and transported, etc. Last, but not least, 
the ilmurran - often in a delirious condition from an intoxicating brew and 
emotional exitements - have to be kept under control.

During my field research I attended two iunot, in Loita and Loodikilano 
sections respectively. On both occasions I was aware of the rather tense 
atmosphere that prevailed and which was attributable to the pressure on the 
organizers to see that everything ran smoothly and that there was no fighting. 
The olpiron elders are the principal organizers, together with the appointed 
leaders of the age-group.

The days of the eunoto are filled with ceremonial activities; each day has 
its specific sequence of rituals. The Maasai eunoto has been mentioned by 
several authors (cf. Jacobs, 1965; Beckwith and Saitoti, 1980; Galaty, 1983) so 
we need not go into details here. Suffice it to say that the main actors in these 
elaborate rituals are the ilmurran, their ilpiron and their mothers, i.e. fertile 
women. The various ceremonial procedures reflect in one way or another the 
relationship between these three social categories. In fact, the rituals emp
hasize that the triangle - elders-moran-women, representing authority, 
strength/virility and fertility respectively - is at the crux of Maasai power 
relations.

The last day of the eunoto, called the ”day of shaving”, is a case in point. 
The morans’ hair is shaved before they part and leave the emanyata and the 
act of shaving very clearly demonstrates the inherent contradiction in this 
triangular constellation.

The boys are seated outside, in the open space (boo) between the houses 
and the cattle corral, while their mothers remove their long ochre-coloured 
hair with a razor blade and afterwards smear their sons’ heads as well as their 
own with fat and red colouring. This act of smearing their bodies in a similar 
fashion communicates the oneness between mother and son and their close 
and enduring relationship.



Women who have slept with any members of the new age-set refrain from 
shaving their sons. It is held that an olmurrani who is shaved by a woman who 
has had sexual intercourse with one of his age-mates will drop dead at the 
moment of shaving. Very few women would run the risk of losing a son at this 
age, because an adult son is the medium through which a woman can gain 
independence from her husband. Guilty women, therefore, may find an 
excuse to leave at the critical moment or fail to attend the ceremony altoget
her. As will be discussed later in this chapter, sexual relations between 
ilmurran and married women are considered a great offence to the pride and 
dignity of the elders. The strict prohibition of sexual contact between non
married men and married (i.e. circumcised) women may be illustrated by the 
act of ”crossing the knife” (alaang enkalem) at the boys’s circumcision 
ceremony. The night before his circumcision the boy is asked to step over the 
circumcision knife four times. If he has slept with a woman he refuses to do 
it because he is afraid of the ”curse of the knife” (adek enkalem) inflicted upon 
him if he is lying. A guilty boy is fined four cattle for his serious breach of the 
rules of respect. The animals are distributed to his mother, father, the 
circumciser and his mother’s brother (the one who holds the boy during the 
operation).

After the eunoto ceremony the emanyata breaks up. The women, young 
girls, herding boys and ilmurran return to their homes. From now on a moran 
prepares himself for the ritual of ”drinking milk” (eokoto e kule) which is 
performed in his mother’s house. It is at this event that the young man, for the 
first time since his circumcision several years before, sits down alone and 
drinks milk without the companionship of age-mates. The milk-drinking 
ceremony is primarily a blessing of seniority and consequently symbols of 
seniority such as right-hand side and dark blue colour have a prominent place 
in the ritual.6 The mother and the mother’s brother play vital roles in the 
performance of eokoto e kule. The mother’s presence, at this ceremony, if she 
is alive, is imperative. Once I drove a moran more than 100 kms. to fetch his 
mother who had run away from her husband’s family a couple of years before 
and was living temporarily in the home of her half-brother. The mother’s 
brother prepares the ”milk”, i.e. a mixture of fresh and sour milk, honey, beer 
and water, for the moran to drink. He also gives a blessing of prosperity and 
luck for his sister’s son in the cattle corral the following morning. Because the 
mother’s brother is basically benevolent towards his sister’s children, his 
blessing is considered to be very effective in much the same way as his curse 
is said to be extremely potent. The mother’s role is to host the ceremony in her



house and she also shaves her son and sprinkles ”blue”, i.e. blessed, water onto 
his cattle. The father is also there but he does not take any special part in the 
ceremony.

After eokoto e kule, the young man is socially mature enough to marry and 
he begins to orient himself towards family life again, but now as the potential 
head of a family. The milk-drinking ritual marks a shift in emphasis for the 
young man from age-group community and solidarity to family loyalty.

To sum up then, moranhood, comprising among other things a secluded 
way of life, close association with the bush and demonstrations of bravery and 
virility, is a transitional state in a man’s life: from herdsboy of minor social 
importance into a fully-fledged potential husband and family head. Through 
the period spent in the emanyata he has qualified for married life, which for 
a Maasai man means responsibility and independence. Bravery, linked with 
defence of livestock and people, capacitates men for the control of livestock 
property (cf. Llewelyn-Davies, 1981). In other words, the making of elders 
(i.e. Maasai men) begins in the emanyata and is partly accomplished by the 
termination of moranhood.

But before a man can count himself as an elder within the age-set system, 
further ceremonies are obligatory. The most important of these is the 
olng’esherr which promotes the age-set into the junior elder grade and is in fact 
the final age-set ceremony of any significance. In his position as a junior elder, 
a Maasai man has reached the height of his structural power; beyond this point 
the age-grade system offers only positions of diminishing authority. Olng’es
herr, also called enkang’ olonkan (”stool homestead”), is, most importantly, 
the ceremony when a man receives his personal branding iron (olmishire) 
which is a symbol of the extensive property rights to livestock bestowed on him 
as a ”full-grown” and responsible Maasai man. On this occasion he also 
acquires the right to wear a tobacco container and a flywhisk as well as other 
attributes of seniority.

Clitoridectomy: From Sweetheart to Mother

Like boys, girls are also initiated into the adult community by a circumci
sion rite (emurata). In early puberty, at about 13-14 years of age or when her 
breasts are sufficiently developed, a girl is clitoridectomized. The ceremony



itself resembles that of the boys’ circumcision except that no symbolic fire is 
lit after the operation. The operation, which is said to remove the ”dirt” 
(<oloirerio) of childhood and thus to transform the girl into an adult, is 
performed by an elderly woman of the local community. In contrast to the 
male circumcisers, the female practitioners are generally of Maasai origin. 
Many of them are highly respected for their skills.

A  girl’s operation takes place shortly after daybreak inside her mother’s 
house. After parts of the roof have been removed so that the circumciser may 
see better to do her work, the girl is seated on a cowhide just behind the 
entrance of the house. The previous evening she will have been prepared for 
the operation by having her head and eyebrows shaved, her body washed and 
smeared and all the ornaments and clothes of childhood removed. This ritual 
cleansing leaves her completely bare for the operation. During the operation 
she is held in position by some of the women of the homestead: two of them 
keep her legs apart, while a third sits behind and holds her back steadily in her 
lap.

Normally, only women and small children are present to watch the opera
tion. Some of them crowd into the small house while others peep through the 
opening made in the roof. The men and boys gather in small groups at a 
distance in the cattle corral waiting for the women to finish their work. If there 
is a delay, the men get visibly impatient and may shout to the women to hurry 
up so that they can release the cattle for grazing and get started with the 
celebration.

With a small, triangular knife (olmurunya) or a razor blade, the circumciser 
cuts the clitoris and parts of the labia minora. The operation takes only a few 
minutes, provided the girl remains quiet throughout.

Girls are allowed to scream and move while being operated on without 
necessarily being mocked and ridiculed by the spectators. In contrast to the 
boys, their lack of courage is not publicly significant. But the girl who endures 
the physical pain of the clitoridectomy without fuss is praised for her courage 
by those present, and to show their appreciation of her bravery her parents and 
other patrilineal relatives may promise her an animal or two to collect later 
when she is married. On the whole, however, Maasai do not appear to attach 
too much importance to whether a girl cries or not during the operation as long 
as she does not oppose or interfere with the action itself. But stories of 
undisciplined girls are often told as examples of bad behaviour to girls whose 
clitoridectomy is imminent.

Ngontonje was such a girl: when seated for the operation she completely



refused to obey, struggled and eventually bit the circumciser badly. It is said 
that she even took the razor blade (the instrument used at that particular 
operation) and hid it in her mouth. The circumciser had to leave the partially 
operated girl but she was circumcised anew when she arrived at her husband’s 
home. Ngontonje is now around 50 years old.

Another case is an operation that I witnessed where the girl had to be tied 
down with ropes because after the first touch of the knife she panicked 
(because of the pain, I presume) and fought vehemently to release herself 
from the grip of the women around her. H er eldest brother was furious as he 
approached the house where the operation was being carried out and told the 
desperate girl to stop crying ”for nothing” (Talle, 1978). Finally - after a long 
struggle between the girl and the women - the brother ordered her to be tied 
up and one of the women ran out of the house to fetch the rope. The girl’s 
father was dead and the brother acted as her guardian and was the one 
ultimately responsible for her circumcision and subsequent marriage.

When the operation is over, the wound is washed and smeared with butter; 
the girl will lie down to rest on her mother’s bed and be given a calabash of 
freshly drawn blood to restore her. Then the celebration may begin: women 
sing songs of praise, that the girl may be fertile and give birth to many children; 
youths come in groups to dance and enjoy themselves; and guests, particularly 
men, are lavishly fed on meat and calabashes of beer which are constantly 
passed round. The initiation of a child is an event of great importance and 
people spend a large amount of money on the occasion. The circumcision is 
a day of rejoicing; a ”new” woman or man has been bom, and the ritual tree 
(elatim ) which has been fetched by age-mates the day before and put up just 
outside the initiate’s house when the operation is over, is the sign of 
circumcision and symbolizes the growth and prosperity of the people. Fertility 
is a prominent theme in all rituals associated with initiation, both those 
preceding and those following the operation.7

During the next four to five days, or until the special head ornament 
(<olmarisicui) worn by newly operated girls has been prepared, the girl stays in 
the house and leaves it only to relieve herself. She is fed on nutritious food 
such as blood, meat and milk so as to regain her strength and replace the blood 
lost during the operation. A newly circumcised girl should be treated like a 
woman who has just given birth, that is to say, she should be fed with ”nice” 
food and exempted from heavy physical work.

When the operation wound is properly healed, the girl begins to move 
around carefully, visiting friends and relatives. She is now dcaenkaibartani (pi.





inkaibartak: ”the one who is being looked after”), and to indicate her newly 
acquired status she is dressed in black cotton sheets which have been smeared 
with fat, and wears black (i.e. dark blue) beads (emurt narok) and the 
olmarisian.8 The latter is a wreath consisting of a leather strap decorated with 
nine cowrie shells (isikira).9 The wearing of the wreath signifies the ”liminal 
status” (Turner, 1974) between girl (entilo) and woman (esianldki). The enk- 
aibartani leads a rather secluded and protected family life and spends most of 
her time with the married women of the homestead. She does not meet with 
the grown-up ilmurran, nor attend the dances in the neighbourhood; but she 
is not sexually mature enough for the married men either. She may associate 
with the isipolio (also called olaibartani, same term as that used for girls), i.e. 
boys who are recovering from their circumcision but have not yet entered 
moranhood and are thus in a similar liminal state.10 The newly circumcised 
boys are also dressed in black clothes and smeared with fat, and they wear 
female ornaments around their head (the brass scrolls worn by elderly women, 
cf. p.94).

A couple of months after her initiation, the girl is shaved and begins to dress 
in the outfit of an esiankiki. A  girl is usually married within three or four 
months of her circumcision, sometimes sooner if pressed by her husband-to- 
be and his family. H er marriage, in fact, is already arranged at the time of her 
circumcision; it is more or less obligatory for the husband to provide slaughter 
animals and beer for the ceremony as confirmation of his pending rights to the 
girl’s procreative resources.

The clitoridectomy initiation ceremony signals a new social role for the girl; 
she is becoming an esiankiki and her reproductive career can commence. Now 
follows a phase of close social control with many restrictions, which in several 
ways contrast sharply with the life she led prior to her clitoridectomy.

During their pre-puberty years the young Maasai girls live a rather free life 
sexually. They stay with their mothers in the emany ata and it is expected that 
they will associate with the ilmurran and entertain them as their sweethearts. 
The girls accompany the morans to dances in the homesteads and sometimes 
withdraw with them to the bush to eat meat. The so-called sweetheart 
relationships established between individual ilmurran and girls may be long- 
lasting and continue even after a girl’s circumcision and subsequent marriage.

Among the Maasai we have a situation in which a girl is not supposed to be 
a virgin at marriage, in fact quite the contrary. Should a Maasai girl turn out 
to be chaste (entito nemeudo : ”girl without a hole”) at the time of her marriage, 
the husband’s best man (olcepulkerra: ”follower of rams”) - usually an age-





mate and an agnatic relative of the husband - who according to tradition 
spends the first night with the bride, announces the fact and the girl may be 
sent back to her father with the message that ”she does not have a door” (mee
ta enlashomi). They ask that she be opened (abol) before she returns to her 
husband and her father may have to compensate the husband with a heifer for 
the misdemeanour. Informants claim that it is no longer so common to return 
a girl. If the olcepulkerra finds the bride to be a virgin, he penetrates her 
without making her status public which would be considered embarrassing for 
the people involved.11 It is, however, not compelling for the olcepulkerra to 
have sexual intercourse with the bride. Actually, it is up to the bride to decide 
whether she wants to accept the olcepulkerra or not. In parenthesis we may 
add that the mother of the bridegroom usually sleeps in the same house as the 
bride and the best man.

It could be said that, for the Maasai, virginity in the technical sense is 
neither socially nor culturally valued. A virgin bride is looked upon as rather 
an awkward phenomenon and somehow brings embarrassment on her family. 
A similar lack of appreciation of virginity has been reported from other 
pastoral societies, for example the Fulani and Nuer (Evans-Pritchard, 1951; 
Dupire, 1963). On the whole, it is not uncommon in many African societies 
for unmarried girls to lead a rather free sexual life. It is only when women are 
able to bear children that their sexuality becomes subject to social control 
because at that stage decisions have to be made concerning the fate of their 
progeny. With respect to virginity in unmarried girls, other groups provide 
striking contrasts to the Maasai. In pastoral societies such as the Somali, the 
Cyrenaica Bedouins and others, the bride’s chastity is imperative. Among the 
Somali virginity is artificially created by the genital operation of infibulation 
which closes the vulva and leaves only an opening the size of a ”millet-com” 
for urine and menstruation blood to pass. The infibulation, i.e. virginity, 
should under no circumstances be broken before a girl marries (Talle, 1987).

Even if a Maasai girl’s sexual activity begins long before she is clitoridec- 
tomized, she should not become pregnant prior to the operation. (This is 
largely prevented by the girl being operated on before her first menstruation.) 
If she does conceive, however, which a few do, she is clitoridectomized im
mediately her pregnancy is discovered. Marriage may not necessarily take 
place at once. Occasionally girls remain in their homes for a while after 
delivery though, according to my information, an unmarried pregnant Maasai 
girl will most commonly be married quickly in order to give the child a legal 
father. Nevertheless, it appears that the greatest offence constituted by



conception prior to clitoridectomy is the ”premature opening of fertility 
rather than the absence of a father” (Goody, 1973:15).

In Maasai culture there is a structural link between clitoridectomy and 
female procreative status: clitoridectomy could be said to be a first and 
necessary step in legalizing procreation. The Maasai often say that a girl 
cannot conceive or will give birth to deformed children if her clitoris is not 
removed.12

Clitoridectomy transforms the sexually ”free” girl into a potential child- 
bearer who is subject to restrictions on her sexual behaviour. From now on 
she may only associate sexually with age-mates of her husband and those who 
do not belong to the same sub-clan as herself or who are closely related to her 
matrilaterally.

For girls, there is no institution corresponding to the emanyata and the role 
of olmurrani. By the circumcision rite a young girl passes more or less 
automatically from childhood to adulthood and this change in social status 
coincides closely with her development into physical maturity. The marginal 
stage between the two statuses is of short duration and girls, unlike boys, do 
not have to ”qualify” in order to achieve adulthood. It is neatly provided for 
them by institutional arrangements. Indeed, this is also partly the case for 
boys, but their transitional period of several years presents itself as a probative 
time of extensive learning and much physical endurance; moreover, it does 
not primarily coincide with their physical development. The transformation 
into male adulthood, i.e. becoming a marriageable man and eventually elder 
in the age-set structure, is, in contrast to the transition into female adulthood, 
a cultural process of much greater elaboration and significance.

For both sexes, however, the marginal state prepares them for, and leads 
up to, marriage but, as we shall see, the conjugal institution has very different 
implications for women and men. While marriage is on the whole a reward 
for men - ”a necessary and desirable attainment” - it very often means a 
decline in a woman’s personal freedom (cf. Collier and Rosaldo, 1981:283). 
Lovers are related as equals, but inequality is inbuilt into the relationship 
between spouses (cf. Dupire, 1963; Llewelyn-Davies, 1978).

Relations of Sexuality and Control of Fertility

The Maasai have a rationale for girls’ early sexual experiences. They claim 
that the semen of the morans helps, and in fact is almost a prerequisite for, 
girls’ maturity and their developing breasts. Thus these young unmarried men



have a direct role to play in women’s physical development and achievement 
of fertility (cf. Uewelyn-Davies, 1981). Nevertheless, they do not have any 
control over this resource. In Maasai society control over female procreative 
capacity is exercised by the elders; only men of elder status are permitted to 
have sexual relations with circumcised women or can permit younger men to 
marry and have such relations. Meillassoux (1981) has pointed out that a 
critical aspect of the control of seniors over juniors in many African societies 
is their capacity to administer access to nubile women. Maasai women are 
ready to marry after their clitoridectomy and, as we have seen, the ilmurran, 
i.e. juniors within the age-set system, are debarred from access to these women 
who are their contemporaries in age but are the potential wives of elder age- 
sets. Tensions between younger and elder age-groups are likely to emanate 
from the fact that the elders by the ritual act of clitoridectomy monopolize the 
sexual services of the juniors’ girlfriends.

Sexual relations between Maasai women and men are prescribed and 
regulated by a system of interactional categories which arise from the age and 
sex categorization described at the beginning of this chapter. Schematically, 
they are as follows: uncircumcised boys are not allowed to have sexual 
relations with females at all in spite of the fact that many of them reach 
physical maturity well before their circumcision; circumcised but unmarried 
men are permitted to have sexual relations only with girls of the esancha 
category (i.e. prepubescent girls); and married men only have access to 
circumcised women whom they also retain as wives for themselves (cf. Fig. 1). 
The sexuality of women beyond childbearing age (entasat) is generally of little 
interest and value in this cultural system and hence is not guarded closely. At 
this age women also often move away from their husband’s homestead with 
one of their sons. Relations across the interactionally prescribed categories 
are ordinarily defined as cases of adultery (enkiopo, aloloito, oloirerio: ”dirti
ness”) and liable to sanctions in the form of cattle fines, beatings or cursing.

With respect to sexual interaction, this structural arrangement of prescri
bed interactional categories is not always followed in practice, however. For 
instance, uncircumcised boys quite frequently fraternize with young girls of 
their own age (in particular boys whose circumcision has been postponed 
beyond their physical maturity) but they always do so at the risk of being 
mocked and beaten by their immediate age-set superiors, i.e. the circumcised 
boys, ilmurran. The latter, for their part, take liberties with the young married 
women (isiankikin) and are, in their turn, reprimanded and fined, or even 
cursed in extreme cases by the elder age-sets above them. The most serious
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A similar pyramidal figure has been presented by Spencer (1965) to illustrate 
how a considerable difference in female and male marriage age among the 
Samburu provides the demographic basis for the elders to maintain quite a 
high level of polygyny by postponing the marriage age of young men, thus 
creating a surplus of marriageable girls at the elders’ disposal (ibid:96-99). 
The difference in marriage age is made possible through the age and sex 
organization. This mode of reasoning could also be applied to the Maasai.



transgression of this moral code is that between morans and married women. 
These liaisons challenge the structural authority of elders (married men) to 
control female fertility, an authority which is at the very root of age and gender 
organization and its ideology.

The cultural prohibition of sexual relations between morans and married 
women needs to be explained further. Women in general are considered to 
be dangerous for the morans, mainly because sexual interaction with circum
cised women will make men enfeebled or ”lazy” (ashalu). It is said that while 
an olmurrani may make love several times during a night with an uncircum
cised girl without being exhausted, sexual intercourse with a married woman 
is quite another thing. After two or three times the moran feels very tired and 
when he wakes in the morning his body is weak and weary. For these reasons 
some of the ilmurran who marry while they are still in the emanyata refuse to 
have sexual intercourse with their wives until they have terminated moran- 
hood.

However, there is one exception to the prohibition to sexual liaison 
between married women and ilmurran. In certain cases elderly men may send 
their barren wives to the emanyata to be impregnated. In particular, when the 
morans get back from the meat-camps they are considered to be very strong 
and sexually potent; their sperm is ”hot” (airowua) and considered to be good 
for fertility.

Similarly, there are occasions when women are permitted to be sexually 
active as, for instance, when they are performing olamal loo nkituaak (”dele
gation of women”). Olamal is a peaceful congregation of women for fertility 
blessing. Briefly, such delegations are arranged when fertility among the 
people (cattle as well) is considered to be receding. Rumours circulate and 
people in the community begin asking themselves ”Why are we not giving 
birth?”, ”What is wrong with us?” etc. Then the elders decide that an olamal 
has to be made to reverse the situation and married women of the area begin 
to organize themselves into a delegation. Within a period of one to two 
months the delegation tours the locality and visits every homestead. Whene
ver they reach a homestead, they dance, sing and pray for more offspring and 
they are given gifts of animals to slaughter or to take with them to the man who 
is going to bless them. As the delegation continues it recruits more women. 
By the end there may be several hundred of them.



When all the homesteads have been visited and enough wealth collec
ted, the delegation is terminated by a ceremonial blessing that the women may 
conceive in large numbers and give birth to many and healthy children. The 
blessing is undertaken by a respected elder of the community or an oloiboni. 
(For further description of the blessing ceremony see note 13).

When women are on olamcd they have a reputation for being very active 
sexually. Maasai men claim that women generally are more timid than men 
when it comes to sexual initiative but ”in the bush”, i.e. on a fertility blessing 
tour, they can be very aggressive. Whenever they meet a man in their way they 
run towards him shouting ”He may bring me luck” . They try to catch him and 
force him to have sex with them. The only escape for the poor man is to climb 
a tree where the women will not follow. They will, however, try to grab him 
from the ground but the man will use his stick to beat them and chase them 
away. He will remain in his safe position in the tree until the women have 
disappeared.

When the women sleep in the various homesteads they visit they 
associate willingly with the men around. In particular, the women who are 
barren believe that sexual extravagance may cure their infertility. Should a 
man not get an erection on such an occasion, the woman will abuse him for 
being useless as a man and for being a woman ”just like herself’. Many 
husbands, irrespective of the presumptively positive effects these delegations 
have on women’s child-bearing performance, do not like their wives to 
participate because of the sexual liberties they take with other men and quite 
frequently with men outside the prescribed age-categories. These husbands 
are also afraid that their wives may find permanent lovers while visiting and 
getting to know other homesteads. Such men are considered to be ”jealous”. 
In fact, men who watch their wives too closely and ”follow them everywhere” 
are frowned upon by age-mates and generally regarded as being m ean and 
disloyal. In some extreme cases they may even be cursed by their age-group.

According to age-set ideology, it is only married men who may legitima
tely enjoy the sexual services of clitoridectomized women. Thus, by monopo
lizing mature women’s sexuality, the elders also control female procreative re
sources. Morans then, by associating sexually with wives of elders, infringe not 
only the latter’s privileges but also the ordered distribution of authority within 
the society.

Fig. 1 may be interpreted as showing that sexual interaction between 
Maasai women and men is prescribed between partners who are structurally 
non-equals in terms of authority and economic power (cf. Llewelyn-Davies,



1981). It is precisely this order which is threatened by liaisons between 
isiankikin and ilmurran and which makes elders react vehemently. Llewelyn- 
Davies (1978) has made the point that it is chiefly because of its inherent 
structural equality and element of willingness that a woman appreciates and 
cherishes her relationship with a moran, and this makes women act together 
in solidarity against the threat of punishment from their husbands. To my 
experience, Maasai women will not normally give each other away and reveal 
a love-relationship they know of. Among themselves they like to boast of their 
relationships with ”young men”. Metaphorically, a lover is referred to as a 
moran, thus to have a lover is to ”go with the morans” even if the lover does 
not actually have the age-status of olmurrani. The use of the term moran in
dicates something illegal, but also certain qualities in a lover: virility, bravery 
and beauty.

A married Maasai woman should, according to age-set norms and 
proper behaviour, only take lovers from her husband’s age-group. These are 
also clandestine relations but are not considered adulterous like sexual 
relations with men outside the age-group of the husband, and if detected the 
partners are not penalized. The offended husband may beat his wife and fight 
the lover if he catches them in the act. He cannot, however, fine them.

Many women married to old men complain about their dire fate. One 
of them said to me ”You try and you try but nothing happens”, hinting at the 
failing potency and impregnating power of her husband and regretting her 
limited choice of a better partner.

Married men are also subject to certain age-set rules in their choice of 
sexual partners. Generally, a man should not have sexual intercourse with 
women married to his father’s age-set, to the age-set of his olpiron or to that 
of his father-in-law. These women are his classificatory mothers and mothers- 
in-law, and as such are categories of women for whom a man should show great 
”respect” and with whom he is prevented from making love. For instance, an 
olkeseeya bom  of an olterìto and married to a daughter of an olkololik may not 
have sexual relations with women married into the iltento age-set (they are his 
”mothers”), into the ilkololik (they are his ”mothers-in-law”) or into the 
ilnyangusi age-set who are his ol-piron elders (cf. Fig. 2). The practical 
implication of these prohibitions is that Maasai men have limited access to 
wives of age-sets above their own. Legal extra-marital sexual relations for 
men are confined to wives of age-mates.

A man is, however, permitted to marry daughters of these women, i.e. 
daughters of ”mothers-in-law” and ”mothers”. Ideally a man may marry



Age-grade status Age-set name Approximate age in years

Iltuati

ancient elders *) Iltareto >80

retired elders *) Ilterito 65-80

senior elders Ilnyangusi 50-65

junior elders Ilkololik 35-50

senior morans Ilkeseeya 25-35

junior morans name not decided <25

*) Jacobs (1965)

Examples of marital and sexual relations with reference to age-set

Iltuati

Iltareto

Ilterito О =  Δ

IlnyangusiXO 

Ilkololik О  

Ilkeseeya

man 
woman 
bom  of

Iltuati

Iltareto

Ilterito

=* Δ  Ilnyangusi 

=  A Ilkololik 

Δ = 0  Ilkeseeya

marnage
marriage prohibited 
sexual relations prohibited

Iltuati

Iltareto

Ilterito
w

Ilnyangusi

Ilkololik

Ilkeseeya



daughters of any age-set above and below his own, except girls bom  of men 
in his own age-set and those who greet him ”by the head”. It should be explai
ned that people in subordinate positions greet their superiors by bowing their 
head forward to be patted by the person greeted. This is a sign of respect. A 
woman who greets a man ”by the head” is regarded as his ”daughter”. Only 
girls, boys and women are expected to practise this way of greeting, never men. 
Men usually greet each other by shaking hands. Depending upon their 
relationship, women also greet men by the hand. For instance, women will 
shake hands with men of their husband’s age-set but will always greet their 
husband’s father’s age-set by the head.

Girls who are fathered by a man’s age-group mates are his classificato- 
ry daughters, and it should be noted that sexual avoidance between father and 
daughter is perhaps the strictest norm in the Maasai moral code. Further
more, a man may not marry a girl bom  of his age-set ”daughter” either; she 
is his ”granddaughter”. For example, if a daughter of an olkeseeya is married 
to, say, an olnyangusi, a man from ilkeseeya cannot marry this woman’s 
daughter because her mother was born of an olkeseeya and still greets the 
ilkeseeya age-group ”by the head”. Likewise a man of ilkeseeya bom  of an 
olterito cannot give a daughter as wife to another olterito. She will be the 
”granddaughter” of the ilterito age-set and also greet him ”by the head” (cf. 
Fig. 2).

From this short exposition of aspects of the Maasai age-set system, we 
can see that, in much the same way as the kinship system, the age-set 
organization governs sexual relations and prescribes marriage rules accor
ding to a person’s position within the system and that of his/her parents and 
children. As we have seen, the mles arise out of the kinship relations born of 
(lineality) and married to (affinity) but with an overall principle of age 
affiliation. Briefly, men are prohibited from sexual relations with ”mothers”/  
”mothers-in-law” and ”daughters”/ ”granddaughters” together with the co
rollary - women are prohibited from sleeping with ”fathers” and ”sons”. 
However, the idea of ”sons” having sexual relations with ”mothers” seems to 
be less morally reproachful than ”daughters” sleeping with ”fathers”. I heard 
of one such case where a ”son” had intercourse with his father’s wife. When 
members of the family commented upon the incident it was clear that they 
thought that both the woman and the young man had behaved stupidly. Even 
though the young man’s father fined him a heifer he continued the relations
hip with his step-mother in secret.



A father making love to a daughter is quite another matter. This is a serious 
crime which evokes strong santions. Married women collectively take actions 
against such a man. They organize a punative delegation (olkishuroto) to his 
homestead. There they undress him and bring him to the middle of the cattle 
corral. They call all the people in the homestead to come and watch the 
spectacle, even the children. The man is mocked and abused by the women 
for his sexual propensity. ”You can have mine", they say and lay down on the 
ground exposing their private parts to indicate what they mean. One of his 
steers is slaughtered as a fine, but before the steer is put to death the women 
will beat him with their belts. This act is a symbolic beating of the man.

We end this chapter by underlining the decisive role of the age-set 
structure in defining and regulating the social relations of production and 
reproduction. We have seen that men are not socially mature enough to 
control productive and reproductive resources, viz. livestock, women and chil
dren, until they have reached a certain age-status and acquired the self-control 
and personal discipline which are needed to handle the task. By implication, 
junior men who are temporarily deprived of these resources are subordinated 
to senior men. Women, who are not formally integrated into the age-set 
system, are excluded from the control of productive and reproductive resour
ces because they never reach the ”age” when they may possess livestock or 
have full control over their own bodies and procreative capacities. As already 
hinted at and as will be referred to in more detail later, Maasai women beyond 
child-bearing age may, however, become quite powerful within the family 
context (cf. Little, 1987).

The introduction to this study began with the proposition that the 
agnatic descent system and the age-set organization are structural principles 
which put control of the means of production, labour and female fertility into 
the hands of elders. The last two chapters have substantiated this statement. 
It should be evident from the above descriptions that the clan and age-set 
system, by their principally male orientation, constitute quite specific con
straints on female autonomy.

However, in the same breath we said that women play important 
mediating roles in Maasai systems of production and reproduction relations. 
Firstly, matrifiliation has been depicted as an important aspect of the descent 
structure. With respect to inheritance, the polygynous family is subdivided



into two gatepost groups giving rise to consolidation and cooperation between 
family members on the basis of this dualism. The division of the Maasai clans 
into two larger segments also has its mythical foundation in a subdivision of 
the polygynous family. As we shall discuss in a later chapter, the mother-son 
constellation is a structural link which poses a real challenge to paternal 
hegemony within the family. Secondly, as brides, women create affinal 
relations and by their continuous role as mothers bind affines together. 
Women, by exploiting and manipulating these positions, have a source of 
power in the realm of productive and reproductive decision-making.

In conclusion, gender inequality in Maasai pastoral society has its ideo
logical and structural bases and female subordination may be said to be the 
practical side of these organizational principles. The institution of marriage 
is the social area of interaction where the subordination of Maasai women is 
perhaps most pronounced. The next chapter will describe and analyze the 
process of marriage contraction and bridewealth prestations. For young 
Maasai women the abrupt change in residence caused by marriage, the 
transfer of authority from father to husband and his lineage and the social 
pressure on procreative performance leave them in a state of anguish and 
uncertainty during the first years of their marital life. In many respects 
marriage is a major life crisis for Maasai women.



NOTES

1) The names of the age-sets have different meanings that are often related to some 
characteristic which typifies the young men of the age-group or to some significant 
incident during their initiation. For example the right-hand group of the ilkeseeya in 
Loodikilam section was first given the name ilopkonyek, meaning ”those with open eyes” 
implying that there were many idle onlookers among them. The age-set did not like the 
name and at eunoto (the final ceremony) they were given the name ilkereu which suggests 
that the members of this age-group will cover long distances when they travel. The left- 
hand group of the ilkeseeya, the irangirang ”those whose stomach is full”, also did not like 
their name at first but came to accept it because everybody used it and ”you cannot protest 
against everybody”.

Another example is the left-hand group of the ilkololik (iseuri), the ilkhakara, who were 
circumcised during the 1960-61 drought. Food relief was given to the Maasai and it came 
in cardboard boxes. People began to call the age-set ilbokisi after the boxes. The age- 
set thought it derogatory to be named after paper. Later, however, they were given the 
name ilkisakara meaning ”they will grab everything before the others” because during the 
relief distribution people competed to be first in the queue. The age-group also hated 
this name initially but later thought it positive to be the first to get hold ofa valuable thing. 
At present, junior elders of this age-group have ”grabbed” power, land, etc. and many are 
wealthy pastoralists.

The name is usually given by the age-set immediately above, who like to tease the 
younger age-set and give them a bad or derogatory name which the age-set itself does not 
approve of. The sponsoring elders, the olpiron, of the new age-set often have to mediate 
either by reinterpreting the name given to them in a way other than that in which it was 
originally intended, or by giving them a new name.

2) Maasai circumcision stands in striking contrast to that of the Barabaig in Tanzania, for 
instance. The latter were circumcised together in large groups. All the boys were lined 
up in a long row outside the specially built circumcision house and one or two of the boys, 
if there was more than one circumciser, were let in at a time. The boys screamed at the 
tops of their voices when operated on, often to the great amusement of the spectators.

3) Women are allowed to renew the fire in their house if it goes out but then only if they 
use matches, not the firestick. Women are not actually prohibited from making fire as 
such, it is rather that they have ”no purpose” in doing it because it is understood that men 
will do it for them. If women find a sick goat in the bush and slaughter it, they make a fire 
because such an act has no ceremonial or ritual value.

4) Government sources stated in 1950 that 13 ilmurran from Kaputiei staged one of the 
biggest stock thefts of recent years: 870 cattle and 200 sheep and goats were lifted from 
some Wakamba herders, having got permission from the authorities to drive their animals 
through Kajiado District in search of grazing in Tanzania. The police arrived on the scene 
the following day, but they recovered only 68 head of cattle and 92 sheep and goats, and 
it was stated that there had been no movement application from the Wakamba after this 
incident. (Native Affairs Department Annual Report 1950)

5) It sometimes happens that morans ”steal” sex when they are at the meat-camps. When 
they go out with the girls in the evening to gather leaves from the oleleshwa tree 
(tarchonatus comphoratus) to prepare their beds, they have sexual relations in the bush. 
If another girl finds out about the romance, she will tell the other morans and they will 
beat and punish both the boy and the girl.



6) For example, as a sign of blessing, the right side of the boy’s body is smeared by his 
mother’s brother with a mixture of cow dung, milk and lime and when shaving his head 
his mother uses ”blue water”, a mixture of water and milk, to soften his hair and scalp. 
Later the boy hits a male calf and a heifer with a stick given to him by his mother’s brother 
which he holds in his right hand, while his mother sprinkles ”blue water" onto the cattle.

7) The preparation for circumcision begins ahead of the operation itself. Two days before 
the operation a ram or a young steer is slaughtered at the entrance to the house and a new 
name is given to the initiate (aitupuku). The penis of the animal is removed and tied 
around the initiate’s neck and strings of ostrich egg beads are put on his right arm and right 
leg. Both the penis and the eggs signify fertility.

8) Hurskainen (1983) notes for the Parakuyo that ”black in rituals has a connotation of 
peace, seniority, maturity, fertility, protection and secured continuity. Its significance is 
positive throughout” (ibid:48). This may also be applied to the colour symbolism among 
pastoral Maasai, as black or dark blue is used in many rimais relating to fertility and se
niority, e.g.: both female and male circumcision, the milk drinking rimal after the 
moranhood, fertility blessings and others.

9) Cowrie shells which symbolize fertility are used as ornaments on items closely asso
ciated with women, but also on others:

-head ornament of enkaibartani (sign of newly acquired fertility)
-on milk calabashes
-a string with four cowrie shells is worn around the arm by married women as a sign 
of fertility luck (the same ”arm-ring” is also worn by midwives and circumcisers)
-on belt for osipolioi (sign of newly acquired potential fertility)
-necklace for twin calves (to get twins both in humans and cattle is considered lucky 
and taken as a sign of blessing from Enkai, God)
-necklace for calf bom with back legs first (unusual birth and considered a ”holy” birth) 
-ceremonial hyrax skin cape of elders, particularly used in fertility blessing.

10) The Maasai believe that if a man who is not himself in the same ritual status as the 
girl, i.e. healing from circumcision, sleeps with an enkaibartani, he will only get nine chil
dren, nine cattle, nine sheep and goats, viz. the same number as the cowrie shells in the 
head ornament of the newly circumcised girl. The small number of cattle means that he 
will end up a poor man.

11) The rejection of the practice by informants could be an attempt, consciously or un
consciously, to adjust information and bring it into line with new ideals. Europeans were 
indeed concerned about the ”promiscuity” of the Maasai and the cultural indulgence of 
the sexual activities of young girls (cf. Spencer, 1983). These phenomena certainly helped 
to further the belief in the Maasai enigma which prevailed at the time (cf. Eliot, 1905).

12) This belief is so strongly internalized that even educated women bom to baptized 
parents who disapprove of the practice, have undergone the operation secretly after ar
riving in their husband’s home. Clitoridectomy was prohibited by President Moi in 1982, 
the custom being a ”sign of backwardness”. The Maasai say that they cannot conform with 
such an order which strikes at the very heart of their culture. I would also like to suggest 
that an additional aspect of clitoridectomy is obviously to curb and mitigate the sexual 
desire of fertile women and thereby accentuate the procreative aspect of female sexuality. 
Maasai women themselves often verbally reject the theory that clitoridectomy infringes 
on their sexual enjoyment. It is, of course, very difficult to assess the reliability of such



Statements as sexual pleasure in itself is indeed relative, conditioned by culture, social and 
personal factors. The suggestion that clitoridectomy should suppress female sexuality 
may also seem contradictory, taking into consideration the readiness with which clitori- 
dectomized women, that is to say married women involve themselves in sexual relations 
with partners outside marriage.

13) The day of blessing is a big ceremony. Many people gather in the homestead of the 
one giving the blessing. A good number of animals are slaughtered and beer is brewed 
in large quantities. In addition to livestock gifts, the blesser is presented with gifts which 
symbolize elderhood and maturity; i.e. a big blanket, a sheet, a tobacco container and a 
flywhisk. A pregnant heifer is ritually killed (normally it is taboo to kill pregnant animals) 
and the amniotic fluid (inkipa) is mixed with lime (enturoto) into a soft paste and smeared 
on the women’s stomachs. The women will walk one by one past the blesser who sits on 
a stool and smears them. When they are being smeared the women sing and many of them 
cry, especially those who are childless. The blesser is dressed in black sheets or the tra
ditional hyrax skin. He is shaved like a woman and wears female ornaments (strings of 
beads and brass scrolls around his neck).

After the ritual of smearing, the blesser feeds the women on meat from the ribs of the 
slaughtered heifer. The ribs have alot of fat and are therefore highly valued and frequent
ly used as rimal food. The blesser feeds the women by holding a piece of meat above the 
face of each woman, which she has to try to grasp with her mouth without using her hands. 
All of the smearing and the meat-feeding of the women is performed in the middle of the 
homestead (olosinka) so that the people around may watch.

After the blessing the women return to their respective homes and stay there for four 
days without any sexual contact. During these four days a fire bums continuously in the 
house and the women do not wash themselves nor sweep the house. Nor do they make 
a present of sheets or anything else on their bodies. On the fifth day they dean themselves 
and shave their hair. They now begin olmasi which lasts for about one to two months or 
more. Olmasi is a kind of ritual state symbolized by the growing of the hair. During this 
period the women will try their best to conceive. The date for the removal of the olmasi 
is given by the blesser. A woman may perform olmasi several times in her life: after 
tircumrision, at childbirth, when a child is circumcised and others.

Women’s fertility delegations are performed in most sections. Mol (1978) refers to an 
olam al in Loita section in 1976, which obviously was a much larger celebration than the 
one described above from Loodikilani section. Apart from the scale (the olam al in Loita 
collected about 876 women while the one in Loodikilani come to only about a couple of 
hundred) there are also some other small differences in the ceremony. For instance, in 
Loita a large settlement was built for the occasion (Mol, 1978:172-173).



MARRIAGE AND THE STATUS OF WOMEN

This chapter focuses on the procedures involved in marriage transactions 
and the establishment of conjugal roles and affinal relations. Marriage con
traction is an area of decision-making which is basically structured by agnatic 
and age-set principles; nevertheless it leaves the individual contractors with 
a lot of opportunities for initiative. In order to describe this process and 
illustrate trends of change, I have devoted considerable space in this chapter 
to the presentation of case material.

During my stay with the Maasai, whenever I witnessed a wedding I always 
felt sorry for the bride. This had to do with the girl’s sadness and her 
submissive role during the ceremony. Maasai women often portray marriage 
as a necessity with which they must comply. An illustrative case is Jem at’s 
story.

Case 1 : Jemat
While she was still very young, Jemat was sent to school by her father who, 

like many other Maasai, was pressed by the authorities to educate some of his 
children. As he did not have a son of suitable age whom he wanted to send, 
Jem at was chosen to go. At that time, shortly after Independence, children 
stayed at boarding schools.

In the beginning Jem at was unhappy at school (she even ran away once and 
went back home) but gradually she came to enjoy school work and was 
recognized by the teachers as an intelligent girl. She began to picture another 
future for herself rather than being married at an early age, perhaps to an old 
man. Jem at wanted to become a teacher.

Once when Jem at came home for a holiday, she was told by her father that 
she was going to be married to a man named Naikolu. Jemat was circumcised 
by then but she herself was not prepared to marry yet. She wanted to continue 
at school. She had seen Naikolu a couple of times but she did not like him. 
She found him ugly.

The same night she ran away from home back to school. It was a long way 
and she walked for three days and three nights. She slept in the open since she 
was afraid that her father might trace her if she slept in other homesteads. She 
survived on wild fruits and berries and kept the hyenas away at night by 
throwing stones at them. When she eventually reached school she told her



teacher (a British missionary) what had happened. The teacher went 
immediately to the District Commissioner and reported the case to him. (Due 
to the fact that there were not many Maasai girls enrolled in school the 
teachers could keep count of each one of them, cf. Gorham, 1980). The DC 
promised to protect the girl. At last the father found his daughter, but he did 
not dare to take her back with him. He assured the teacher that he would not 
try to force Jem at into marriage next time she came home. Being suspicious 
of her father’s promises and as the new term was approaching, Jemat 
remained at school for the rest of the holiday. Later she learned that her 
mother had also run away on hearing of Jemat’s flight. H er mother knew that 
she was the one who would be blamed and perhaps beaten or fined a heifer 
when her husband found out that his daughter had escaped.

Jem at went home again the next school holiday, but she had slept only one 
night in her mother’s house when her father stopped her just as she was leaving 
the homestead on her way to church. He told her to return to the house 
because he had something to tell her. Jem at immediately became suspicious: 
a circumcised but unmarried daughter should avoid visiting a house at the 
same time as her father except when he is going to tell that he has found a 
husband for her.

It turned out that, unknown to Jemat, Naikolu was there in the homestead, 
ready to take her away. He came out and when her father asked ”Doyou want 
to take this man?” Jemat did not dare to say no. She was afraid of being cursed 
by her own father and she knew that she would be beaten if she refused. On 
that particular morning the morans of the homestead, who would otherwise 
have been called upon to do the beating in a case like this, were away in the 
bush and it was very shameful for a circumcised girl to be beaten by her own 
father.1

Jem at learned that her father had already taken many animals as bride
wealth from Naikolu and that therefore her chances of avoiding the marriage 
were slim. Being a very respectful girl, Jemat agreed to marry Naikolu but she 
cried non-stop for four days until she ”could neither think nor see”. The other 
women in the homestead told her that crying would not help; they had all cried. 
One of them told Jem at how she had at first resisted severe beatings ordered 
by her father and that it was not until they took the son whom she had given 
birth to while she was unmarried that she gave in and followed her husband.

Jem at cried all the way to Naikolu’s homestead. She went in her school 
dress; she did not want to put on the customary wedding clothes nor the 
ceremonial ornaments.



When the teacher heard about the incident, she tried to intercede but it was 
too late. Jemat had already been moved to her husband’s home and the 
marriage had been consummated.

Jem at’s case reveals two important aspects of male power. One is a father’s 
authority over his daughters, i.e. his right to select suitors and to decide 
marriages. The other is the use of force towards women as an in-built feature 
of the marriage bond. Women, however, often try to oppose male authority, 
most commonly by running away as Jem at did. There is another notable 
aspect of this case which should be highlighted and that is the role of the 
mother. W esaw thatsheranaw aytooafterhearingofJem at’sescape. Maasai 
mothers are acknowledged to be the closest allies of their daughters in 
situations of forced marriages. This is particularly the case if the mother 
disapproves of the choice of partner for her daughter.

The Wedding: A Female Drama

The Maasai marriage is brought about by the payment of bridewealth and 
the performance of a number of rites, many of which reveal in a tangible way 
the social construction of gender hierarchy. I shall begin with a short 
description of the wedding ceremony which establishes conjugal rights and 
makes men and women into husbands and wives.

Marriage (enkiyama) is largely arranged and conducted by elders: fathers, 
brothers (or other agnatic kinsmen) and husbands. Polygyny is the ideal form 
of marriage and a large proportion of Maasai elders are married to two or 
three women. Young people, both boys and girls, are considered to be 
unqualified to take such important decisions as choosing marriage partners 
for themselves. A girl knows that by the time she is clitoridectomized, her 
partner has already been decided upon; she may know who the person is but 
she is unlikely to know him personally. She should not try to find out his 
identity or any more about him, as that would be disrespectful, rather she 
should trust that her father is making the right choice. A Maasai girl regards 
herself as lucky if she is married to a young man, but she may become the third 
or fourth wife of a man older than her father. We shall see below that Maasai



girls have various ways of protesting against forced marriages. In that process 
they seek help and support from influential male relatives, mothers and 
nowadays sometimes the authorities.

When she marries, a girl usually leaves her own family and settles with her 
husband’s relatives, quite often miles away. In most cases this is a frightening 
move for ayoung girl of 14-16 years of age. The wedding ceremony can be said 
to fall into two parts: the departure of the bride from her own home and her 
arrival at the bridegroom’s homestead (cf. Jacobs, 1970).

Before leaving her parents’ home, the bride is blessed by her father or if he 
is dead by a senior agnate. The blessing is performed in her mother’s house 
and other members of the girl’s family gather to participate. The girl is told 
to be a good and obedient wife: she should abstain from lovers, bear many 
children and feed them properly. She is reminded that the relatively carefree 
life of childhood has passed and that she is now expected to work hard. The 
bridegroom, for his part, is exhorted to take care of and be patient with his new 
wife, remembering that she is still a mere child. ”Give her enough animals to 
feed her children and do not beat her unnecessarily”, he is admonished again 
and again during the ceremony. The complementarity in the roles of husband 
and wife and in their rights and obligations towards each other are spelled out 
clearly in the blessing ritual. During the blessing some of the girl’s relatives 
often cry, lamenting the loss of a daughter and sister. Even the father may shed 
a few tears.

The blessing takes place on the night preceding the departure and the 
following morning the girl is dressed in her bridal attire. She is helped by the 
other women around. Everything must fit precisely: the head ornaments, the 
earrings, the numerous necklaces, the clothes and the milk calabash. A new 
pair of sandals will have been made for the long journey ahead. All the items 
are put on carefully one by one. The clothes and ornaments are smeared in 
sheep fat and ochre as well as the bride’s body which gives her a reddish, shiny 
appearance. The women take their time when they dress her and she looks 
beautiful when she leaves her homestead. The life in front of her, however, 
is unknown. No wonder that she cries and walks slowly. Even though she is 
supposed to do so in accordance with the ritual, my impression is that the 
excessive crying also expresses true feelings of anxiety. The girl has actually 
no idea of the personal qualities of her husband and his family, and, therefore, 
very little possibility of imagining how her married life will turn out.

Ritual crying among women at marriage has been described from other 
pastoral societies inEast Africa (cf. e.g. Klima, 1965; Elam, 1973). Among the



Barabaig in Tanzania, for example the bride’s age-mates, a group of fifteen 
to twenty girls, crowd into her parents’ house and cry hysterically throughout 
the night before she is moved to her husband’s home. They bewail the fact that 
one among their number is leaving for ever.

The departure or ”taking away of the bride” (errikoto e sian/dld) is 
ritualized by the girl dragging herself crying and with bent back out of her 
mother’s house and away from her parental homestead. In her full bridal 
apparel and carrying a stave and the milk calabash on her back (a symbolic 
child) she slowly draws away from her home.2 She is encouraged by her female 
relatives, who follow her out of the homestead and a short part of the way, to 
be brave and ”beg for cattle” when she arrives at the other homestead. They 
tell her that if only she gets enough animals married life will be easy. Once 
she has left her own homestead, she should not turn back and look at it or it 
is believed she will turn to stone.

The bride walks all the way to her husband’s home on foot in the company 
of her husband and his best man, the olcepulkerra (cf. Chapter V, p. 110). 
Sometimes she is followed by a female supporter who plays a role of assistance 
similar to that of the best man at the ceremony. The journey from one 
homestead to the other may take a whole day or more depending upon the 
distance. The bride walks slowly and reluctantly and has to be assisted by the 
olcepulkerra when crossing streams or when she is too tired to continue 
walking. (Many go by car, if possible. I have driven quite a few bridal 
processions, either to do friends a favour or simply by being stopped on the 
road). The role of the olcepulkerra does not cease with the wedding; in future, 
he will be obliged to help the woman in any arguments she may have with her 
husband. As a sign of the close relationship between the olcepulkerra and the 
new wife, the former should always be treated well and as a respected guest 
in her house.

As they approach the bridegroom’s homestead in the afternoon, the 
Maasai bride slows down still more; suddenly she simply refuses to go any 
further. The bridegroom’s female relatives, and possibly other wives and 
children who have collected outside the homestead fence eagerly waiting to 
receive the bride, try to entice her beyond the entrance by promises of 
livestock gifts (cf. Chapter VII, pp. 184-185).

Before the women become friendly with the bride, however, they try to 
make her cry by teasing and mocking her as part of the ritual. They run towards 
her yelling and shouting that she is ugly, that her husband is a thief, that he has 
no animals, etc. The mock play between the women appears to be a cruel way





of welcoming a young bride, but the Maas ai insist that it is only a play and has 
no deeper meaning in terms of a real antagonism on the part of the womenfolk 
towards the new bride. To make their argument sound convincing, they claim 
that this rimal is not performed in all families. My data corroborate this. Ne
vertheless, the rimal does indicate that, for a woman, married Ufe and 
wifehood embody a number of negative values. Among other things, a newly 
married woman is a stranger in her husband’s home and as such a potentially 
unreUable person who will be treated with suspicion and mistrust initially.

The actual wedding feast, or the ”celebration of the bride” (osirua le 
siankiki), is held when the bride has passed through the gate of her husband’s 
homestead. The bridegroom and his relatives celebrate the acquisition of a 
new ”child”.3 To entertain the guests who have come in large numbers, 
animals are slaughtered, beer brewed, maizemeal or rice cooked and sodas 
bought.

During the day of celebration the bride sits in the house of one of her female 
in-laws, usually a mother-in-law (either the bridegroom’s mother or another 
of his father’s wives) or a senior co-wife, depending upon the composition of 
the family group residing together. The woman in whose house the bride stays 
plays a special role in the ceremony. When entering the house, the bride is 
received by some of her close female in-laws, and the mother-in-law or the one 
chosen to ”untie the child from the girl” (enkitok natalaa enkerai) loosens her 
belt and removes the calabash from her back, whereupon a young child is 
placed on her lap. The child is a token of fertility and a wish that the young 
woman will give her husband and his family strong and healthy children.

In the evening the bridegroom, his olcepulkerra and their age-mates gather 
in the house to bless the girl and give her a new name (enkama о Ipayiani), a 
name of the age-group to be used only by them. The collective name-giving 
symbolizes their common sexual access to the wife of an age-mate. It has been 
suggested that the theory underlying this privilege is that people occupying the 
same age-set status share their lives so fully that one can be substituted by 
another in almost every circumstance (cf. Driberg, 1932). This arrangement 
of sexual accessibility to age-group wives among the Maasai still leaves the 
woman a measure of choice, however.

Theyoung wife will remain in the house of her mother-in-law or co-wife for 
some time until she has built her own house, collected the necessary house
hold equipment and understood the main routines of her new family. This 
period may last up to two years. The experienced woman will teach the girl 
what is expected of her as a good and obedient wife and potential mother.



Being the junior wife she often works very hard.
The morning after her arrival, the bride is allowed to go outside and get 

acquainted with the cattle and the immediate vicinity. She comes out 
haltingly, covering her head and part of her face with her olkarasha (cotton 
sheet). She appears to be shy and rather frightened. She is led to the cattle 
herd by the woman who ”untied” her. The same morning, or after a few days
- practices vary between families - the animals (inkishu naasirakini e siank- 
iki: ”cattle smeared, ’pointed out’ for the newly married woman”) on which 
she is going to base her own household, are allotted to her (cf. Chapter VII, 
pp.184-186).

The position of a wife in her husband’s family and the stability of the 
marriage are strengthened by the birth of her first child. The number of 
children a woman has and the way she cares for them are the ultimate measure 
of her prestige as a woman and of her value to the man and lineage into which 
she is married. The rules and regulations circumscribing pregnancy and 
childbirth are numerous and elaborate and are an indication of the cultural 
importance attached to women’s biological functions as childbearers.4 The 
first sign of pregnancy is therefore a great relief to a young wife. It will be 
shown later that within Maasai society the fate of a barren woman is rather 
grim.

Bridewealth and Marriage Transaction

In general, women have little direct say in marriage negotiations, except in 
the case of powerful mothers, especially widows, who may exercise quite a lot 
of influence in the choice of marriage partners for their children as well as in 
the subsequent negotiations over bridewealth. It is usually the mother or 
another female relative of the suitor who takes the first step in betrothing the 
chosen girl by putting a chain necklace (olpisiai) on her, or on her mother or 
father. The necklace is the first sign of a girl’s engagement, although it is not 
a binding betrothal. If the girl is old enough to understand the meaning of the 
act, she will do all she can to prevent the woman from slipping the chain on
- to the great amusement of the people looking on. In most cases Maasai girls 
are betrothed at a very early age, usually several years before they reach 
puberty. Early engagements, however, do not always result in marriage.

As a girl grows up, her suitor begins to ”follow the chain” (asujaa olisipiai) 
by visiting her family at regular intervals. As a first indication of the 
relationship, the suitor himself, an age-mate, his mother or a wife brings honey



(or nowadays more commonly sugar), tea, tobacco and other small gifts (esiret 
enkoshoke ”the mark of the womb, stomach”) to the girl’s mother and other 
women in the family. This is the first approach with presents and is more of 
a courtesy visit than an actual request for the girl’s hand. It does not commit 
the father to give his daughter to this particular man. If the father judges the 
suitor to be a suitable match, he will encourage him to continue the courting. 
Otherwise he will tell him that the girl has already been promised to another 
man.

After the initial gifts to the women, larger quantities of sugar (honey) and 
tobacco are brought to the girl’s homestead. This is ”sugar for brewing” 
(enkiroret which actually means ”the favoured one”, i.e. the suitor chosen) and 
is for male consumption only. As soon as the beer is ready, the talking, i.e. the 
serious negotiations, between the men begin. It is not uncommon for people 
to bring a bottle of whisky or a case of beer instead of sugar to settle the first 
”talking”. Many men are eager to begin the negotiations and have no time to 
wait for the beer to be brewed. This is especially the case if the girl is grown
up and approaching marriageable age. The Maasai claim that it is always 
dangerous to delay the marriage of a mature girl because ”everybody’s eyes 
are upon her”.

If the negotiations between the two families continue well, when it is time 
to circumcise the girl her father sends a message to the suitor telling him to 
bring a bag of sugar for the preparation of the ceremony (enaisho e muratore: 
”circumcision beer”). The suitor’s contribution to the girl’s circumcision 
ceremony is indicative of his pending rights to her procreative capacity. The 
suitor also provides a steer to be slaughtered at the ceremony itself and, since 
a steer may never be brought alone on such an occasion but has to be followed 
by a heifer (enkashe о Ikiteng’), he brings two animals. He may also give the 
girl and her parents other presents such as new clothes and more sugar for beer 
and tea to celebrate the circumcision.

Over a period of about 3-4 months between the circumcision and the 
wedding, the girl’s family may be quite demanding and may ask for more 
livestock gifts. ”Now you have taken our girl, we need a heifer”, they may say, 
confident in their claims and well aware that they have provided the most 
valuable goods in the transaction. The suitor, for his part, does not dare refuse 
outright any requests from his in-laws as that would be synonymous with lack 
of respect and poor management of affinal relations. The suitor is also afraid 
that the father may threaten to give the girl to another man. The night before 
the girl is removed from her homestead, the father blatantly asks the



bridegroom for a ”last gift”.
At one final marriage negotiation I took part in, the relatives of the girl (i.e. 

her widowed mother, her elder brother and some senior male agnates of the 
father’s age group) would not release the girl before the suitor had presented 
the last ”cattle” which had been promised by the suitor’s father at an earlier 
stage of the negotiations. The father had been the main negotiator as the 
bridegroom was young and had hardly terminated moranhood. The bride
groom was a friend and age-mate of the girl’s eldest brother. The brother was 
the one in the girl’s family who first and foremost wanted the marriage to 
materialize. He had participated in the first talking between the bridegroom 
and his father but was away in Nairobi during this final negotiation. The 
”cattle” in question was a case of beer. The Maasai operate with cattle 
standards in marriage transactions, and gifts like sugar, beer, liquor, blankets, 
etc. are counted as ”cattle”. One bag of sugar is equivalent to one head of 
cattle, likewise a large blanket or a case of bottled beer.

The suitor had come that evening to fetch the girl. In fact, preparations for 
the wedding had already begun in his homestead at the time he left. After a 
couple of hours of discussion the matter was settled by giving the girl’s 
relatives the cost of a case of beer in cash (120 shs. which is several times less 
than the market value of cattle). The mother argued that if the suitor and his 
olcepulkerra took the girl without having fulfilled their promises, she and her 
family had no guarantee that they would ever get the last ”cattle”. (The 
olcepulkerra in this case was the half-brother, olalashe, of the bridegroom - 
half-brothers but not uterine brothers are permitted to sleep with each other’s 
wives provided they are of the same age-group) The family knew that once 
the girl was gone, their negotiating position would be considerably weakened. 
They were suspicious and their unwillingness to let their daughter go certainly 
did not bode well for the marriage. The girl, having listened to the whole 
conversation from where she was sitting in the comer of the room, knew very 
well that her mother was reluctant to let her marry this man. She took 
advantage of her mother’s indirect support and some time later returned to 
her mother’s house and married another man.

My impression is that during the time of betrothal and especially at the 
close of the betrothal period shortly before the wedding, the girl’s family try 
to exploit the suitor and his family by repeated requests for ”livestock gifts” 
in order, for e.g. to solve various problems and meet needs in the household. 
This is a trying time for many suitors who can never be sure of obtaining their 
wife until she literally passes through the entrance of their homestead.



I have seen a number of bridegrooms sigh with relief at that moment 
because it is not uncommon for a father, if he finds a better suitor for his 
daughter, to dissolve the first arrangement, though usually not without 
compensation (cf. Merker, 1910; Beckwith and ole Saitoti, 1980). It is 
regarded as theft (enyamu) if a man does not repay a suitor. I was told of 
fathers who, when they got a better offer for their daughters, had turned away 
suitors without compensating them, with the result that the first suitor was 
cheated out of livestock as well as the girl promised to him. Such cases are 
normally heard in the elders’ council. Apparently it happens that in order to 
guarantee a generous son-in-law some fathers promise their daughters to 
more than one suitor at a time. Marriage negotiations are in fact called 
”eating the in-laws” (ainosa enkapute), implying the propensity of fathers to 
exploit their daughters’ suitors. On the other hand, if a poor man gives his 
daughter too cheaply in marriage, he may be ridiculed by others and accused 
of ”throwing his daughter away for nothing”.

When a marriage has been consummated and as the years pass, the 
relationship between the two families becomes more balanced (cf. Jacobs, 
1970), although a father will never cease asking favours in terms of livestock 
gifts from his sons-in-law. A father and brothers who gave away a valuable and 
precious resource - a girl - with very little compensation will always be in 
a superior position and accordingly will feel free to exploit the generosity of 
the brother-in-law/son-in-law, whilst the husband on his side will feel indeb
ted to the family who gave him his wife.

The marriage negotiations are normally extended and as we have seen may 
even continue up to the wedding day itself. The main aspect of the negotia
tions is the size and composition of the betrothal gifts (inkishu e ntito; ”cattle 
of the girl”). The traditional inkishu e ntito typically consists of a steer at 
circumcision (followed by a heifer), one lactating cow, an ewe, honey and a bag 
of sugar for brewing and minor gifts of sugar, tobacco, clothes etc.; the animals 
may vary in number but are never very many. These gifts are usually presented 
to the girl’s family over the engagement period before the marriage. The 
lactating cow is imperative. It establishes the pakiteng’ relationship between 
the father-in-law (olaputani) and son-in-law (olaputani). This animal is the 
symbol of fertility signifying that, like the cow, the betrothed girl will also have 
a child in due time. The cow must be a pregnant heifer and cannot be 
substituted. The ewe is given to the mother-in-law (enkaputani). Thereafter 
the mother-in-law and son-in-law address each other by the term paker. In the 
marriage transaction obligatory transfers of cattle are restricted to a few



animals for the confirmation of the in-law relationship (inldshu e nkilamata: 
cattle for naming). It is claimed by some informants that the presentation of 
a steer at circumcision is a relatively recent phenomenon. When it occured 
earlier it was usually done only if the father of the girl was a poor man. This 
is still the case to some extent but the practice is today not necessarily 
restricted to poor people. Honey, however, used to be given to the father by 
the bridegroom at the daughter’s circumcision. Additional livestock gifts may 
be given by the suitor but these are looked upon more or less as loans and 
should be returned to him if the negotiations break down or the marriage fails, 
as will be discussed later (Merker, 1910; Jacobs, 1970). Such norms, however, 
are not always adhered to. What are termed gifts or loans are, to a large extent, 
looked upon as separate from the bridewealth prestation proper (cf. Jacobs, 
ibid.) but appear to merge with the latter and become part of it.

If the so-called animal loans are included, the inldshu e ntito appears to vary 
significantly from case to case, depending upon a wide range of factors such 
as the wealth of the husband in relation to the girl’s family, the personal 
qualities of the girl, the relationship between the families involved and so 
forth. The size of the inldshu e ntito is thus the outcome of lengthy palavers 
and negotiations between the girl’s father or guardian and the suitor and his 
family. Nowadays cash has become an increasingly important part of the 
marriage prestation. Between 2,000 and 3,000 shs. (the market price of a big 
steer) is a standard amount in some areas. According to Waller (1975) up until 
the 1920s cash was not accepted as part of the bridewealth, except amongpoor 
people who earned their income through wage employment.

There are indications that during more recent decades Maasai fathers have 
tended to demand ever larger cattle gifts for their daughters (cf. de Souza, 
1980). A marked increase in bridewealth has been documented also for the 
Parakuyu in Tanzania (cf. Rigby, 1980; Hurskainen, 1983).

In some areas at least, the Maasai themselves distinguish two ways of 
marrying off their daughters: one is the traditional way which has been 
described above, the other is to ”sell the girl” (amir e ntito). To sell means, 
firstly, that the husband has to do everything himself in connection with the 
girl’s circumcision: he slaughters all the animals, brews the beer and pays all 
the other expenses required to hold the ceremony (considering the social 
importance of the circumcision ceremony, the expenses may be quite high, cf. 
Chapter VIII, note 9). A man who covers all the expenses himself, including 
animals for the obligatory preparatory ceremonies before the circumcision 
(enkitupukonoto) as well as the slaughter animals for her recovery after the



operation, tends to look upon the girl as his ”property” already, since he has 
spent so much wealth acquiring her. These are ceremonies compulsory for 
realizing the transition of the young girl into a fertile woman.

Secondly, when the girl is ready for marriage, the father demands a large 
number of cattle (10-15 or more). I was told that some fathers may take as 
many as 40 animals as inkishu e ntito. The animals have to be brought together 
within a short period before the girl is taken away from home. The father 
argues that the suitor cannot have his daughter until everything which has 
been agreed upon has been delivered. Fathers who marry their daughters 
according to such arrangements may, when they approach their sons-in-law 
for help later on, run the risk of being turned away with the words ”You will 
not get anything because I have ’bought’ your daughter”, implying that there 
remains nothing to be compensated for. When a girl is ”sold” in marriage the 
bridewealth transaction seems to be limited in time and to be terminated 
more or less at marriage. From a woman’s point of view this is unfortunate 
as it tends to sever the relationship between her own family and the one into 
which she is married. In keeping with what we noted in Chapter TV, the trend 
towards quick and large marriage settlements is likely to turn women into 
objects principally by undermining their important positions as mediators 
between affines. In order to be a potential source of influence, the mediating 
position requires that affinal links are enduring and are kept intact.

The latter kind of marriage contraction differs radically from the traditio
nal one, which, as we have seen, was protracted and consisted of instalments 
over a comparatively long period as the affinal relationship between the two 
families gradually matured. It even continued after marriage. In other words, 
the establishment of the Maasai marriage traditionally is a ”developing 
process” (Radcliffe-Brown, 1950:49). The trend towards a single contribution 
of animals, goods and cash in exchange for a girl would seem to be a relatively 
recent phenomenon. To demand many animals in a single marriage presta
tion is considered by the Maasai to be synonymous with ”selling”. The Kikuyu 
commonly make use of this method when they marry their daughters to 
Maasai men. They therefore have a bad reputation among the Maasai for 
”selling their daughters like animals”.5

One reason why Kikuyu fathers have readily wedded their daughters to 
Maasai men is the higher number of bridewealth cattle paid by the latter. 
Many Maasai, especially those living along the border of the Kikuyu area, are 
about to adopt the same pattern as the Kikuyu of marrying off their daughters. 
Poor fathers, in particular, are tempted to speculate in their daughters’



marriages and offer them to the men willing to pay most. A girl who has been 
”sold” into marriage will very often have a weak position in her husband’s 
home and furthermore will have difficulties in returning to her parents if, for 
instance, she is mistreated by her husband. It is in the interest of the father 
and brother(s) that a girl should remain married because the father may not 
have sufficient animals to compensate the husband and release her from the 
marriage contract. In such cases the only thing to do is to find another husband 
who is willing to reimburse the previous one, or to substitute the wife with 
another woman.

As we shall see from the cases presented shortly, payment of a large 
bridewealth does not in itself stabilize the individual marriage. What a large 
bridewealth does to a great extent is to keep the woman married but not 
necessarily to the same man. In other words, she is forced to remain a wife 
and cannot return to her family as a sister and daughter because that would 
require the repayment of the bridewealth cattle which her kinsmen cannot 
afford. As long as there are other men willing to remarry her, however, her 
kinsmen will not have to bear the loss of the bridewealth.

Divorce or formal dissolution of marriage (erroge e nkapute; destroying or 
breaking affinal relations) is infrequent among the Maasai (cf. Hollis, 1910; 
Jacobs, 1965), except in the case of barren women and newly wedded women 
who have not yet given birth. Conjugal instability, on the other hand, occurs 
quite frequently through women running away back to their parents. Since the 
husband retains the right to the children, provided that the bridewealth pre
stations have been fulfilled, a woman with children will endure a lot of 
suffering from her husband before she leaves him. It does happen, however, 
that even women with children run away for shorter or longer periods, but the 
Maasai say ”women will always follow children back to their husbands”. This 
is true because women know very well that a motherless child runs a great risk 
of being neglected. Informants maintain, however, that divorces or instability 
in marriage are more common and widespread nowadays than they used to be. 
They relate this to, among other things, the decreasing animal wealth among 
them. The prevailing scarcity of livestock resources results frequently in 
marriage transactions being fulfilled only partially and in too few animals 
being allotted to brides at marriage.

The following cases demonstrate the fragility of the marriage bond in its 
initial stages. Women know (although not always consciously) that if they do 
not protest against a forced marriage at the beginning, their chances of doing 
so diminish drastically when they have children. Many Maasai women are



stubborn and tough and will endure any physical mistreatment from a father 
or a guardian, so that it is the men who have to surrender. There is a point 
beyond which a father cannot go without killing his daughter and she is far too 
valuable for him to risk such a consequence.

Case 2 : Naisula
A father promised his daughter, Naisula, to a man of the ilkololik age-set 

(junior elders) when she was only a little girl. He was a destitute pastoralist; 
he and his family lived as dependents on a private ranch where he was 
employed as a herder and his wife as a milkmaid. They lived in the vicinity 
of Nairobi but still had close ties to their area of origin, the M atapato section. 
Naisula’s husband was also a man from Matapato. As inkishu e ntito, Naisula’s 
father received 21 cattle in all (this figure included cattle as well as cattle 
equivalents; blankets, beer, etc.). Just before the marriage he received 9 cattle 
at one time.

Naisula stayed with her husband for two years but, to her great despair, did 
not conceive. Her husband took a second wife and after she arrived, he and 
his parents, and even the new wife herself, began to harass Naisula. The 
husband would beat her for the slightest offence, and abuse her for not having 
”produced any children” and for being the ”daughter of a poor man”.

Naisula could not stand this treatment for very long and ran away. She went 
to the house of her widowed maternal grandmother who earned a living 
brewing and selling the local beer and liquor. The grandmother gave Naisula 
money for the busfare back to her parents’ home. Her parents did not like the 
way her husband had treated her and considered her grievances very serious, 
but what could they do? There was no way that they could manage to repay 
the debt to her husband.

Naisula remained in her parents’ home for some time. Parmet of the 
ilkeseeyia age-set (senior morans) lived in the same place. He was single, 
educated and had a job nearby but was from another section than Naisula and 
her family. Naisula became his mistress. They began to live together and she 
made his food and washed his clothes. Parmet’s mother came to visit him and 
when she left some days later, Naisula followed her back to their home. His 
mother liked the girl. Parmet had suspected that Naisula would try to escape 
to his home because she asked repeatedly about the place he came from, about 
his relatives, etc. Naisula herself knew that her father would take her back to 
her husband shortly, although she had threatened to kill herself if she was



forced to go.
One day Parmet received a letter from his father, written through an 

educated woman at the shops, saying, ”There is a girl waiting for you at home 
and you are going to marry her”. The girl was Naisula who now lived with 
Parmet’s family. Parmet wrote back that he did not want to marry, that he was 
too young and ought to continue his education. Besides, Parmet wanted to 
marry a girl who had been to school. But his father persisted and repeated that 
he should marry Naisula. ”She will build her house right here and be called 
the wife of Parm et”, he wrote. The father liked Naisula because she seemed 
to be hard-working, strong and willing to help the other women in the family. 
Furthermore, he argued that if Parmet married an educated woman his 
control over his son would diminish. In addition, according to sequence of 
birth of the children Parmet was in line for marriage. The father threatened 
to put Parmet under a curse if he did not marry Naisula.

Parmet told Naisula’s father that the girl was in his homestead. At the 
Easter holiday when Parmet was at home, Naisula’s father came together with 
his brother to fetch her. The father informed Parmet that he wanted to take 
Naisula with him as a witness to the marriage negotiations between himself 
and her husband. Naisula’s husband argued that he had taken Naisula to 
hospital because of her infertility and it had cost him a cow, which in case of 
divorce he wanted to be counted as part of the bridewealth. (Naisula had 
actually not been taken to hospital but to an oloiboni.) Naisula trusted her 
father and went with the two men. Parmet gave them some money for the 
journey back. After a few days at home, Naisula’s husband and a couple of his 
father’s clansmen arrived in the homestead. They wanted Naisula to return 
to her husband in order to protect the reputation of the family’s marriage 
accountability but Naisula’s father, who found Parmet kinder than the other 
man, preferred Parmet to marry his daughter. The clansmen, however, were 
stronger than the father as he had no property.

Early one morning Naisula was called out of her mother’s house and told 
to follow her husband. She refused but was forced outside and there three of 
the men began to beat her. Naisula told them, ”Don’t only beat me, kill me”. 
She neither cried nor tried to escape; she just stood there and received the 
lashes. They beat her severely. She was in fact three months pregnant by 
Parmet at the time and had a miscarriage as a consequence of the beating.

When the men realized that they could not force her by thrashing her, they 
took her to the nearest police station. On seeing how badly beaten Naisula 
was the police asked them whether they had come to report the girl or to go



to jail themselves. The men left with Naisula for her husband’s home.
When they arrived at his homestead, Naisula refused to enter and the party 

had to proceed to her father’s brother’s home where they slept. Naisula had 
the miscarriage there and remained in the homestead for a few days. But as 
soon as she had recovered she walked back to her grandmother’s house where 
she was once again given money. From there she hurried to Parmet’s home. 
Pannet had left his job and was now living with his parents. He had given in 
to his father and agreed to marry Naisula.

About two months later Naisula’s father came to Pannet and demanded 
3000 shs. immediately in order to compensate her first husband for some of 
the animals he had given him. Parmet could not pay this large sum of money 
at once, but the ex-husband was persistent and wanted to make sure that he 
was not cheated by Naisula’s father. If the father could not repay him he would 
have to compensate him in another way.

One of Naisula’s younger sisters who was shortly to be circumcised became 
engaged to Naisula’s ex-husband. At the time I left them, Naisula was living 
with Parmet and far advanced in pregnancy but the matter of their marriage 
was not yet concluded. Parmet had given Naisula’s father 1 heifer and 2,200 
shs. but 4 heifers, 1 big male calf and 2000 shs. were still owing. Besides that, 
Parmet would have to cover various expenses (slaughter animals and sugar for 
beer brewing) in connection with Naisula’s sister’s circumcision.

Naisula’s father was in a very difficult situation; he was poor and had an 
inclination towards excessive drinking which caused him to ”eat” a number of 
animals far exceeding his capacity to pay back, should the marriage or enga
gement fail. When the marriage did fail the only way for him to rid himself 
of the debt was to compensate the husband with another daughter or to get 
Naisula’s second husband to release him from the debt to the first one.

Since Parmet did not have the means to do this, the father had to promise 
Naisula’s ex-husband a younger daughter. One woman is always equivalent 
to another in marriage transactions. Naisula’s father, however, had to get as 
much as possible out of Parmet because whatever he paid would be the 
indirect bridewealth for the younger daughter.

As the bridewealth agreements between Parmet and his father-in-law have 
not yet been settled, the latter pays frequent visits to Parmet’s homestead in 
order to guard his interests.



Case 3 : Nasha
The father of Saitoti had been engaged to a girl called Nasha for several 

years but the marriage had never materialized because the two families lived 
quite far from each other. The father grew old and became weak. His adult 
sons did not bother about the marriage as long as their father was alive and 
he died without marrying the girl though he had given her family some wealth 
- 1 big steer (equivalent in size to 3 medium calves), 1 heifer, 1 blanket, sugar 
and a few other things.

Now all the credit which the father had given to the family went to his sons. 
The sons decided among themselves that one of them should ”pursue the girl”. 
Saitoti was chosen. He had to approach the family and renew the relationship. 
As Saitoti was quite wealthy he was ready to marry Nasha as his third wife.

During the years which had passed since the first betrothal advances, 
Nasha’s family had become rather poor, and due to their deprived economic 
situation would not let her go unless Saitoti added considerably to what had 
been given by his father. Nasha was beautiful, strong and healthy.

Although Nasha’s father tried to get as much as possible for his daughter, 
he had to take into consideration that a relationship between the two families 
had been established by the initial discussions and payments by Saitito’s 
father. Eventually an agreement was reached. As inkishu e ntito, Saitoti 
should add 2 lactating cows, 1 heifer, 1 steer, 2000 shs. and 3 cases of beer to 
what his father had given the family earlier.

When Saitoti married Nasha she had already stayed in her father’s home 
for five months after being circumcised and shaved. This is considered to be 
rather a long period. The Maasai claim that circumcised girls (isiankikin) 
become spoilt if they remain with their own family after circumcision, with the 
consequence that they become reluctant to adapt themselves to another 
family. Therefore Maasai men prefer to marry girls as soon as possible after 
their circumcision. The saying is: ”The girl is shaved today and you take her 
tomorrow.”

Nasha was not happy to being married to Saitoti, mainly because she 
regarded him as being too old. He belonged to the left-hand section of the 
ilnyangusi (senior elder) age-set. During the time Nasha remained in her 
father’s homestead as a circumcised woman she had grown used to associating 
with the morans, i.e. the younger age-set.

After five days in Saitoti’s homestead Nasha ran back home. She refused 
to sleep with Saitoti. She was taken back to him but she kept running away. 
She was beaten but nothing helped. After her third escape her family realized



that they could not force her to live with Saitoti. They promised Saitoti 
another girl, Noolkiramat, as a substitute for Nasha. Noolkiramat was the 
daughter of Nasha’s brother and was soon to be circumcised. Saitoti did not 
pay any bridewealth this time. When Noolkiramat arrived at Saitoti’s home
stead she was very well received and presented with generous livestock gifts 
from the other women and children in the family. She got 3 lactating cows and 
6 heifers plus a large number of sheep and goats. By being extra generous, 
Saitoti and his family wanted to show Nasha (and her parents) how stupid she 
had been to leave a family where she was loved and where there was a lot of 
wealth in contrast to the situation at home. They felt that a poor girl should 
consider herself lucky if she married into a well-off family. Saitoti regretted 
that he had lost Nasha whom he considered far more attractive than Noolki
ramat. Noolkiramat was very young when he married her and, to Saitoti’s 
disappointment, still had not conceived after almost a year of marriage.

Today Nasha is remarried to a man who works as a herder for her father 
and lives in the same homestead. He was not a man of her own choice either, 
but since he belongs to the ilkeseeiya age-set (senior ilmurran) it means that 
Nasha may find lovers among this younger age-group without the risk of being 
penalized. Furthermore, the marriage to her second husband has allowed her 
to remain in the same place as her own family.

*

After a period of marriage and the birth of children another marriage 
prestation takes place to complete the marriage. This is often referred to as 
the formal marriage transaction or the ”contract” (inkishu e nkaputi: ”cattle 
of the in-laws”); it is in fact the transaction that the Maasai often refer to as 
bridewealth. A woman for whom inkishu e nkaputi has been paid is called 
esainoti, which means that she has beenproperly married according to custom. 
The inkishu e nkaputi normally consists of three heads of cattle - 2 heifers of 
1-11/2 years old and 1 steer - plus a young ewe and some honey. The com
position of the inkishu e nkaputi may vary slightly from one local section to 
another and between families, but does not show the same range of variations 
as the betrothal transaction or inkishu e ntito. The e nkaputi animals are 
regarded as obligatory and should all be transferred to the woman’s relatives 
before her first child is circumcised. It cannot be put off until the circumci
sion of a younger child. The delivery of the animals has to follow the



succession of birth or the family may face misfortune. The distribution of the 
animals among the wife’s relatives is more or less prescribed: the heifers 
should go to the father, the steer to the father’s brother or half-brother, and 
the sheep to the mother. If the father or father’s brothers are dead, the cattle 
should be given to the nearest agnatic kinsmen of the father’s generation from 
the same gate-side. The principles of agnatic descent, matrifiliation and 
seniority are reflected in the distribution of bridewealth cattle. The inkishu 
e raito, on the other hand, do not follow such agnatic principles in distribution. 
The betrothal prestations are all allocated to the parents of the girl and ideally 
a major part of them should go to the home from which she came.

The transfer of the inkishu e nkaputi is followed by a minor ceremony 
(errikoto oo nkishu: ”taking away with animals”) in which the woman is 
”married” to her husband for a second time. Therefore the ”cattle of the in
laws” is often called the ”second marriage”. After the transfer of these 
animals, the marriage can never be formally dissolved. Any children bom  to 
the woman after the inkishu e nkaputi has been delivered belong to the 
husband and his lineage, irrespective of whether the woman actually remains 
with her husband or not, and whether her husband is dead or alive. By this 
transaction paternity is irrevocably sealed.

When it is time for the first child to be circumcised, the wife’s agnatic 
relatives come and collect the prescribed animals. They arrive in the 
homestead in the evening and take the animals away the following morning. 
As the animals are driven away from the homestead the woman sits outside 
on the branch (oltim) which closes the entrance to the homestead. She is 
dressed in ceremonial clothes and her body is ritually smeared with fat and 
ochre; she carries three milk calabashes on her back (the same number as 
when she was married for the first time but in that instance she herself only 
carried one of them on her back) and holds a bamboo stick in her hand. While 
she sits outside the other members of the family gather inside the homestead 
and begin to welcome her home with promises of livestock gifts. The giving 
of gifts on this occasion is not obligatory as it was the first time she arrived at 
her husband’s homestead. It is mainly the husband and his brothers, if they 
are present, who give the woman presents this time.

This ritual is something of a duplication of the first marriage ceremony and 
is equally charged with meaning. The sitting on the oltim, the branch which 
closes the gate in the fence surrounding the homestead, indicates that this 
homestead and its lineage are the woman’s permanent home. The calabashes 
are the symbol of prosperity - a wish that she may have them full of milk all



the time; the bamboo stick symbolizes honour (elderhood) and signifies that 
she will have animals to rear (the stick is the main attribute of a livestock 
owner and is usually carried by men). After this ceremony the woman is 
recognized as a mature and responsible woman.7 The ritual of ”taking away 
with animals” may be compared with the olkiteng’loo Ibaa (”steer of wounds”) 
ceremony which men carry out before they circumcise their first child. A 
ceremonial steer is slaughtered outside the homestead and a ritual is perfor
med whereby the man is ”bom  anew”, cleansed of his former ”mistakes” and 
sins and reincorporated into the enkang’ and family life. Without elaborating 
further on the ritual of olkiteng’ loo Ibaa, there is only one aspect of this 
ceremony that I want to mention here.

This is the ritual fight between men and women for the roasted meat of the 
beast. The right and left sides of the steer are divided between men and 
women respectively, but before they may begin to eat the meat, the age-group 
of the man and the women married into it start a mock fight for the meat 
skewers (aurro ilmodat: ”fight for the meat sticks”). Everyone tries to take as 
many skewers as possible and it was emphasized to me that it is not always the 
men who win. Some women are considered to be very brave and courageous 
when fighting men, the name of the cermony "steers of wounds" is called after 
this ritual. Men and women are considered equal in this ritual situation and 
therefore both may fight. Women even have sticks to fight with. (Normally 
when wives are beaten by their husbands they will not fight back as they have 
no sticks. Their only option is to try to escape). The contextual equality 
between the sexes in this particular ritual is based upon the acknowledgement 
that they are both parents of the child being circumcised and in that capacity 
Maasai women and men are held to be of equal status.

The rituals of enikoto oo nkishu and olkiteng’ loo Ibaa convey a change in 
social status for women and men respectively. They are becoming full adults 
as parents and members of the domestic unit; they have reached, in terms of 
social status, the final destination of their gender positions, so to speak. I 
would also say that the rituals reflect the structural premises of the gender 
organization. The enikoto oo nkishu ritual emphasizes affinal relations, in 
which the married woman is a mediating link, and rights of descent to her 
progeny which are vested in her husband’s lineage. Through this ceremony 
the woman takes an important step away from her own family in the direction 
ofthat of her husband and sons. The olkiteng loo Ibaa has a ritual focus on age- 
set and gender relations. The man is released from the ties of his age-set and 
moves more towards the domain of family life. The structural inequality



between husband and wife is gradually becoming weaker.
After these brief accounts of the rites which process the transition of 

Maasai women and men into adult status, we shall return to the issue of 
bridewealth. From the material presented so far it can be said that the Maasai 
practise two different forms of bridewealth prestation: the betrothal transac
tion and the formal marriage transaction. The former varies in amount and 
is subject to negotiation between the parties involved, and furthermore, it 
tends to increase gradually. The latter, however, is a formalized transaction 
of a fixed number of animals but there are indications that its importance is 
declining. We shall return to this at the end of the chapter. The difference 
between inkishu e ntito and inkishu e nkaputi would seem to be parallel to 
Fortes’ (1962) distinction between ”contingent” and ”prime” prestation 
(ibid.: 10). Briefly, the former are the payments that the suitor makes to 
establish and maintain affinal relations, while the latter is the payment that 
constitutes a lawful marriage.

Alternative Marriage Transactions

For a Maasai man a wife is essential. She will provide him with offspring, 
milk his cows, prepare his food and keep house for him. A wife is, in fact, a 
prerequisite for a man to be constructed as a social person. The exploitation 
and control of woman’s domestic and sexual services (rights in uxorem) and 
of female procreative capacity (rights in genetricem) are legitimized through 
the marriage institution and the control over these resources is transferred 
from father to husband by the bridewealth transaction and allocation of 
milking animals to the bride. The increase in bridewealth, however, has made 
it difficult for many men to get married quickly, with the result that some of 
them, especially those with few means, remain unmarried far beyond marria
geable age (i.e. after their eunoto). Sons of wealthy families, on the other 
hand, often contract their first marriage only a few years after their circum
cision while they are still in the emanyata.

There are, however, ways of getting married which do not involve a large 
bridewealth but only the obligatory animals for ”naming”, i.e. for the initial 
confirmation of affinal relations. Lemi, a man of about fifty, acquired his first 
wife in this way. Once during a severe drought in his youth he had helped 
another man to water his herd and to drive the animals from the well to the 
man’s homestead, a distance of about 30 kilometres. It had taken them almost 
the whole night to complete the task. The owner of the cattle thanked Lemi



and said that he would remember the favour he had done him. Almost four 
years later Lemi was called to the home of the old man and given one of his 
daughters. The girl had already been circumcised and was ready to be 
married. Lemi took the girl and transferred only the symbolic bridewealth 
gifts, viz. a lactating cow, a blanket for the father and sugar (for tea), tobacco 
and a sheet for the mother.

It is not uncommon in Maasai society for girls to be given ”free” in marriage 
as an expression of a close relationship between two persons or two families. 
The in-law relations thus created are ones of cooperation and amity between 
the families. Lemi’s case is one of the more common types of alternative 
marriage transaction but there are many variations. A more unusual case is 
the marriage of children of lovers. Men are said to be proud to give a daughter 
to the son of a woman they love.

One girl may also be exchanged for another in marriage transactions. Quite 
frequently close friends and age-mates exchange sisters (enkibelekenyuta oo 
ntoyie). On the other hand, men may not, in principle, exchange daughters as 
that would be synonymous with marrying one’s own daughter.8 The exchange 
of sisters is sometimes undertaken because of scarce means, but it is also done 
as a way of expressing an intimate and long-lasting relationship between two 
men. The transaction does not exclude the transfer of inkishu e ntito, however, 
although the marriage prestation seldom amounts to a large number of 
animals. The additional advantage of such an arrangement is that the 
outcome of the negotiation is fairly predictable. The latter is particularly 
valuable as Maasai perceive that in-law relations are becoming fragile and to 
a have lost the mutual trust and respect they used to embody.

For a poor Maasai man who has neither animals nor cash at his disposal nor 
a sister to exchange there is yet another way of getting married. A destitute 
man can become his father-in-law’s herder (olcekut, pi. ilcekuti). The man is 
promised a daughter on condition that he moves to the father’s homestead, 
settles with him for a certain period of time, herds his animals and helps him 
in other tasks. The length of co-residence between the two men depends on 
negotiation. Seven years of service used to be the norm. At the termination 
of the negotiated period the son-in-law may move with his wife but only if he 
has accumulated enough animals to release her from her father. For his work 
as a herder the young man is given one heifer a year plus other expenses for 
food and clothing. This arrangement among the Maasai is somewhat similar 
to the bride-service institution found in a number of central African societies 
(cf. Richards, 1950).



The olcekut institution has its foundation in the economic stratification 
existing in Maasai society, and the Maasai interpret uxorilocal residence after 
marriage chiefly as a sign of poverty. The wealthy father uses his daughter as 
a means of acquiring steady male labour over which he has more or less full 
control, that is, far more control than if he hired a herdsman who theoretically 
could leave at any time. The daughter and the son-in-law not only reside with 
the father, they are also allocated animals from his herd to live on, i.e. the 
daughter is given a domestic herd and the father retains decision-making 
authority over these animals. In practice, many men who marry in this way 
remain herders far beyond elder status. As we shall see later, amongst the 
Maasai it is unbecoming and rather embarrassing for an elder to work as a 
herder. He maybe harassed by other members of the homestead, in particular 
the women and children, for being a servant and a man of poor means.

For the destitute man, the option of becoming an olcekut may be the only 
opportunity to get a wife, to father children and to remain a pastoralist. 
Depending upon his relationship with his father-in-law and upon the initial 
negotiations, over the years his position may improve and eventually he may 
enjoy the status of independent herd owner.

On the other hand, a woman may be more than happy with this arrange
ment. Being married to a poor man is subordinate to the fact that she is 
allowed to reside in the proximity of her own family after marriage and to be 
supported and protected by her father. Such girls are said to become big
headed and not easy for their husbands to control.

As we saw in Chapter IV, some parents without sons keep a daughter at 
home in order to get a male child to inherit their property. Such Maasai girls, 
when they come of age, are circumcised and acquire fertile status but continue 
to live in their parents’ home and give birth there.

After being circumcised the girl settles in her father’s homestead; she 
builds her own house and is given a few animals from her mother’s herd for 
her maintenance. The children which she may conceive by ”anonymous” 
genitore are under the authority of her father and belong formally to him and 
his lineage: the girl chooses her own lovers according to the prescribed rules 
of sexual interaction (see Chapters IV and V). I know of a few such ”girls of 
the enkang'". In most cases they were daughters of monogamous marriages, 
but not exclusively. If a father is very poor, even though he may not have any 
sons, he cannot afford not to marry his daughter in order to get the bridewealth 
cattle and prospects of assistance from a son-in-law. Thus, in general, fathers



who keep daughters at home for the purpose of getting an heir are 
usually not particularly poor. In addition, such men are said to be very 
fond of their daughters and would hate to see them mistreated by a hus
band.

Like the girls who are married to their father’s herders, girls of the 
homestead are considered to be very proud (ang’ida) and spoilt (kepashipash ) 
because they too are under their father’s protection, but even more so because 
they do not have a husband. The Maasai claim that a woman without a 
husband is always proud. Nobody can control her completely. H er father may 
reprimand her for neglecting the animals, order her to perform various tasks, 
and so on, but he will never beat her, for example for not attending to her 
domestic duties, as a husband would. If a father were personally to beat his 
daughter he might see her ”without clothes” {meeta inldlani) which would be 
a source of shame to both of them.

Furthermore, when a man beats a circumcised woman it indicates indi
rectly that they have, or are going to have, a sexual relationship (cf. case 1, 
Jemat). From this we can say that ”girls of the enkang’” enjoy a measure of 
autonomy which married women are deprived of, namely the control of their 
own bodies and sexuality (cf. Llewelyn-Davies, 1981). This brings us to the 
conclusion that an unmarried Maasai woman leads a freer and easier life than 
a married woman, mainly because she controls her own domestic and sexual 
resources. She enjoys the advantages of the status of a married woman - with 
her own house, allotted livestock herd and children - but she does not have 
the disadvantages of being controlled by her husband. From the differences 
between the situations of a married and an unmarried woman we can see that 
gender inequality is most prominent in the husband-wife relationship. On the 
other hand, an unmarried woman will never have the possibility of playing the 
role of a broker between two separate but affiliated families. However, in 
reality, very few Maasai women remain unmarried and their position in rela
tion to married women is regarded as anomalous, though it elucidates the 
position of the latter.

An argument underlying this chapter is that the change in bridewealth 
prestation from the process of payment by instalments, with the gradual 
strengthening of affinal relations over time, to that of ”buying”, with the 
attendant devaluation of in-law relations has some basic implications for the 
status of a wife. We shall end the chapter with a short comment on this 
situation as well as an analysis of the factors which have generated the change 
in bridewealth.



The Maasai maintain that people are becoming neglectful in trans
ferring the inldshu e nkaputi. This was explained to me as a consequence of 
a general ”weakness” (i.e. poverty) among families. Many people simply do 
not have sufficient animals to offer in-laws at the required time and the 
chances of mobilizing assistance from relatives and friends for such purposes 
are becoming fewer. In addition, it is held that ”respect” (enkanyit) between 
in-laws is not as strong as it used to be. The Maasai frequently complain that 
in-laws have begun to be rather rude to each other (i.e. they tend to disregard 
the proper terms of address and make unreasonable demands for gifts). In 
other words they are careless about their reputations. While the inldshu e 
nkaputi seems to be decreasing in importance, people are becoming more 
concerned about the inkishu e ntito, or the actual livestock transactions before 
marriage.

It is also asserted that the bridewealth prestations have increased over 
the years relative to people’s transactional capabilities, i.e. to their wealth. 
The livestock loans and gifts referred to above, which constituted an impor
tant part of the creation of affinal ties, cemented social relations and as such 
had the pretence of being voluntary and hence ideally would not inhibit a man 
from getting married. Although the actual number of animals transferred to 
conclude a marriage may not have changed much (the livestock exchanges 
between in-laws coined as ”loans” or ’gifts” during the engagement period 
could be quite substantial, cf. Merker, 1910; Jacobs, 1970; Waller, 1975) it is 
the context and meaning of the transaction which is being altered.

The increase in bridewealth, concomitant with a change in the form of 
payment, can be related to an overall tighter marriage market for older men, 
partly owing to a lowering of the male marriage age accounted for, inter alia, 
by a shortening of the emanyata period. The colonial government from the 
outset tried to abolish the emanyata system (cf. Fox, 1930; James, 1939). 
Shortly after the colonial intervention it was noted that Maasai men tended 
to ”quit the rank of warriors” earlier and to marry at an ever younger age 
(Eliot, 1905:137; Hollis, 1905). The average marriage age at that time was 
estimated to be between 28 and 30 (Merker, 1910). This is about five years 
older than the present marriage age for men. Men normally marry soon after 
the eokoto e kule which may in some cases be performed within a few months 
of the eunoto. The time span between the three latest iunot in Loodikilani 
section was less than five years, while it was about ten years for the three



previous ones. A marked shortening of the moran period seems to be 
prevalent in other Maasai sections as well (cf. Nestel, 1985). This means that 
Maasai males achieve marriageable status more rapidly. In fact, the Kenyan 
Government has recently prohibited the organization of separate settlements 
for the morans altogether, which means that the institution of moranhood is 
in danger of being dissolved.

Although it is difficult to substantiate the effects of these assertions with 
quantitative data, there are nevertheless systemic disorders which indicate 
that the lowering of the marriage age for men most probably (and logically) 
diminishes the availability of nubile girls for older male generations. In 
addition, the increasing attendance of Maasai girls at school has obviously 
aggravated the shortage of marriageable females by raising the marriage age 
for girls who are being educated. Illiterate girls, on the other hand, remain at 
home and tend to be wedded at an even younger age. (Many informants claim 
that earlier girls were often 18 years or older when they were circumcised.) 
The difference in marriage age for the two categories of girls should compen
sate each other. That this does not happen may be related to the fact that the 
numbers of schoolgirls are steadily increasing (cf. Gorham, 1980) and that the 
marriage age of Maasai girls has been low for a long time. Considering the 
age and gender interaction categories described in a previous chapter, it may 
be difficult to push the female marriage age down further without disrupting 
the whole system. Another factor of relevance is that a large number of 
Kikuyu girls, and girls from other ethnic groups whom the Maasai have 
customarily married, are seeking education. By and large, changes in male and 
female marriage age have contributed to a situation in which the competition 
for young girls is reflected in mounting bridewealth.

The growing value of daughters is one of the reasons why Maasai girls 
are taken out of school prematurely and forced to marry as illustrated by 
Jem at’s case.9 Even though enforced marriages of schoolgirls are banned by 
the Kenyan Government, and may if detected result in the father and husband 
being jailed. (Such cases are reported occasionally in the newspapers.) The 
Maasai have found ways of circumventing such prohibitions: parents contract 
marriages for their daughters in secret and compel them to live with their 
husbands when they are home from school. The strategy is to get the girl 
pregnant because as soon as the school authorities discover her pregnancy she 
will be expelled. Once the girl is out of school the husband can marry her 
properly.



The ”part-time” or ”false” marriage (enldyama nedbor, ”white marria
ge”, i.e. something which is not real and may be terminated at any moment) 
as some Maasai term it, is an arrangement which the husband is forced to 
practise with the girl as long as she is at school.

Maasai men strongly disapprove of this arrangement because the 
husband cannot control his wife properly and there is a risk that she may elope 
with a school-mate or another man she meets while she is away at school.

To return to the issue of the increase in bridewealth, we must consider 
variations in the market value of livestock. If, for instance, we compare the 
purchasing power of cattle, say, fifty years ago and today, we find that it is in 
fact higher now.10 It would be natural to deduce from this that the bridewealth 
prestation has not really increased. On the other hand, considering the 
general decrease in animal wealth among Maasai families, I would suggest 
that bridewealth has grown substantially compared to economic standards. 
Furthermore, it must be remembered that a major part of the bridewealth is 
composed of live animals, and it is the difference in the number of animals in 
relation to the wealth they have at their disposal which is important for the 
Maasai. The abstract market value of their animals has far less meaning for 
them. Many Maasai perceive bridewealth cattle as an insurmountable expen
diture; to realize a marriage they have to mobilize clan and age-set ties and 
seek assistance. Young men of small means, who often have a limited network 
from which to activate cattle gifts, are likely to have a hard time finding a wife. 
Besides, as the bridewealth traditionally has been quite low among the Maasai 
it has not been very common to ask relatives for assistance with regard to mar
riage prestations (Merker, 1910). The result, as we noted previously, is that 
many young men remain bachelors for a long period after passing the struc
tural marriage age. The marriage opportunities for sons of more wealthy 
parents are quite different.

It stands to reason that the scarcity of nubile girls is a problem mainly 
for the less wealthy, and those particularly vulnerable in this respect are the 
younger men. In a situation of scarce resources, whether of livestock or of 
girls, the priority to marry will be given to the older ones. The age-set system, 
as we have seen, is largely a device for organizing the marriage succession of 
male groups. In line with the cultural preference for seniority in the society 
at large as well as within the family, marriages of children follow the chrono
logy of birth. Hence, the scarcity of nubile girls, although related to an actual 
shortage derived from structural changes in the male and female marriage 
age, is nevertheless partly created by the wealthy Maasai who can afford to pay 
a higher bridewealth than others. Scarcity is thus an effect of economics. This



is not necessarily a recent trait in the Maasai society. M erker (1910) who 
transversed Maasailand a few years after the great disasters of the 1890's 
reports that wealthy people paid more in bridewealth than other. When some 
Maasai have difficulty in finding a girl to marry, the reality is that they cannot 
raise the bridewealth requested by the fathers. As a consequence many mar
riage contractions are only partially fulfilled, resulting in instability and dis
solution of the conjugal bond. This is related not only to the scarcity of 
livestock available for betrothal transactions but also to the neglect of the jural 
transaction inkishu e nkaputi. Logically, marriage should be more stable 
among the wealthy than the poor. This is not necessarily the case as women 
married to wealthy men also frequently disrupt marriages by running away. 
What we argue, however, is that in Maasai society, where paternity is founded 
on the fulfilment of bridewealth prestations and subsequent allocations of 
animals to wives, wealthy men stand a better chance of assuming the role of 
father.

In conclusion, I would repeat that the change and increase in bridewealth 
as we see it among the Maasai in the amir e ntito transaction is not a re- 
evaluation of female qualities as such but rather an implication of economic 
differentiation among the Maasai. A bridewealth delivered in one instalment 
does not appear to give status to a woman in the family into which she is 
married, rather the opposite as was seen in the case of Naisula. If the father 
is poor and ”sells” his daughter dearly, his superior position as a wife-giver and 
that of the girl as a valuable gift may not be manipulated and exploited since 
the marriage transactions tend to terminate with the removal of the girl. 
Finally, high bridewealth is inclined to keep women within the marriage union 
often at very high human cost.

Although marriage on the whole, and for reasons described in this 
chapter, would appear to be to women’s disadvantage, the status of wife and 
in particular that of mother gives Maasai women crucial material and social 
resources. The animals given to a woman on her marriage are the basis on 
which she builds her semi-independent household within the polygynous 
family. For women the control of these animals and the birth of children are 
the rewards of matrimonial life. In fact, the prospects of motherhood would 
seem to be the very reason why Maasai women agree to cooperate in the 
marriage trade and to be married off to strangers (cf. van Baal, 1975).

In the next chapter we continue with a description of the organizational 
aspects of production, i.e. of local domestic groups, of division of labour and 
ofmale-female productive relationsand we lookmore closely athow a woman 
builds and maintains her status within the polygynous family.



NOTES

1) In Maasai society there seems to be a structural link between the right to beat women 
and the right to have sex with them. According to Llewelyn-Davies (1978:220) ”the rights 
of a particular category of men to have sexual relations with a particular category of fema
les ... is often expressed as their right to physically punish them”. Thus a man who beats 
his circumcised daughter would logically be suspected of incest.

2) When the bride leaves her homestead she normally takes three calabashes with her, 
the em ala  (big calabash for storing milk), the oloit (narrow, medium-sized calabash also 
used for storing milk but which may be drunk from directly) and the enkayiam  (small ca
labash for children to drink from). The bride herself carries the enkayiam, while the ol- 
cepulkerra carries the two larger ones.

3) Maasai men often refer to their wives as ”children” (inkera sing, enkere) which is a 
euphemism for their junior status. A man may also use enkerai (”daughter”) when ad
dressing a young woman he does not know personally. This signifies respect.

4) The rules below are some examples of behaviour restrictions pertaining to pregnant 
women. A pregnant woman should not:

-eat meat from dead livestock, especially not from the young ones such as calves or 
kids,
-drink milk from cows which have been affected by foot-and- mouth disease, unless 
special precautions are taken,
-eat food left-over by other people,
-drink freshly drawn milk (pregnant women usually drink sour milk),
-eat more than twice a day. The restrictions on the number of meals are especially 
important in the first pregnancy,
-carry heavy loads or do heavy work early in pregnancy,
-sleep face-up in late pregnancy. The Maasai say the umbilical cord will twist around 
the neck of the child,
-have sexual intercourse after the third month of pregnancy. It is believed that the child 
in the womb may get bruised from the man’s thrusts or that it may be choked by the 
semen.

5) Leakey (1931:282) claims that the Christian mission and its adherents contributed to 
the alteration of the marriage payment system among the Kikuyu. The missionaries in
sisted that a bride’s father or guardian should sign a document before the marriage stating 
that he had received ”full payment” for his daughter and that he would not demand more 
at a later date. Old men who understood the implications of this, asked for large numbers 
of cattle for their daughters who were to marry Christians.

6) Wives are often beaten by their husbands. Beatings occur in cases of adultery, neglect 
of wifely duties such as lack of care of children, mismanagement of calves, sloppy milking 
etc. Frequently, informants claimed that the excessive consumption of alcohol by Maasai 
men (and women) has resulted in more wife-beating, because when people get drunk they 
become more ill-tempered. Habitual wife-beaters, however, acquire a bad reputation. 
Personally I never witnessed a man beating his wife but I heard of many occasions when 
this happened. On one of them, a wife was beaten because a kid which she was responsible 
to look after had been attacked and injured by a jackal. The wife and the other women 
in the homestead had managed to chase away the jackal before it killed its prey. When



the husband came home he got furious and hit the wife and unintentionally the baby she 
was carrying on her back. The woman had her wrist sprained. She ran away from the 
homestead to a relative. She refused to return to her husband before he had come to 
”explain” his bad conduct.

7) The practice of the woman sitting on the oltim  was explained to me as a Purko tradi
tion originally, but adopted by people in other sections to some extent. It occurs in Loo- 
dikilani.

8) In specific cases men can exchange a daughter for a wife, as in the case of Lekasau: 
Lekasau married a Kikuyu woman who had an almost grown-up daughter and when

he married he had to compensate his father-in-law for both the wife and the daughter. By 
the transfer of bridewealth animals, Lekasau adopted the daughter legally which gave 
him, among other things, the right to decide the girl’s marriage. After a few years of 
marriage, Lekasau wanted a second wife. During this time, however, due to successive 
droughts, he had lost a number of animals and could not really afford to take a second 
wife. He solved the problem by exchanging his adopted daughter for another nubile 
woman who became his wife. This woman was the sister of a fnend of his. Normally, a 
Maasai cannot make such a transaction and exchange a daughter for marriage. The 
reason given to me as to why Lekasau could do this was that he had adopted the girl when 
she was grown-up and thus was her father only in a restricted sense.

9) One notable example of bridewealth speculation I learnt of was a divorced woman (of 
half Maasai-Kikuyu origin) who had four daughters. All the daughters were married but 
before the woman let them go she made them produce one child at home. If the child were 
a girl, the grandmother kept it when the mother married. If the child were a boy, however, 
the mother took it with her into her marriage. Of the four grandchildren produced in this 
way at home, three were girls and one was a boy. The woman, now well beyond productive 
age, has two young granddaughters living with her and she will be responsible for marrying 
them away.

10) In the mid 1930s a man sold two steers to cover the circumcision expenses of a girl 
who was to become his wife. The father of the girl was poor and not capable of holding 
the cermony on his own. Below is a list of the items he bought and the prices. The prices 
are compared to a fictitious example of 1979.

1935* 1979

Sold:
2 steers for 17 & 19 Shs 

Bought:
63 kgs. sugar (for beer)
2 black sheets for girl 
to wear after circumcision 
14 kgs. sugar (for tea)
1 big bag of tea 
sheet for girls ' mother 
blanket for father 
1 bag of maize

TOTAL

* Low price for livestock in the early years of 1930 was due to drought in large parts of 
Maasatland and depression in the Colony.

36 Shs 2 big steers 3000 Shs

9 Shs sugar 83 Shs

5 Shs sheets 64 Shs
2 Shs sugar 63 Shs
1 Shs tea 8 Shs
1 Shs sheet 25 Shs
9 Shs blanket 135 Shs
6 Shs maizeflour 150 Shs

33 Shs 828 Shs



In 1935 the expenses amounted to 91 per cent of the sale proceeds of the steers, in 
1979 to only 28 per cent, which is a difference of about three times the purchasing 
power. The informant who gave this example stated that today a circumcision 
ceremony requires bottled beer, sodas and rice plus a number of other expenses not 
necessary in 1935.

The man also slaughtered one steer and a he-goat (market value of about 20 
Shs.) and if we add that to the expenses of 33 shs. above, we find that the total 
expenses (market value) for the celebration amounted to well over 50 shs. 
(Compare this with the example in Chapter VITI, note 9).



ORGANIZATION OF PRODUCTION AND REPRODUCTION

Maasai productive and reproductive relations can be described by delinea
ting three analytically distinguishable but empirically interdependent levels 
of domestic organization, viz. the homestead (enkang’), the family (olmarei, 
pi.ilmarei) and the house (enkaji, pUnkajijik). At the same time, the enkang 
the olmarei and the enkaji are three valid units in Maasai conceptualization. 
Interaction within each of them is circumscribed by a set of structural 
premises, institutional norms and cultural preferences which cause actors 
within these respective realms to pursue different strategies and goals. The 
distinction between these three different levels of social interaction is used 
here as an analytical device to describe the dynamics of Maasai domestic 
organization and gender roles. It is away of elucidating various structural con
tradictions within the local-domestic system which is the focus of Maasai 
productive and reproductive activities. The exercise of breaking up the 
domestic domain into various interactional spheres will make it easier to 
isolate the determining factors in gender relations and thereby to grasp the 
transitional forms of female and male roles.

The Enkang: Residence of Equals

I shall begin by describing the organizational principles of the residence 
group. In Chapter m  where the local exploitative group was discussed, a brief 
reference was made to the residence structure. In the following pages I shall 
give a more detailed description of this structure and depict its formation, 
composition and dissolution.

The Maasai homestead or enkang’ is a temporary construction and has to 
be moved approximately every 6-8 years. Some of the settlements, however, 
stay for 10-12 years before they get too muddy and insect-ridden and have to 
be abandoned. A  site is deserted either when the houses become worn out, 
when the pasture conditions deteriorate or simply if the members of the 
homestead wish to divide up or establish themselves in other localities or with 
other people. Since the Maasai practise a semi-nomadic herding pattern, 
most families live permanently in one place but once or twice ayear move with 
parts of their herds to seasonal camps (enkang’oo nkishu) at a distance of 30- 
50 kms. or more. It should be emphasized that this is not a completely regular



pattem  as families may stay in the same place for one or two consecutive years 
then move.1 The seasonal camps are hastily erected; the place is fenced but 
the dwellings are mere shelters of sticks covered with hides or branches and 
grass. The composition of an enkang’ might thus change quickly, due to 
various families’ management strategies and to seasonal movements of 
people and animals.

It is difficult to assess exactly how long people stay together in the same 
place. In a survey of 30 herd-owners in one local community, I ascertained that 
the average length of stay for the herd-owners in their respective homesteads 
was 3 years and 7 months, from a range of 2 1/2 to 11 years. In some areas, 
notably on group ranches and in the proximity of trading centres, there is a 
tendency for families to settle more permanently, and this is reflected in the 
house types as well as in the size and composition of the residential group.

The number of families in an enkang varies. In the communities where I 
did my field research the homesteads averaged between 4 and 6 families but 
with significant variations. The two examples of enkang 'structure given below 
(Figs. 3a, 3b and 4a, 4b) show one exceptionally large structure (A) and one 
of more average size (B). Enkang’ A  was actually one of the largest residence 
groups within a wide radius. I have included it partly because it is large and 
partly because it has quite a varied composition of residents in terms of 
agnatic, affinal and age-set links. In the past, Maasai homesteads generally 
were larger and more scattered. The increasing pressure on land and the on
going demarcation of the area have effectively restricted mobility (which in 
fact is an inherent part of pastoral adaptation) and have favoured a break
down of the residential unit. Enkang’ В is an example of a residential group 
which is being sub-divided into small units in response to changing land tenure 
practices.

The families in an enkang are joined together by a common interest in the 
exploitation of their close surroundings as they graze and water their animals 
in the same locality and often keep them together in one herding group. They 
are further united by the sharing of labour and the redistribution of livestock 
products: meat and, to some extent, milk. To be a co-resident or enkang- 
partner (ciaría: neighbour) means above all to agree on certain principles of 
cooperation and sharing as expressed in Maasai ideology (cf. Jacobs, 1965). 
The notion of enkang as a unity is symbolized by the ceremonial fire which is 
lit when a new homestead is erected. The residents gather in the middle of 
the cattle corral (olosinka) where the senior men of the enkang  light a fire and 
perform a blessing of prosperity and pray that peace may reign among the



families in the homestead. A few embers from the fire are given to each 
woman of the enkang so that she may light a fire in her home. A woman will 
normally make sure that the first fire is kept alive as long as she stays in the 
homestead.

Neighbourliness beyond the enkang1 is primarily manifested by participa
tion in ceremonies and feasts and by the sharing of slaughtered meat. There 
is usually no extensive cooperation in production activities between people in 
different, but neighbouring, homesteads. With regard to production proces
ses, among which herding activities are crucial, the enkang1 may be said to be 
self-supporting. Depending on its size, an enkang  may even be divided into 
separate herding units (see example of homestead A below).

Except for newly-wed couples, there is no strict rule about where to live. In 
theory the herd-owner and his family are free to settle where they please; what 
is important is to find enkang’-partners with whom members of the family, 
most notably the husband, are able to get along. Jacobs (1965) has used the 
term congeniality to characterize the main principle of enkang’ recruitment 
and organization. I find this term adequate, as it captures the seemingly 
arbitrary composition of the residential units.

In a majority of homesteads some of the families are related to each other 
by blood or marriage, or through the age-set links of the male members. It is, 
for instance, quite common to find family-based clusters in the homesteads 
(cf. Figs. 3b and 4a). A newly married woman and her husband will, as a rule, 
settle in the enkang of the husband’s father, elder brother or some other close 
agnatic kin (patrilocal residence for the man and virilocal residence for the 
woman) so as to meet the labour requirements of herding as well as to 
cooperate in taking care of the herd in which they still have joint interests. The 
principle of gate-post side is most relevant in enkang  composition because of 
the fact that kin from the same side more often prefer to live together than kin 
from opposite sides.

Occasionally, as in the case of a man becoming his father-in-law’s herder 
(cf. Chapter VI), a husband and wife may settle in the homestead of the wife’s 
father (uxorilocal residence for the man and patrilocal for the woman). 
Maasai men generally claim that they do not like to live with their affines, 
mainly because residence with the father-in-law after marriage tends to be 
regarded as a sign of poverty and dependence. In addition, it is held that the 
best way to keep on good terms with anybody you like and want to be friendly 
with, such as in-laws, is to live away from them (enyorosotua lamito). All the 
same, it is quite common for brothers-in-law, for instance, to take up common



residence later in life, as the examples of enkang’ composition below illustrate. 
In fact, in matters of domestic cooperation, bonds of affinity are often as 
important as those of agnation (Jacobs, 1965:215).

The following are illustrations of the composition of two different inkang- 
’itie:

Enkang’ A is situated on a group ranch which was adjudicated during 
phase Π of the group ranch development scheme in Kajiado. It was built 
recently and is situated roughly 500m. from the previous one, where most of 
the people had lived for more than 11 years. The core of the homestead 
consists of four brothers and includes the wife and children of a deceased fifth 
brother. All the brothers have separate gates.

The kinship relations between the different residents are shown in Fig. 3b. 
The people living in houses 21,22 and 23 are not kin but share the same gate. 
The woman in house 21 is a widow and lives on her own with her children. One 
of her sons is grown-up and attends a teachers’ training college. The woman 
in house 22 has never been married but has lived with her parents in their 
home as they did not have any sons to inherit their property. She was a ”girl 
of the homestead” (cf. Chapter VI, p. 147). Since her parents died she has 
lived on her own with her children. She also has an adult son. The elderly 
people in house 23 are related to the young people in houses 13 and 14; the 
man is the paternal uncle of the man in house 14 and the woman in house 13; 
the couple in house 13 and the couple in house 23 are going to exchange houses 
in accordance with preferred residence rules.

The total herd for the enkang1 is approximately500 cattle and 600 sheep and 
goats. Four-fifths of the cattle belong to the four brothers, as do half the sheep 
and goats. The residents of the homestead cooperate in herding but divide 
their herds and flocks into three different herding groups:

I The people of gates 1,2,3,4 and 5, plus the woman in house 22, herd 
their cattle, sheep and goats together. Gates 1-4 belong to the four brothers; 
the family of gate 5 are their clansmen but the woman in house 22 is not related 
to them.

II Gates 6 and 7 and house 23 herd their animals together. There is an 
age-set relationship between the men of gates 6 and 7 and an agnatic 
relationship between gate 6 and house 23 (cf. above).
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I l l  The animals belonging to the people of gates 8 and 9 and house 21 are 
herded in one group. The late husband of the woman in house 21 and the man 
of gate 9 (house 19) belong to the same clan.

The constellations of herding groups within the enkang’ can change, 
however, according to the wishes of the co-residents, to suit the available 
labour force in the different families.

About five years later, in 1984, the enkang’ had grown by seven houses. 
Most of the people were the same and the four brothers still constituted the 
core of the residence group. The eldest son of the eldest brother had married. 
He is a local age-group leader (olaiguenani) of the ilmurran who most recently 
performed the eunoto (i.e. the irangirangags-group which is the left of 
ilkeseeya). Due to his social status as a leader he has three wives already. A 
daughter of one of the four brothers, her husband, a co-wife and mother-in- 
law have moved to the enkang’ and settled there temporarily. The husband 
of the daughter is a wealthy pastoralist with a herd of more than 200 cattle and 
150 sheep and goats.

The cattle herd belonging to the families in the enkang’ increased from 500 
in 1980 to 800 five years later. During the 1984 drought the four brothers lost 
many animals but they are still wealthy compared to their co-residents.

Enkang1 В is located in an area where land adjudication is still going on and 
the residential unit has recently been dissolved so as to adapt to the restruc
turing of land tenure (cf. Figs. 4a and 4b). Here again the core of the unit 
consists of four brothers; they have lived in this particular locality since they 
were young and have stayed in the same enkang’ for almost 10 years. During 
these years, the composition of the homestead has changed several times, 
families have come and gone. The enkang’ lies on the border of the two 
sections, Keekonyokie and Kaputiei, but belongs to the former. Twice during 
my field work related families from Kaputiei moved in temporarily in search 
of permanent water and pasture for their drought-stricken herds. Until the 
newcomers had built their own temporary houses they dispersed among the 
houses in the homestead. All the people living in the enkang’ in January 1981 
belonged to the same clan (ilmakesen). Besides the four brothers, the men in 
houses 7 and 9 were brothers. The enkang’ is named after the father of the four 
brothers.

The families are poor in livestock and the whole herd of 80 cattle is grazed 
together as are the sheep and goats (roughly 300). Both pasture and water are
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close to the settlement and the labour involved in herding is minor compared 
to enkang A. The herd is not moved between seasonal grazing grounds, either, 
as are the animals in enkang’ A.

The eldest of the brothers owns gate 2 and his wives live in houses 4 and 
5. The senior wife occupies house 4 and the younger house 5. The reason for 
the younger having her house outside the thombush fence is that she inherited 
it from another woman who left the enkang’. The fence which the former 
owner had around her house, and which was connected to the larger fence, fell 
into decay and because of the shortage of trees and bushes in the area, the 
younger wife has not been able to repair it. The second eldest of the brothers 
owns gate 1 and his wife lives in house 1.

The youngest brothers in houses 2 and 3 share gates 1 and 2 respectively 
with their elder brothers. The sharing of gates between the brothers is a 
m atter of practicality as the younger brothers were married after the enkang' 
had been constructed. The woman in house 6 is the daughter of the eldest 
brother and his senior wife and her husband is the brother of her father’s 
second wife. The father-in-law and the son-in-law, consequently, are brot
hers-in-law simultaneously. This double relationship between the two men 
came about because the senior wife had a daughter when she married. By the 
paying of bridewealth, her husband adopted the daughter, which among other 
things gave him the right to decide about her marriage when she was ready to 
marry. He exchanged her for another woman who became his second wife (cf. 
chapter VI, note 6).

The woman in house 9 lives with her youngest son who is married, but the 
daughter-in-law is away at a polytechnic. Another son is the husband of the 
woman in house 7, thus making the woman in house 9 her mother-in-law.

The people in house 8 are not related to the others either through close 
kinship ties or by marriage, but the husband has clan and age-set links with the 
other men in the enkang. House 10 was built by the woman in house 3 as a 
sleeping-place for her elder children.

The enkang’ split into smaller units, mostly one-family homesteads, in 
February 1981; only the people occupying houses 2,4,5 and 6 remained in the 
old place. The composition of the ”original” residence group and the division 
into smaller units are given in Figs. 4a and 4b.

In February, 1981, when the people split up to live in individual home
steads, they moved within the same locality (cf. Fig. 4b). The families in 
homestead 3 and 7, however, fear that they will have to move again soon as 
the new settlement site was adjudicated recently to a private rancher without 
their knowledge.



From the above descriptions of the two homesteads, it is clear that the 
Maasai residence pattern which is founded on concepts of neighbourhood and 
cooperationis, to a large extent, a convenient arrangement of pooling labour 
resources and of providing the individual family with a maximum of social and 
economic security (Heiland, 1977:10). Hence, customarily it is most uncom
mon for a Maasai family to live singly in an enkang’. Such one-family 
homesteads are referred to as elei (pi. ileta) and are looked upon as rather 
anomalous. I know of only one such home in the three localities in which I 
worked. The neighbours regarded this family, that is to say the husband, as 
somewhat peculiar. H e was said to be ”jealous” and ”cruel”. Men who prefer 
to live alone with their wife/wives and children are blamed for isolating 
themselves and neglecting the fundamental principles of assistance and 
solidarity among peers, values which are strongly expressed and elaborated 
in, for instance, the emanyata. Such men even run the risk of being suspected 
of having incestuous relations with their daughters. Some Maasai, viz. 
members of the nkidong’i sub-clan, are exempted from this norm of communal 
residence. Their sacred status as diviners and prophets permits them to reside 
individually with their families. As some of the iloibonok are very wealthy and 
have several wives and children, their homesteads do not differ from any other 
Maasai enkang’ in terms of form and size.

It should be noted, however, that the number of one-family inkang’itie is 
growing, especially in adjudicated areas. A survey made on the three group 
ranches, Mbirikani, Mereushi and Olkarkar in Kaputiei section, the first area 
in Maasailand to be adjudicated, showed that out of 59 homesteads 18 (i.e. 30 
per cent) contained only one family and as much as 66 per cent of the 
homesteads comprised three families or less (ole Pasha, 1980). The main 
reason for enkang  В above being split into several residence units was 
attributed to impending land adjudication. The sub-division was mainly a 
strategy undertaken in order to get the title deeds to their living sites ratified. 
By showing the adjudication authorities that they effectively occupied the area 
they lived in, they hoped to claim rights to it with reference to customary usage.

The recent increase of one-family inkang’iti in certain areas, and the 
specific reasons behind their establishment, has obviously led to a change in 
Maasai attitudes to one-family homesteads, at least in the places where they 
occur frequently.







As we have seen, there are certain norms governing choice of residence. 
One such norm, for instance, is male patrilocal preference after marriage and 
in the initial phase of a family’s formation. As time passes and the son gains 
independence from his father the unit is in principle free to decide with whom 
and where to settle. Besides congeniality between men, what regulates a 
family’s choice of settlement/residence is primarily the resources at its 
disposal, i.e. animals and labour, as well as the preferences and management 
strategies of the man in his capacity as the recognised head of the family. 
Formally, women have very little direct say in the matter. The homestead is, 
nevertheless, the place where the women spend most of their time in company 
with other female co-residents and children.

We may add here that spatially the enkang  is divided into female and male 
territories which are associated with gender-specific tasks and social activi
ties. In brief, the area immediately connected to the gate post, i.e. the gate 
itself and each side of the gate-posts, is defined as a male domain as are the 
cattle corral in the middle of the homestead and the bush surrounding it 
(auluo). Women normally do not stay outside the enkang except to seek the 
protection of a shady tree on extremely hot days or to keep a watch on animals 
being grazed around the homestead. Female space in the enkang  is first and 
foremost located inside the houses and in the courtyard area around them. 
The spatial concentration of female activities in the Maasai homestead will 
be discussed more thoroughly later in this chapter in the section, "The House".

The women who reside together in the same enkang often establish close 
friendships and support each other in various ways: they fetch firewood and 
water together, lend each other donkeys for transport, help each other with 
house-building and child-care and cooperate in arranging feasts and celebra
tions. The coordination of everyday female activities is not, however, as 
established and extensive as might be expected given the residential structu
re of the homestead and, in particular, when compared to the male coopera
tion institutionalized around herding. Except for collectively organized cele
brations, such as childbirth, female circumcision and marriage, the coopera
tion among women is rather sporadic and selective and is primarily based 
upon agreements and friendships between individual women. Co-wives, 
sisters-in-law and other women married into the same agnatic group are 
expected, according to the norms of agnatic loyalty, to give each other 
assistance in domestic chores and in feeding the family. The gate-post 
principle is relevant also for female cooperation: co-wives on the same side 
or sisters-in-law married to men from one side feel more closely connected



with each other than with women from the other side. In practice, however, 
it appears that a structural arrangement of family solidarity is not sufficient 
in itself to generate female cooperation; an additional factor of decisive 
importance is friendship or, again, congeniality between individual women. 
Quarrels and fighting occur, however, between women in a homestead, not 
least between women married into the same agnatic group or to the same man. 
The source of conflict very often centres around the distribution of resources 
or various aspects concerned with the upbringing of children.

In general, Maasai women experience security by living in close proximity 
to other women, and they express satisfaction with residing in large settle
ments. It is especially important for them to have other women at hand when 
they are pregnant. At the sudden onset of childbirth there is usually no time 
to call female relatives from a distance, and in homesteads of some size there 
wih always be a woman who is experienced in deliveries. We can see then, that, 
to the extent that help and assistance between women of an enkang’ exists, it 
is a side-effect of the herding cooperation on the part of the herd-owners 
rather than a factor influencing residence structure in its own right.

Ideally, there is no formalized leadership or authority structure within the 
homestead, but an enkang is often named after a senior member, the one who 
founded it or the person controlling the largest herd. Enkang  A above is 
named after the eldest and richest of the four brothers and enkang В after the 
deceased father of the four brothers, who lived in the same place before them. 
For various reasons wealth enhances the influence and decision-making 
power of individual enkang  residents. The disparity in wealth between the 
families living together in one enkang can in fact be quite considerable. It is 
common in a Maasai residence group to find poor and wealthy families 
residing side by side in a seemingly complementary relationship. Even if a 
family has only a small herd, it may operate independently and on an equal 
footing with the more wealthy ones. The ideology of equality in the emany ata 
tends to link men of different economic status together even in a post-ewa- 
nyata situation, i.e. when age-mates are residing separately in family home
steads. People claim, however, that the growing differences in wealth between 
age-mates tend to influence age-group solidarity and rituals of sharing 
negatively. The very poor families in the homesteads often provide labour for 
herding and other tasks (e.g. domestic work) for the wealthier families and by 
the sheer fact that they are stockless, they have an inferior social position. 
Nevertheless by being co-resident in an enkang they enjoy the social life and 
security of common residence as well as participating in the redistribution of



livestock, livestock products (food) and beer. Although a majority of the poor 
families still join themselves to homesteads where wealthy relatives or age-set 
friends are living, there is a growing tendency for stockless pastoralists to 
cluster together in separate residence groups in the vicinity of trading centres. 
This concentration of poor families may indicate a new spatial segregation on 
the part of destitute Maasai.

The change in residence pattern from rather large units which are widely 
scattered over the landscape into smaller, more closely situated homesteads 
(as we noted in this chapter and in Chapter Ш) must be understood with 
reference to both a universal land adjudication process along with water 
development, and to alternative strategies and preferences pursued by 
individual families. In the final chapter we shall look at some of the 
implications of this change in enkang’ structure for the organization of gender 
relations. From the information available and from current trends it can be 
seen that the subdivision of the local residence group is likely to undermine 
the basis of communal female work activities and daily life and consequently 
to isolate women from each other. Men who traditionally are more mobile 
in their social activities and productive roles seem to be less affected by the 
sub-division of the enkang’ group.

I shall conclude by noting that as men are the appropriators of the range 
resources they are also the main actors in the field of residential organization, 
being the ones who exploit these resources around which the residence group 
{enkang’) unite.

The Family : A Patriarchal Unit

The residential group is composed of several household units. Within the 
overall framework of normative equality and cooperation they operate, on the 
whole, as separate production and management units. The independence and 
autonomy of individual families pose specific problems for the coordination 
and management of the residential group, which are reflected in various ways: 
the dissolution of the residential group, the shifting of group members, and 
instances of enforced consensus. The contradiction in Maasai culture 
referred to earlier between age-group solidarity and family loyalty, which 
emphasize sharing and self-sufficiency respectively, manifests itself in the 
dialectic between formation and dissolution of residential groups.

The family, in turn, is a unit made up of separate components and joined 
together by principles of agnation and common interest in a livestock herd.



The main daily activities of the family group centre around taking care of and 
managing the herd. Thus, while the enlamg’ principally and ideologically is a 
composition of equal partners, the family is governed by a male head.

The polygynous Maasai family (olmarei, pi. ilmarei) has a patriarchal 
orientation. The ageingfather (papa, menye) enjoys considerable respect and 
obedience from his wives and children. He is recognised as their protector and 
provider and they reciprocate with their labour and procreative resources. 
The product of women’s and children’s labour, therefore, is to a large extent 
controlled and disposed of by the father. A rich Maasai man (olkarsis) is one 
who controls and supervises a large cattle herd and enjoys the company of nu
merous children. He is said to be ”strong” (in contrast to a ”weak”, i.e. poor, 
man) and his name will be remembered beyond his death. The structural 
complementarity between husband and wife, parents and children often 
implies close and affectionate ties between family members.

A family is established by the marriage of a man and a woman and by the 
separation of the husband’s animals from those of his parents, but the unit is 
not regarded as independent until it has got its own gate (enkishomi, pi. in- 
kishomin) into the enkang’. The gate is constructed of two thick poles which 
are driven into the ground and closed during the night by thorn bush branches 
(oltim). A separate gate usually means that the married son has moved away 
from the father’s homestead or that the father died while they were still living 
together. Among the Maasai the establishment of a separate gate is analogous 
to acquiring one’s own tent as recorded for the Basseri by Barth (1964) and 
by Peters (1965) for the Bedouins, or to the building of the cattle byre among 
the Nuer (Evans-Pritchard, 1957).

Uponmarriage, a son frequently continues to live with his natal family and, 
if the father is alive, will be subject to the latter’s control over the animals 
allotted to him. It is not until a son physically separates from his father’s 
household and moves to another locality that he may enjoy extensive rights of 
control over his livestock. Unless the father dies it might take a young man 
several years to accomplish this move, depending among others things, upon 
his age-status at the time of marriage as well as the composition of the paren
tal household. Fathers are generally reluctant to let their sons break away 
prematurely. The source of a Maasai father’s power is first and foremost his 
control over dependents, their labour and procreative capacity, and livestock.

Before a son separates his animals from his father’s herd and leaves his 
father’s household, however, he should be blessed by the latter. The 
prescribed blessing rimal implies that a father, to a large extent, has the







ultimate decision over his son’s departure. If a son moves against his father’s 
will and without his blessing the father may put a curse on him, causing 
misfortune and hardship to haunt him and his family for the rest of their lives.2 
The fact is that it is hard for a son, even if he has separated physically from the 
father’s homestead, to get full autonomy over his livestock as long as the father 
is alive.

Children who oppose the will of their fathers take great social and material 
risks. Even if many of them may have good reasons for rebelling, such an 
attitude on the part of a son will not generally be tolerated and will be 
penalized. Not only will the son have to pay cattle fines but a father may also 
revenge himself on an obstinate son by misusing the latter’s livestock property.

Each independent family unit has its own entrance to the enkang’ through 
which its members and livestock pass to and from their homestead. People 
belonging to the same gate literally constitute the family at any one time. 
Hence the number of gates in a homestead should indicate the total number 
of independent families residing together as a local group. The word 
enkishomi is a metaphor of agnatic kinship; the expression ”of one gate” 
{enkishomi nabo) signifies patrilineal descent. The use of the ”gate” or ”door” 
as a symbol is a cultural feature prevalent in many East African pastoral 
societies (cf. Talle, 1974; Dahl, 1979). The enkishomi carries the name of the 
man of the family and a separate gate is a symbol of his autonomy vis-à-vis 
other men as a herd-owner and founder of a family. The poles demarcate the 
gate space itself and the branches closing it have a symbolic potential. For 
instance, when a wife curses her husband she will reinforce her curse by 
beating the gate-posts and turning the branches to the inside, meaning that 
instead of closing the gate, which she does at night to keep people and 
livestock safely inside the thombush fence, she does the opposite - she opens 
the gate and exposes the homestead to the dangers outside. In this context to 
”open” signifies ”emptying”. With her curse she wishes to empty the 
homestead of its resources and thus ruin the husband. A  common method of 
prevention, for instance against the spreading of foot-and-mouth disease into 
one’s herd, is to ”close” the homestead by the performance of a ritual at the 
gate (oyenet oloirobi). A mixture of blood and milk from some animals in the 
herd, water and mud from the place where the animals take water and some 
herbs is poured into a hole dug at the gate. The hole should be dug with the 
father’s branding iron. The hole is then closed and a wooden stick laid over 
it across the gate. The disease has now been ”tied” to that spot and will not 
enter the homestead (Talle, 1981). Another example of the symbolic meaning



of the gate is the first washing of the newborn. This is performed at the gate 
in the evening when the entrance is closed and all the animals are inside the 
thom-bush fence. The washing is a ritual act which indicates that the child 
belongs to this gate, i.e. is a member of the agnatic group, and may be said to 
be a first step in shaping the child’s social identity.

In practice the family usually consists of one man, one or more women and 
their children (nuclear or polygynous unit). It might also include a married 
son and his wife, a parent of the couple or some other dependent relatives 
(extended family). It is possible to find still other family compositions: two 
married brothers might live together as a temporary arrangement and share 
one gate. This occurs quite often if the brothers are young and newly married 
and perhaps live with their mother. There might be yet other practical 
reasons, independent of kinship relations, for sharing a gate (cf. Fig. 3b). The 
term family is thus not appropriate for designating all groups of gate-sharers.

The Maasai themselves often refer to the domestic group belonging to the 
same gate as olmarei. The term olmarei is also used in a slightly different way 
to designate the extended agnatic family stretching back three or four gene
rations, for example. With the latter, it usually refers to agnatically related 
descendants of a head who is still alive. In this case olmarei members may 
belong to several gates and live in different inkang’itie.

The term olmarei, then, may refer both to an agnatic group of gate-sharers 
and to a larger group of agnatic kin living locally dispersed. The family, in the 
sense of gate-sharers, is not a group of fixed membership; it may change due 
to natural dispersion - grown-up children leaving their natal family - or to gate- 
sharers separating because of individual management strategies and priori
ties. Analytically, the family in this more restricted sense could be defined as 
a domestic group of gate-sharers, linked by agnatic ties and by joint control 
and management of a livestock herd. It is this use of the term family that we 
are dealing with in this study from now on. The family is thus both a domestic 
group based upon kinship ties and an organizational level of the Maasai 
production system. In many respects the concept of family can be substituted 
by household but I feel that the concept of household, which tends to stress 
aspects of living together and commensality, is too narrow to be applied to the 
group of gate-sharers in all their capacities. When referring to specific 
domestic functions of the family it may be appropriate to call it a household. 
In many ways, the group of people sharing a house, which will be referred to 
in the next section of this chapter, would be a unit more aptly termed a 
household.



The male head of the family, who is formally in control of the livestock herd, 
is entitled to extensive rights of control and management over all the animals 
belonging to the family unit, whether the animals are formally allotted to other 
family members or not. This control bestows on him the right to decide on 
pasture and water alternatives for the animals as well as when an animal is to 
be slaughtered, given away, exchanged, or sold or whether it is to stay in the 
herd. In other words to follow Paine (1974), the family father is responsible 
for both husbandry and herding decisions. But, as mentioned before, what 
characterizes rights to individual animals in a Maasai family herd is that they 
are particular and diversified: several people may hold different rights to the 
same animal at the same time, necessitating negotiations between family 
members when an animal is going to be disposed of. It would be to 
oversimplify a complex picture to state that the husband or father exercises 
absolute authority over the animals in the family herd, even if a Maasai elder 
may at times give that impression when he is talking or acting.

The family group, i.e. the husband, wives, sons and unmarried daughters 
under the formal command of the husband/father, cooperates in the daily 
tending and management of the herd and decides on the movement of animals 
and changes in residence. As regards herd management, the family is an 
independent decision-making unit vis-à-vis other families in the enkang’. In 
that respect the family is a production unit which jointly, or in cooperation with 
other units, has to meet the necessary labour requirements in order to exploit 
its livestock herd. In an economy where labour is not yet marketed extensive
ly so that herdsmen or milkmaids can easily be employed, the family has to 
reproduce and provide its own labour force. This is partly ensured by the 
incorporation of women from other lineages at marriage. Women’s fertility 
is a critical asset which must be controlled. As discussed in Chapter V, the 
collective control of this resource is exercised by men holding elder status in 
the age-set system. The control of individual women’s biological capacity as 
child-bearers is, as we have seen in Chapter IV, assured by the husband and 
his family through the transfer of bridewealth cattle.

The ambition of every Maasai elder is to see his family and herd prosper 
and grow to a large enough size for him ultimately to be independent in the 
management of the family resources. Ideally that will be when the members 
of the family are numerous enough to take the animals to pasture and water 
and to milk and tend them, and when the livestock in turn are sufficient in 
number to satisfy both the family’s subsistence requirements and their socially 
and culturally defined needs. At that time, however, the father may be far ad



vanced in age and many of his sons may have left the patriarchal unit and 
established themselves in other homesteads. The ideal of autonomy and 
independence in production processes pursued by individual Maasai herd- 
owners has been stressed and elaborated on lately even among young men. 
The preference of independence on the part of the individual herd-owner is 
to some extent incompatible with the cultural premise of cooperation and 
sharing among ”equals” (i.e. elders) as expressed in age-set ideology and 
manifested in residence priorities.

The herds of cattle and flocks of sheep and goats are the basis of the family’s 
production and all the animals belonging to a family are herded and watered 
as one herd, usually together with the other herds of the enkang1. Afamily herd 
is split into several herding units; adults, calves, sheep and goats, with varying 
combinations of these according to the size, characteristics and composition 
of the herd. Donkeys are either left to graze on their own or they follow the 
calves. In many pastoral societies shortage of labour for herding has proved 
to be a restrictive factor for successful and secure herd management (cf. Dahl 
and Hjort, 1979). This also appears to be the case for the pastoral Maasai (cf. 
Hedlund, 1979). The continuous shifting and dispersion of the animals, 
especially in the dry season, demands a substantial labour input from the 
individual family.3 Many families are not self-sufficient in labour and have to 
rely on the cooperation of en/cozzg’-partners, borrow herders from kin or in
laws, or even employ people when this is possible. The latter has become 
increasingly important in a number of places (cf. Talle, 1981; White and 
Meadows, 1981).

Herding is defined as a male activity and uncircumcised boys from the age 
of 6 - 8 do the majority of the work under the supervision of their father or elder 
brothers. The herders are assisted by young married men and ilmurran when 
watering, dipping or spraying the animals. Morans are also called upon when 
herds have to be moved over long distances from one seasonal grazing ground 
to another and for heavy tasks related to the defence and protection of people 
and livestock, such as the fencing of homesteads or looking for lost animals. 
While they are living in their emany ata, the young men are in a marginal state 
and, as we saw in Chapter V, they are more or less secluded from family life 
and the routines of domestic livestock production. Although their labour 
force is not needed for the daily tasks connected with the herd, their sporadic 
labour contribution is nevertheless of decisive importance for specific tasks 
and in periods of labour scarcity. The principles of age-set authority relations 
allow any elder, even if he personally does not have a moran son, to ask for





assistance from the morans in the local emanyata whenever he needs it.
In general, the assignment of work within the family is based upon sex and 

age. The male-defined tasks revolve around herding and protection of the 
herd. Ln brief, men are responsible for grazing and watering the animals, for 
moving the herds, for castration, vaccination and slaughter as well as for 
building enclosures and digging wells. Men also make weapons, tools and 
certain ornaments. Within the family most of the actual physical labour 
connected with these tasks is performed by boys and young men, while the 
elders are mainly responsible for planning, decision-making and manage
ment. Labourers are often employed on a casual basis for digging wells and 
fencing the homesteads.

Female work is concentrated on tending and minding children, calves and 
kids, and on milking and preparing the milk products. All household chores 
fall to the women: home-building, preparation of food, hides and skins, 
fetching firewood, carrying water and shopping. In most of their work women 
are assisted by their daughters, or if a woman has none of an appropriate age 
to be her ”helper”, she will borrow one from her own or her husband’s kin. 
Young, unmarried girls do a vast amount of work in a Maasai enkxmg’. They 
also occasionally substitute for young boys in herding calves or sheep and 
goats. Women’s responsibility for the care of calves and kids is particularly 
arduous and demanding. They feed the kids and lambs on cows’ milk, cut grass 
for fodder, carry water for them in the dry season, etc. Women also sometimes 
slaughter animals, e.g. in connection with the name-giving ceremonies of their 
children. Furthermore, women are expected to be present at the gate when 
the herd arrives from grazing in the evening or leaves the homestead in the 
morning.

With respect to livestock care and management, women not only tend, milk 
and slaughter animals, they also take part in herding and especially with those 
animals being grazed in the vicinity of the homestead. They do this despite 
the fact that Maasai culture defines this as a male activity. Herding is not a 
new activity for Maasai women. More than a hundred years ago Last (1883) 
noted that the ”chief work” of Maasai women, besides the building of houses 
and milking of cows, was herding the animals, in particular ”when there are 
not sufficient boys, the women turnout and attend to the business” (ibid:526). 
It appears that when for various reasons there are labour shortages in the 
family, women assist in such male-defined tasks as herding and watering the 
animals. On some group ranches in Kaputiei female labour in herding 
amounts to more than 50 per cent (pers. comm, from ILCA staff).





It is far more seldom that men attend to female work. For instance, Maasai 
men never milk cows except in the case of young men when they are living 
alone with the stock in seasonal camps. Thus for food Maasai men are 
extremely dependent upon female labour and the domestic services of their 
wives or mothers.

An overall division of labour between men-herd and women-house ap
pears to be prevalent in most societies with a pastoral production regime. 
Variations in this patters are, however, quite considerable (cf. Dahl, 1987). In 
some exceptional cases women are prohibited from milking the animals, for 
example among the Hima of Ankole in Uganda, where women are strictly 
forbidden to milk the cows, or among the Somali where the young men who 
herd the camels also usually milk them (cf. Lewis, 1962; Elam, 1973). The 
cultural opposition between women-house and men-herd, however, has often 
been stressed to such an extent in the literature on these societies that the role 
women have in the management of the livestock has been disregarded. The 
fact is that pastoral wives in terms of time and commitment are often far more 
preoccupied with the animals than their husbands are.

The strong ideological link between men and livestock in pastoral societies 
is manifested in the social relations of production: in control of property, 
division of labour and distribution of products. But women’s work to a large 
extent also centres around the care of animals (cf. for example Evans- 
Pritchard, 1951). And we have seen that Maasai concepts of housework do 
not exclude livestock-related activities but also cover some tasks which 
directly involve close handling of livestock. The importance of women in the 
actual ”domestication” of animals (cf. Hobley, 1922; Dahl, 1987) as well as 
their crucial ro le in the reproduction and growth of the herd affords them a 
close and intimate relationship with the animals. Through the handling of 
animals and animal products women assume a strong pastoral identity (cf. 
Poewe, 1981 ). We may say that the Maasai women’s role in the transformation 
of cattle, sheep and goats into ”domesticated animals” is reflected in the tasks 
assigned to them, such as tending and caring for young animals, milking and 
preparation of milk products.

In Maasai culture there are mythical and structural grounds for the gender- 
based division of labour and the distribution of property rights to men. To 
conclude this section on the family and male authority I shall quote a legend 
first recounted to me by an informant in Loodikilani section as an explanation 
of female dispossession of livestock:



A woman and a cow gave birth the same day. The cow left the calf to 
manage on its own until it could stand and walk by itself and she told the 
woman to do the same. The cow said, ”If you help your child it will take the 
same time for it to learn to walk as it took to develop in the womb and as it 
takes for you to nurse it”. But the woman did not listen to the advice of the 
cow. Instead she said to the cow, ”1 want cud for my child because it is ill” . The 
cow answered, ”When I am chewing come and take the cud”. The woman did 
and the child recovered. The woman said again, ”The child needs blood to 
regain its strength” and the cow answered, "Tie my neck and remove the 
blood”. The woman continued, ”The child wants fat”. The cow told the 
woman to milk her and to shake the milk into butter, boil it and remove the 
fat. The woman said for the fourth time, ”The child wants marrow”, whereu
pon the cow replied, ” Y ou want to kill me. Stop up my mouth and nostrils and 
I become a fool. Take the knife, search from my tail up to the top of my head 
and find the place where my death is. Our relationship will end there.” 
Afterwards the cow recounted what she hated and what she loved most. A  cow 
hates drought, darkness (because of the dangers), forests (wild animals are not 
easily detected there) and women (they want to kill cows for food for their 
children); a cow loves rain, the moon (its brightness), plains (for the grass and 
open land) and men who protect them.

In this myth women are conceptually associated with drought, forests and 
darkness and men with rain, plains and moonlight. By implication, men as a 
category are good for cattle and women are bad. Men look after the livestock: 
they protect them against the dangerous wild animals, lead them to bushy 
places (where they can find young leaves and sprouts to eat) when pasture is 
scarce, and provide them with water during times of hardship. Women, on 
the other hand, do not care much about the herds: they are not able to protect 
them against danger nor lead them to lush pastures. Women only care about 
their children and therefore they cannot fully possess animals. They may take 
the cud, draw blood and milk the cows, but they may not dispose of animals 
by killing them or selling them. Women’s lack of full rights to animals is thus 
explained and interpreted with reference to gender-specific properties. Self- 
control and discipline, which are qualities of the utmost importance for 
property control in Maasai society, are primarily male virtues.

It may seem that the cultural elaboration of bravery (empijan ) demonstra
ted and acquired during the emanyata period provides the explanatory basis 
on which property control and gender inequality hinge (cf. Llewelyn-Davies, 
1981). First, as ilmurran, men are brave and courageous which enables them 
to protect and defend livestock; later as they grow in age-status they acquire 
self-restraint and wisdom which allows them to possess cattle and control 
women and younger men. Women, on the contrary, who are fertile and give



birth to children are a potential threat to the well-being and survival of the 
animals. Ideologically a woman will always try to exploit a cow to feed her 
child.

In the next section on the interactional principles of the house, it will be 
shown that the authority ascribed to the father-cum-husband with respect to 
decision-making and resource allocation within the family, is modified by the 
preferences and strategies pursued by the members of the house.

The House : The Basis of Female Autonomy

In the context of agnation and stock rights, the house was mentioned as the 
smallest unit within the patrilineally conceptualized property structure. In 
this section we shall deal with the house as the organizational unit within 
which women are able to act out their cultural role most fruitfully, but I shall 
begin with a short review of the establishment of female rights to livestock.

We have already mentioned that when a new bride arrives at her husband’s 
home she is received by female in-laws and their children with various 
livestock gifts (”gifts o f’respect’” : aimed). These confirm the affinal relations
hips between her and her husband’s relatives; from now on they address each 
other by the name of the specific animal given or received. Upon leaving her 
own family, the girl is urged to be a good wife and to beg for animals for her 
husband. ”Do not enter the enkanģ before they have given you many 
animals”, they tell her. So when the young bride, according to the rules of the 
wedding ceremony, refuses to pass through the gate of her husband’s home 
until she is given a sufficient number of animals, she has in fact begun her 
wifely duties. There is also some self-interest in her ritual begging: the animals 
promised her upon her arrival are usually looked upon as hers and will be 
allotted to her house. For example, when Naseiku arrived at her husband’s 
home she was given 6 heifers, 1 male calf, 8 female goats, 1 male goat, 1 ewe 
and one female donkey by his relatives (cf. Fig. 5).

Afew days after the wedding the wife is taken round the husband’s herd and 
shown the specific animals allotted to her (inkishu naasircddni esiankiki: 
”cattle which have been smeared - i.e. pointed out - for the newly married 
woman”). These animals will be her personal property (inkishu о Igoo: ”cattle 
of the bosom”) in much the same way as are the animals allocated to a son 
when he grows up (cf. Chapter IV, p.86). They are the core of animals from 
which she will feed herself, her husband and her children. These animals and



The following affines gave animal gifts to Naseiku when she arrived at her 
husband's homestead:
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h = heifer, cm = calf male, gf = goat female, gm = goat male, sf = sheep 
female, df = donkey female

A  clansman of the husband who was in the homestead on the day of the 
wedding gave the bride a female goat, and three of his age-mates who were 
also present gave her a female goat and 300 and 400 Shs respectively (the 
money went directly to the husband). The second and the fourth wife of the 
husband '  s father were living elsewhere temporarily; the former had run away 
and was staying with her own agnates and the latter was living in the 
morans ' settlement with her son. Their absence is the reason why they did not 
give anything to the bride.

It is the practice that only the eldest child of a woman gives a present to 
an arriving bride, although younger children may present a gift if they have 
sufficient animals. In Fig. 5, I have only included the children who gave 
something to the bride but there are many more children in the homestead. 
Wife number 6 who had the role of "untying the girl" (cf. Chapter VI, p. 130) 
gave her both a heifer and a female goat.



their progeny also constitute the nucleus herd from which she will distribute 
livestock to sons at appropriate times, and on a few occasions to daughters. 
The allocation of animals to the bride by the husband and his relatives is in 
fact an important aspect of establishing the marriage and building up the 
conjugal fund. A woman who is given plenty of animals when she arrives at the 
husband 's  homestead as a bride will not have many grievances to present to 
her parents which could justify a break-up of the marriage.

Two milch cows, preferably with calves, and a bull were recognized by 
people in one of the local communities in which I worked in 1979-81 as the 
minimum number of animals a husband should allot to a wife. Jacobs (1970) 
mentions 8 milch cows and a bull as an appropriate number in the 1960s. Eight 
cows and one bull make up nine animals. Nine is a ”good” number and some 
informants claim that this number used to be the standard allotment to brides. 
Today this number is the norm for the wealthier families only. The number 
of cows which should be given to a bride is not fixed but the inkishu naasirak- 
ini esianldki should be composed of an even number of females and one bull. 
The husband will give according to his means. If his wealth increases he may 
add more animals to his wife’s house later.

Women have exclusive rights to milk the animals allotted to them and to 
dispose of the milk and milk products. They decide how to use the milk: 
whether it should be drunk directly, mixed in tea, made into ghee or sold.

Furthermore, a woman has the right to the hide, skin and certain parts of 
the meat and fat whenever one of her allotted animals is slaughtered, or to 
compensation in cash for the skin of an animal sold (rupiany о leoni: ”money 
for the skin”). But she does not have the authority to give away, sell or 
exchange any of the animals in her herd, except to her own sons and to women 
married into the same agnatic group and their sons. These cattle, the Maasai 
say, ”stay within the enclosure”, i.e. they belong to the ”cattle of the family” 
{inkishu olmarei).

Unless a man is very poor and is forced to allot all his animals to his wife, 
he will make sure that after the marriage he is left with some animals at his 
own disposal (inkishu e mboo orbayen: ”cattle of the husband’s corral”), i.e. 
animals reserved for livestock exchanges with age-mates, for future marria
ges, and to meet various cash expenses. In a sense this is the surplus product 
of the herd and is often referred to as the ”residual herd” in the literature of 
pastoral societies (cf. Jacobs, 1965;Spencer, 1965;Dahl, 1979). These are the 
only animals in the herd to which a Maasai male may be said to have full 
property rights vis-à-vis the other family members.



Once a woman and her children have established usufruct rights to an 
animal, this animal cannot easily be transferred to another woman nor back 
to the husband’s herd, except indirectly through institutionalized channels 
such as marriage, circumcision, etc. and then only with the woman’s approval. 
Husbands may levy cattle fines (usually heifers) on their wives if they have 
misbehaved, for example committed adultery or in any other way disregarded 
their obligations as wives and mothers, and in this way the husband can reco
ver an animal. As a rule a man can never take animals from the herd of one 
wife for the sole purpose of acquiring another wife. He might, however, beg 
a wife who has a good number of animals to release a few of them to the new 
wife, and if the spouses are on good terms she might comply. He might also 
negotiate with a wife to give him an animal to exchange with an age-mate or 
clansman.

The members of a house (enkaji), consisting primarily of a mother (yieyio, 
ng’oto) and her unmarried children, live on the animals and their progeny 
allotted to the wife at her marriage and on animals given to members of the 
house later on. The house with its members is a sub-unit of the family and 
defines itself as a group vis-à-vis the other houses of the family. It is at the same 
time a social group and an economic unit. Even when women separate they 
retain rights to the ”cattle of the house” (inldshu enkaji). When a run-away 
wife returns to her husband’s homestead, she immediately resumes her 
previous rights to the animals.

Every married woman has her own house inside the enkang’ and women 
married to the same man build their houses alternately on either side of the 
family gate according to seniority. The first wife (enkitok botorr) starts by 
building her house on the right-hand side (tatene) coming into the enkang’ and 
is thus the founder of that side. The second wife builds her house on the left- 
hand side (kedianye), the third on the right again and so on. As a third and 
fourth wife are included in the polygynous unit, the first and second wife move 
away from the gate-posts and build their houses next to the one they occupied 
previously; thus the younger wives usually live in the houses closest to the 
entrance and the older wives further away. This pattern is not slavishly 
followed, however; since the dual division of the polygynous family is very 
significant for inheritance of the family herd, the pattern may be altered by 
certain practical considerations, such as the procreative course of the diffe
rent wives or even by women refusing to include a new wife on their gate-side. 
The following is an example of the latter situation:

In one polygynous family consisting of seven wives, the first, third, fourth



and sixth wives belonged to the right-hand gate-side, while the second, fifth 
and seventh belonged to the left-hand side. The reason given for this lack of 
sequence was that when the husband married his fourth wife (a Kikuyu 
woman) the second wife refused to accept her on her side on the grounds that 
the woman’s former husband, from whom she had run away, belonged to the 
same age-set as her new husband. To take a wife from another age-mate in 
order to increase one’s family is a violation of age-set rules and the second 
wife wanted to disassociate herself from such behaviour. She was also afraid 
that the husband’s age-set would curse them.

Each woman is the potential founder of a new lineage segment but the first 
and second wives, being the founders of the right-hand and left-hand gate-post 
sides respectively take a more prominent position than the younger ones in 
this segmentation process. The first wife in fact has the senior position and 
is superior in social status and jural rights to the other wives. When the 
husband is away she takes over the responsibilities in the family. She is also 
the one who holds milking rights to the husband’s residual herd (cf. Jacobs, 
1965).

The Maasai house is small but rather heavily built when compared to the 
more typical nomadic dwelling found among for example the Borana, Somali 
orTurkana(cf.Lewis, 1962; Dahl, 1979). Itisconstructedofpoles, twigs, grass 
and twined bark and is plastered with a mixture of cow dung and mud on both 
outside and inside. The construction is oval and igloo-like in shape and 
measures in the order of about 3 m. wide, 5-6 m. long and less than 2 m. high, 
but house sizes differ significantly depending upon several factors such as the 
number of people and animals belonging to the house, the permanency of the 
settlement and the ambition and work capacity of the woman who builds it. 
Slight modifications in building style have occurred recently and will be 
discussed in the final chapter. The entrance (enkutuk aji : ”mouth of the 
house”) is low and narrow and the occupants must bend forward when 
entering. Except for the light from the fire when it is lit or a small kerosene 
lamp made of old tin cans, there is not much light inside the house. The small 
holes made in the walls for light to come in and smoke to escape when it 
becomes too thick are usually filled with rags but may be opened when visitors 
arrive. Coming in from the sunlight, the first steps into the house are taken 
in complete darkness until one’s eyes adjust. This stumbling entry gives the 
woman of the house ample time to prepare herself for the visit. The entran
ce of all the houses in an enkang’ face inwards, towards the cattle corral, which 
means that it is difficult for intruders to enter a house without being discovered





by the others in the homestead. During the night the door is closed by a cow 
hide or a piece of corrugated iron. The house is constructed in such a way that 
it keeps a relatively constant temperature and gives good protection against 
the burning sun as well as the cold nights. Though the atmosphere inside is 
quite dark and smoky, it is sheltered and homely and for the people living there 
it is a place of, above all, security and comfort.

Women build their houses with their own hands and a woman is considered 
the real owner of her house (enopeny enkaji)(ci. Jacobs, 1965; Rigby, 1980). 
A  husband will not try to enter a house without his wife’s permission, which 
testifies to his relative lack of control over this part of the homestead. Dahl 
(1979) recounts that for the Borana in north-eastern Kenya the house and the 
household equipment are the only assets that a woman may be said to own 
independently of a man. Merker (1910) notes for the Maasai, however, that 
although the houses in practical terms belong to the women, the men as heads 
of families are nevertheless the formal owners of their wives’ houses. Mer- 
ker’s conclusion may have been drawn from the fact that since the husband ap
propriates his wife’s labour he is automatically in control of the product of her 
work, in this case the house. Given that the men are the formal owners of their 
wives’ houses, I would argue that formal ownership carries insignificant 
weight in this context. It is the occupancy and use which are important, simply 
because a house has no value without a woman.

To build, repair and keep a house is wholly women’s work and responsibi
lity: men are normally never concerned with activities related to house
building. The construction of the enkaji may take a week or two (or more) 
depending upon its size, how much time a woman sets aside for building and 
how much help she gets from the other women in the homestead. Women 
living together in the same enkang’ often help each other with house construc
tion. I saw a house built in one day by the collective effort of all the women 
in the homestead. The owner of the house provided the poles and branches 
for the framework in advance. Living in an area with exceptionally sparse 
woodland, this task alone took her several weeks. She had even begged a lift 
with a lorry to a place where trees were more abundant. House-building is 
very heavy work and repairing the house is particularly laborious and 
tiresome. During the rainy season the roof constantly leaks and has to be men
ded all the time. For women poor in cattle, house construction and repair are 
a real problem because they are always short of cow dung for plastering. For 
this reason, I was frequently asked to bring plastic from Nairobi to cover roofs 
during heavy rain spells. Another problem with house building is the declining



access to tree and brush in many residential areas as a consequence of dense 
habitation and over-exploitation of resources. In some areas women have to 
walk distances o f20-30 kms. to find suitable building materials. When I asked 
women to name their most demanding tasks they often said house building 
and repair.

We should note that in Maasai society women’s control of livestock and 
livestock products and their role as pastoralists are closely associated with 
their occupancy and management of their house and its resources. The 
animals which are allotted to a woman and her dependents constitute the basis 
of the subsistence of the house and cannot easily be exchanged or transacted. 
The herds allocated to the different houses within a family are, in fact, the 
material basis of reproduction of these social units. Widespread poverty, 
however, has resulted in numerous women managing almost property-less 
houses, making it extremely difficult for them to maintain any autonomy vis- 
à-vis their husbands.

Among the Maasai poverty has so far not made women houseless to a great 
extent as has been the fate of many Borana women for instance, especially the 
old, who are not able to devote the amount of time required for the building 
of a Borana mat house (Dahl, 1979). Dahl states that Borana women regard 
the loss of mat houses and domestic equipment as a ”loss of dignity and an 
ultimate sign of destitution” as these cultural items are important symbols of 
married and adult status (ibid.:253). As Maasai women often are becoming 
isolated spatially it is quite likely that many of them will face problems similar 
to those of the Borana women. This will be the case in particular for poor 
women who tend to be overloaded with work to make ends meet and who are 
also deprived of cash resources. Poor Maasai women’s houses are sometimes 
shoddy-looking and give the impression of being half-finished. Besides the 
time factor, the main reason for this is that poor women due to lack of cow 
dung often have to use scraps of cloth, plastic or cardboard to stop up the holes 
in their houses.

The interior of the house consists of a large room divided into four different 
parts or sections: the ”little bed” (erruat Iddi), the ”big bed” (erruat sapuid), 
the sleeping-place of small calves and kids (olale) and the open space between 
the two beds (oltiren). The beds erected at each end of the room are actually 
two raised levels made of light poles and branches, covered with cowhides and 
separated by sapling partitions or cattle hides and by the hearth (enkima) in 
the middle of the room (cf. Fig. 6). The fireplace consists of three stones and 
is the centre of the house; people gather round it for drinking tea as well as



for performing rituals connected in particular with the prosperity and fertility 
of women and children. The hearth is the symbol of the unity and growth of 
agnatic household groups and as such may be said to be the ”male element” 
in the house (Jacobs, 1965:186). The power of fire as a life-giving substance, 
and its symbolic association with male values, is, as we have seen, a central 
theme in Maas ai culture.

Rules of conduct and modal behaviour circumscribe each of the two 
sections, the little bed and the big bed. The little bed is for the exclusive use 
of the house-owner and is recognized as a very private area. This is the place 
where the woman keeps her milk containers, beer pots if she has them and 
various personal belongings. Because of the ”privacy” attached to this place, 
the husband, for instance, never really knows how much milk his wife has 
available. The little bed is further divided into two parts: the front part 
(dukuya) and the rear part (kejek). It is in the rear part which is half concealed 
by sapling partitions that the woman keeps her valuable belongings. The front 
part of the little bed is the place where she sits while preparing food, cleansing 
the calabashes, chatting with visitors, etc. (Women prepare food outside the 
house only at ceremonies when large quantities have to be cooked.) Further
more, the little bed is the place where a woman gives birth and where she and 
her smallest children sleep. At the wedding ceremony, the bride spends the 
first day in this part of the house and the important ritual of ”untying the girl” 
at the wedding ceremony is performed only on the little bed.

Fig. 6
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The big bed, on the other hand, is the ”reception” area; it is set aside for 
the husband, the older children and for visitors. It is a place where they eat, 
drink, gather and sleep. It is also the place where sexual intercourse is 
supposed to take place although the little bed is sometimes used for this 
purpose. People structurally assigned to the big bed area will not enter the 
section of the little bed without the woman’s permission or only upon a 
standing agreement with her. Therefore it would be extremely rude and 
disrespectful of the husband to pry into this area of his wife’s house.

The little bed is usually located to the left-hand side of the hearth as one 
enters the house and the big bed to the right-hand side. The principle of dual 
symbolism (left-right, junior-senior) represented on many levels of Maasai 
social structure and referred to previously (Chapter IV), appears to exist also 
at the level of the enkaji. Informants seemed to be unaware of such an internal 
division of the house and maintained that any building pattern could be 
followed. Jacobs (1965) also, states that ”the interior arrangements of a house 
do not conform to any fixed principles of ritual or cosmological order” (ibid- 
: 185). However, in fact, the interior arrangement of the house very often 
follows a certain pattern (cf. Kenyan Government, District Socio-Cultural 
Profiles Report, 1984). I would argue, on the basis of the houses I visited, that 
the majority of them had the big bed on the right-hand side. This may be 
incidental, but it is likely that the house has this attribute as a rule, in the light 
of the dualistic characteristics which permeate Maasai culture. The distinc
tion between female and male space inside the house, then, is set in the 
opposition between left-right and junior-senior.

Normally, Maasai men do not have separate houses within the homestead 
but circulate among their wives’ houses in the order of one day and night at 
each wife’s house. But they do not feel strictly obliged to follow this norm. A 
husband should not, however, openly favour one wife against the others by, 
for instance, visiting her and eating in her house too often. Men who are 
monogamous sometimes have their own houses (orripie) built when their 
children grow up and become too old to sleep in the same house as their pa
rents. The husband or the children will then sleep in the orripie. These houses 
are usually small and constructed in the traditional way by the wife but have 
only one bed.



Wealthy Maasai men have begun to build brick houses with roofs of 
corrugated iron sheeting. As we shall discuss in the final chapter, such houses 
are more than just functional shelters and living quarters for the husband/ 
father. The head of the family will also use it for entertaining and accommo
dating visitors to the enkang’. Men who are divorced or widowed attach 
themselves to the houses of female relatives or daughters-in-law if they are 
old. An unmarried young man is affiliated to the house of his mother or, if she 
is dead, to a step-mother or a woman married to a senior agnate.

In many respects a man is a visitor in a woman’s house. The assignment 
of a male section within the house does not give the man the right to live there. 
A man must not only notify the owner before entering, as a sign of his guest 
status, but must also usually be very polite and considerate towards a woman 
when he is inside her house. The enkaji is a place where ”peace” (eserian) 
reigns; no fighting or words of abuse are permitted within the walls of a house. 
A  Maasai man will always leave his spear outside when he visits a woman, or 
if he enters with a knobkerrie he will keep it partly concealed at his side. It 
is considered inappropriate, even foolish, of a man to beat his wife inside the 
house. He should take her out into the emboo first (cf. the case of Naisula, in 
Chapter VI, p. 139). There is a practical explanation for this, because in the 
dark it may be difficult for the man to see properly and he may hit his wife on 
the head and injure her seriously. Moreover, in the narrow house it would be 
difficult for a man to use the stick (eseki), the symbol of his ascribed authority, 
and instead he would have to fight her with his fists. The stick signifies 
seniority and power and is an efficient weapon for use on women, children and 
livestock. It is considered beneath a man’s dignity to beat a woman with his 
fists. I also doubt whether all husbands, many of them enfeebled by age and 
alcohol, would win in a fight with their wives if they had to use their fists.

As mentioned earlier, when not eating or sleeping, Maasai men are 
usually to be found outside the house, in the cattle corral, at their respective 
gates or behind the thombush fence in the auluo.

The house and the courtyard around it, often referred to as the ”branda” 
(English - verandah) by the Maasai, is the woman’s domain par excellence 
within the enkang’. The house contains the material culture associated with 
women, and rituals performed inside the house or at its entrance shape and 
symbolize femaleness in many profound ways.

Practical as well as ritual aspects of child birth, clitoridectomy and 
marriage and all important rites de passage (van Gennep, 1977) in the life of 
a woman are performed inside the house. The enkaji is associated with growth





and fertility, hence death, as the opposite of life, is removed from the locus of 
the house. I was very surprised when I first witnessed a weak old man being 
taken away from the house and placed under a shady tree outside the enkang’ 
to die in the company of members of his family.

Birth is the beginning of life and is assigned to the house. When a woman 
gives birth she is assisted by her female co-residents who help her with the 
delivery as well as cleansing and smearing the child. The child is taken to the 
gate to be washed the same evening (cf. Chapter VII p. 175). The name-giving 
of the child a few months later is also performed inside the house around the 
hearth. The rite of breaking the sheep’s bone on one of the hearth stones at 
the moment when the child’s first name is uttered symbolizes the child’s 
patrilineal affiliation. The first name (enkama emuro: ”name of rear back leg 
of sheep”) is a person’s most important name. The association between 
agnation and the hearth of the house is tangible in this ritual. The ritual 
shaving, however, of mother and child at the same ceremony is done at the 
entrance to the house and emphasizes the close link between them. A  girl is 
also clitoridectomized at the entrance of the house. The shaving and genital 
operation are performed just beyond the entrance and not inside the house 
itself, this probably has practical considerations rather than any greater 
symbolic meaning because the women performing the tasks need light to work 
properly. What is significant, however, is that, though these activities are done 
at the entrance, they are nevertheless inside the house and not outside in the 
cattle corral or in the bush where male ceremonies are normally located. 
Furthermore, during the wedding ceremony most of the rituals in which the 
bride participates - be it blessing by her father before she leaves her own 
homestead, blessing by the woman who ”unties the girl” when she arrives at 
her husband’s home, or the name-giving in the evening by the husband’s age- 
group - are performed inside the house. Even the ceremonial slaughters 
which women undertake are done within the walls of the house. Also, men 
”return” to the enkaji to perform the milk-drinking ceremony when they are 
reincorporated into family life after their period in emanyata. There are a 
number of other rituals or rites in which a woman participates which concern 
her role as a mother and which take place within the physical domain of the 
house.

Thus, by socializing children and domesticating animals, by transfor
ming animal products by means of the hearth and calabash into food (endaa), 
or by re-socializing the ilmurran after their life in the bush, the house and its 
occupants are in many ways mediators between ”nature” and ”culture”. The



enkaji is the most important unit of social reproduction and as such is actually 
the embodiment of culture (cf. MacCormack, 1980). The house may not have 
an important place in the ”religious practices of the Maasai” (Jacobs, 
1965:185) but it has a great value as a conveyer of cultural meaning to the 
people of the enkanģ, and I would not agree with Rigby (1980:61) when he 
states that the ”ritual importance of the house is limited”. Obviously, by 
sheltering people and young livestock, the house has some functions which are 
basic to human life. At the same time, we have seen that the house is the 
location for a number of important ceremonies concerning the social repro
duction of children up to the age when they are circumcised and their 
detachment from the mother’s house begins. I suggest that the Maasai house, 
because of its internal divisions into separate parts, each one of which is 
associated with codes of behaviour, is in itself, by virtue of these qualities, in 
fact a rimal or ”sacred” place.

The main assets of the house are children and livestock; a house without 
children is no more a complete house than a house without livestock. 
Children and livestock can be said to be the basis of the house and of the wife’s 
autonomy as its head, and the foundation of conjugal stability. A  majority of 
disrupted marriages that I learned of were caused either by the failing 
economic capacity of the husband or the childlessness of the wife. Infertility 
is nothing short of a tragedy for a Maasai woman. As a social person she 
becomes ”amputated” and she is constantly tormented by the uncertainty of 
her future. Her husband may divorce her and demand the betrothal cattle 
back from her family. Many husbands, however, are indulgent with their 
infertile wives and let them continue to live with them. Some men judge their 
labour to be an asset even if they do not produce children. The Maasai say 
that it is mostly cruel men who drive infertile women out of their homes. One 
fairly common solution to the barren women’s intolerable situation is to adopt 
a child from a co-wife, sister-in-law or other close relatives.

Briefly, the procedure of adoption is as follows. The barren woman 
approaches a pregnant relative, for instance a sister-in-law and asks to be 
given the child she is carrying. If the latter agrees, as soon as the child is 
delivered the adoptive mother takes over all the practical and social respon
sibilities connected with the birth. She even begins to suckle the child 
alternately with the biological mother, and I was told that after two months 
or so the adopting mother will begin to produce milk in spite of the fact that 
she has never given birth. The formality of the adoption is confirmed by the 
transfer of a heifer to the biological mother (inkishu oo nkulak ; ”cattle of the



urine”).
The importance of child bearing in the life of women manifests itself on 

many levels. We have seen that there are strict rules regulating sexual 
relations between women and men. We have also noted that women have to 
observe several precepts while they are pregnant. One of them is that they 
should abstain from sexual intercourse from the third month of pregnancy 
onwards. Those who are careless about this rule may risk miscarriages or they 
may give birth to stillborn or deformed children. In the case of a stillborn child 
or a late miscarriage the woman who has delivered must be punished. The 
women in a neighbourhood perform an olkishuroto delegation similar to the 
one waged against a man who had slept with his daughter (cf. Chapter V, p. 
119). They abuse the woman and cut her along the nose, on the ear-tips and 
on her pubic bone with a razor blade. This is a lesson to her so that she will 
not repeat the misdeed. A woman who has given birth to a stillborn child, 
however, cannot be punished unless it is proved that the child died as a con
sequence of her untamed sexual desire. If traces of remaining semen is found 
in the woman (enkiriati enkitok) or in the mouth or nose of the child, she is held 
to be guilty. It is belived that semen from the man has entered the womb and 
choked the child. Even the husband may be penalized with a cattle fine if he 
admits that he has made love to his wife when she was pregnant. This kind of 
punative delegation is obviously notvery common. Most women encountered 
during my fieldwork had heard stories about such incidences but very few had 
themselves participated in one.

For Maasai women motherhood is the aim and fulfilment of life and the 
house has its natural place in this context. It is only when ayoung wife has built 
her house and moved into it that her role as a married woman and prospective 
mother is realized. On the one hand, the house is a physical structure to shelter 
and give comfort to people and young animals (the term  enkaji also has the 
connotation of home, cf. Mol, 1978) as well as the setting for important rituals 
related to women and children; on the other hand, it is a social institution 
around which crucial productive and reproductive activities are centred. And, 
as we have already pointed out, the enkaji is also the smallest unit in the kinship 
system and the smallest property-holding unit. The size of an individual family 
is frequently given by referring to the number of houses it comprises.

Within the family, the different houses may vary in wealth and strength 
depending on the number of children and the size of the herds. Herein lies 
a potential source of conflict between the houses and the women and children 
of the family.





I began this section with a review of the female stock rights established 
when a woman marries and arrives at her husband’s home. The anim als she 
is given then form the nucleus of her herd (”cattle of the house”). Later on 
more animals are allocated to the house. In summary: the ”cattle of the 
house” consist of animals given to the bride by her in-laws and her husband 
when she first arrives at the husband’s enkang’, animals given to her later on 
by her husband as presents, animals allotted to her sons as they grow up, 
bridewealth cattle of her daughters, and animals which a woman may be given 
sporadically by her own relatives. A woman may tend animals over and above 
her ”cattle of the house”, for example those belonging to her husband’s herd 
or animals belonging to age-group friends or relatives of her husband and tem
porarily herded by him. She may also be given milch cows (inldshu lepai) by 
relatives or friends to use for a certain period of time. The animals belonging 
to a house in fact may increase and even outnumber those of the husband’s 
herd.

Being recognized as the head of the house, a woman holds specific ma
nagement rights to its animals. These rights are a potential source of influence 
and decision-making for her; they permit her to defend and negotiate property 
rights on behalf of her sons, to distribute animals to her sons and evento refuse 
to allocate animals to an obstinate son (cf. Llewelyn-Davies, 1978). The close 
relationship between mother and son rests upon this fact. Women exercise 
primary control over livestock products, a main component of the family diet. 
The way women care for and manage their herd and house is of consequence 
for their negotiating power vis-à-vis their husbands. A woman who has the 
reputation of being a good house manager, embracing the care of both 
animals and children, gains respect among other women as well as among 
men, and consequently a husband is not likely to ignore her opinion in impor
tant decisions concerning the disposal of the family herd. I have heard Maasai 
men comment on cases where a husband has been overruled by his wife and 
she has become the virtual ”ruler of the home”. This occurs mainly in 
situations where the husband has a feeble personality and perhaps drinks too 
much.

In several places in this study I have stated that Maasai gender organi
zation is based upon the structural subordination of women. This chapter has 
demonstrated that the production process nevertheless allows a woman to 
play an important role as head of a house. The ”patrilineal paradox” (Denich,



1974:260) in a structure where women are denied formal existence or 
recognition but at the same time are of decisive importance to the survival and 
reproduction of the group, is also manifest in Maasai domestic organization.

Livestock property is channelled through the institution of the house, 
and children, particularly sons, are closely linked to the people from the gate- 
side of their mother’s house throughout their lives. Eventually, the family dis
solves into several discrete units based on the house as a property-holding 
group. During the growth of the family, each house is a potentially indepen
dent component, its ”maturity” developing by increasing herd size and by sons 
coming of age. The embryo of new families springs from the house.

There is, however, a built-in structural contradiction between the 
cultural construction that women always give preference to their children and 
the critical role assigned to them in furthering the reproduction of the herd. 
As milkers, tenders or ”domesticators”, women may cause animals to die (as 
in the myth recounted earlier in this chapter) by neglecting them and thereby 
turning them into ”food”, or they may milk the cows dry, leaving a calf to starve 
but at the same time improving their children’s health etc. This inherent 
contradiction between the prosperity of the herd and the well-being of the 
people is sometimes revealed in conflicting interests and disputes between the 
spouses. The ”house” and the ”family”, then, although tightly interlinked by 
joint interests in the production process and by a multiplicity of social relation
ships, are at the same time separated by the continuous striving of the house 
and its inmates to uphold their autonomy and to attract family resources for 
their own benefit. The dynamism in Maasai domestic organization is 
therefore, to a large extent, centred around the contradiction between the 
family and the house represented by men and women respectively. The 
conflicting interests manifest in most Maasai families arise out of a gender- 
based opposition and cannot be understood without focusing on the organi
zation of female-male relations. The disintegration of the domestic group into 
separate parts for descriptive and analytical purposes has, I hope, made the 
position and role of women within this structure more visible. Maasai women 
and men, by virtue of different areas of responsibility and activity, often have 
different interests, priorities and strategies with respect to the management 
and use of family resources. These are the topics of Chapter VIII.

From the discussion above it should be clear that the confinement of 
women to the house is not by itself synonymous with a deprived economic and 
political position. On the contrary, the house in all its capacities is a vital 
element within the pastoral economy of the Maasai.



This chapter has shown that actions and strategies pursued at the level 
of the house have implications for decisions and actions taken at other levels 
of local-domestic organization. Thus, as was argued in the introduction to this 
study, to treat the domestic domain (here synonymous with the ”house”) as 
a closed realm of decision-making is not very fruitful. As social persons, 
women also participate in an number of events which connect them to fields 
of interaction beyond the local context, i.e. beyond the enkaji and the enkang’. 
This participation in wider social fields (Grönhaug, 1974; Karp, 1978) 
influences in turn how women act and pursue their tasks in the domestic field. 
Maasai women’s relation to the market system as one interactional field over 
and above the local setting will be discussed in the next chapter.



NOTES

1) To give an illustration of the movement pattern: In Elangata Wuas group ranch in 
Loodiialani section in Kajiado, the distance between the dry season and wet season 
settlements for some of the families is about 15-25 kins, depending on the location of the 
homestead. Having no access to highland regions in the dry season, the herders try to 
exploit the swampy areas in the southern or northwestern part of the ranch as long as they 
stay wet. The herds are usually moved in January or February and return in April after 
the long rains have begun.

2) It happens that sons go without being blessed by their fathers first but, because of the 
awe for the power of the father, most ofthem come back after some time to ask for ”for
giveness” (am itoo). When they return they are followed by clansmen and bring a heifer 
and a few other gifts (blankets, sugar or tobacco) to the father to ”clear away the sin” (ero- 
pare).

3) For example, a herd of 400 cattle and 300 sheep and goats, belonging to three diffe
rent families living together in the same enkang’ was divided into the following herding 
units at the end ot April 1981: a) one ”front” herd (endukuya oo nkishu or elukunya oo 
nkishu: i.e. those who are strong and moved away for grazing) divided into adults and 
calves at the temporary settlement, b) two ”behind” herds (olkurum looinkushu or osiadi 
looinkushu: ”those who are left behind”, i.e. mainly lactating cows and one or two bulls) 
divided into adults and calves at the permanent settlement, and c) three different flocks 
of sheep and goats at the permanent settlement. These are in all 9 different herding 
groups which the families have to administer and provide the necessary labour for. In 
addition to the herds there are the very young calves, lambs and kids which stay close to 
the homestead and have to be tended separately.



THE PLACE OF WOMEN AND MEN IN PASTORAL PRAXIS

As discussed earlier, the livestock herd provides the Maasai family with 
food, cash, social security and cultural comfort. To meet these requirements, 
the production unit has to ensure that the herd reproduces itself at a certain 
rate. This means, above all, that the offtake of female animals by slaughter, 
natural wastage or marketing should be kept low so as not to restrict the 
necessary rate of reproduction. As the Maasai live in hazardous environ
ments, the best long-term strategy to ensure a steady reproduction of the herd 
is to increase the number of animals to a level with a good margin for bad years 
or sudden misfortunes. Various herding and management techniques to 
minimize risks - such as dispersion of the herd, herd specification and diver
sification, and livestock exchanges -are part of such a strategy. For example, 
in the 1960 drought it is estimated that there were perhaps as much as three 
times the number of cattle necessary for purely subsistence purposes in the 
area. This fact, combined with exceptionally good grazing conditions in the 
years following the drought and a demographic bias in favour of cows, is the 
major reason why the Maasai families managed to recover from the catastrop
hic drought within only a few years (Pratt and Gwynne, 1977).

Production strategies to ensure a high rate of survival for female animals 
and a reluctance to sell livestock on the market are well know in pastoral areas 
(cf. Haaland, 1977). One outcome of such management practices is a high 
percentage of female animals in the herds. In the majority of Maasai herds 
cows and heifers constitute between 60 and 75 per cent of the total number 
(cf. ole Pasha, 1980; Talle, 1981). The variationinfemale:male ratios between 
various herds must be accounted for mainly by factors such as recent drought 
in some areas, the degree of market integration among the families, and 
variations in wealth. Poor households tend to have a higher proportion of 
females, which at the same time means that they have fewer animals for 
slaughter and marketing (Talle, 1981). Maasai subsistence pastoralism is 
geared towards rapid growth in animals and a high milk yield. The transition 
of the pastoral economy to market-oriented production, in which the sale of 
livestock and the purchase of foodstuffs are gradually gaining ground, 
demands that the family has animals that can be converted into cash through 
the market system. Those who lack saleable animals try to acquire cash in 
other ways, primarily by the husband or an elder son taking employment. Such



a strategy in its turn may have an adverse effect on the management of the 
family herd.

This chapter is about the processes of social and economic differentiation 
and how these are accelerated by market integration and the cash economy. 
I begin with a description of the management of pastoral food resources, i.e. 
production, distribution and consumption of livestock products (milk, meat 
and blood). The aim is to show how division of labour and gender positions 
are linked to the handling of these products and how strategies and priorities 
with respect to their disposition both reflect and reinforce processes of diffe
rentiation and inequality between men and women. Furthermore, I want to 
demonstrate how livestock products have a central place in the construction 
and maintenance of ethnic identity. A distinguishing mark of ”being Maas ai” 
(errok M aasal, ”pure Maasai”) is in fact the preference for pastoral food and 
the possibilities of living up to the ideals of a diet based on pastoral products.

Milk : A Staple of Preference

The principal role of milk in Maasai society is one of subsistence as it 
provides the nutritional basis for herd reproduction and family sustenance. 
But milk is also a ritual food and has a symbolic function in many blessing rites, 
especially those concerning fertility and the growth of both people and 
animals. Milk or a mixture of milk and other ingredients central to pastoral 
praxis is sprinkled on to the persons or cattle which are being blessed (cf. for 
example Chapter V, p. 103). Women are in charge of the handling and 
management of milk and milk products and this position gives them a key role 
in the household economy. In their capacity as ”milk-managers” (Dahl, 
1979:116) women control the distribution of milk between humans and 
animals which is the crux of a successful pastoral enterprise.

Milk (kule) is the most important and attractive staple in Maasai house
holds and whenever possible is taken in large quantities. It may be consumed 
fresh (kule nairowa) or sour (kule naanto), pure or mixed with blood (osaroi), 
added to gruel, drunk together with maizemeal porridge, taken in tea or 
processed into cream (olarmapai), butter (eng’omo) and clarified butter or 
ghee (encolati). The way the Maasai prefer to take their milk and milk 
products depends partly on age and sex but also on the amount of milk 
available in the household. No Maasai, however, would like to see a day pass



without drinking milk in some form or other. To the Maasai food is milk.
The supply of milk varies enormously from season to season and year to 

year because of fluctuating yields in the cows (due to variations in range 
productivity, stages in lactation and age), as well as variations in the number 
of lactating cows. As the Maasai rarely cull their herds, milk yields vary greatly 
with individual cows. In general, Maasai Zebus are poor milk producers, 
averaging less than one litre per day per cow during a lactation period of 
roughly seven months (Talle, 1981). If calculated on a yearly basis, this would 
amount to something like half a litre per cow per day. Goats are milked 
sporadically, for instance during prolonged dry seasons and in poor families. 
Due to its reputedly strong, bitter taste, goat's  milk is only drunk in tea and 
mostly by children. Sheep are seldom milked as their yield is considered to 
be too low to meet the needs of both humans and lambs. My recording of 
household consumption suggests a preponderance of milk products in the diet 
during the months of November to June-July when production is at its height.1

The quantity of milk drunk by different categories of family members 
varies according to herd size, to personal preferences and cultural standards. 
Milk is drunk especially by adult men and children and of course by the 
ilmunan. The product in its ”raw” (fresh) form is prohibited for pregnant 
women. They prefer skimmed milk (inkiposhat) or sour milk, or to dilute their 
milk with tea. Women pregnant for the first time in particular are very strict 
with their diet. They are afraid that a large baby will jeopardize the delivery. 
Women who are pregnant for the third or fourth time, however, seem to be 
more relaxed about dietary prescriptions.

Some family members, such as young children and herd-boys, might live 
exclusively on a milk diet for quite long periods of time, supplemented by 
various fruits and roots they collect while out herding. In times of high milk 
yields even adults may live on milk alone, but they often find this monotonous 
and prefer to add variety with maizemeal, tea and sugar. Women, who 
traditionally drink less milk than the other members of the family, claim that 
they become dull if they have only milk to drink for too long a span of time 
without tea. This food preference is certainly an effect of changes in taste,2 
even though the milk produced by most herds seldom suffices to feed all the 
members of a family on a pure milk diet throughout the year, except in rich 
families. The consumption of non-pastoral food is also a m atter of prestige 
in certain places (Nestel, 1985).

By-products of milk like butter andg/iee are considered to be very valuable 
products nutritionally. They are particularly appreciated as food supplements





for infants. Butter also has ritual overtones and is used as a ”smear of blessing” 
in many ceremonies such as female fertility rites and the name-giving of 
children. Ghee mixed with ochre and herbs may be applied as a ceremonial 
body ointment for people invested with specific ritual statuses.

Each house in the enkang’ functions as a separate consumption unit and 
ideally it should be self-sufficient as far as food and domestic labour resources 
are concerned. The animals allotted to a house are milked by the woman of 
the house and her elder daughters; the woman disposes of the product and 
keeps it inside the house where the milk is prepared and consumed. Women 
belonging to the same family may milk a varying number of cows. If the 
difference in milk yield between the houses is too large, however, women who 
are closely related, viz. those from the same gate-side, will help each other to 
meet the nutritional requirements of their children. Milk is either given 
directly after each milking or, more commonly, a woman might take respon
sibility for a child from another house for regular feeding. Sporadically, 
women also lend each other cows for milking purposes. Thus in practice, but 
contrary to the ideal, there is a continuous redistribution of milk products 
within the family, and to some extent also within the enkang’, if the women are 
on good terms with each other.

The cows are milked twice a day in the morning and evening, i.e. before and 
after grazing, inside the enclosure, usually in front of the houses. Each cow 
is given her specific name which refers either to her bodily characteristics or 
to some special event in her life or to idiosyncracies in her genealogical 
character. The actual milking has to be done with great care and skill. Some 
of the cows are rather wild and start kicking as soon as the calf or the woman 
approaches them. This is the case especially if the cow is far advanced in 
pregnancy. Generally, a cow is not easily milked by someone other than the 
woman it is used to. The intimate relationship between a woman and her cows 
is considered significant for the milk yield. For this and other reasons Maasai 
women are in general reluctant to have their cows milked by others.

Zebu cows will not usually give milk unless suckling a calf. Encouraging 
a cow to foster another calf or smearing the skin of a dead calf, which the 
Maasai as well as other pastoral women do, is often thought to be too laborious 
to be worth-while unless the calf dies at a very early age and the woman really 
needs the milk. Nevertheless, I have noticed that women in poor families 
quite often take on the extra work of preparing the skin of a dead calf.

The milk which each cow produces has to be shared between the people 
and the calves. The rule is that two teats are milked by the woman, while the



other two are left for the calf. In the wet season when milk is plentiful women 
may even milk three teats and leave only one for the calf. The Maasai believe 
that if young calves drink too much milk they are prone to diarrhoea.

At the age of about five months a calf is gradually weaned and the woman 
begins to take a relatively bigger share. The calf, however, is permitted to 
continue sucking to encourage the cow to give milk. The lactation period may 
last well beyond a year but the normal length of lactation is 7-8 months (cf. 
Talle, 1981). Lactating cows are not necessarily milked continuously during 
the lactation period; some may be left for a week or two or only milked once 
a day if the calf or the cow shows signs of weakness.

At milking time the adult men of the enkang usually gather outside the 
houses close to their respective gates to attend the milking. While their wives 
and grown-up daughters are busy getting the cows to give milk and at the same 
time trying to keep the over-eager calves under control, the men chat away 
leisurely but constantly keep watch on the scene. Normally they do not 
interfere with the women’s work, except to hold an exceptionally wild calf and 
once in a while, if they think a woman is draining her cows too much, to shout 
at her to leave the rest of the milk for the calf. Some of the men contend that 
women, if they are not watched by their husbands, are likely to overmilk the 
cows and thus jeopardize the health of the calves.3

The amount of milk taken by the women depends on several factors, such 
as the general productivity and state of the cow, the condition and age of the 
calf, and the consumptionneeds of the house. It is, for example, quite common 
for women to leave all the milk in low-producing cows to the calves during the 
rainy season when milk is relatively abundant in the household. On the whole, 
despite the fact that women milk discriminatingly and try to weigh the 
household needs against the needs of the individual calves as well as to judge 
the necessary procreation requirements of the herd, Maasai women are 
considered to favour their children over calves (cf. Chapter VII, p. 183). In 
times of plenty, the decision is not really difficult but when milk becomes 
scarce the dilemma of priority - calves or humans - may constitute a potential 
source of conflict between spouses.

Milking practices appear to differ somewhat between wealthy and poor 
women. In rich families only the best milch cows are milked for subsistence 
use and the women will always leave a good amount of milk for the calf. In 
poor families, on the contrary, it is likely that the women will try to milk their 
cows drier. During my field work I did milk recording in a number of 
household herds and found that women with only a few lactating cows, say two



or three, got relatively more milk per cow than those milking six or seven cows 
or more. In some instances this might be due to other factors such as greater 
attention to individual cows, more careful grazing and watering practices, etc. 
but the possibility that poor women are tempted to draw off as much milk as 
they can from their cows cannot be ruled out. White and Meadows (1981) also 
suggest that poor women milk their cows harder than women in more wealthy 
families. When the poorer women themselves were confronted with my 
findings, they rejected the interpretation and maintained that they milked 
their cows in exactly the same way as women with larger herds, i.e. they shared 
the milk equally between themselves and the calves. Logically, overmilking 
is not in a woman’s own interest as she is mainly milking cows belonging to her 
own house and if the herd fails to reproduce as a consequence of careless 
milking this is costly for her. Overmilking, however, is not foreign to Maasai 
women. One reason why women are reluctant to let their cows be milked by 
another is the risk that a woman who does not ”own” the cows will overmilk 
them.

The control and handling of milk and milk products are important areas of 
female identity management. How a woman prepares, keeps and distributes 
her milk has a bearing on her standing as a mother and wife. A  woman who 
disposes of her milk resources in such a way that she always has some milk for 
visitors will rank highly among her female co-residents and be praised by her 
husband. Men, and particularly husbands, rather than fellow women tend to 
pass judgment on women’s capabilities as milk-managers. They look upon 
their wives as their ”helpers” and hold that the work they do is for them.
If a man, on the other hand, gets a fly in his mouth while drinking from a 
calabash given to him by his wife, he will fine hera  heifer for the offence. Such 
a fine is likely to occur at the beginning of the marriage and is unlikely to be 
incurred again. It has mainly symbolic value and signifies a wife’s obligation 
as her husband’s ”feeder”. The paying of this heifer by the wife removes the 
enturuji (”embarrassment”, Llewelyn-Davies, 1978:217) that exists between 
husband and wife and which prevents the husband from eating in a wife’s 
house while she is inside.

One aspect of milk handling which is a source of great pride to Maasai 
women is the preparation of the milk containers. The calabashes (enkukurì, 
p l.inkukurto) are meticulously cleansed, smoked and flavoured before every 
evening milking.4 A few red-hot embers from the hearth are thrown into the 
container which is then closed and shaken vigorously for a few seconds. Then 
a stick from a favourite tree is inserted and drawn up and down inside the



calabash like a scrubber. The cleaning prevents the milk from going sour, 
keeps it clean and gives it the right flavour. Women know exactly what kind 
of trees they want for flavouring their milk containers and they sometimes 
bring sticks from far away if the trees are not found in their locality. My male 
assistant who lived in a rather dry part of Kajiado where the variety of trees 
was limited often took home olorìen sticks from our journeys as a special treat 
for his wife. In one of my field work areas I recorded twelve different trees 
or plants used for cleansing purposes, but the number obviously varies with 
the nature of the locality.5

The caring for and milking of cows, and the preparation, storage and 
distribution of milk and milk products are defined as a female sphere of 
activity. Milk management is an area which may give women substantial 
decision-making power within the family. A woman is free to dispose of the 
milk in the way she finds most opportune: she may give it away to friends and 
relatives, keep it and store it, exchange it or sell it. For a woman who has large 
quantities of milk at her disposal, the product may be a real asset. She may 
give generously to other women and thus build up goodwill and reputation, 
and she may exchange surplus milk for female labour or sell it for cash. I shall 
return to some of these points a little later.

In her role as nourisher and mother, however, a woman is subject to various 
sanctions in her disposal of milk products. A husband will be careful not to 
interfere directly with his wives’ administration of the milk resources. He may, 
though, oppose a women who refuses to help a needy co-wife or sister-in-law 
with milk and order her to release some of it. A husband also expects to be 
given ”his share”. This expectation is clearly expressed if the husband has 
been away from home for a few days and not taken food from a wife’s house. 
On his return he asks his wife to bring him the ”milk he missed while he was 
away”. Many women I spoke to resented this practice as it meant that they 
always had to keep some milk aside for their husband and his friends whenever 
they arrived. Even at times when milk is in short supply in the household men 
await to be given their part of it.

Some women I know of were deliberately neglectful in complying with 
these male expectations and were clever in finding excuses for not having set 
aside sufficient milk. If the husband became angry they would simply tell him 
”There is no milk” implying that he was the one to be blamed for the shortage 
because he had not provided enough cows to milk. In other words, he had not 
fulfilled his role as a ”provider”. Maasai men in general react strongly to such 
insinuations from their wives and may beat them for daring to be provocative.



Poor women lament their lack of milk resources because, without milk, 
they cannot run their household efficiently nor feed their children properly. 
Maasai women feel powerless when they are not able to give milk to their 
children to drink with maize porridge or are forced to serve ”black tea” (i.e. 
tea without milk) to visitors. The Maasai regard porridge or tea without milk 
as a sign of poverty. As milk has become scarce among the households, its 
value and convertibility have increased. Thus it is obvious that women who 
dispose of the product in large quantities are in a more favourable position vis- 
à-vis other women in the enkang’ as far as role performance and identity 
management are concerned. For poor women the lack of milk is not only a 
material deprivation but also makes them feel intimidated and socially 
inferior.

Meat and Blood : Prestige Food

Among the Maasai, as in many other African pastoral societies, livestock 
are not normally slaughtered for feeding purposes only. A ritual occasion will 
usually precede the butchering of a beast.

In the household context meat (enkiring’o , piinkin ) is perhaps even more 
unequally distributed than milk. In general, men eat more m eat than women 
and far more than children. Pregnant women as a rule are not allowed to eat 
meat at all. Since men more often than women frequent ceremonies and 
feasts where meat is distributed and consumed, they increase their already dis
proportionate consumption of meat. As slaughtered meat is distributed free, 
differences in meat consumption between men of various economic statuses 
are not very pronounced. The difference is rather one of men as opposed to 
women and children (cf. Nestel, 1985).

Maasai normally eat meat from animals which have died through natural 
wastage, except for very young calves, kids and lambs. Any calculation of the 
calorific content of meat in the diet has to take this fact into consideration. 
Meat consumption estimates, based upon slaughtered animals, animals which 
had died from natural causes and purchased meat, made in the communities 
I worked in, showed that meat in some cases constituted up to 10 per cent of 
the calories in the diet. This estimation is not gender- specific but based upon 
adult equivalents (cf. Talle, 1981).6

The drawing of blood (osarge, pi.isargeta) from the animals has been a 
means of survival in periods of hardship since time immemorial. To some



extent, blood has substituted for milk as a subsistence foodstuff in dry periods. 
The Maasai, however, have virtually stopped bleeding their animals for 
subsistence purposes, except as a treat for old men and sometimes morans.7 
The Ilkololik age-set is said to be the last age-group which grew up on blood, 
i.e. approximately 40 years ago (cf. Nestel, 1985). But during the dry season 
in 1980, when there was a national maize shortage in Kenya which hit the 
pastoral areas badly, many Maasai claimed that at times they bled an animal 
every day for food. Some of the women said that it was so unusual to consume 
blood in the household that the youngest children refused to drink the blood 
soup they prepared thinking that the blood was human blood. Cattle are, 
however, always bled at circumcision and childbirth. Apart from its ceremo
nial significance, blood is highly valued as an important nutritious supplement 
for people under physical strain. The blood is given to the girl or boy being 
circumcised or the woman in childbirth as a substitute for the blood lost and 
to help them regain strength. For the Maasai, blood drawn from their animals 
still functions as a security mechanism in times of stress. Had it not been for 
the scarcity and the exorbitant price of maize in 1980, animals would not have 
been bled for subsistence, as the drawing of blood is said to weaken them.

The consumption of meat and blood is far more restricted than that of milk 
which ideally is a daily foodstuff. Furthermore, the distribution and consump
tion of meat in particular has quite another significance socially and culturally. 
Whenever animals are slaughtered among the Maasai, the eventis circumsc
ribed by a set of specific rules regarding the site of the slaughter as well as the 
preparation, consumption and distribution of the meat. At some home- 
slaughters, however, such as when a goat is butchered to welcome a visitor or 
to restore a sick person, the m eat is distributed and eaten less formally. When 
honey beer (enaisho) has been brewed (a m uk : ”ferment”) to accompany a 
slaughter, the social importance and ceremonial value of the occasion is 
enhanced. Only the elders have the privilege of consuming honey beer.

Cattle are considered the most valuable animal species in the herd and, in 
general, are slaughtered at big ceremonies where many people congregate, 
such as those associated with the promotion and graduation of age-sets 
through the age-grade system, at marriage, at circumcision and at sacrifices 
for rain blessings. It is usually also cattle which are slaughtered as fines 
(iaitalak). Slaughter animals are mainly medium-sized and occasionally big 
steers. Productive animals such as cows are never slaughtered except in very 
specific cases, such as a female fertility blessing when a pregnant heifer is 
butchered in the cattle corral (cf. Chapter V, note 13). Sheep which have a



greater ritual value than goats, mainly due to a higher content of fat, are often 
slaughtered at births and name-givings and preparatory ceremonies for 
circumcision. Goats are primarily preferred for home consumption: at times 
of illness, to entertain a visitor or just for food if the people have been hungry 
for a long time and their strength is failing. Goat soup made of bones, fat and 
blood is considered to be very nutritious and palatable. Goats are also 
frequently slaughtered together with cattle at bigger ceremonies.

Slaughter sites are often chosen according to the purpose of the slaughter, 
except in cases of forced slaughter due to disease or starvation when the 
animals are butchered on the spot. Four different slaughter loci can be 
distinguished: the house and its immediate surroundings, the cattle corral 
(emboo), the bush or ground close to the homestead (auluo) and the distant 
bush (entim). These four can be subsumed under two broader categories: 
slaughter in the homestead which would embrace the first two, and slaughter 
in the bush. The former is done by both men and women, but the latter only 
by men.

At ceremonies related to women’s fertility and the growing up of children 
the slaughter takes place either inside the house at its entrance or in the cattle 
corral and sometimes in the auluo, but never in the bush proper. In contrast, 
any ceremonial slaughter performed in connection with the organization of 
age-groups is usually done in the bush, either in a meat camp or in the vicinity 
of the emanyata. On the whole, but depending on the slaughter site, meat is 
distributed according to gender and age. Men, women, boys and girls are given 
their prescribed shares from particular species of animals. As a general rule, 
animals slaughtered in the entim (the bush) are consumed purely by men (age- 
groups). Women are not even allowed to approach the slaughter place as their 
presence would force the moran age-groups to stop eating the meat. The 
animals slaughtered at the entrance of the enkaji, on the other hand, are 
butchered by women and mainly eaten by them. In fact, women only ever 
slaughter inside the house, except in the case of butchering an already dead 
animal when they may slaughter in the bush. The entim and the enkaji are con
ceptually opposed in Maasai culture and associated with maleness and 
femaleness, agnation and matrifiliation, respectively. Thus the slaughtering 
and the communal consumption of m eat in the two places, the bush and the 
house, appear to promote and confirm gender identity.

The meat of animals sacrificed in the emboo or auluo, however, is shared 
by everyone. The men are likely to take the major part, though; they also tend 
to take what they consider to be the best cuts. Most of the animal slaughters







in a Maasai household are actually performed in the auluo, a few hundred 
metres away from the homestead under a shady broad-leafed tree, a so-called 
”cool” tree. The place is kept well out of sight of the other people in the 
homestead. The slaughtering is surroundedby an aura of ”holiness”. The men 
participating in the butchering gather round the carcass, cut it carefully and 
remove one part at a time. Some pieces are eaten raw (such as the kidneys), 
others, namely the ribs, lungs, heart, feet, are roasted on a fire which has been 
lit nearby. Cuts of meat are continuously passed from one man to another and 
the elders eat the m eat in large quantities and with great delight. The ethos 
of male equality and intimacy between age-mates is effectively communicated 
through the sharing and literally eating from the same pieces of meat.

Certain parts of the animal, such as the neck, the backbone, some of the 
entrails, the stomach and a leg are taken to the homestead for consumption 
by the women and girls. The young boys are allowed to be present at the 
slaughterplace and to eat their allotted parts of m eat there. The men will roast 
the meat for them and sometimes roast the m eat which is taken back to the 
house. Women are considered to be bad meat cooks and not to know how to 
prepare it properly. When men buy a few cuts of meat at the local butcher and 
take them home, it is usually the women, however, who prepare them. Maasai 
men will never cook any food inside the house. It is the ceremonial butchering 
and roasting in the bush which is their province.

The main decisions relating to slaughtering, allocation of the meat and the 
work itself are made by the men in much the same way that the handling and 
administration of milk is a female area of responsibility.

The offtake from the herds for domestic consumption is rather low and it 
appears that sheep and goats have to a large extent replaced cattle, notably 
for slaughters in the enkang’, i.e. for family feasts. Except for certain 
celebrations in connection with important age-grade ceremonies, such as the 
eunoto and olng’esher and a few other occasional ceremonies when specific 
steers are prescribed, sheep and goats may substitute for or supplement cattle. 
In a  small study conducted during the field research period (1979-81) of herd 
composition and herd offtake, sheep and goats constituted as much as 86 per 
cent of the total number of animals slaughtered in a period of one year and 
cattle accounted for only 14 per cent. The slaughtered offtake from the flocks 
of smallstock amounted to 4.2 per cent while the offtake from the cattle herds 
was only 0.5 per cent (Talle, 1981).8

The tendency to use sheep and goats as slaughter animals instead of and 
in addition to cattle may indicate that the large exchange differential that has



existed between cattle and smallstock may to have decreased over the years 
and that sheep and goats are increasing in importance within pastoral 
household production (cf. Waller, 1975). Informants claim that three to four 
goats are equivalent to a medium-sized steer in terms of meat. This is below 
market exchange equivalents based upon slaughter weight, which normally is 
six smallstock to a steer (cf. White and Meadows, 1981).

The Maasai often stress that goat meat is also food and as such may 
compete well with beef. There is, however, a tendency to measure a person’s 
prestige by the kind of animals he slaughters and distributes at a ceremony. 
After a celebration when only goat meat has been served, people may 
comment ”there was no food there; we got meat all right but only from goats”. 
If only goat m eat is served at a circumcision or wedding for instance, the family 
is probably rather poor, unless the meat is served in unusually large quantities; 
quantity may to some extent make up for quality.

The prevailing scarcity of slaughter cattle for domestic consumption, due, 
among other things, to increased marketing of steers, undoubtedly adds to the 
attractiveness of beef. Wealthy people tend to exploit this situation by lavish 
slaughtering whenever they have a celebration in their enkang’. In this way, 
meat, and in particular beef, has become a ponderable demonstration of 
wealth.

To conclude, I suggest that the distinction between subsistence (milk) and 
prestige (meat) food (cf. Friedl, 1975; O’Laughlin, 1974) associated with 
women and men respectively, and common in pastoral societies (cf. Lewis, 
1962; Dahl, 1979), follows logically the ideology of gender relations and sex 
roles in Maasai society as we have discussed them here. Within this 
conceptual frame, it is given that women in their procreative role as bearers 
and rearers of children should also milk the cows for feeding the children. The 
Maasai say that milk is first and foremost food (endaa) and as such should be 
distributed willingly and without ceremony. Due to its commonplace subsi
stence property and the cultural axiom that ”food has no owner”, the 
distribution of milk, unlike that of meat, cannot readily be converted into 
prestige. In contrast, we have seen above that the ritualized handling and 
distribution of meat in a collective atmosphere is an important source of 
prestige for a Maasai man. In fact, providing livestock for slaughter at feasts 
and rituals and distributing meat (in particular beef) generously is an 
allocation of scarce means and an option open to ambitious and wealthy herd- 
owners and a means for them to increase their social status and political 
influence in the community. We have also seen, however, that women



slaughter beasts and lavishly consume meat. Therefore a strict categorization 
of prestige-subsistence and men-women as to the handling and management 
of food does not serve our purpose of explaining how gender roles maintain 
or change. This dichotomy points at some systemic characteristics in Maasai 
gender structure. It does not, however, capture the dynamics of gender 
organization as it is unfolded in action and interaction between women, and 
between women and men.

Livestock Marketing : A Male Area of Operation

In Chapter ΙΠ, I gave some background to market exchange in Maasailand 
and briefly described livestock trading and other characteristics of cattle 
marketing. I shall continue here with a few remarks on livestock sales in the 
light of the gender relations and management strategies of the production 
units.

As already mentioned in Chapter ΠΙ, the marketed offtake in Maasai herds 
has hitherto fluctuated most obviously with rainfall (cf. White and Meadows, 
1979). The sale of livestock tends to increase during periods of prolonged or 
severe drought and to decrease when rainfall is plentiful. This variation in 
livestock sales from year to year is mainly related to the need to supplement 
the subsistence production of herds with other foodstuffs. During periods of 
severe drought the Maasai sell animals even at low prices rather than let them 
die from starvation. Seasonal variations in cattle sales statistics, such as have 
been recorded from other pastoral areas in East Africa (cf. for example, Talle, 
1974; Kjaerby, 1976) are, however, less pronounced for the Maasai. While the 
need for purchased foodstuffs goes up during the dry season, in the wet season 
the number of ceremonies held, for example circumcision and marriage which 
constitute large expenses for many families, increases.9 Maasai livestock sales 
are also likely to be initiated or constrained by such factors as the price of 
meat, marketing facilities and distance to the market (cf. Evangelou, 1984).10

The Maasai claim that they sell animals when there is some ”problem” 
(enyamali) in the family, be it hunger, expenses for a ceremony, the need to 
buy school clothes, or sudden illness, etc. What constitutes a problem depends 
on many factors and varies from one family to another as well as between men 
and women, but it varies most significantly with the wealth of the family. 
While one person may define expenses for livestock drugs or a journey as the 
problem which initiated the sale, others because of lack of marketable ani-



mals, may not even consider selling livestock to cover such expenses. Wha
tever reason a Maasai has for selling animals, he prefers to codify it in terms 
of a problem. The definition of a problem, on the other hand, has steadily 
expanded as the pastoralists experience multiplying demands and needs as 
well as alternative channels of investment.

Most of the animals sold are steers, male calves and unproductive cows, viz. 
the non-productive part of the herd. A heifer is sold only as a last resort. 
Because of their progenitive capacity heifers are the recognized basis of herd 
and familial continuity. We have seen that heifers or young cows are the main 
item in marriage transactions and the animals given to sons when they are 
growing up. Old and unproductive cows (enkiteng’ olupi: barren cows) are 
sold, however. In a survey of the commercial offtake in one local area I found 
them to make up as much as 66 per cent of the marketed animals (total number 
111). These animals are of little use to the families other than for slaughter 
or to be kept as reserve reproducers in case of emergencies. Old cows are 
more likely to survive epizootic disease than younger animals (cf. Swift, 1979). 
The strikingly high number of marketed females in this particular area might 
be accounted for by the drought some years before which killed off a large 
percentage of males. M anyofthe cows marketedwere infact animals that had 
survived the drought and were old and beyond optimum reproductive age. In 
comparison, females constituted only 22 per cent of the animal sales from 
herds in another community (Talle, 1981).

Although the Maasai sell fewer sheep and goats than cattle, income from 
smallstock sales is particularly important for families who have no marketable 
cattle. The lack of marketing facilities for smallstock in far away places makes 
poor families in such areas very vulnerable. As a consequence they may have 
to sell indispensable reproductive animals from their cattle herd. When I 
travelled with the vaccination teams to remote areas we were constantly 
approached by herd-owners who wanted to sell a sheep or goat. Outside easy 
reach of the Nairobi market, the Maasai sell sheep and goats mainly to local 
butchers who seem to be setting up everywhere at a great speed. Smallstock 
are usually sold when a family needs a smaller amount of money, for 
foodstuffs, beer, school clothes, etc. As smallstock to a large extent are used 
to regulate offtake from the cattle herds (cf. Eidheim, 1978), the Maasai are 
quite flexible with respect to the disposal of sheep and goats.

Wealthy and moderately wealthy families convert more cattle through the 
market system than poorer families, but the percentage of commercial offtake 
from smaller herds is often significantly larger. In a sample of 39 herds



belonging to various categories of wealth strata, the percentage offtake from 
the herds was 15 per cent for the poor herd-owners and 8 per cent for the 
wealthy and moderately wealthy (Talle, 1981). The poorer families are 
relatively more dependent upon the market system for survival than the richer 
ones, although the moderately wealthy and wealthy use the market system 
more frequently in terms of number of transactions, and additionally have the 
opportunity to use it more beneficially by selling when prices are high and 
alternatively waiting when prices are low. In other words, they are able to plan 
their livestock marketing in quite a different way from the poorer families who 
have to sell more or less when the need arises.

The categorization of pastoral families into wealth strata which are based 
upon numbers of livestock per household poses some problems. First of all, 
the very poor families - those who are destitute or dispose of only a few 
animals - tend to be "defined out" as pastoralists. Thus, for instance, they are 
seldom included in economic surveys of pastoral communities. Secondly, cash 
income from economic activities outside subsistence production is important 
for the economic standard of many pastoral families.

In the discussion of processes of differentiation in this chapter, we are 
not aiming at a statistical definition of various wealth categories. Rather we 
are trying to isolate and describe some social and cultural mechanisms which 
maintain, reinforce or weaken the trends towards increased inequality.

A great majority of Maasai are neither destitute nor affluent. When the 
"poor" and "wealthy" are given a more conspicuous place in the text than are 
the medium wealthy, however, it is primarily an analytical device to elucidate 
ongoing processes - their actions, choices and strategies epitomize trends of 
differentiation.

Before I proceed it would be pertinent to mention here that the Maasai 
customarily carry out a number of livestock exchanges for the purpose of 
selling or slaughtering animals. It is quite common for a man who has to sell 
or slaughter a livestock and does not have the appropriate animal in his herd 
to exchange with a relative or enkang’-partner in order to get the ”right” 
animal. For example, as we have seen, heifers are normally neither slaugh
tered nor sold for cash unless they have obvious disabilities as productive 
animals. If a man has only a heifer or ayoung cow to sell he will try to exchange 
it for a bigger steer in accordance with accepted husbandry standards and to 
get more money. Livestock equivalents activated either for sale or for 
slaughter are listed below. These transactions are sometimes referred to as 
enkang’-to-enkang’ exchanges. They are immediate exchanges and are largely



governed by market-exchange principles and thus differ somewhat from the 
criteria regulating stock-friend exchanges which are based upon long-term 
bonds and more deeply embedded in social relations. Because of their 
important role in the Maasai production system, one male informant claimed 
that these transactions are what ”keep us alive”.

The livestock exchange equivalents below were recorded in the field:

1 big, fat, mature steer = 

1 mature steer =

1 mature steer

1 big male goat or ram =

1 big, very fat, male 
goat or ram
2 rams or castrated 
male goats

2 heifers
11 goats and 1 ram 
1 heifer and 12 sheep
3 medium/small male cal-
ves(This was explained as a 
transaction commonly used 
when a family needs a big 
steer to slaughter for a cer- 
mony)
1 heifer (size and fitness of 
both animals are important 
in this transaction; common
ly used when somebody 
needs a big animal to sell)
1 heifer and money accor
ding to negotiations 
1 donkey
1 male calf (commonly ini
tiated by a man who wants to 
slaughter a fat ram for a wife 
in childbirth)

1 ewe and 1 or 2 goats

1 heifer

1 male goat and
1 female goat, big ones = 1 heifer

These livestock equivalents are more guidelines than fixed rates of 
exchange, as modifications are made depending upon the quality of the



particular animals being transacted/ exchanged, the availability of the diffe
rent types of stock and the context of the negotiations as well as the 
relationship between the negotiators. As we have noticed, the equivalence of 
different livestock categories in this exchange system is partly based on the 
market value of the various types of animals but also on the relative value of 
different animals within an economy primarily oriented towards subsistence 
production where the ritual attribute and social value of the animal are 
significant.

For example: a man exchanged four very young heifers for a big steer which 
he sold for 2,600 shs. to a livestock trader. The man was wealthy and he needed 
cash in connection with an eunoto celebration. He was the father of the 
spokesman of the local moran age-set. The person with whom he exchanged 
the four heifers was young and wanted to increase his herd. The two men were 
enkang’-partners.

People may manipulate these rules of exchange for profit-making pur
poses. By cleverly exploiting and combining the system of immediate livestock 
exchanges with the potentiality of the market system, it is possible to make 
substantial profits. If the man above, for instance, had bought young heifers 
for the price of the steer he would probably have got five or six or more, 
provided such animals were obtainable on the market. But as the Maasai do 
not readily part with young females or with young males through the market 
system, such animals are not regularly available.

Very often when a mature steer or cow is sold the loss is compensated by 
the purchase of other stock, maybe one or two younger animals or smallstock 
which are cheaper so that the seller still has some cash to cover the expenses 
which prompted the sale. To give an illustration, in a sample of 12 family herds 
consisting of 960 cattle, 80 animals (7.6 per cent) were sold in one year (1980) 
but during the same period 32 cattle were purchased with the money received 
from the sales. This gives a net commercial offtake from the herds of 5 per 
cent (Talle, 1981). Most livestock purchases are of male calves or heifers 
which are used partly for trading purposes and partly for building up the herd. 
Many of the substitute young animals are bought either in the local community 
within the framework of enkang’-to-enkang’ exchanges or are breeding 
animals from commercial ranches and government research stations.

Asubstantial part of the cash obtained from animal sales and other income, 
such as salaried employment, is in fact reinvested in the livestock sector: on 
animal purchases, drugs (arcaicide, dipping fees, vaccines), permanent water 
resources, breeding animals, wages for herding, fencing and well-digging, etc.



In fact since the Maasai began to be involved in wage employment during the 
early stage of colonial expansion, they have invested a major part of their 
income in livestock purchases (cf. Waller, 1975). The allocation of cash 
resources into livestock is well documented from other pastoral systems in this 
part of Africa (cf. Henriksen, 1974). Campbell and Migot-Adholla (1979), in 
an economic survey of the pastoral Maasai in both Narok and Kajiado Dis
tricts, suggest that about 26 per cent of the total household budget goes on such 
expenses. In a later study of group ranches in Kajiado, White and Meadows 
(1981) found that the amount spent on livestock-associated expenses varied 
between the ranches from a minimum of 22 per cent to a maximum of 51 per 
cent. The variation partly reflects the infrastructural development on the 
ranches but also the sample of households, which was not strictly coherent 
from ranch to ranch. Without going further into this particular study, suffice 
it to note that rich households tended to invest relatively more in the health 
and well-being of their animals than poorer ones.

Thé marketing of livestock is a male-dominated field of interaction at all 
levels. When confronted with the question of why women do not sell animals, 
Maasai men usually answer that women have no ”need” to dispose of 
livestock, in the same way as they are said to have no need to make flre with 
the firestick. This implies the assumption that women’s needs are sufficiently 
provided for by their husbands and male relatives. In other words, the men 
act on the women’s behalf in an area where women have no acknowledged 
competence or defined rights of disposal. Women are not even permitted to 
sell donkeys, a role they seem to have had earlier (cf. Chapter Ш, p.66). 
Donkeys, however, are only marketed sporadically, although male donkeys 
fetch quite high prices in areas where they are scarce.11

It is important to note that any sale from the family herd is preceded by 
decision-making within the family, viz. discussions between husband and 
wife/wives and father and son(s). Customarily, a man would take animals 
from his residual herd (inkishu e mboo orbayen) to dispose of through the 
market system and cover necessary household cash expenses, particular the 
payment of taxes (cf. Fosbrooke, 1948). The growing scarcity of livestock, 
concomitant with families’ increasing cash needs, has made it necessary to 
take animals from allotted parts of the family herd, making the marketing of 
cattle a far more controversial topic than it used to be. When an animal 
disposed of through the market system is substituted by a purchased animal, 
this animal, whatever kind it is, should go back to the sub-unit within the family 
herd from which the sale animal was taken.



The Maasai say that a man should always consult his wives and grown-up 
sons before he decides to market an animal from their allotted sub-herd. It 
is regarded as a sign of respect and appropriate behaviour on the man’s part 
to ”ask before he takes”. This implies that sales from the family herd in most 
cases are subject to negotiations and compromises.

As pointed out earlier, negotiations are a fundamental aspect of Maasai 
production relations, also within the context of the family. But not all men care 
to follow the rules of proper conduct. Some prefer to enforce their will and 
take animals autocratically thereby exploiting their ascribed authority as head 
of the family instead of running the risk of losing in a series of arguments.

It is tacitly accepted by the women that as long as animals are taken from 
their herds and sold to cover expenses for feeding and/or clothing the 
children, they will not oppose any decision taken by the husband, but if he 
removes one of their animals for other purposes, say for beer consumption, 
which frequently occurs, intense arguments between the wife and husband 
may ensue. It must be underlined that a young wife seldom dares to object 
overtly to a decision taken by her husband, however wrong it may be in her 
eyes. But if the husband is young and the woman feels more on a par with him 
the situation may be somewhat different. It is mainly the elderly wives who 
already have children beyond circumcision age who are ready to stand up to 
their husbands. On a few occasions I have seen Maasai women, under the 
influence of alcohol, become so furious with their husbands that they risk their 
”good name and reputation” just for the pleasure of abusing them in front of 
other people. This is considered a grave offence against man.

The management and handling of cash on a large scale is primarily a male 
domain in the sense that men administer the major cash transactions and 
dispose of the income from livestock sales. In the concluding chapter I shall 
argue that the male monopolization of cash resources has very specific 
consequences for male-female relations and for the economic position of 
women within the pastoral production system.

Female Access to Cash

Under specific circumstances, for example when the husband is away and 
an acute need arises in the family, such as hunger or sudden illness, a woman 
may sell from her sub-unit of the family herd to solve the crisis. Before she 
takes such a step, however, she will usually consult a near agnatic relative of 
her husband, preferably a brother if one lives nearby. The person consulted



will then be responsible for explaining the matter to the husband when he 
comes home and finds out about the sale. Any controversy concerning the sale 
will be settled between the two men.

It is only on two occasions that I have seen a woman bring an animal for sale 
herself. In both cases they were elderly women (one was a widow and the other 
a ”girl of the homestead”) and the animals they marketed were smallstock. In 
one of the cases it concerned a sick sheep which was taken to the local butcher. 
The woman to whose herd the sheep belonged was accompanied by an elder 
from the same homestead to help her negotiate a fair price. Since women have 
very little experience in marketing animals, they are considered to be ignorant 
about pricing as well as the technique of negotiating. One spectacular case 
I learned of was a woman who sold three goats from her herd in order to help 
her daughter to elope with her lover. After this incident the woman was 
chased away from home by her husband.

With the marketing of livestock products it is usually different. The right 
that women exercise to some of these products also implies that they may sell 
them if they so wish. Milk, ghee, hides and skins were not marketed on a large 
scale in the areas where I did field research. This was due both to a non-surplus 
production in a majority of the households and also to a lack of marketing 
possibilities.

Quite a few Maasai women, though, sell small amounts of milk locally, 
mainly in the wet season when the product is relatively abundant. Some 
women among whom I worked delivered milk regularly (1-2 bottles) to 
customers in the trading centres during the rainy season. In my experience still 
more women would be ready to sell during this period if there was sufficient 
demand. The price per bottle of milk varies between seasons and is usually 
double in the dry season. In 1980 the price was 1 to 2 shs.a bottle (0.751.) in 
the wet and dry seasons respectively.

Other livestock products such as ghee are limited in supply since Maasai 
women very often prefer to keep the ghee they make for domestic use and 
consumption instead of selling it. The women find their own ghee superior in 
taste, smell and consistency to the purchased cooking fat which is the 
commercial alternative. Another factor influencing women’s relative reluc
tance to sell their ghee is the low price they derive from a product which they 
find laborious to process and which furthermore is an item of great significan
ce in Maasai culture both nutritionally and ritually. The ghee produced by the 
KCC (Kenya Cooperative Creameries) is very expensive and hard to find in 
the shops, at least in the most remote areas of Maasailand. Its high cost makes



the KCC ghee unattractive for the great majority of Maasai households and 
they have to be satisfied with the inferior but cheaper cooking fat. Some men, 
however, buy the ghee as a special treat, for instance for a wife in confinement.

The supply of hides and skins from the pastoral areas is unsteady and varies 
considerably with drought and disease conditions, increasing naturally during 
times of extensive animal losses. The prices tend to change rapidly from year 
to year. When I did field research in 1979-1981 they were generally low, 
compared to a few years later. In 1984 the price of a cow hide was five or six 
times higher than in 1979-81. Prices also vary with distance to the market.

Livestock products are almost exclusively marketed locally. Milk and ghee 
are sold to shopkeepers, teachers and other government employees living in 
the centres. Hides and skins are sold to local ”buyers”, either shopkeepers or 
others who trade in these products. The buyers transport the goods often in 
their own cars to the markets around Nairobi. A considerable profit lies in the 
often large price difference between the two places, although the distance may 
not be very far. In 1984 after the drought one rather wealthy Maasai woman 
(of mixed Maasai-Kikuyu origin), who herself was an educated teacher, 
operated a lucrative trade in the hide and skin business about 120 kms. from 
Nairobi.

Considering the rising price level of consumer goods in Kenya in relation 
to the price of livestock products and the increasing inflation rate, it is safe to 
say that the cash income derived from the sale of milk, ghee, hides and skins 
by women in the three communities where I worked was quite modest and not 
much more than ”money for tobacco” (a euphemism for small amounts of 
money).

The situation is obviously different for the few rich Maasai families who sell 
milk to large customers (schools, hospitals, hotels) in the Districts’ towns. 
These are mainly private ranchers and, in the few cases I know of, the 
marketing of milk constituted a major cash income for the family. The father 
or an adult son would transport the milk to the customers by his own car. Such 
commercialized milk sales are quite different, above all in scale, from the 
sporadic sale of milk that women undertake.

It should be noted that when milk acquires a cash value and its sale is 
organized on a large scale, the proceeds are not necessarily controlled by 
women. Such tendencies have been documented by Ndagala (1982) from 
pastoral ”planned villages” (former ujamaa villages) in Tanzania. Ndagala 
says:



The milk collecting centre ... has made milk a cash product and not the 
subsistence product it used to be ... Although women were in control of 
subsistence milk some men had already taken over this role. This is probably 
due to the need to see to it that as much milk as possible went to the milk 
collection centre to maximize cash returns which seem to be completely under 
the control of men (1982:36-37).

Ndagala’s observations from the Maasai in Tanzania correspond quite 
closely to my own findings from Kipsigis smallholders in Kenya (cf. SIDA, 
1982). Among the Kenyan Maasai, generally, large-scale sale of milk from the 
family herds has not yet been organized. The few existing locally-operated 
dairies are small and dependent upon numerous women suppliers delivering 
their milk at their own discretion. Typically, these dairies have to close down 
regularly during the dry season.

From the descriptions above it becomes apparent that organized or large- 
scale marketing of milk, privately or through a cooperative, contributes to 
redefining the control of livestock products internally in the family. Even the 
sale of hides and skins, products, like milk, which customarily belong to 
women, tend to come under male control when marketed in large numbers 
and at favourable prices. I was told that during the drought in 1984 even men 
sold hides, and it was added ”especially now during times of drought”. At the 
then high prices of cattle hides (between 60 and 90 shs. depending upon the 
quality) a family could collect quite substantial amounts of money on hide and 
skin sales from the natural wastage in its herd. Few Maasai husbands would 
allow their wives to manage and administer such quantities of cash.

Destitute Maasai women, who have no livestock products to dispose of and 
who, in addition are often burdened with husbands who stay away from the 
homesteads most of the time and seldom provide them with any substantial 
resources for feeding their children, try desperately to find other ways of 
earning an income. The options for finding wage employment open to 
illiterate Maasai women are few indeed.

Some women cut firewood and sell it at the trading centres at 10-15 shs. for 
a bundle of 10-12 sticks of wood, which will take a woman several hours to 
collect and deliver. This is not suitable work for women with small children, 
because first of all it is very heavy but more importantly it necessitates absence 
from the home. Trees and bushes are also becoming scarce in many places, 
thus making it difficult to find good firewood easily.

Other women brew beer and distill liquor (changaa) which they sell mainly 
to men in the locality. Maasai women also drink alcohol but not to the extent



that men do, and it is rare to find young women drinking. The destitute 
homesteads around the trading centres and towns, inparticular, are renowned 
for their brewing activities. Some of the houses have a reputation as virtual 
bars. One male informant whose run-away wife and young children hved in 
such a house complained about the bad influence the drinking would have on 
his children. The wife had left him because he could not feed them. He himself 
drank heavily. Many of the women running ”bars” are divorcees or widows. 
For them beer-brewing is often the only means of survival. This is generally 
the case for single women in many parts of Kenya (cf. Broch-Due, 1983; Little, 
1987). Beer-brewing, however, is a hazardous enterprise firstly because it is 
illegal and the police sometimes make raids into the suspected houses, and 
secondly because the customers tend to consume beer on credit too often 
leaving the woman who sells it with little profit. Occasionally married women 
also try beer-brewing as a way of getting some income. Ironically these are 
often women who are married to ”drunkards”, otherwise a husband would 
probably not allow his wife to be concerned with such activities, and are 
women who resent and complain about their husbands’ drinking habits. Some 
of them explained to me that it is better for the husband to spend his money 
on their beer than on that of others. What usually happens is that a husband 
will drink his wife’s beer free and then spend his money on beer in other places. 
The net result is that he drinks more.

As already mentioned, the income from beer-brewing is quite irregular. 
One female informant who used to distill changaa to supplement the meagre 
provision she got from her husband to feed and clothe her six children, would 
obtain more than 100 per cent profit when her ”business” went well. Out of 
an investment of about 100 shs. for the main ingredients of millet, maizemeal 
and sugar (plus a few other things which did not cost much), she would get ten 
bottles of changaa which she sold at a price of 25 shs. a bottle. In contrast to 
for instance the Nandi women further north (Oboler, 1985), prostitution as a 
means of income has never been popular with Maasai females. Those few 
Maasai girls who make a living as prostitutes (emalaae, from Kiswahili 
malaya) in the trading centres at the outskirts of Maasailand try to conceal 
their ethnic background when confronted with Maasai customers. They speak 
only Kiswahili and pretend not to know their own language.

Maasai women also make handicrafts for sale. In one local community 
(Isenya) bead-work table mats for the Nairobi tourist market were organized 
on a large scale by a development centre run by the Anglican Church Mission. 
Ever since the Maasai were first introduced to glass beads at the turn of the



century, the women have done various bead and leather work. They decorate 
their milk calabashes and clothes with beads in colourful patterns and make 
fine ornaments such as necklaces, bangles, ear-rings, etc. The women have 
developed an excellent sense of colour and good feeling for form, and Maasai 
jewellery is much appreciated by the tourists. At the development centre the 
women do piece-work and are paid by the number and quality of the mats they 
sew. At one point this gave more than two hundred women in one local area 
a small but steady income which was very valuable as a supplement to the milk 
yields from the herd. The project was initiated by the development centre 
after a serious drought period in the area in the mid 1970s. After more than 
ten years the project is still in progress but on a much smaller scale, and 
employs mainly the most needy of the women in the community.

In 1975 at the height of the business, I lived at the development centre for 
a few months and had the opportunity of following the bead-work project at 
close quarters. From the women’s point of view the project was a good deal, 
because, firstly, the sewing of the mats could be carried out at home during 
slack working hours and thus did not interfere with their regular duties in the 
homestead; secondly, it gave them access to cash completely independently 
of their husbands. Another good thing was that it provided the women with 
a regular income on a monthly basis and if a woman worked hard she could 
earn more. Most of the women did not earn big money but they said it helped 
them to buy some of the necessary household goods, such as foodstuffs 
(maizemeal, cooking fat, sugar, tea), clothes for the children, soap and 
kerosene. Nearly every penny of their earnings went to feed and clothe the 
children. It is, in fact, expected and regarded as a matter of course that 
whatever a woman earns should be spent on necessities for the running of the 
household. This applies whether the woman has earned her money through 
the sale of livestock products from the family herd or through wage labour. 
What the women particularly appreciated about the bead-work project was 
that the money gave them the possibility of taking decisions on their own as 
they themselves disposed of the money exclusively. Some of them did not even 
tell their husbands what they earned for fear that they might want some of it.

The husbands generally did not object to their wives being employed by the 
project as long as it did not compete with their duties at home and the welfare 
of the children. The men knew very well that the money their wives earned 
was an important contribution to the family’s survival. A few husbands, 
however, refused to let their wives have anything to do with the bead-work 
project. The women said that these men were ungenerous and did not want



their wives to leave the homestead. Such husbands have a similar attitude to 
those who refuse to let their wives participate in olamal (cf. Chapter V, p.96).

From the above description it is clear that Maasai women have limited op
portunities to accumulate cash within the livestock sector. This is mainly 
because men and not women control the marketing of livestock and to some 
extent even that of livestock products. We have seen that the possibilities, as 
far as female access to cash is concerned, are far better outside the pastoral 
sector but such opportunities are restricted, however. Furthermore, the 
women only earn a small amount of cash from these activities which in most 
cases does not suffice to feed the household. Under these circumstances 
income earning does not constitute a basis for extensive decision-making 
autonomy on the part of women. The independence they had in the handling 
and exchange of livestock products in the days of barter trade gave them an 
exclusive area of decision-making which was of the utmost relevance for the 
survival and reproduction of the social units. The handling of milk and milk 
products and their barter was not a restricted domestic domain, cut off from 
the rest of society; it was to a high degree the production of the society.

Market Integration and Processes of Differentiation

We have seen in the discussion of livestock food resources that the 
estimated amount of animal products produced by the herd cannot satisfy the 
nutritional requirements of the members of the family. The vegetarian 
component in the diet is essential, and more so in poor households than in 
others, and in dry seasons than in wet. In rich families, however, emerging 
food priorities and ready-made cash manifest themselves in a non-essential 
consumption of maizemeal, tea and sugar. Reliance on purchased foodstuffs 
appears to be a general trend in East Africa for pastoralists (cf. Swift, 1979; 
Hjort, 1981; Ensminger, 1984; Århem, 1985), and the degree to which food 
needs are satisfied on a regular basis by purchases may serve as an indication 
of market integration (cf. Ensminger, ibid.).

To illustrate the articulation between the pastoral subsistence economy 
and market integration we shall look at a case which shows the varieties and 
seasonal variations in foodstuffs bought, and the interdependence between 
purchased foodstuffs and subsistence production.



Case 4 : Lesenua’s House
For 4 four-week periods over a span of eight months, from September to 

May, a woman named Lesenua wrote down everything she bought in the shops 
for the consumption of her dependants, i.e. the members of her house. 
Lesenua had four years of schooling which is why she could write. She and her 
family lived as pastoralists in a dry part of Kajiado.

The purpose of the exercise, which was repeated by other women but not 
as systematically as for Lesenua, was to obtain detailed, reliable information 
on foodstuff expenses and, furthermore, to assess the inter-relationship 
between milk yield from the herd and reliance on bought foodstuffs. The aim 
was not primarily to provide information representative of a larger sample but 
rather to understand the dynamics of market dependence with regard to 
family production.

It should be noted that the purchase of beer, liquor and bar food (roast 
meat), mainly consumed by the husband, was not included because, firstly, 
Lesenua did not know how much money her husband spent on such items and, 
secondly, alcohol strictly speaking is not a foodstuff. Expenditure onbeerand 
home-distilled liquor is obviously quite high in many Maasai families and 
therefore probably also in this one. Lesenua herself did the major part of the 
shopping and since she was her husband’s only wife he would always bring 
back to her whatever foodstuffs he bought when he did the shopping 
occasionally. The family unit consisted of Lesenua, her husband and four 
children of ten, seven, five and three years of age. Another adult woman lived 
with the family temporarily; she was the daughter of the husband’s youngest 
brother and was divorced and had a young child whom she was nursing. The 
eldest daughter, aged ten, lived with the family of Lesenua’s mother’s brother 
during the first two recording periods to help with the domestic chores. By the 
third recording period, the divorced woman was remarried and had moved 
with her child to her second husband. (She had actually not been married 
before but had eloped with a man who had failed to fulfil the livestock 
demands of her father.) However, the eldest daughter had come home by then 
and the difference in consumption needs due to this change in household 
composition was not very significant.

The family, like all their neighbours, was badly hit by drought in the mid 
1970s and consequently had very few animals: 7 cattle and 8 sheep and goats 
in all. When I first got to know the family in 1975, they had 18 cattle and more 
than 20 sheep and goats but successive droughts in the area as well as 
mismanagement of the herd by the husband had made the family totally



reliant on cash income for their subsistence. Compared to Pratt and Gwynne’s 
minimum requirement of well over 5 tropical livestock units per capita, we 
find the family with something like 1.3 units per adult equivalent - far below 
this limit.

During the first recording period (September-October), Lesenua had no 
lactating cows, but she had two cows in milk during the second period 
(November-December) and during the third (February-March) and fourth 
period (April-May). The daily milk yield from these two cows varied from 1.6 
litres in November-December to 2.9 litres in February-March and 3.6 litres at 
the height of production in April-May.

The goods recorded below in Table I were bought in the local shops, 
situated 3-4 kms. from where the family lived. Women usually buy foodstuffs 
in small quantities and carry them back home themselves. Those who live 
farther from trading centres and shops use donkeys, particularly for transpor
ting grain.

During the first recording period, Lesenua went 12 times to the shops, 10 
times during the second and 5 and 7 times during the third and fourth periods, 
respectively.

From Table II it is evident that consumption of foodstuffs such as maize- 
meal, vegetables and cooking fat is higher during September-October than 
during April-May. The obvious reason for this is that there is enough milk 
during the rainy season for it to become an important item in the diet both as 
an addition to porridge and gruel and as an ingredient in tea. The significant 
decrease in purchased fat is partly due to the above-mentioned change in diet 
but also because the women themselves usually prepare ghee at this time of 
the year.12 But having a small herd, this particular family never had enough 
milk and was dependent on purchased foodstuffs throughout the year (see 
Table 1). It should be noted that Lesenua even bought powdered milk to put 
into the tea for her youngest children when all her cows were dry.

During recording periods Ι-ΙΠ, no animals at all were slaughtered in the 
enkang (a homestead with six gates). A number of sheep and goats died of 
ECF (East Coast Fever) and malignant catarrh, and were eaten. In the middle 
and end of April, i.e. at the beginning of recording period IV, 8 smallstock 
(mainly sheep) and one medium-sized steer were slaughtered to celebrate the 
circumcision of two girls belonging to two different families. Lesenua’s family 
certainly shared in the consumption of the meat but it is hard to estimate in 
what quantities. The meat was consumed in a few days and during this time 
a number of visitors from homesteads in the neighbourhood also came to the 
enkang’.



TABLE I
RECORDED PURCHASED FOODSTUFFS AND HOUSEHOLD- 

GOODS BY QUANTITY AND PRICE 1980-1981

(Talle, 1981)

Goods bought nos of times quantities in kg price/shs
I II Ill IV I II Ill IV I II III IV

Maizemeal 9 9 7 5 44 34 34 22 72 66 66 44
Sugar 8 8 7 5 61 81 7 5 29 38 32 22
Tea - 5 1 2 - 1 1 - - 12 4 5
Cooking Fat 4 4 3 1 3 21 2 1 41 36 29 7
Wheatmeal 4 - 1 - 8 - 2 - 23 - 6
Cabbage 4 6 4 2 4 61 4 2 13 19 12 6
Potatoes 5 4 3 2 4 4 3 2 12 12 9 6
Tomatoes 2 - 4 1 11 - 4 1 6 - 16 4
Beans 3 3 1 2 2 3 1 2 8 12 4 14
Onions 1 1 - 1 1 1 - 1 2 2 5
Maize 1 2 - 1 1 2 - 1 1 3 1
Rice - - - 1 - - - 1 - - 4
teat - 1 1 - - 1 į - - 10 7
Milk powder 6 - - - - - - _ 20 _
Salt 2 1 - - - - - - 2 1
Curry Powder 1 1 - - - - - - 2 1 _

Washing Powder 4 1 - - - - - - 20 3 _
Soap 1 - - - - - - - 1

Stotai sum spent on purchased foods and 
household goods during the four periods

I II III IV
252/- 215/- 185/- 118/-

1) I, II, III, IV refer to the different recording periods.
I - September-October II - November-December III - February-March 
IV - April-May
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I made similar recordings for other families and found that maizemeal, 
sugar and tea constituted major components of the daily diet of a majority of 
pastoral households, irrespective of wealth, but that certain items, especially 
maizemeal and cooking fat, tended to decline with a higher percentage of milk 
in the diet. Similar observations have been made from group ranch families 
in Kaputiei (Nestel, 1985) and from Maasai households in Ngorongoro, Tan
zania (Århem, 1985). The consumption of maizemeal is, however, more likely 
to be optional in wealthy families and often a m atter of preference rather than 
need.

If we compare this case with a survey of more prosperous pastoralists 
living on a group ranch not far away, we find that our family has overall ahigher 
consumption of maizemeal, cooking fat and sugar than the average ranch 
family (White and Meadows, 1981). The consumption of maizemeal, for 
instance, accounted for approximately 25 per cent of the diet of the group 
ranch families, while it constituted no less than 40 per cent at any time for 
Lesenua’s family. Likewise sugar constituted only 6 per cent on average for 
the group ranch families while it was 10 per cent or more for this family (cf. 
Table Π). Although the data in the survey and my single case study are not 
statistically matched for comparison, they nevertheless suggest a somewhat 
different consumption pattern between poor and more wealthy families.

As Lesenua’s family was very poor in cattle, her husband did not have 
many animals to dispose of through marketing. He sold one sheep in 
December ( 1979) for 110 shs. which he claimed was too low a price, but he said 
that he had no option because the family badly needed the money. At this 
particular time the family’s regular cash income derived partly from handic
raft work which Lesenua did for the development centre and partly from any 
casual work her husband was lucky enough to find. He had three different jobs 
during the time I knew them: as a worker at the tannery at the development 
centre, as a night watchman in Nairobi and as a casual worker at the Magadi 
Soda Company about 40 kms. from their home. He drank heavily which, as 
I understood it, was the main reason why he was dismissed from his various 
jobs. At the time he married Lesenua he had a job as a combined clerk and 
messenger at the development centre because he had had some formal edu
cation. This was considered to have been a good, secure job and a perfect 
combination with a small livestock herd which was herded by his younger 
brothers at that time.





The families in the enkang’ (including Lesenua’s family) earned some 
cash by selling manure from the cattle corral to traders from Nairobi and its 
suburbs. The women also sporadically cultivated maize and beans (two in
married Kikuyu women lived in the enkang’) but since the 1976 drought they 
have not ventured to cultivate again. They argue that there is no ”profit” in 
cropping because the sun ”kills everything”. They are right; the area is bare 
and dry (average rainfall 500-600 mm.) and quite unsuitable for rainfed agri
culture.

Lesenua’s family is a typical example of a production unit with an increa
sing imbalance between the number of animals and the people dependent on 
them. The herd does not suffice to maintain the family at a pastoral standard, 
i.e. to keep them on a pastoral diet and allow them to participate as 
contributers in a redistribution system of exchanges of livestock and livestock 
products. For this family there is no real alternative outside the pastoral sector 
and therefore they must try to eke out a living from the meagre production of 
the herd supplemented by casual employment. The husband is seldom at 
home during the day. If not looking for employment, he frequents the neigh
bouring homesteads in search of beer and the company of friends. His 
absence leaves the wife and those children who are not yet in school with daily 
chores and the management of the livestock. The few animals that they 
possess graze within sight of the homestead and herding tasks may be carried 
out by Lesenua at the same time as she performs her other household duties.

Besides her income from the handicraft work and whatever money her 
husband may be able to give her for feeding the children, Lesenua relies 
heavily on the generosity of relatives. She is considered to be a very gentle and 
hard-working woman and many agree that her fate is undeserved. In 
particular, she gets much support from her wealthy mother’s brother who lives 
nearby. It is apposite to mention here that as they are responsible for feeding 
the children, poor Maasai women frequently approach relatives, their own as 
well as those of their husbands, to ”beg” a milch cow or to claim a previous 
livestock promise made to them, for instance at their circumcision. Destitute 
women mobilize such promises and channels of acquiring animals with va
rying success.13

It is largely thanks to Lesenua’s efforts and personality that the family 
manages to maintain a decent standard of living although they are poor. The 
prospects of building up the herd again are not too bright. Management 
strategies will have to concentrate on quick reproduction so that within a 
period of some ten years, when Lesenua’s sons have reached marriageable



age, the herd will be large enough to supply them with animals to enable them 
tó continue living as pastoralists. In the meantime, the girls will be married 
off and there is always a chance that the family might acquire some extra 
animals through the inkishu e ntito.

I visited the family again in October 1984. Lesenua told me that her 
eldest daughter was to be circumcised during her next school, holiday in 
December. Lesenua’s husband had already ”sold” {amir) the daughter to a 
man of the ilnyangusi age-set, i.e. one age-set above his own. Lesenua did not 
know how many animals he had taken for the girl, but supposed them to be 
a considerable number.

A general trend of differentiation among the Maasai can be seen from 
the way that poorer families have to buy more food relative to wealthier 
families. Purchased foodstuffs are expensive and often less nutritious than 
animal products (cf. Nestel, 1985). W henafamilypoorinlivestockwealthhas 
an additional income to meet its subsistence requirements, as Lesenua did 
with her handicraft work, the members of the family can manage to continue 
their pastoral pursuits even with only a small herd. On the other hand, if they 
are dependent on revenues from animal sales to buy food, the process of im
poverishment and dependency is very real.

The rate of sedentarization is often a good indication of poverty, or non
viability, in pastoral societies (cf. Barth, 1964). The growing need for cash and 
lack of cash resources seem to encourage poor, non-viable pastoral families 
to settle close to trading centres and small towns where job opportunities, or 
market and cropping facilities, are better. Such trends of sedentarization have 
also been observed in other areas as for instance among the Barabaig in 
Tanzania (Talle, 1974). There the settlement preferences of the households 
pursuing various combinations of pastoral and agricultural economic activi
ties, with a concentration on the former, generated a regional form of dense 
settlement (and cultivated fields) in proximi tyto centres and permanent water 
points, and more sparsely distributed settlements (mainly pastoral house
holds) further away from the centres on the ”periphery”. This process in turn 
constrained the management strategies of pastoral households by making the 
access to permanent water sources more difficult for them (ibid.).

Among the Maasai similar processes are noticeable. Poor pastoralists 
owning only a few cattle find it more suitable to live in the vicinity of 
permanent water sources because, firstly, driving small herds long distances



is difficult work (they tend to move very slowly) and, secondly, since the 
animals are few, grazing is normally not conceived of as a big problem even 
if the families live in relatively crowded areas. Furthermore, for people 
dependent upon the regular purchase of foodstuff, the distance to the shops 
and market places is important. In addition, we have noted that it is usually 
easier to get casual jobs or to market one’s products at the centres.

The residence priorities pursued by many destitute pastoralists in 
settling close to trading centres, however, appear to lead to neglect in the 
management of the family herd. Thereby they reinforce the vicious circle in 
which the poor find themselves. The scope for herd growth under these 
circumstances is limited, not only because of the actual poverty of the family 
but also because of bad herding conditions for the few animals they have. 
Once the herd number drops below a certain limit, Maasai men seem to 
become less interested in the management of their animals and consequently 
leave a great deal of the responsibility to their wives (cf. de Souza, 1982). Poor 
Maasai men orient themselves more and more away from the herds and 
pastoral pursuits towards wage employment and ”town life”. The careless
ness and neglect of the husband and the oppressive working hours of the wife 
combined with her restricted herding experience certainly do not provide the 
best chances for the herd to prosper.

At the level of the family, the transformation of the pastoral economy 
from subsistence to a market-oriented production manifests itself in, among 
other things, increased consumption of purchased foodstuffs, new manage
ment strategies, alternative production priorities and a growing need for cash. 
At an aggregate or societal level, it appears to generate a rapid economic 
stratification of the Maasai population into ”haves” and ”have nots” (Ndaga- 
la, 1982:35-36) and to make herd-owners less ready to redistribute resources. 
As already mentioned, the Maasai complain about the deterioration of affinal 
relations but they also feel that age-mates do not respect each other as much 
as they used to do. The less fortunate Maasai are especially sensitive to the 
declining solidarity on the part of the wealthy.

During the maize shortage in Kenya in 1980 many pastoralists suffered 
badly from hunger. Once when I visited a Maasai family some of the younger 
adults had not eaten any solid food for three days. They had only drunk black 
tea (a pauper’s drink, they said). This family had a good number of animals 
but in relation to the size of the family the herd was far too small to feed them 
comfortably except during the wet season. In the dry season most of the cows 
dry up and thus milk shortages are likely to occur even for a family with a large



herd.
This particular family had lost many of its animals during the drought in 

the mid 1970s. The present imbalance in the ratio of people to cattle was 
reflected, inter alia, in the composition of the herd. Females accounted for as 
much as 83 per cent of the animals, which meant that the family had very few 
adult steers suitable to market. This left them with a shortage of cash for 
buying maize at black market prices. The father, a man of the retired elders’ 
age-grade, tried to revive his relationship with a stock-friend, now a very rich 
private rancher, to whom he had given a steer many years before when the two 
men were more equal in wealth. His attempt to recover an animal for sale 
failed, however. The wealthy age-mate refused to help on the pretext that the 
bad conditions prevailing in the area put a strain even on his resources. 
Although the poor man knew that his friend was lying, he had to accept the 
explanation given to him at its face value in line with age-set norms and 
appropriate behaviour.

Some Maasai express concern with the fact that many of them are 
becoming more reluctant to lend and give each other livestock and livestock 
products, without immediate counter-prestations in the form of cash, kind or 
services. As the case above illustrates, people are becoming negligent about 
returning favours or compensating for old "debts". A consequence of this 
seems to be a strengthening of the family unit at the expense of the larger units 
based on lineage and age-set relationships. As a female informant put it "The 
family, i.e. close relatives, are the only ones you can rely on these days". The 
lack of depth of genealogical ties and a stress on matrifllial relations may very 
well facilitate a reinforcement of the narrow family unit to the disadvantage 
of lineage solidarity.

There is a steadily growing number of impoverished pastoralists who 
have few chances of building up their herds again save through employment, 
orwho take employmentfor sheer survival. This has solved some of the labour 
problems of the richer Maasai families, in particular with herding but also with 
domestic chores. The richer families can afford and prefer to educate their 
children instead of keeping them at home as herders or domestic servants. 
This tendency in choice of strategy which accentuates social stratification is 
not only a Maasai phenomenon, but is reported from many other areas in 
Kenya (cf. for example, Dahl, 1979; Ensminger, 1984).

In the Maasai context, differences in wealth do not necessarily mean 
differences in status. Although poor people are always at risk of losing 
prestige, the causes of their poverty are intimately linked with social respec-



lability. Those who have become poor through misfortune or bad luck may 
still count on the help of kinsmen and age-mates; those whose poverty is a 
consequence of mismanagement, carelessness and alcoholism, on the other 
hand, have very little esteem and are ignored by others in all respects.

Many of the families that for whatever reason do not manage to rebuild 
their herds become permanent dependants (esinga) on more wealthy families. 
In some homesteads, notably on individual ranches, a patron-client relation
ship between rich and poor pastoralists seems to develop. The rich are not 
only the material providers for the poor but also their protectors socially and 
politically. Men without livestock property (olaisinani, pi. ilaisinak\ ”poor 
men”) do not have a ”voice” vis-à-vis rich men. They have no means of 
opposing the will of the men on whom they are materially dependent. ”They 
have to work and keep quiet”, said one informant. The situation is similar for 
poor women who rely on others for milk. They cannot refuse a favour to a 
woman on whom they are dependent, such as gathering firewood or running 
errands to the shops, or they risk the withdrawal of their milk ration. We have 
seen how milk, the daily foodstuff that everybody disposes of, has got a new 
dimension that it did not have formerly. From being an asset which cirucla- 
ted freely in equal relations within the context of the enkang’, it has become 
a source of conflict and competition and has given rise to an unequal 
relationship between women of the family and the homestead.

Those who live as dependants upon richer relatives and age-mates or as 
contracted herders for owners of large herds sometimes complain bitterly 
about their fate, because they know that there are very few chances for them 
to become independent herdsmen again within the pastoral sector. At the 
same time, they are aware that the opportunities for a livelihood outside 
pastoralism are limited. The prospects of life as a nightwatchman in Nairobi 
or as a vagrant in a peri-urban slum are not very attractive. As dependants, 
the poor have minimal influence and power but they are provided for 
materially. As with the relationship between the olcekut (”herder”) and his 
father-in-law, the relationship between patron and client may be cordial and 
friendly and may eventually lead to independence for the client. The frequen
cy and variations of dependency-relations of various forms may explain why 
many Maasai manage to survive after all, although they often do not have a 
single animal.

Ideologically, the Maasai like to think of misfortune as an inherent part 
of pastoral life but as only a passing phenomenon for the individual. Their 
conceptualization of equality is based on the experience that most people who



have been struck by misfortune recover. Present-day realities have dramati
cally changed this attitude, mainly because the relative number of animals per 
capita has fallen (there is fewer to redistribute) and generosity among people 
is less widespread. Families which have dropped below a certain level seem 
to stay there. The actual concentration of wealth appears to persist and to be 
transmitted through families, thus leading to permanent economic differen
tiation (Waller, 1985), and more and more pastoral Maasai are approaching 
this critical limit. Once the process of impoverishment has begun in the 
individual case it seems to be difficult to halt. The smallest lapse or slightest 
mistake in herd management or social performance may have fatal conse
quences. The following example serves to demonstrate the narrow margins 
within which many pastoral Maasai families operate.

During the drought of 1984 a moran from a poor household went 
with two of his age-mates to an enkang’ located some distance from their 
own home and stole two rams which they slaughtered in the bush at a 
meat-camp. The morans were very hungry and had not had any meat for 
a long time. The owner of the sheep thought that the culprits were the 
morans in his neighbouring enkang and accused them of the misdeed. 
The latter, in order to save themselves, had to give away those who had 
actually done it. They had found out by examining the footprints of the 
thieves.

The moran and his two friends were fined by a court composed of 
the administrative chief and the local elders. The penalty was four 
animals from each thief. Fines for livestock thefts are very heavy.14 A 
ram has to be compensated with two calves of either sex, and two rams 
meant four calves in this case. The fine was a big blow for the house to 
which the moran belonged. Before the theft their total number of 
animals was nine but afterwards they were left with only five females. 
The house consisted of a mother, her three adult sons (including the 
moran), two young daughters and ayoung boy of about seven. The eldest 
son was married and had a daughter. He and his wife lived with the 
mother. The house had recently separated from the father’s homestead 
and established its own family. The mother and her elder sons despaired 
over the incident but at the same time sympathized with the morans; 
they knew that they had been very hungry. The loss of the male animals 
meant that the house was left without any marketable animals and con
sequently without a source of income.



Differences in wealth have always existed and are a recognised fact 
among the pastoral Maasai. Wealthy people (olkitok: ”big man”) are 
considered to be ”blessed” (i.e. lucky). They have a high prestige and often 
enjoy an influential position in the community. Age-group spokesmen are 
commonly selected from rich families as their wealth, being a sign of a blessed 
state, may bring good luck to the rest of the age-group. To choose a poor man 
for such an important position would be a bad omen.

The conceptualization of ”equality” (erisioroto: ”balance”) in Maasai 
society does not primarily refer to absolute equality in terms of livestock 
wealth but rather to equal opportunities for social mobility and a random 
distribution of misfortune in situations of distress. The social commitments 
of the blessed ones to help others and disperse their surpluses through 
institutionalized rituals of sharing and exchange of animals are part of this per
ception of equality. The representation of equality for Maasai pastoralists is 
the reproduction and functioning of such cultural mechanisms of redistribu
tion. If they break down, differences in livestock wealth and other resources 
become manifest and are likely to be perpetuating.



NOTES

1) A family will normally have much more milk for consumption in the wet rather than 
in the dry season. The biggest difference recorded in my field work was eight-fold. At 
the peak of production (May), one family had 60.68 litres every day but only 7.56 liters 
at the end of the dry season (October). The family comprised the following members: one 
man, his four wives, a grown-up son, two daughters-in-law and 18 children of various ages 
below 16 years of age. In May, the women in the family together milked 37 cows, giving 
an average yield for human consumption per cow per day of 1.64 litres; in October they 
milked 21 cows (mostly the same lactating cows, as only a few had calved in the meantime) 
but now the cows gave a daily average yield of only 0.36 litre.

If we translate the people into adult equivalents (cf. Pratt and Gwynne, 1977) for 
calculating nutritional needs, we find that this family unit regularly had about 19 adult 
equivalents to feed. Given that 75% of the diet consisted of milk these adult equivalents 
would need 331,000 calories (kJ 1.386.900) daily supplied by milk which means a 
minimum production of 47.3 litres of milk per day. And in order for the whole family to 
live on a pure milk diet, 63 litres a day would be needed, provided that the milk was dis
tributed equally between houses. From April to the end of June, the combined milk yield 
of the different houses would be sufficient for the family to live almost exclusively on a 
milk diet as they produced about 60 litres. Approximately 13 litres, however, were sold 
locally almost every day during these two months. The milk yield gradually decreased 
from July onwards with a noticeable fall at the end of August. By September-October, 
production was at its lowest and the people complained that they only had ”milk for tea”. 
In September, for instance, only 21% of the diet could consists of milk. The dry season 
the year after was even worse due to extremely low rainfall; the family could only satisfy 
12% of their daily calorific needs with milk. I have used the calculation given in Pratt and 
Gwynne (1977) which equates 1 child to 0.62 adult equivalents and allows every adult a 
daily consumption of 2,300 calories (kJ 9.600). In view of the light build of many 
pastoralists, combined with a scarcity of food, it is likely that a number of Maasai consume 
fewer calories, at least during some periods of the year (cf. Table Π).

2) Based on an economic survey of group and individual ranches in Kajiado District, 
White and Meadows claim that ”the individual ranch household’s diet is changing faster 
than that of group ranch households’ to a more cereal-based diet and away from a sub
sistence milk diet” (1981:126). They suggest that this is motivated by choice and not pri
marily by poverty. This corresponds to my own observations of wealthy pastoralists, 
including those living on group ranches.

3) Veterinarian experts claim that most Maasai underfeed their calves and therefore 
retard their growth significantly. This is especially the case during the dry season (pers. 
comm, from staff at the Ministry of Livestock Development; Pratt and Gwynne, 1977).

4) Various types 
emala  
olote

enkukurì 
or olkukurí 
esiangau 
enkayiam

olmosori

of calabashes: 
big calabash for storing milk.
narrow, medium-sized calabash, may be drunk from, also used for 
storing.
used for milk, small opening, easier to keep flies away from milk.

used for milking when children milk, short with a large opening, 
a small calabash for children, also carried by brides at marriage on 
their way to the husband's home, 
big, round calabash used for brewing.



em okor varies in size and shape, used for churning milk and storing beer, the
small ones used for drinking beer. 

olulet bottle shaped and of various sizes, used for storing body fat (mixed
with leaves and roots) and used by morans and girls. Iloibonok  use 
them for keeping stones.

5) Recorded plants used for cleansing calabashes:

oloinen, pl.ilorienito wild olive
olmakarikara,pUlmakarikaran  
oldoroko, pUldorokan  
oseki, pi Isek  
olmungushi 
olmisigiyioi pUlmisigio 
olkirgirri 
ositeti = oreteti 
olokii
oesinoni, pidsinon 
olmagirigrianye, pUl-magaigirianyie 
olmargia

sandpaper tree”

wait-a-bit thorn” 
barkcloth fig”

- olea chrysophylla
- justicia uncimeata
- cordia rothii
- cordia ovalis

- rhus villosa L
- acacia brevispica
- ficus natalensis

- lippia specialis
- lantuana salvifolia
- phyllantus

6) Two examples of meat consumption:
A. During one year, a family in my sample slaughtered 15 smallstock, 3 medium-sized 
steers and 1 cow. This would give something like 750 kgs. of meat for consumption which 
would be 4,100 calories (kJ 17.180) on average per day. Divided by the number of adult 
equivalents in the family, the meat slaughtered would constitute as much as 9% of the 
daily calorific requirements. During the same year, 1 cow, 1 medium-sized and 3 small 
calves and a number of smallstock died. Most of these animals were eaten. If added to 
the above calculation, the average daily consumption of meat would increase. Occasio
nally, the family bought meat at the local butcher’s, although that was mostly for 
consumption by the father and his visitors. The meat slaughtered was also shared with 
people/visitors from neighbouring homesteads which lowered the share for the family 
members.
B. Another family - two brothers who lived together with their mother, wives and children 
- slaughtered only 3 smallstock during a one-year period, but 2 cows, 1 heifer and 5 small- 
stock died in the same period and were consumed. In total, these animals constituted 410 
kgs. of meat and covered a little less than 7.5% of the calories needed per adult equivalent 
per day. The family lived together with 13 other families in a large homestead and when 
mature animals were slaughtered most of the people got a share. During April and May 
(1981) 5 cows, 2 mature steers, 3 male calves and 2 heifers died from East Coast Fever. 
One calf and a heifer died of unknown diseases. These animals were consumed (Talle, 
1981).

7) Mature steers, sometimes immature steers and heifers are the categories of animals 
usually bled. (A heifer is bled when a woman has given birth to a girl.) Informants claim 
that they take 1 1 /2 - 2  litres from a big animal and about 1 litre from a young one. If 
animals are bled for subsistence requirements the same animal is not bled more than 
every 1 1 /2 - 2  months and usually less frequently (every 3-4 months).

8) Included in this sample was the family of the age-group spokesman, the olaiguenani, 
who disposed of far more animals for slaughter during the recording period than the other 
families. During the final stages of moranhood when the morans move from their local 
em anyata and gather in the emanyata e unoto, the father of the olaiguenani gave his son 
a total of 3 mature steers, 8 cows and 1 sheep to slaughter for his age-mates; 5 of these 
cattle are included in the figures referred to.



9) For the circumcision of a daughter, one family bought 3 1/2 bags of sugar (at 50 kgs. 
each), 12 packages of wheat flour (at 2 kgs. each), 4 big tins of cooking fat (at 2kgs. each), 
1 debe ( 18-20 litres) of rice, salt and curry powder. The cash expenses amounted to 1,856 
shs. In addition, there was the slaughtering of 2 mature steers and 2 sheep plus 2 debes 
of potatoes cultivated by themselves (this family lives in Loita, Narok), i.e. by the girl’s 
paternal grandmother. The father also paid the circumciser 50 shs. (In addition to the 
money, the circumciser was also given the neck and the stomach of a steer and the rump 
of a sheep for the work). In total the expenses (incl. market value of slaughtered beasts) 
of the circumcision feast amounted to some 5.500 shs.

10) The herds in Loita which I surveyed, for instance, had a commercial offtake of only 
3-4%. This is low compared to places nearer to Nairobi market, e.g. Elangata Wuas and 
Isenya which had offtakes of around 10%.

11) In places such as Emali on the border with the agricultural Kamba where donkeys are 
widely used for transport, a male donkey fetched 1,500 shs. in 1985, while the price is only 
half that in other places.

12) Ghee (clarified butter) can theoretically be produced all year round as long as milk 
is available. In fact, during the dry season the butter fat content is higher than at other 
times but, on the other hand, it is not profitable to boil the milk and skim the cream when 
there is only a small amount available.

13) When a woman collects a sheep or a goat she has been promised, for example on the 
day of her circumcision, she should take a present to the ”giver” such as a blankets, some 
sugar or some tobacco. These symbolize her inferior position vis-á-vis the giver. 
According to Maasai moral code it is very unusual and impolite to ask a favour or 
"forgiveness” from social superiors such as a father, a father’s brother, an elder brother 
or an age-set elder without first presenting a gift. To arrive ”by mouth only” may provoke 
displeasure in the giver and put a strain on the relationship.

14) A cow or bull has to be compensated with 7 heifers, a steer with 5 heifers, a goat or 
ram with 2 calves and a pregnant cow with 12 heifers if she is carryinga male calf (7 for 
the cow and 5 for the calf), but 14 heifers if it is a  female calf (7 + 7). The compensation 
functions in such a way that every person participating in a raid has to pay the stipulated 
number of animals with the result that a cattle theft may be quite lucrative for the claimant 
if the thief is discovered.

One man I was told of built up his herd in this way. Ten morans stole two pregnant 
cows from his homestead but one of them leaked the information and the theft was di
scovered. The two cows were found to be carrying female calves (the cows were 
slaughtered in the bush by the morans). The ten culprits were fined 28 cattle each (7 + 
7x2).  In total, the man was compensated with 280 cattle for the two cows stolen. This 
incident took place during the early 1960s. Today this man is a wealthy pastoralist, which 
he presumably was not prior to the theft.



THE DWINDLING AUTONOMY OF THE HOUSE

We have now reached the final chapter of the study. On the basis of the 
preceding description and analysis this chapter will depict emerging trends of 
change and alternative forms of gender organization.

As we have seen manifested, inter alia, in marriage arrangements, 
Maasai female-male relations are unequal in the sense that women are 
subordinated ideologically and structurally to men. On the other hand, 
through the institution of the ”house” women are able to dispose of livestock 
products independently, to make allotments of livestock to sons and to defend 
and negotiate sons’ pending rights to livestock. By being ”owners” and 
managers of houses, women control the main areas of productive and 
reproductive activities and this role constitutes the basis of their autonomy 
and gives them a strong identity as pastoralists.

This chapter looks at the weakening of the semi-independent status of the 
house within the family. I shall argue that the commercialization of the 
economy favours and strengthens the male control of means of production, 
while at the same time reducing the control maintained by women. To put it 
briefly and somewhat simplistically, extensive marketing of livestock appears 
to encourage exclusive control and individuation of cattle wealth. Apart from 
the consequences for gender relations and for the construction of women and 
men as persons within this system, individual families are becoming more re
luctant to involve themselves in livestock exchanges and free distribution of 
livestock and livestock products unless they are closely related to the reci
pients. This is a process which threatens the redistributive system on which 
the concept of pastoral equality rests. The individual family’s desire for self- 
sufficiency is reflected in emerging residential preferences and in alternative 
management strategies for the production units. These two processes, the 
stratification of society as a whole and a growing inequality between the sexes, 
seem to go hand in hand in the Maasai case and have in fact been widely 
documented from many other societies in sub-Saharan Africa (cf. Leacock, 
1980; Pala, 1980; Sanday, 1981; Ensminger, 1984, among others).



We saw earlier that there is a trend towards a breaking-up of the enkang’ 
into smaller residential units consisting only of the polygynous, monogamous 
or agnatically extended family. We also saw that, within a society where 
sharing and cooperation are very important cultural values, single-family 
homesteads were disapproved of until recently but that they are gradually 
becoming more common, notably on well-established group ranches such as 
those in Kaputiei.

The pioneers in isolating themselves in separate homesteads have been the 
individual ranchers. They have been reluctant to accept other herd-owners 
living with them on their privately adjudicated land, partly because of 
potential competition for grazing resources, but also because of the risk of 
livestock diseases being transmitted to their own herds, which are often (not 
always) operated on a commercial basis and geared towards beef production. 
The other families who do live with the individual ranchers in their home
steads, however, are mostly dependent relatives or poor people who, by 
agreement, offer their labour in return for money and/or compensation in the 
form of livestock and livestock products. Being stockless, they constitute 
hardly any threat to the condition of the range resources. As far as settlement 
patterns and house types are concerned, the individual ranchers act as "agents 
of change" (Barth, 1981).

It is important to mention that the individual ranches are predominantly 
owned by the educated and wealthier people in the community. Some of them 
hold administrative posts as chiefs. Other Maasai have an ambivalent attitude 
towards the individual ranchers. They are both despised and admired. While 
their private appropriation of common land resources is resented and 
regretted, their progressive herd management and subsequent high numbers 
of animals are the object of much esteem. In the successful individual ranchers 
lies the embryo of a pastoral elite and the image of the Maasai husbandman 
of the future. They are the advocates of maendeleo (Kiswahili: 
”development”,”progress”) and those who have ”forged ahead” (eshomo 
dukuya). They are proud of themselves and feel appointed to lead the others.

Many group ranchers have followed the example of the individual ranchers 
and settled in smaller homesteads, thus indirectly withdrawing from the 
immediate obligations of communal sharing and redistribution of livestock 
and livestock products. The emerging preference for living in smaller



residential units may also reflect environmental conditions; shortage of 
grazing resources, for instance, favours a dispersion of family herds into 
smaller herding groups. Furthermore, a tendency towards residential perma
nence encourages people to restrict their numbers in one spot in order to avoid 
continued deterioration of the range around their dwelling place.

There is also a tendency among the group ranchers to claim more exclusive 
control of the land close to their homesteads by manipulating and exploiting 
the notion of the olopololi (cf. Chapter ΠΙ, p. 52). Those who can afford it 
frequently fence the olopololi or a similar field near the enkang’ with thom- 
bushes. These trends are again most noticeable on the Kaputiei ranches, 
although they are not absent in other places. .According to de Souza (1982) 
when referring to Kaputiei, access to the olopololi resources is

potentially more important now than was the case in the past when they 
were smaller in size.... It should be noted that some Maasai complain 
that ’olopololis’ have increasingly encroached on communal grazing 
land ... (ibid: 16,19).

In some localities the authorities (i.e. the Chiefs Office) are also beginning 
to hand out letters of authorization popularly called a ”letter of olopololi” to 
individual group ranch members to demarcate an area for their exclusive 
usage around the site where they live. Those who are given such formal letters 
are usually people who have already begun to improve their homesteads by 
building ”modern” houses and erecting fencing. The ”letter of olopololi” is 
thus an official approval of their demonstrated progress.

Such demarcation of the rangeland is rightly conceived of by the group 
ranchers as the first step in subdividing the ranch. The traditional residence 
structure of several families living together in one place and exploiting the 
surrounding land in common is in itself in contradiction to the spatial division 
of the pasture initiated by the land adjudication process. The increasing 
partition of Maasai homesteads into one-family homesteads, however, would 
appear to be a corollary of the redefinition of land tenure. One social 
consequence of the parcelling out of common grazing land into individual 
plots founded on occupancy of a site is severe conflicts among agnatic kin who 
live together in the same homestead. The problem is posed of whose name 
is to be on the ”letter of οΙοροΙοΙΓ. Everyone knows that such a letter is 
imperative for securing a future as pastoralists but also that it cannot be given 
to all the sons if there are several in a family. The ”letter of olopololi” will 
probably eventually be given to all those who have formal membership in the



group ranch.
From being controlled and appropriated communally by the local exploi

tative group, grazing resources are gradually becoming exclusive and transac- 
table. As we saw at the beginning of this study, the first steps in initiating this 
process were taken by the colonial government when it established the section 
boundaries.

The breaking-up of the residential units as a response to changing environ
mental and structural conditions has implications for the organization of 
production, notably on the pooling of labour resources. As emphasized 
above, this is of crucial importance for the task of herding but also for the 
female work tasks organized on a collective basis such as, for instance, help 
in child-birth, house-building and even the tending of children. The increa
sing involvement of young wives in actual herding activities in some areas (cf. 
de Souza, 1982) can be related to this enforced or preferred self-sufficiency 
of the family. The transformation of the residence structures, however, has 
quite different implications for women in poor and wealthier families. 
Women in the more wealthy households, for example, will seldom be faced 
with the same loneliness and dreariness of work as poorer women. Since the 
former have surpluses in terms of milk, animals or cash, they will always be 
in a good position to borrow a daughter from relatives or affines to help with 
the domestic chores and the tending of children. Another alternative is to 
recruit a poor family to live with them as dependants and pay for domestic 
labour.

Women in general complain about the disintegration of the inkangitie and 
assert that they are becoming isolated. This feeling is obviously heightened 
for women living in a monogamous rather than a polygynous or extended 
family. The distance to the next homestead may actually not be very far, 
considering that the tendency is towards smaller but more densely clustered 
homesteads, but a relatively short distance still rules out the possibility of 
women enjoying each other’s company in daily work routines and recreation. 
Women in different homesteads can always visit each other but on the whole 
it is the security of being constantly together with other women that they miss. 
The isolation also seems to increase their labour burden, not necessarily the 
work-load itself but rather the depressing effect of working alone. For many 
it is little less than a disaster to be poor, isolated and perhaps even married 
to a man who is absent for shorter or longer periods in search of employment.

The transformation of the residential pattern is not only a question of 
homestead size but is also reflected in the change in form and shape of houses



and enclosures towards more permanent and durable building structures 
(<empamat, pi Impomati). In general, Maas ai houses are becoming larger and 
more heavily built and the enclosures are more stable. Those who can afford 
it build houses with concrete - or mud and wattle - walls and corrugated iron 
(Kiswahili, mabati) roofs in the Western style. In contrast to the enkaji, a conc
rete house is built by paid craftsmen, who are often of non-Maasai origin but 
are assisted by the women in the family. The cost of the labour and the building 
materials is the responsibility of the man who, accordingly, regards himself as 
the owner of the house.

His exclusive possession is symbolized by a lock and key which he either 
carries around his neck or leaves in the custody of the wife he trusts most. 
Wealthy Maasai men favour building concrete or brick houses for their 
personal use, mainly for entertaining strangers and male guests; a concrete 
house is often a prestige investment made by owners of large herds or by the 
wealthy salaried class who retain a residence in pastoral areas where they 
often keep a fair number of animals. When I arrived in such a homestead for 
the first time I was inevitably led to the concrete house. The reception room 
in a concrete house will usually have wooden chairs, a table and sometimes 
simple arm-chairs. Family photos, cuttings from newspapers or periodicals 
and calendars decorate the walls. The house may also have a separate 
sleeping room with beds, sheets and blankets, as well as a room used as a 
combined store and kitchen. The house, as well as its lay-out and furnishings 
expresses, very appropriately, the economic success of the family.

My impression is that many Maasai women would prefer to live in concrete 
houses with mabati roofs rather than to live in the enkaji. They explained the 
advantages chiefly in terms of labour saving: such houses would release them 
from the perpetual smearing and plastering in the rainy season. They 
visualized life as far easier if they had a mabati roof to keep the rain out. A 
leaking roof is something which really upsets the women, partly because the 
house gets cold and uncomfortable and partly because it reminds the women 
not only of the work that awaits them but also of their deprived social situation. 
Several times I heard women swearing and complaining about the lousy 
Maasai way of living while they moved away from the dripping places in the 
house as the rain poured down. In-married Kikuyu women are especially 
likely to be patronizing about Maasai residential standards.

In a survey of about 30 women - many of them poor - in a community about 
60 kms. south of Nairobi, I noticed, perhaps not surprisingly, that the greatest 
wish of many of them was to have a ”proper” house, i.e. one with a mabati roof.



Without stretching the interpretation of the answers too far, I still feel that this 
is an indication of the harsh living conditions many of them have to put up with. 
To them a better house simply means a better way of life, i.e. less work and 
sufficient livestock and cash. By looking around them the reality of their lives 
tells them that women residing in concrete houses are married to wealthy men 
and seem to enjoy a materially easier life; in contrast to themselves these 
women live comfortably and manage to feed their children decently. One of 
the respondents saw a direct inter-relation between the worsening conditions 
of her family and the deterioration of her housing standards. When she first 
married, the family was relatively affluent. The husband had salaried employ
ment and they owned a reasonable number of animals. They were the only 
people in the homestead living in a house with a corrugated iron roof but the 
walls were mud and wattle construction. The house was square in shape and 
even though it was small it was possible to stand upright in it. As misfortunes 
plagued them - droughts, excessive drinking and mismanagement of the herd 
- the house gradually fell to pieces. As long as she could, the woman tried to 
repair it by incessantly patching the walls with a mixture of mud and cow dung 
and filling in the increasing number of holes in the roof with bits and pieces 
of cloth, plastic and cow dung. Finally she had to give in and build herself an 
enkaji. She considered, as did other women in the enkang  that the ever 
deteriorating material situation of the family was symbolized by the decay of 
her house. She felt that her value and integrity were literally being worn away.

However, even among the richest women there are few who enjoy the 
privilege of managing concrete houses, as most wealthy Maasai men usually 
build such houses for themselves and leave their wives to construct and reside 
in their own inkajijik. Therefore it is quite common to find only one concrete 
house in an enkang’·, this is the seat of the father-cum-patron and first and 
foremost a place where he has ample opportunity to aggrandize his position. 
The Maasai men who are prepared to share their houses with their wives are 
in another category. On average they are younger, have some education and 
are usually married to educated women. Educated Maasai aim, to a vast 
extent, to have a marriage on the Western couple model as shaped by the 
Kenyan middle class. Very often it is the educated woman herself who 
initiates the building of a proper house in compliance with her expectations 
of married life. It should not be ruled out that Maasai women, even if they 
admire the concrete houses, often feel more at home in the traditional house 
provided that it is properly built and well maintained because a house built of 
concrete is colder at night and generally less warm and friendly than the enkaji.



Among the Maasai two trends in house types are emerging: 1) a modifica
tion of the enkaji into a heavier and more stable structure reflecting, inter alia, 
a growing permanence of residence, and 2) the brick house built by wealthy 
pastoralists and the educated elite. The latter reflects a re-orientation in 
preferences and life style rather than a necessary adjustment to new environ
mental circumstances.

Hurskainen (1983) has elaborated on the changes in house types among the 
Parakuyo in Central Tanzania from enkaji via tembe (which is a rectangular, 
flat-roofed house of a type common in Tanzania) to, latterly, houses with 
ridged grass roofs. He relates the transition from tembe to ridged-roof houses 
to the availability of a workforce of landless people from neighbouring groups 
seeking employment. The previous change from enkaji to tembe, however, 
was mainly an adaptation to altered environmental circumstances and access 
to other building materials as the Parakuyo moved into an area with more 
wooded and bushy vegetation. Factors such as the growing permanence of 
settlement and cultural borrowing as well as current official policies concer
ning fixed dwellings (cf. Rigby, 1980) are also probably of relevance to the 
most recent changes in house type among the Parakuyo, in addition to 
available labour.

When I visited Barabaig and Maasai ”villages” in Tanzania in 1978, I 
noticed to my surprise that ridged-roof houses were legion in both places. 
These kinds of houses barely existed among the Barabaig when I did field 
research there in the early 1970s. At that time the majority of them lived in 
houses more of the tembe type, modified by certain elements from the house 
type of the neighbouring Iraqw. Ridged-roof houses were not common in the 
Maasai homesteads I visited either. The change in house type among the 
Barabaig and the Maasai when they move into government-organized villages 
appears mainly to be a result of official policies which propagate a certain type 
of house as a sign of development. It is important to note that there is a com
municative aspect associated with the house type people choose to build, 
namely life-style standards. Both in Kenya and Tanzania the economically 
and politically privileged elite are the conveyers of such standards, as exemp
lified by the most successful pastoralists among the Kenyan Maasai. For them, 
to live in brick houses is simply to ”live in style” as befits their position in 
society.

The changes in house structures that we observe among the Maasai, 
Parakuyu and Barabaig prove, not surprisingly, to have organizational conse
quences for the sexual division of labour. In brief, house-building is gradually



being taken over by men. Ndagala (1982) reports from Monduli Juu in 
Tanzania that the change in house types into heavier, more permanent 
structures among the Maasai in the area has

affected the traditional division of labour ... The new type of house 
demands the muscle and skills beyond those possessed by women ... 
Today house construction tasks are done by men except for plastering 
and putting grass on the roofs, which are done by women ... House 
construction is a new area o f cooperation among men. Women on the 
other hand have been relieved of the constant task of repairing houses 
every rainy season (1982:33, my italics).

The present sexual division of labour in house construction as depicted by 
Ndagala for the Monduli Maasai resembles that which I observed among the 
Barabaig.

But among the Maasai in Kenya, the situation is different according to my 
observations. There the men have not begun to do the physically demanding 
work of collecting and putting up the poles which support the house. Instead 
they employ workmen orrely ontheirwives, who continue to do this work even 
when the house increases in size and stability. This often means much heavier 
work for the women, and in particular for poor women who are not able to pay 
for male labour. With the disintegration of the residential units, the help from 
female co-residents can no longer by counted on either. These changes in 
house type and residence pattern will most probably aggravate the work-load 
of many Maasai women of scarce means.

The affluent women of the elite do not face the same problems. On the 
contrary, by being in a position to pay for services or by having poor families 
with a client status residing with them, they are relieved of a lot of physical 
work, whether it be building the house, milking the cows or performing 
ordinary household chores. Thus, for women married to wealthy men, the 
change in house type does not necessarily mean heavier work.

On the other hand, women married to wealthy men who have built 
themselves a concrete house in the enkang’ may feel that their own houses 
have lost a very important dimension, namely as a place for receiving and 
entertaining male visitors. When such a husband has visitors, he may wish to 
welcome them in his own house and will order his wife to bring milk, tea and 
food there. The wife will serve the food but will usually not sit down and 
participate in the talk. If she does not live in the concrete house itself, she will 
be shut off from the former possibility she had of listening to the men’s 
conversation. In this sense wealthy women are often estranged from male



areas of interaction and action to the extent that these were formerly carried 
out in the enkaji. In time it is not unlikely, however, that women married to 
wealthy pastoralists will move into the concrete house, as in fact some of them 
have already done.

We may say that Maasai men, by building their own houses mainly as a 
symbol of the economic and social position they have achieved, have success
fully established themselves within the enclosure. The Maasai think that the 
concrete house competes favourably with the enkaji in terms of attractiveness 
and excellence. The enkaji inevitably appears faded compared with a house 
built of concrete. The internal divisions of the Maasai house into a ”female” 
and ”male” space are now of less importance as the male space has been 
moved to another physical setting altogether to which women have limited 
access. Men have actually conquered new grounds within the enkang’. From 
being confined to the gate-post area and the cattle corral, some of them have 
transgressed the female-male space boundary and encroached on female 
territory.

The Maasai house has its proper place in a traditional enkang’ as described 
above, in which spatial distribution between left and right, female and male, 
”homestead” and ”bush” are meaningful categories which convey messages 
of ordered cosmologies in which women, as occupants of houses, have a self- 
evident and important position. Emerging residence forms and house-types 
in the shape of single-family homesteads and brick houses are a rearrange
ment of Maasai physical structures which will most probably also redefine 
social relations. The disregard of women’s residential preferences as well as 
the devaluation of the enkaji as a dwelling indicate that the female component 
of residence structures is decreasing in importance.

By tradition, the enkaji provides Maasai women with the structural basis 
and physical environment for realizing their roles as mother, wife, feeder and 
tender, roles which are of crucial importance to their self-perception as 
pastoralists and as Maasai women. Even in old age, Maasai women will not 
give up the right to keep their own house. They retain some of their milking 
animals to feed the ”house” on. Old women often have one or two grandchil
dren living with them too. Furthermore, the house is the main locus for 
shaping female identity by the symbolic opposition between the ”house” and 
the ”outside” (cattle corral and ”bush”). With its ”sacred” and safe atmosp
here, the house protects the woman and her young children from the wild and 
dangerous world outside.

The enkaji, therefore, is both a physical construction and an element in the



social structure. The two may be separated analytically but to the people 
involved they are conceptually and empirically interlinked.

Commoditization of Livestock and Transformation of Gender Roles

The enormous transactional capacity of cash and the marketing potential 
of livestock and, to some extent, of livestock products, are factors which seem 
to generate new management strategies and production priorities in a 
majority of Maasai families and thus imply a restructuring of social relations 
of production. Rigby (1980:73) suggests, when referring to the Parakuyo, that 
under the sway of the market economy there has been a "reconceptualization" 
of the herd into a basic and a subsidiary part, i.e. into reproductive animals 
(cows, heifers, bulls) and marketable animals (steers, barren cows, old cows). 
For the Maasai, too, a similar reconceptualization is reflected in, among other 
things, herd composition and selection of marketable animals. It would 
appear that such a distinction is partly invalid in an economy oriented towards 
the survival and reproduction of the social units. In the Maasai subsistence 
economy the progenitive capacity of cows and heifers and their role in the rep
roduction of herds and people have of course always been acknowledged. But 
even steers, old cows, etc. (i.e. slaughter animals), although they do not have 
a procreative potential, are not considered non-productive in the sense of 
being non-valuable within subsistence pastoralism. Through the distribution 
of m eat from slaughtered animals social relations are continuously reconfir
med and consolidated. In addition, animals slaughtered for communal 
consumption have a great ceremonial significance. Large steers in particular 
have a recognized ritual value and by being sacrificed at ceremonial slaugh
terings create a link between human beings and the supernatural. This 
fetishistic aspect of livestock (Bonte, 1981) probably explains why the Maasai 
sometimes say that the most ”valuable” animals in a herd are the mature 
steers (ilmongi Idtuaak) which are often of a formidable size. Conceptually, 
therefore, animals allocated for social and ritual ends are also productive in 
a wider reproductive sense, i.e. for the continuation and reproduction of social 
relations. (A recent aspect which makes mature steers particularly valuable 
is their transactional capacity as market animals which is excelled by no other 
animal in the herd.)

The reconceptualization of the herd with reference to its internal growth 
into a procreative and a non-procreative part has, however, generated 
alternative allocations of steers, barren cows, etc. for individual families. In



lieu of slaughtering such animals and distributing the meat, they can be 
converted into cash via the market system and into procreative animals 
through livestock purchases. The Maasai increasingly prefer the market al
ternative as a means of disposing of surplus animals.

The greater marketing potential of cattle is one reason why it has become 
common to slaughter smallstock instead of cattle at celebrations in the 
enkang’. As noted earlier, the market value of sheep and goats varies quite 
substantially from one area to another in Maasailand but is generally highest 
in places within easy reach of the Nairobi market. It has been reported from 
some group ranches in Kaputiei that families are becoming reluctant to 
slaughter any marketable animals, even smallstock, for minor celebrations in 
the home such as childbirth, name-giving or simply for receiving visitors or 
curing a sick member of the family (cf. White and Meadows, 1981; Grandin, 
1981). Instead of slaughtering a fat ram for a wife in confinement, for instance, 
and preparing the ”soup” for her to drink and regain her strength, the husband 
may now choose to buy a few kilos of meat at the local butcher and ask one 
of the other women assisting at the birth to cook the meat.

Similarly restricted celebrations also took place in my field research areas 
in Kajiado but were explained as a result of poverty rather than choice. 
Because of lack of animals, the family could not ”afford” to give a ”proper” 
celebration for the naming of a child, for instance. The husband provided the 
woman holding the ceremony with a piece of m eat from the butcher, and some 
rice, sugar and tea so that she could prepare a small party for the family only.

It is the women in particular who suffer from the decrease in home 
slaughters as these are the main occasions when they can have any control over 
large amounts of meat. Ceremonies such as marriage and circumcision, which 
are regarded as more important and to which many people come, still require 
the slaughter of cattle and goat equivalents. On these occasions, most of the 
animals are slaughtered in the auluo and, as we saw in the previous chapter, 
only selected cuts of meat reach the women in the homestead.

A decrease in home slaughter not only infringes on the availability of meat 
for women but, perhaps more significantly, also on the importance of the 
house as a locus of productive activities. Through the slaughter, preparation 
and distribution of meat, women’s rights and associations with animals are 
signified in a very direct way. This is a situation which more than any other 
gives them the opportunity to communicate and confirm their identity as 
productive pastoralists, asserting that women too are ”cattle people”. In fact 
the description presented has shown that the construction of Maasai women







as social persons is based upon a preoccupancy with the pastoral pursuit and 
with the care and management of children.

We stated earlier that, within the pastoral production system of the Maasai, 
the animals allocated to the houses have clear subsistence qualities; these 
animals are reserved for the purposes of feeding the family and for reproduc
tion of the house as a social unit by internal distribution. The decrease in the 
relative number of livestock per individual and the growing inequality in 
livestock distribution have made the majority of Maasai families poorer, and 
the distinction between the herd of the house and that of the husband is not 
always applicable to saleable animals. Strictly speaking, many husbands are 
virtually without animals of their own but, given their traditional ascribed 
rights to control all animals belonging to the members of their family, the lack 
of separate animals in no way takes away their authority to market animals 
from the family herd.

To meet the expenses of the family any non-productive animals from the 
herd, whether allotted or not, may be taken. If, as noted earlier, an animal to 
be sold is selected from a wife’s herd, the woman will have no objection to the 
sale as long as the money is needed for legitimate cash expenditures, for 
example feeding or clothing the children. However, a woman will seldom let 
one of her animals go without an argument. Womensometimes complain that 
husbands sell their animals without their knowledge. ”They sell it right there 
while the animals are out grazing and how can we prevent it?”

A recent practice is for Maasai fathers/husbands to market animals from 
the allotted part of the herd without informing or negotiating with other family 
members. This is considered to be disrespectful and is a serious grievance to 
mothers and adult sons, as the following case illustrates:

A father sold a cow belonging to the allotted herd of a married son who 
lived with him and shared the same gate. The father spent the whole of the 
proceeds. 1,200 shs., during a trip he made to a nearby town and obviously 
spent a major part of it on drink. When he came back to the homestead 
after almost a week, he did not ”return anything” to the son. The son was 
furious when he discovered what had happened. He was angry not only 
because his father had sold one of his procreative animals, but also because 
he had taken the animal without informing him or his mother beforehand. 
He asked his father for an explanation. The father, however, turned him 
away and replied, ”The animal was not yours. Did you obtain it yourself? 
Where did you get it from if not from me?” (The father’s answer here



exemplifies Meillassoux’s point of ”anteriority” in productive relations, 
1981:47.) The son had no answer to such an argument. He kept quiet, since 
he knew very well that as long as he stayed with his father his animals would 
be under the latter’s control. The son had no possibility of taking any 
immediate action against the father who was a powerful man in the 
community and had not previously misappropriated any animal from the 
house in such an overt way. The son held his father in great respect and awe 
and was afraid that he might curse him if he pursued the case. The incident 
added to an already tense relationship between the two. Shortly after
wards, the son, his mother and younger siblings left the father’s homestead.

AM aasai father/husband has legitimate authority to take any animal from 
the herd by force but he should nevertheless ask the person(s) who holds 
specific rights to the animal. An autocratic attitude on the part of the husband 
frustrates many wives as well as sons, and is likely to create strained relations 
among the family members. When women disagree with their husbands over 
livestock allocations and try to defend their rights to the animals vis-à-vis their 
husbands, the latter may reply ”Stop talking, woman. Y our animals are in the 
bush. You lost them a long time ago. Go and find them.” The husband is re
ferring to a well-known legend recounted frequently among the Maasai. The 
moral of the legend is that in mythical times both men and women owned 
animals but through mismanagement, carelessness and favouritism towards 
their children, the women lost their animals. The myth says that one morning 
when the women were fighting about whose child was going to herd the 
animals, the animals disappeared and went wild. That is how women lost their 
animals and came to be dependent upon men (cf. Merker, 1910; Llewelyn- 
Davies, 1981; Kipury, 1983). A husband can also put down a wife who 
questions the way he allocates the livestock resources by saying for example, 
”What did you bring from your family? Didn’t you find everything here when 
you came?” As with the father-son example illustrated above, a wife cannot 
argue with her husband when he refers to his prior rights to livestock. Women, 
for their part, base their arguments upon acknowledged Maasai ideals of 
consensus and cooperation even within the context of the family and conjugal 
relations.

Women tend to relate their material poverty to the alienation of their 
livestock property and the lack of access to cash resources. They experience 
these as facts of life which they have very little power to change. Sons, as we 
have seen, try to compensate by detaching themselves as early as possible from



their father’s gate and establishing gates of their own and independent 
households.

Women even leave their husbands if the situation becomes intolerable. 
Nooseuri, for instance, left her husband and her four children 2 1 /2  years ago 
because her husband had used up all the animals through his drinking. She 
has not seen the children since she left, except the eldest son who is at boarding 
school. While she is away from her husband, Nooseuri lives with her half- 
brother from the opposite side of the gate-post, and his wife, children and 
mother. In her half-brother’s homestead Nooseuri has given birth to a daugh
ter. The relationship between Nooseuri and her step-mother has become 
strained. Thelatterisaccusingherof”eatingthepropertyofherson”. During 
this time Nooseuri has collected two heifers and six goats from relatives and 
in-laws. She has decided to return to her husband and children and try to feed 
her house on these animals. Because of her husband’s mismanagement and 
neglect, Nooseuri has the support of his kinsmen. She thinks that she may be 
able to defend the animals against misuse by the husband.

During my field work, I learned of husbands who sold animals which had 
been bought by their wives with their own money, without negotiating with 
them in advance. Sometimes women invest money in livestock if they earn 
some extra cash; some of the women who did bead work for sale did this. In 
principle, any animal acquired by whatever means, which is brought inside a 
man’s gate by some of his dependants, is recognized to be under his primary 
control. However, a Maasai man would normally be much more cautious in 
disposing of an animal bought by a son or a wife by their own efforts. The 
women whose husbands sold their animals felt there had been a grave 
infringement of their rights and dignity. In one extreme case the husband did 
not even return the ”money for the skin”. In such cases a woman can appeal 
to her husband’s lineage group who will support her and reprimand the 
husband. The animal, however, may not be retrieved.

To stop husbands mismanaging the animals their wives have acquired on 
their own (mostly sheep and goats), some women leave their purchased 
animals with their own relatives as a security to turn to if things get bad. Sons 
may also do the same. The son in the case above left a few animals he had 
earned through trade for his brother-in-law (the man married to his sister) to 
herd and look after until he had established his own gate.

In such situations new kinds of interaction between spouses and between 
fathers and sons are likely to arise and conventional privileges to be questio
ned with greater force. The divergent interests in property allocations



between husband and wife, father and sons, come to the surface. Wives and 
husbands frequently have confrontations, especially within families which 
have gradually become impoverished partly through the husband’s mismana
gement of the herd. An irresponsible and careless man seldom has the 
backing of his clansmen and age-mates. Consequently he is in a weak position 
vis-à-vis his wives and sons, a weakness further aggravated by his lack of a well- 
functioning network of stock relations.

The allocation and disposal of animals are a frequent source of conflict in 
most Maasai families. There are indications that such conflicts have been 
accentuated by the increasing commoditization of livestock. This is firstly 
because the disposal of animals for cash is no longer subject to the same 
control by others and, secondly, because the conversion of livestock into cash 
does not constitute a collective gratification for the family members. I shall 
explain further.

When an animal from the ”herd of the house” is given away, slaughtered 
or exchanged by the husband within the traditional Maasai framework as it has 
been outlined in this study, the wives or sons usually have an indirect 
involvement in the transaction. Even if a man takes from a wife’s herd to give 
to a stock-friend and thus extend or reinforce his network, the wife and her 
sons will not be completely estranged from the transaction. At a later stage 
the social relation established by the animal transfer could be revived by them, 
especially by the sons as the successors of their father. And, for example, when 
an animal from her house is slaughtered, a woman will always be given some 
of the meat, except in the few cases of animals being given to age-groups to 
slaughter in the bush. U nder these circumstances the extensive decision
making power vested in the father, or the distinction between utilization and 
disposal rights to animals held by women and men respectively, is of less 
importance. An animal taken from the herd of a woman’s house for 
communal slaughtering or for establishing stock relations was put into a 
system in which women’s rights to livestock were firmly secured.

Animals converted into cash, on the other hand, do not hold much promise 
from a woman’s point of view. Firstly, such a transaction does not entail a 
social relation to be exploited by her and her sons at their convenience; 
secondly, the transaction is hidden, in the sense that a woman can neither 
”see” it nor ”ask” about it. Husbands very much resent wives who pry into 
their affairs and for instance ask about the price an animal fetched. So, if the 
animal has been taken from her herd the wife has no means of demanding a 
fair share of the proceeds, except for the obligatory compensation for the skin



which at most amounts to 30-40 shs. and some money for ”maizemeal” on 
which to feed the house. She always gets money for foodstuffs whenever her 
husband sells an animal, whether it comes from his own residual herd or from 
the allotted herd of a co-wife. Besides the money for the skin some 
considerate husbands give the wife from whose herd they took the marketed 
animal something extra, for example a sheet, 50 shs. or some other gift to ”rep
resent” the animal lost. Others, as we have seen, however, may even refuse 
to compensate for the skin of the animal.

The surplus from animals marketed is mainly disposed of by the husband 
and allocated in accordance with his priorities, which are not necessarily at 
variance with those of the rest of the family. But the spouses often have quite 
different priorities for cash expenditures and household needs. More than 
once I have heard women complain about the reluctance of their husbands to 
hand over money for the hospitalization of children, for proper clothes for 
themselves and the children, for travel fares, etc. They also regretted that men 
spent so much money on drink.

The craving for beer and liquor is a factor which initiates a substantial 
number of livestock sales, although the elders are very reluctant to reveal the 
amounts spent on beer consumption. A propensity towards excessive drinking 
and squandering of animals is socially disapproved of if it becomes known; a 
man’s reputation as a competent husbandman is at stake and he may anger his 
clansmen.

There are, however, some differences to be noted here between poor and 
wealthier men with respect to beer consumption. Very briefly, to be poor and 
drink excessively is generally considered to be stupid. For the rich, however, 
even excessive drinking may not affect their reputations as husbandmen. On 
the contrary, such men often gain prestige and influence by distributing beer 
to less fortunate clansmen and age-mates. For a rich man, because of the 
widespread beer-drinking habit of the elders, drinking may actually be a 
source to increase his social and political influence.



We have seen that when a head of cattle is sold, a younger animal or 
some smallstock is often bought with part of the proceeds to compensate for 
the loss in the herd. If the animal was taken from an allotted part of the family 
herd, the compensatory animal should be returned to that part. Because of 
the acknowledged strong position of the house, this usually happens but I was 
told of instances where the husband found alternative ways of disposing of the 
animals, for instance returning them to his non-allotted part, thereby increa
sing the part of the herd under his exclusive control. Not seldom are substitute 
animals graded livestock, a fact which makes it extra difficult for a wife to 
secure the transfer of the animal back to her herd. Graded livestock are 
conceptualized as another category of wealth than indigenous breed. They 
require herding and management techniques which only the husband is 
familiar with and which are outside the realm of female competence. The 
livestock-cash transaction has made it possible for the husband to disregard 
or to redefine certain rights accruing to wives and children. The internal 
division of the family herd into subsistence (herd of the house) and surplus 
(residual herd) animals allotted to the partial control of women and men res
pectively, appears to be erased by the increasing importance of the livestock- 
cash transaction and by the poverty of families. As a consequence, the role 
of the house as a property-holding and property-allocating unit is diminished, 
thereby undermining the relative independence of women within the produc
tion system. As women do not customarily dispose of animals, they have no 
control over the cash income from livestock sales. This applies whether the 
animal is taken from a woman’s herd or from that of her husband. The men, 
on the other hand, have reinforced their position and widened their control 
of the family herd.

As recognized herders and protectors of the animals, Maasai men tra
ditionally have a close association with livestock. They have exploited 
successfully this strong commitment to livestock herding and management 
under changing conditions. During the process male authority has been 
institutionalized.

One individual rancher of the pastoral elite said in response to my 
question about separate control of livestock within the family, ”We do not 
have separate animals, my wife milks all the animals on my ranch”. This man 
had only one wife which made it less requisite for him to allocate specific 
animals to her for her to live on and further redistribute to her children as well 
as animals which would be inherited by her sons. More importantly, I find the 
rancher’s response indicative of a trend of change in Maasai gender-based re



lations of production which brings us back to the introductory chapter of this 
study. The control that Maasai men have over their wives’ labour is becoming 
indisputable and they are getting a firmer grip on the distribution and 
allocation of livestock and livestock products. If we return to Håkanson’s 
continuimi from centralized to decentralized ”house-property systems” pre
sented in the introduction, we may conclude that the Maasai are approaching 
the centralized end. Furthermore, the rancher’s response emphasizes the 
control of land as a relevant factor in understanding the productive relations 
between men and women and the status of women. The male primary control 
of livestock has an ideological foundation, but it is also largely associated with 
men being the appropriators of pasture through the grazing and watering of 
the livestock herds. Male appropriation of land has been strengthened by the 
process of land adjudication, and by the holding of title deeds to pastureland 
men are also likely to consolidate their control of livestock at the expense of 
female autonomy.

This study has postulated that the transformation of pastoral Maasai 
society as we have seen it evolve during the last hundred years or so has had 
adverse effects on female control of livestock property, a control which, above 
all, is founded on the notion of the "house". By the conversion of livestock into 
cash, women have been estranged from important livestock transactions. 
They have also been alienated from the pastoral sector by changing tenurial 
practices and husbandry methods.

This should not be taken to mean that women generally lead a worse life 
now than they did, say, 70-80 years ago. Maasai women have seen some 
improvements: better health facilities for them and their children, increasing 
educational opportunities (although very few Maasai girls get beyond the 
fourth grade) and state intervention against forced marriages. Few marriage 
cases are, however, taken to court. Women themselves seldom articulate their 
appreciation of these changes, although they utilize the services whenever 
they have the means to do so. When Maasai women compare their past life 
situation to the way they live today, they tend to emphasize that "everything 
has become too expensive". This statement implies not only that prices have 
gone up, but also that goods and services are increasingly only able to be



obtained through cash. Cash resources, however, are on the whole scarce 
among women. Maasai women perceive that their lack of money seriously 
circumscribes their freedom of action and limits their chances of exploiting 
new opportuniies.

The focus in this study has been on trends of change in gender relations. 
The main principles of gender organization and the construction of female 
and male roles have been depicted. Gender relations have been described 
and analysed primarily in relation to resource control and domestic organi
zation. It should be clear from this exposition that female subordination is not 
a recent trait in Maasai culture but existed even in pre-colonial times.

The argument I have tried to pursue is that the hierarchical division 
between the sexes has widened to the disadvantage of women through the 
social and economic processes which are taking place. This contention is 
based on the fact that women as a category have been excluded from more and 
more areas of livestock management and decision-making and thus from 
control over family resources. The position of women within the pastoral 
production system is constrained by new principles of organization, viz. land 
tenure and livestock marketing practices, which give precedence to male 
activity. These are fields of interaction from which Maasai women of all 
economic categories are excluded.

Outside the pastoral sector, the chances for Maasai women to build up 
their autonomy are few indeed. We have pointed out that agriculture is 
unreliable in arid and semi-arid areas and that income-generating opportu
nities in other fields are scarce. It is only exceptionally that such extra-pastoral 
activities give women a solid base for decision-making. As described in 
Chapter VIII, destitute women, however, often eke out a living combining 
various economic enterprises with ”begging” from relatives and friends. For 
many of them life has become rough. Alcohol consumption is widespread 
even among Maasai women.

Maasai men also suffer economic and political deprivation and many 
are in a very difficult social position. Poor men are overlooked and neglected 
even by age-mates and relatives. Lack of recognition and destitution are 
factors contributing to the increasing drift of Maasai men to the towns and 
trading centres. The poor ”town-seekers” are very often regarded as ”lost 
Maasai” because they adopt the habits and norms of town life which differ 
from those valid in the pastoral context. Although they are still recognized as 
Maasai by language and heritage, they are not proper Maasai in the sense of 
being ”cattle people”. Due to the fact that they are propertyless in terms of



livestock, they lack a vital dimension of Maasai identity management.
К we compare the situation for men and women in poor families, we find 

some qualitative differences. Although the poverty is real enough for both of 
them, poor men have not lost their authority to make decisions about animals 
and other resources. They also have more possibilities of participating in 
interactional fields outside the pastoral sector where chances of resource 
accumulation are better.

Maasai women’s subordinate cultural role in decision-making is far 
more pronounced under conditions of material scarcity. When women 
deplore their deprived material situation it is often their lack of control to 
which they refer. They feel embittered towards their husbands who in their 
opinion mismanage their common resources and leave little for a wife to feed 
her children on. As the marriages often are founded on bridewealth transac
tions which partly sever women’s links with their own families, their position 
within conjugal relations is even more vulnerable. New themes of interaction 
and negotiations between the sexes are developing, however. In individual 
cases women fight their cause with greater force.

The control of economic, political and ideological resources in Maasai- 
land is concentrated in the hands of wealthy male herd-owners. This group 
have gained tremendously by the process which we have described, and seem 
to consolidate their power more and more. The wives and children of men in 
this group are also a privileged category economically. Irrespective of their 
wealth, however, women in such families have not made a corresponding gain 
vis-à-vis their husbands in terms of decision-making power within the family. 
The pastoralism practised by many wealthy families approaches a type of 
commercialized beef-production, in which women’s role in livestock produc
tion and reproduction, a role which is based upon milk handling, is peripheral. 
These rich and successful herd-owners who are able to provide their wives 
with enough animals to milk and feed their children have, because of their 
economic success, perhaps increased their power within the realm of the 
family more than the poorer men. In a poor family arguments continually 
arise between the wife and the husband, and the father and the son. Such 
conflicts which are related to how scarce resources should be managed and 
indirectly question the father’s hegemony, have no place in a rich Maasai 
family.



This study has argued that female autonomy within Maas ai relations of 
production and reproduction arises from women’s occupancy of the house as 
a separate unit within the domestic organization. The house and its occupants 
control livestock resources and hold certain rights and obligations vis-à-vis the 
head of the family. Maasai women’s successful role management and their 
dynamic position with respect to men are largely due to the defined and 
acknowledged status of the house. The recent trends which undermine the 
separate economic and social status of the house within the agnatic family 
structure are likely to restructure gender relations in decision-making proces
ses to the disadvantage of women - and thus ultimately to leave them at a 
loss.





GLOSSARY

Words and expressions occuring only once in the text do not appear in the 
glossary.

aitodal
aitore
amir entito
auluo
emanyata
(pi. imanyat)
emboo
emurata
enkaibartani
(pi. inkaibartak)
enkaji
(pi. inkajijik) 
enkang’
(pi. inkangitie)
enkanyit
enkaputani
enkishomi
(pi. inkishomin)
inkishu entito
enktyama

enkutoto
(pi. inkutot)
entaloishi
(pi. intaloishin)
entasat
(pi. intasati)
entim
entito
(pi. intoyie) 
eokoto ekule 
esiankild 
(pi. isiankikin) 
esita

to show, to point out 
to control, to rule
sell a girl, recent bridewealth transaction 
area around and in vicinity of homestead

ceremonial settlement particularly for mo rans
cattle corral in homestead
circumcision

newly circumcised girl

Maasai house

homestead 
respect, obedience 
in-law (f.)

family-gate in homestead; lineage, clan 
cattle of the girl, bethrotal prestations 
wedding, also name of calabash carried by 
the bride

locality, neighbourhood

gate-post; lineage, moietie

elderly woman with circumcised children 
bush

non-circumcised girl
milk-drinking ceremony after moranhood

young married woman, bride 
thombush fence around homestead



eunoto
(pl. iunot) age-set cermony when junior morans gradua

te to senior morans
inkishu
(sg. enkiteng) cattle
inkishu enkaji cattle belonging to a house (i.e mother and

children)
inkishu enkapute cattle of the in-law, formal bridewealth

prestation
kule milk
mabati (Kiswahili) corrugated iron sheets
olaiguenani age-set spokesman
olamol peaceful delegation for women’s fertility

blessing
olaputani in-law (m)
olayoni
(pi. ilayiok) boys before they are circumcised
olbamoti
(pi. ilbamot) youngest group of morans, not yet grown

long hair
olcekut
(pi. ilcekuti) herder
olcepulkerra best man at Maasai wedding
olgilata
(pi. ilgilat) clan
olkishuroto punative delegation by women
olmarei
(pi. ilmarei) family
olmarisian headwreath worn by newly circumcised girl
olmasi cermonial growing of long hair
olmurrani
(pi. ilmurran) circumcised boy, warrior
olng’esherr age-set ceremony when men are promoted to

elders
oloiboni
(pi. iloibonok) ritual experts, diviner
oloirerio dirt; something, action or object, which is rep

roachful
olopololi area close to homestead reserved for grazing
olosho
(pl.iloshon) territorial section, sub-tribe



olosinka centre of cattle corral
olpayian
(pl. ilpayiani) married man, elder
olpiron firestick; sponsoring elders of

newly circumcised boys
olpul
(pl. ilpuli) meat-camp in the bush
oltim branch closing the gate of the

homestead at night
osinga
(pl. esinga) a person dependent upon others

for survival
osipolioi
(pl. isipolio) boy recovering from circumcision
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