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PRONUNCIATION GUIDE
TRIBAL NAMES AND VOCABULARY IN NILOTIC LANGUAGES ARE 
usually pronounced by English speakers according to 
the following orthography and sounds:

Key
a = a in father
o = o in go
ay = ay in day
ai = i in ice
e = e in bed
oo = oo in food
• = Syllable division
/ = Stress
Nuer = [noo • ayr/] 
Maasai = [ma / sai] 
eunoto = [ay • oo • no / to] 
moran = [mo • ran/]

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
After studying this chapter you should be able to do 
the following:

1.  Describe the physical features of the East African 
environment that make pastoralism an attractive 
form of subsistence.

2.  Explain the strategies that cattle peoples use to 
maximize their return from cattle and minimize 
the risk of material shortages in an unpredictable 
environment.

3.  Defi ne “cattle complex” and explain the central 
importance of cattle in the material, social, and 
ideological aspects of African pastoral life.

4.  Describe how cattle peoples structure their in-
tergroup relations in the absence of centralized 
political authority.

5.  Evaluate the status of women in herding societ-
ies in comparison with that of men, judging the 
extent of gender equality or inequality.

6.  Explain how men use cattle to extend their per-
sonal imperia beyond their immediate kin in ways 
that prevent the creation of permanent concentra-
tions of social power and hierarchy.

7.  Compare the ideological systems and cosmologies 
of African herders, Australian foragers, and Ama-
zonian villagers.

8.  Describe how the Maasai age class system orga-
nizes the life cycle of Maasai and explain how it 
contributes to social stability.

The Nuer, Karamojong, Maasai, and other Nilotic-
speaking peoples in East Africa have fascinated casual 
European observers and anthropologists for more than 
a century. The pride and arrogant self-confi dence of 
these peoples were so striking, and their warriors were 
so brave and numerous, that they commanded the im-
mediate respect of the fi rst European colonialists. The 
Maasai were viewed with special awe, because their 
warriors made a contest out of killing lions with spears 
and wore their manes as a badge of courage. It was 
even more impressive that these peoples could sup-
port themselves almost entirely from their cattle in an 
environment that Europeans considered a wilderness 
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Figure 4.0.  Maasai woman (Ratzel 1897:484). 
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paradise for big game. In fact, cattle dominated all 
aspects of their culture, to a degree that outsiders 
thought irrational and obsessive. However, these East 
Africans, who may be respectfully called cattle peo-
ples, have survived droughts and epidemics, and some 
have retained much of their autonomy despite many 
government-imposed changes.

After the Ice Age ended, animals were domesti-
cated in many parts of the world. This opened up 
new possibilities for people while creating many new 
problems. In the absence of animal domesticates the 
population density of farming peoples was limited 
by the availability of fi sh and game, as in Amazo-
nia. However, African herders used domesticated 
cattle as a special form of tangible, reproducible, and 
mobile wealth that made social equality possible in 
spite of increases in population density and growth 
in the scale of society. East African peoples clearly 
demonstrate that people can live in settled villages, 
control and accumulate wealth within limits, and 
still enjoy the human advantages of life in small-
scale domestically organized societies focused on 
the well-being of households. Tribal herders have 
designed sustainable cultures that maximize per-
sonal autonomy for men and women, while meet-
ing the needs of society without producing extreme 
inequities in the distribution of social power. Even 
though their food production systems are very dif-
ferent from those that sustain Australian foragers 
and Amazon villagers, African herders also reject 
any form of centralized political power. The archae-
ological and historic record shows that tribal people 
lived successfully as herders in East Africa for nearly 
5,000 years, while making detailed changes in their 
lifestyle in response to changing circumstances over 
the centuries. Signifi cantly, by keeping the politi-
cally independent unit no larger than small villages, 
relying on age-grade organization to maintain social 
solidarity, and distributing cattle in a way that maxi-
mized household equality, African herders achieved 
overall sustainability at higher population densi-
ties and with larger societies than either Australian 
Aborigines or the Amazon forest villagers. The fact 
that these people continue to maintain, modify, and 
reproduce these sociocultural systems shows that 
they serve individual self-interest very effectively. 
The key to their success was perhaps the inability of 
even the most aggrandizing power seekers to force 
people into supporting them against their will, be-
cause they could never gain monopoly control over 
crucial resources.

MAKING A LIVING WITH COWS

Cattle Herding and Tropical Grasslands
East Africa is part of the Tropical and Subtropical 

Grasslands, Savannas, and Shrublands Ecoregion of 
the Afrotropic Biome and is topographically a highly 
diverse region (see fi gure 4.1). Much of the area occu-
pied by the Nilotic pastoralists in Kenya and Tanzania 
straddles the equator along a zone lying 3,000 to 7,000 
feet (914 to 2,134 m) in elevation and consisting of 
arid plains and wetter, grassy uplands. Today this 
region includes some of the most famous game parks 
in the world, such as the Amboseli and Serengeti na-
tional parks in Kenya and Tanzania, respectively. It is 
also home to many tribal groups involved in a wide 
range of subsistence economies. The tropical savanna 
ecosystem is a grassland zone, which may have a few 
trees and shrubs, separating tropical rain forests from 
arid deserts (see fi gure 4.2). Fire and grazing play an 
important role in maintaining and extending savan-
nas, but savannas result primarily from climate, soil, 
and topographic conditions, especially a pronounced 
wet and dry season. In striking contrast to the di-
versity and stability of tropical rain forests, savan-
nas are dominated by very few species and exist in 
an unstable, dynamic equilibrium. Drought cycles or 
changes in grazing pressure caused by livestock disease 
can rapidly change the inventory of plant species and 
shift the balance between trees and grasses. Biological 
productivity in the savanna is high in relation to bio-
mass, but plants are short-lived in comparison to rain 
forest species. Nutrients are turned over, or cycled, 
much more rapidly in the savanna. There are propor-
tionately more leaves and grass and less wood in the 
savanna, and the foliage is more palatable because it 
contains fewer resins and other chemical defenses. 
Extreme seasonal variations in rainfall create periodic 
pulses of biological productivity resulting in brief food 
surpluses that are best exploited by nomadic grazers.1

Pastoralism in East Africa, like the savanna itself, 
exists along a rainfall continuum from wet to dry, 
showing greater dependence on animals and greater 
nomadism as rainfall declines. In areas where the av-
erage annual rainfall exceeds approximately 25 inches 
(650 mm) per year, people are likely to be village 
farmers, relying on grains such as millet, with livestock 
raising a minor subsistence activity. Where rainfall 
drops lower than 25 inches, pastoralism becomes in-
creasingly attractive, nomadism increases, and people 
become more and more dependent on their animals, 
while farming becomes supplemental. In extreme 
cases, as with some Maasai groups, people may subsist 
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almost entirely on animal products, although some 
may exchange animal products for grains from their 
settled neighbors.

The great advantage of domestic livestock is that 
they convert otherwise inedible plant material into 
meat, blood, and milk for human consumption, in 
areas where farming would be at best a marginal activ-
ity. The use of domestic animals also permits dramatic 
increases in human population density over that sup-
ported in the same environment by foraging. East 
Africa can support up to 22,076 pounds (10,000 kg) of 
wildlife biomass per square kilometer with some fi fty 
species of large grazing mammals. This is easily double 

the biomass of game mammals in the Amazon. The 
Hadza of Tanzania, who forage in this hunter’s para-
dise, take only a small fraction of the game and main-
tain themselves at typically low population densities 
of just 0.4 persons per square kilometer. The Maasai, 
their pastoral neighbors, support 2 to 6 people per 
square kilometer. Pastoralism permits precise control 
over reproduction and harvesting of the animals and 
leads to large increases in food production per unit of 
land. However, successful pastoralism is a complex, 
delicately balanced system that poses many diffi cult 
problems and requires major adjustments in the orga-
nization of society and labor.

Figure 4.1.  Map of savanna regions of Africa showing the Nilotic-speaking East African cattle cul-
tures discussed. 
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East African cattle peoples, operating within do-
mestic-scale cultures, manage their cattle and relate 
to their grassland ecosystem in radically different 
ways from market-oriented ranchers operating within 
the commercial culture. The fi rst objective of sub-
sistence pastoralists is to extract the maximum food 
value from their animals for direct consumption as 
effi ciently as possible, while emphasizing self-reliance 
and long-term security.2 African cattle may appear 
scrawny in comparison with the hefty beef cattle of 
North American rangelands and feedlots, but range-
fed African cattle do not require an enormous input 
of fossil fuel energy, and they are well adapted to 
survive seasonal drought and disease (see box 4.1). 
American cattle are raised with the least human labor 
possible. They must gain weight quickly so they can 
be sold for the maximum fi nancial profi t. They thrive 
on water pumped from deep wells; special food that is 
planted, processed, stored, and trucked to their feed-
ing troughs and feedlots; and expensive antibiotics, 
growth hormones, and appetite stimulants (see chap-
ter 11). Furthermore, American beef goes through 
a chain of processors, wholesalers, and retailers to 
be processed, packaged, advertised, stored, and mar-
keted before being consumed. By contrast, no remote 

shareholders who did not participate in raising them 
profi t from African cattle. African cattle are ritually 
sacrifi ced, butchered, and eaten by the same people 
who care for them.

Figure 4.2.  Dinka village, upper Nile (Ratzel 1898: 42). 

BOX 4.1. CATTLE CARRYING CAPACITY
Comparative analysis of subsistence herders requires 
several types of data and concepts. Calculating the 
carrying capacity for herd animals and the number 
of people who could be supported by pastoralism is 
a deceptively simple theoretical problem. One need 
only know the amount of plant biomass that animals 
can consume in a given area each year on a sus-
tained basis and the amount of human food that the 
herds can produce. The basic formula for estimating 
carrying capacity (CC) for African cattle is CC = 
(AGNPP/.5)/C, where AGNPP = above-ground net 
primary productivity in kilograms of dry plant mat-
ter, the new plant biomass produced each year, and 
C = kilograms of cattle biomass, measured in TLUs, 
tropical livestock units of 250 kilograms, which is the 
equivalent of one cow. The number of people that 
can be supported by the cattle is (P), calculated as 
P = CC/R, where R = the TLUs required for human 
subsistence per person per year.
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The Prehistory and History of African Pastoralism
Pastoralism, as a full-time specialization in do-

mestic animals, probably has been practiced in Af-
rica as long as anywhere in the world. Sheep and 
goats likely were brought into North Africa from the 
Middle East, whereas wild cattle may have been lo-
cally domesticated by 7000 BP or earlier.3 The Zebu, 
or humpbacked cattle, apparently reached Africa 
from India about 4000 BP. Because the cattle, sheep, 
or goats have no known wild ancestors in sub-Saha-
ran Africa, it is assumed that they were introduced 
to East Africa from elsewhere as domesticates. Pas-
toralism fi rst became established in East Africa in 
the central Sudan by 5400 BP and then in the arid 
zone of northeast Kenya by 5200 BP, where it was 
presumably introduced by early Cushitic-speaking 
peoples from Ethiopia (see table 4.1). Because of 
tsetse fl ies, the higher savannas of East Africa appar-

ently were not occupied by pastoralists until 3300 
BP, when changes in climate and vegetation made 
conditions more favorable. Shortly thereafter, by 
2500 BP, Nilotic-speaking ancestors of the modern 
Maasai and Turkana peoples arrived.4 Therefore, 
African pastoralism was a well-established human 
adaptation and can reasonably be considered a basic 
component of the savanna ecosystem. This interpre-
tation of the prehistory is also supported by recent 
genetic research in East Africa showing that African 
pastoralists evolved the ability for adults to digest 
milk (lactase persistence).5

Anthropologists often group the cattle peoples of 
East Africa into a single culture area stretching from 
Sudan to South Africa, but they are a diverse group 
of cultures organized at different scales of social com-
plexity and united only by their common interest in 
cattle. The most famous cattle peoples, such as the 
Nuer, Dinka, Karimojong, Turkana, and Maasai, all 
belong to the Nilotic branch of the Nilo-Saharan lan-
guage family. Nilotic also refers to the very tall physical 
type of Nilotic speakers (see fi gure 4.3.).

Outsiders recognized the Maasai as a distinct cul-
tural group since at least the early 1600s, and they 
were actively expanding their territories into what is 
now Tanzania by 1800.6 Arab Muslim traders estab-
lished themselves off the coast on the island of Zan-
zibar at about the same time, trading into the interior 
for slaves and ivory. The Arabs were followed in the 
mid-nineteenth century by European explorers and 
missionaries.

European colonial governments were moving into 
place by the 1880s, followed by national independence 
in the 1960s.

In practice, none of these fi gures can be precise, 
and the formula is not so easily applied. This explains 
why there is so much professional disagreement over 
whether pastoralists are managing their herds ratio-
nally and maintaining the quality of their pastures. 
The primary problem is that AGNPP, the most criti-
cal value, varies dramatically in time and space in the 
pastoral zones. Successful pastoralists must plan for 
long-term, minimum carrying-capacity values, tak-
ing into account the frequency of droughts. Actual 
productivity rates of human food will depend on the 
particular mix of animals in use and the specifi c pat-
tern of herd management.

Table 4.1.  Prehistory of East Africa, 200,000–1000 BP

2000–1000 BP Expansion of Bantu-speaking, iron-using village farmers

Pastoral Neolithic in Kenya (5200–2500 BP)
2500 Southern Nilotic speakers from southern Sudan enter highlands as mixed farmer/pastoralists with 

livestock, millet, and sorghum
3300 Modern climate and vegetation established

Savanna pastoral Neolithic in highlands
5200 Savanna pastoral Neolithic introduced in lowlands by Cushitic speakers bringing domestic livestock and 

ceramics

Saharan Pastoralism (8000–4000 BP)
4000–5400 Domestic livestock and ceramics in central Sudan
7000–8000 Local domestication of cattle in Sahara

Domestic sheep and goats reach North Africa from Near East

Homo Sapiens Foragers (200,000–40,000 BP)
200,000 Middle Stone Age; core tools, fl ake points, scrapers

Sources: Ambrose (1984), Clark (1984), Phillipson (1985), Smith (1984), and Wendorf and Schild (1984).
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The Cattle Complex: 
Obsession or Resilient Adaptation?

Historically, East African pastoralists have been se-
riously misunderstood by anthropologists, develop-
ment planners, and conservationists. Many observers 
concluded that they irrationally overemphasized cattle 
in culturally determined ways, leading to overgrazing 
and poor-quality animals. American anthropologist 
Melville Herskovits7 apparently was the fi rst to refer 
to the East African cattle area and to describe the 
Cattle Complex as an irrational cultural value on cattle 
for nonutilitarian purposes. According to Herskovits, 
Cattle Complex peoples used cattle more for social 
and ritual purposes than for subsistence. Cattle were 
treated as wealth objects and sources of prestige. Peo-
ple rarely ate cattle; instead, they exchanged cattle at 
marriage, used them to settle disputes, and sacrifi ced 
them on ritual occasions. Besides these noneconomi-
cal uses, East Africans seemed to have an exaggerated 
and personal attachment to their animals. When range 
management professionals later found that pastoral 
cattle were underweight and less productive than their 
counterparts in the American West, they unfairly ac-
cused the pastoralists of overgrazing and blamed them 
for desertifi cation, the process by which a savanna is 
converted to arid desert by overgrazing.

British anthropologist E. E. Evans-Pritchard con-
ducted one of the fi rst and most detailed studies of 
a cattle culture among the Nuer of Sudan between 
1930 and 1936.8 This study, which became a classic in 
ethnographic literature, showed the social, ritual, and 
emotional value of cattle but also demonstrated their 
utilitarian function.

Evans-Pritchard called the Nuer “pre-eminently 
pastoral.” He reported that they considered them-
selves herdsmen above all else and only grudgingly 
resorted to farming when they didn’t have enough an-
imals. They looked contemptuously on people with-
out cattle, as he discovered on his arrival in Nuerland, 
when the Nuer refused to carry his baggage. He found 
that they had “the herdsman’s outlook on the world” 
and considered cattle “their dearest possessions.” Cat-
tle were ornamented and named, and their genealo-
gies were remembered. Boys received an “ox-name” at 
birth, men were addressed using names that referred 
to their favorite oxen, and women were named after 
the cows they milked. And, to Evans-Pritchard’s dis-
may, they always talked about their animals: “I used 
sometimes to despair that I never discussed anything 
with the young men but livestock and girls, and even 
the subject of girls led inevitably to that of cattle. Start 

on whatever subject I would, and approach it from 
whatever angle, we would soon be speaking of cows 
and oxen, heifers and steers.”9

For Evans-Pritchard, this “pastoral mentality” took 
on the appearance of an “over-emphasis,” a “hypertro-
phy of a single interest.” As further indication of Nuer 
obsession with cattle, he pointed to the “linguistic 
profusion” of cattle terminology. He found ten terms 
for describing cows of one solid color and hundreds 
of possible permutations of terms based on combina-
tions of white with various patterns and associations 
with natural objects. Further Nuer terminological dis-
tinctions are based on horn shape, ear cropping, and 
age and sex categories. In all, the Nuer had thousands 
of ways of describing cattle and composed poetry and 
songs using their names. The Luo, Nilotic neighbors 
of the Nuer, apply 125 terms to cattle anatomy, both 
internal and external, covering bones and internal 
organs in great detail10 (see fi gure 4.4).

Evans-Pritchard recognized that this extreme inter-
est in cattle had a utilitarian basis. He noted that the 
Nuers’ fl at, clay-soiled, seasonally fl ooded environ-
ment was defi cient in such basic raw materials as stone 
and wood and was a diffi cult area to grow crops, but 
it provided excellent pasturage. The Nuer therefore 
lavished seemingly extravagant care on their animals, 
such that the cattle enjoyed a “gentle, indolent, slug-
gish life.”11 He described the virtually symbiotic rela-
tionship between the Nuer and their cattle, in which 
each depended on the other. The Nuer extract an 
impressive array of material resources from cattle. 
Milk is the primary product, and it may be consumed 
fresh or sour, or processed as cheese. Blood is drawn 
from veins in the neck and then boiled or allowed to 
coagulate and roasted in a block. An animal is ordinar-
ily slaughtered only for ritual purposes, but then it is 
butchered and the parts distributed. Dung is a critical 
fuel for cooking, and dung fi res help drive off biting 
insects. Dung is also used as a construction plaster, as 
well as for medicinal and cosmetic purposes. Cattle 
urine is used in cheese making and tanning, while 
skin and bones have many uses in the manufacture 
of various artifacts such as containers and ornaments. 
Without cattle and their products, life would be very 
diffi cult in Nuerland.

Pastoralists have been widely accused of irratio-
nality for supposedly raising far more poor-quality 
animals than they need for mere subsistence in order 
to achieve the prestige and social value of large num-
bers of cattle. They have been accused of overstock-
ing their ranges and degrading their environments, 
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thus contributing to desertifi cation. This is sometimes 
seen as a classic tragedy of the commons situation, a 
destruction of a communal resource by self-interested 
individuals as described by biologist Garrett Hardin.12 
East African grazing lands are common properties, 
but they are not the kind of unregulated open-access 
system that Hardin imagined. The tragedy of the com-

mons interpretation overlooked the fact that African 
herders act as a community to regulate grazing by in-
dividual herders.13 Herders practice seasonal conserva-
tion in an adaptive way that minimizes overgrazing.14

Development planners often recommend that pas-
toralists would do better to raise beef for the mar-
ket as private ranchers. Actually, little fi rm evidence 

Figure 4.4.  A sample of the 125 anatomical terms applied to cattle by the Nilotic-speaking Luo 
(Ocholla-Ayayo 1979, reprinted with permission). 
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supports the view that domestic-scale pastoralism is 
inherently prone to overstocking, while abundant 
evidence suggests that outside development pressures 
do contribute to overgrazing.15 Domestic-scale sub-
sistence pastoralists operating outside of the market 
economy are unlikely to fi nd any confl ict between 
individual self-interest and their social responsibility 
to maintain range quality.16 Rainfall, which is highly 
irregular, not the total number of animals, appears to 
be the primary determinant of range condition over 
the long run.17 Herd size appears to fl uctuate up and 
down, maintaining an average level in response to 
droughts and disease. 

Whether or not African pastoralists are self-con-
scious conservationists, their traditional subsistence 
practices include important limiting factors that re-
duce the likelihood of overgrazing and producing a 
highly resilient system. First, the subsistence needs of 
a household determine herd size, and the labor sup-
ply and the declining feeding effi ciencies that arise 
as herds grow set its upper limits. Second, in the ab-
sence of trucks, pumps, and deep wells, the frequency 
that animals must be watered and the distance they 
can travel between grazing areas and water severely 
limit grazing during the dry season. More recently, 
the more extreme drought conditions associated with 
global warming are creating a more diffi cult challenge 
for pastoralists who must operate under more re-
stricted conditions imposed by government policies.18

African cattle under traditional nomadic pastoral-
ism do appear to be of lower quality when compared 
with U.S. beef and dairy cattle. African animals con-
vert less of their forage into human food and pro-
duce less body weight because the frequent droughts 
cause animals to channel more of their energy into 
biological maintenance than into meat production. 
They must adjust their metabolisms to cycles of peri-
odic thirst and starvation followed by recovery.19 Low 
production is thus a long-range adaptation to severe 
environmental constraints. As mentioned previously, 
U.S. cattle achieve their high biological output thanks 
to a signifi cant fossil fuel energy subsidy, which is not 
counted in these calculations but which is required to 
produce and distribute tractors, farm chemicals, feed, 
and agricultural research.

Pastoral Subsistence: Meat, Blood, and Milk
To design a reliable food system based on domestic 

animals, a subsistence herder must solve several prob-
lems: which animals to use, what food products to 
produce, how many animals to herd, what age and sex 

categories to maintain in the herds, when to slaughter, 
when to time breeding, how to feed and water the 
herd, and how to protect the herd from disease and 
predators. Whereas hunters let nature take care of 
most of these matters, herders must constantly attend 
to the needs of their animals.

Most East African pastoralists are considered, and 
consider themselves, to be cattle peoples because of 
the dominant cultural role they assign to cattle, but 
they actually depend on several functionally distinct 
domesticates, including cattle, camels, sheep, and 
goats. Cattle play major social, ritual, and subsistence 
roles while providing important material products. 
Camels become increasingly important as rainfall de-
clines or pastures become overgrazed. The small stock 
(sheep and goats) may provide more of a household’s 
meat requirements than cattle and can be a signifi cant 
source of milk. Cattle are not as effi cient as goats at 
meat production, so cattle are rarely slaughtered ex-
cept ritually, although they are eaten when they die 
naturally. Small stock also are useful to speed recovery 
after a serious drought because they reproduce more 
quickly than cattle. Reliance on animal domesticates 
makes for a situation that is the reverse of the protein 
limitation situation in Amazonia. East African pasto-
ralists have an abundance of protein but have some 
diffi culty producing adequate carbohydrates and calo-
ries except where they can grow grain or obtain it by 
barter with neighboring farmers.

Complementarity between domesticates is a strik-
ing aspect of pastoral systems. Maintaining mixed 
herds of large and small grazers and browsers makes 
for more effi cient utilization of available forage and, 
like Amazonian gardens, makes maximum use of the 
diversity of the natural ecosystem. As grazers, cattle 
and sheep feed primarily on grasses and herbaceous 
vegetation; as browsers, goats and camels rely on 
woody shrubs and trees. Utilization of diverse domes-
ticates also helps level out seasonal fl uctuation in food 
production: Camels often produce milk year-round, 
cows produce only during the wet season, and sheep 
and goats produce most milk during the dry season.

The diverse animal products that pastoralists con-
sume also have the advantage of complementarity, 
and they maximize sustainable subsistence yield. 
Rather than emphasizing meat production, which ob-
viously represents a onetime use of an animal, herders 
are concerned primarily with milk production. Milk 
maximizes biological effi ciency because the calories 
in milk can be produced four times more effi ciently 
in terms of energy costs than the calories in meat. 
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Blood and milk can be produced without harm to 
the animal, and they complement each other in that 
blood is a major source of iron and can be drawn from 
animals that are not producing milk. This is especially 
important for cows when their milk production drops 
during the dry season. The importance of milk pro-
duction in herder diets is shown by the remarkable 
fact that the Karimojong derive one-third of their total 
caloric requirements from their cattle, 88 percent of 
which is in the form of milk, with meat representing 
only 8 percent, and blood 4 percent of cattle dietary 
component.20 These fi gures show that cattle peoples 
are really dairy farmers.

Traditional herding is a labor-intensive activity. In-
dividual herds may be subdivided to better refl ect the 
abilities and requirements of different types of ani-
mals. Herds are moved seasonally to take advantage 
of the best pasture. In some areas this may involve 
transhumance, or herd movement into higher or lower 
environments. Pastoralists manage their herds to maxi-
mize the number of female animals to keep milk yields 
and growth potential high. Given the natural mortality 
rates of cattle and their reproductive biology, a herd is 
unlikely to contain more than about 30 percent fertile 
cows, and only half of these will be producing milk.

Although the production of milk per animal under 
pastoral nomadism is lower than on American dairy 
farms, pastoral milk is more concentrated, and its nu-
tritional value is 30 percent higher than that of com-
mercially produced milk. Given the archaeological 
record of pastoralism in East Africa and the incredible 
resilience of the system under the impact of colo-
nial invasion and recent forces for change, traditional 
herders seem to be operating quite rationally. Their 
herding strategies contribute to the long-range sur-
vival of their families in a challenging environment.

Herding continues to be an important way of life, 
even as population growth, shrinking grazing lands, 
development programs, and restrictive government 
policies force herders to raise food crops and engage 
in the commercial economy to save their cattle. The 
Maasai described the situation in the 1990s: “I culti-
vate to avoid selling my cattle.” “Life is now expensive, 
there is a demand in the family for food, education, 
and medical care, and the livestock are not enough to 
fulfi ll these life requirements.”21

DAILY LIFE IN EAST AFRICA
East African cattle cultures are an ideal place to ex-
amine the relations between men and women in the 
tribal world, and the degree of personal freedom and 

social equality that tribal life makes possible. Just as 
there was an anthropological myth of irrational herders 
obsessively attached to their cattle, until recently many 
anthropologists mistakenly believed that African pasto-
ralism, and indeed pastoralism generally, was naturally 
and totally male dominated. Male domination meant 
that men were the owner-managers of the cattle, that 
pastoral societies were gerontocracies directed by the 
old men, that men controlled patrilineages that struc-
tured the entire social system and defi ned the pasto-
ral identity of their cultures. The implication was that 
women were totally subordinate in “status” to men and 
culturally inferior, if not completely irrelevant.

These misleading interpretations should not be sur-
prising, because just as outsider men have had diffi -
culty fully understanding Australian aboriginal society; 
it has been diffi cult for male anthropologists to view 
African societies from a woman’s perspective. The exis-
tence of male bias in fi eldwork is clearly demonstrated 
in the following comment by a leading ethnographer 
of the Samburu Maasai who declared, “Samburu is 
essentially a man’s society and from the male point of 
view women are inferior and politically uninfl uen-
tial” [italics added].22 Although Australian foragers, 
Amazon villagers, and African herders all appear to 
fi t the model of a tribal male supremacy complex, this 
interpretation is at best incomplete. We may suspect 
that how men describe their societies is likely to refl ect 
male ideology rather than the realities of domestic life. 
A further diffi culty, just as we saw with the problem of 
understanding violence in Amazonia, is the historical 
infl uence of the commercial world and colonialism, 
which disrupted domestically organized systems of 
social power in ways that consistently disadvantaged 
women. Nevertheless, there is an apparent contradic-
tion between tribal cosmologies that portray men as 
culturally superior and the ideals of complementary 
opposition between men and women that also seems 
to characterize these societies. Gender equality can 
exist in the tribal world in spite of contrary ideologies 
because the household is the primary social institution, 
and the household is created and maintained by an 
age- and gender-based division of labor.

The following sections describing the Nuer and 
Maasai will demonstrate that, just as in tribal Australia 
and Amazonia, in African herding societies men and 
women play complementary, but not totally equitable, 
roles within the household, where they share a com-
mon interest in producing children who will become 
successful adults. Both men and women shape the di-
rection of their society and culture, but this does not 
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mean that they share equal social status. The reality of 
gender relations in any society is seldom easily under-
stood or explained. As will be shown, in African herding 
societies even women repeat myths that describe, and 
offer explanations for, the subordination of women to 
men. Women also practice and perpetuate rituals such 
as female circumcision that outsiders, as well as some 
members of the culture, may consider oppressive.

Age and gender inequities show that preexisting 
cultural patterns are not always totally consistent and 
may not always benefi t everyone equally. We may as-
sume that the apparent injustices that an individual 
experiences will tend to balance out through the life 
cycle. However, culture may constrain individuals to 
accept inequity and personal pain and suffering as 
natural and unavoidable. Unjust cultural practices can 
be diffi cult for individuals acting alone to successfully 
challenge and change, even when alternative ways of 
life are almost always possible.

Nuer Society: Bride-Wealth, Lovers, and Ghosts
Apart from the obvious utilitarian value of their 

cattle, the Nuer say that the “supreme value” of cattle 
came from their use as bride-wealth, which is the 
basic requirement for establishing a fully legitimate 
household.23 (We will avoid the use of the term legal 
to refer to marriage or household in this context be-
cause it implies formal law, supported by courts and 

an enforcement structure that does not exist in Nuer 
society.) Nuer marriage involves rights over cattle 
and women and their children and is an agreement 
between the families of the bride and groom (see box 
4.2). It requires a lengthy series of negotiations, public 
and private ceremonies, and transactions, which are 
not complete until children are born to the couple. 
Because Nuer marriage is so complex and involves so 
many different rights, it is an ideal case from which 
to examine the meaning of marriage, family, gender 
relations, and household as cross-cultural concepts.

The process of Nuer marriage is initiated by pre-
liminary talks between the two families to specify the 
animals that can be transferred. The bride’s family can 
demand cattle for six different categories of claimants 
by order of precedence: the bride’s grandparents or 
their ghosts, the bride’s parents, her uncles, her aunts, 
the spirits of her father and mother, and her brothers 
and half-brothers (see fi gure 4.5). Ideally, some forty 
head of cattle ultimately are transferred to the bride’s 
father, who is then obligated to distribute them to 
each of the claimants on his side of the family and to 
the bride’s mother’s family. In a typical distribution, 
twenty animals would go to the bride’s immediate 
family, with her father getting the largest share, and 
ten animals would go to each set of uncles and aunts. 
Each category of claimant receives a specifi c num-
ber and type of animal. For example, the bride’s full 

Figure 4.5.  Order of precedence of claimants on Nuer bride-wealth cattle: (1) grandparents or their ghosts; (2) 
father (F) and mother (M); (3) father’s brother(s) (FB) and mother’s brother(s) (MB); (4) father’s sister(s) (FZ) and 
mother’s sister(s) (MZ); (5) spirits of father (F) and mother (M); (6) brother(s)(B) and half-brother(s) (FS) (data from 
Evans-Pritchard 1951).  

11_064_Bodley.book.indb   109 6/28/11   8:31 AM



110   C H A P T E R  4

brother can receive three cows, two oxen, and one cow 
with its calf, seven animals in all. In the negotiations, 
animals are promised by name to specifi c people.

The preliminary negotiations are formalized in the 
betrothal ceremony, which is the fi rst public marriage 
ritual. Betrothal is marked by the sacrifi ce and distri-
bution of an ox by the bride’s father to the groom’s 
family. The fi rst installment of bride-wealth cattle also 
is transferred to the bride’s father. Several weeks later, 
at the wedding ceremony, negotiations are fi nalized 
and more cattle transferred, but the transfer and the 
marriage are not considered offi cial until a later con-
summation ceremony with its own series of rituals. 
After this, the groom’s family can demand compensa-
tion in the event of his wife’s infi delity, but the couple 
does not establish a joint homestead until after their 

fi rst child is weaned. Until then, the wife remains in 
her parents’ homestead, and her husband is a visitor 
who must maintain a ritual distance from his in-laws.

Once completed, the “ordinary” Nuer marriage 
creates a simple nuclear family household based on 
husband, wife, and child. Such a household draws its 
subsistence from his herd and from the wife’s garden. 
The homestead contains a byre (a cattle barn) and its 
kraal (corral), a cooking hearth, and a small sleeping 
house for the wife. In a polygynous marriage, each 
wife has her own house. Several such homesteads be-
longing to a group of brothers or a father and his sons 
might cluster around a common kraal as a composite 
homestead.

Many other domestic arrangements are possible 
(see fi gure 4.6). For example, a woman, especially if 

Figure 4.6.  Nuer forms of marriage (based on Evans-Pritchard 1951).
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she were infertile, might become a “husband” and 
have children by marrying another woman who then 
takes a male lover who becomes the biological father, 
or genitor, of the female husband’s children. In this 
case, the female husband is the legitimate father, or 
pater, of the children, as well as the husband, and her 
family transfers cattle as bride-wealth to the family of 
her wife. In a “ghost marriage,” someone marries in 
the name of a sibling or other relative who has died 
without having completed a marriage and who thus 
has left no descendants. In all such cases, cattle are 
transferred to the bride’s family, while the deceased, 
male or female, becomes the pater; the stand-in rela-
tive lives with the wife as “husband” and genitor but 
has no rights over the children. Levirate marriage, 
in which a man marries his deceased brother’s wife, 
resembles ghost marriage except that the dead hus-
band was already married and the bride-wealth had 
been transferred. The original, now dead, husband 
is still considered the husband, and the brother who 
stands in his place has less control over his wife’s 
children than the “husband” in a ghost marriage. 
Women have considerable freedom in Nuer domestic 
arrangements, even though all marriages are offi cially 
arranged by the families involved. Instead of remar-
rying, widows sometimes live with lovers, who may 
father children by them. However, the original le-
gitimate family, established by bride-wealth, remains 
intact, and her children will be fi liated to her original 
husband, who is always their pater. Evans-Pritchard24 
called such arrangements “widow concubinage.” In 
some cases, a woman may move in with a lover while 
she is still married. She will be a “married concubine,” 
and again her children will all be fi liated to her hus-
band because of the bride-wealth.

For the Nuer, the concept of paternity, or “be-
longing to,” is far more important than biological 
parentage or the details of domestic arrangements. 
Paternity is established by bride-wealth cattle, thereby 
providing one with claims to cattle that may, in turn, 
be used for bride-wealth. Marriage also links one to 
a set of ancestor ghosts and spirits that must be ritu-
ally acknowledged. Maintaining such claims is more 
important than whether a “father” is living or dead, 
male or female, or with whom one’s mother cohabits.

The use of bride-wealth, such as cattle, to formalize 
marriage has so many ramifi cations throughout the 
culture that some anthropologists recognize societies 
based on bride-wealth and those based on bride-ser-
vice as distinctive societal types.25 These two marriage 
systems create different culturally defi ned systems of 

domestic relations, organizing the inequalities of age 
and sex in different ways. Young men in bride-service 
societies, such as in aboriginal Australia and Amazo-
nia, do not incur long-term debt obligations when 
they marry and need only hunt or provide other ser-
vices to their in-laws during the early stages in their 
marriage. In bride-wealth societies, the exchange of 
bride-wealth valuables between male “heads” of fami-
lies sharply defi nes the social statuses of husband, wife, 
parent, and child. The social importance of bride-
wealth cattle also gives a man more of a vested interest 
in the marriages of his brothers and sisters than he 
might have in a bride-service society.

Bride-wealth was sometimes called bride-price by 
anthropologists, who sometimes even referred to wife 
markets, but these terms are better avoided because 
they imply purchase and incorrectly suggest that 
women are chattels in cattle societies. With the Nuer, 
this is certainly not the case because women have the 
fi nal say over whom they marry. It would be foolish for 
a father to force his daughter into a marriage against 
her wishes, because bride-wealth cattle would have to 
be returned in the event of a divorce before children 
were born to the marriage. There are, however, in-
equalities of age and gender built into the system. The 
marriage transaction gives a man, or a woman acting 
as a man, the right to establish paternity, to demand 
cattle as an indemnity for adultery, and to claim cattle 
when his wife’s daughters marry. Men in this sys-
tem sometimes explicitly equate women with cattle 
because, when women are “given” in marriage, they 
bring cattle in exchange (see box 4.3).

BOX 4.2. HOW DO NUER MEN VIEW 
WOMEN?
Anthropologist John Burton26 asked several Atuot 
(Nuer) men and women to respond to this ques-
tion: “What are the relations of a wife and husband, 
and how do they come to quarrel?” He felt that their 
answers closely matched what he observed. Mayan 
Akuot, a father of six children, answered as follows:

In our land, it is for a woman to give birth to 
children. Women are not good or bad—they 
are in between. Their badness is that even if you 
are married with one hundred cows, she may 
still leave. Even if you cultivate much grain, she 
may still leave you. This is because some women 
have no heart. If it is a good woman she will 
bear many children. If there were no women, 
how would all the people be here? She is the one 
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The Status of Women in East African Pastoral 
Society: Ideology versus Reality

In describing East African cattle peoples, ethnog-
raphers who followed Evans-Pritchard repeatedly de-
scribed patrilineages as the essential organizational 
basis of society, yet they also knew that the most 
important social connections were actualized through 
women and that it was primarily women who man-
aged and reproduced the daily affairs of the house-
hold and were principally responsible for nurturing 
children. Patriarchy as an ideal social structure im-
plies that men are naturally the exclusive “heads” of 
“their” households, whereas the reality of life in the 
tribal world is that there is no single ruler. Husbands 
and wives are partners in the cooperative project of 
producing and socializing children and transmitting 
culture to the next generation. The routine division 
of labor gives men and women complementary rights 
and responsibilities in their respective spheres of ac-
tion, but this is not a hierarchy with a single author-
ity. Extraordinary decisions are typically made jointly. 
The organization of domestic life maximizes the au-
tonomy and independence of men and women, giving 
both control over the conditions of their daily life.

The difference between the ideology of how the so-
cial system is designed and how it actually operates is 
a paradox that anthropologists have long recognized. 
For example, Evans-Pritchard29 suggested that even 
when the Nuer traced descent through women, this 

who created the land. There is the wife of the 
black people, of the animals, of the cows, of the 
fi sh—all of them have this land. If it were not for 
women, how would people be so many? Women 
are good—they make children and food and 
beer. The woman has the land. If a man stays in 
this land without a woman, he will not go ahead 
[that is, his progeny will never be realized].27

These comments show that men are well aware 
of their dependence on women for the essentials of 
food, beer, and descendants. A man must be married, 
or he cannot be successful.

BOX 4.3. CATTLE AND MAASAI KINSHIP 
TERMINOLOGY
The importance of cattle in marriage exchanges is 
also refl ected in kinship terminology. For example, 
the Maasai kinship system places kin from different 
generations into the same category (see fi gure 4.7), 
because as a group they all have an interest in the 
bride-wealth cattle they received from Ego’s father’s 
kin when Ego’s mother married. From Ego’s perspec-
tive, this makes the members of mother’s patrilineage 
a single group. They are all like mothers or mother’s 
brothers.28 Note that in the Nuer example the bride’s 
father and her brother (MB to her son) are the major 
recipients of the bride-wealth cattle.

Figure 4.7.  The Maasai kinship terminology system (Omaha), which emphasizes mother’s patrilineage.
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did not challenge the validity of the patrilineal model. 
The patrilineal Turkana were said to have patrilineages 
composed of the descendants of a grandmother.30 In 
reality, sons inherit movable wealth in the form of 
cattle from their mothers. Each of a man’s wives holds 
and manages property for her respective sons. Schnei-
der31 is explicit about this, stating “paradoxically, the 
wealth a man inherits comes from his mother’s house-
hold, the product of her labor and management. In a 
sense, a man really inherits from his mother....”

The misleading emphasis on men gaining rights 
over women through the transfer of cattle obscures 
other important dimensions of gender relations in 
these societies. For example, when Nuer boys are initi-
ated into manhood by receiving deep scars across the 
forehead known as gaar, they are no longer allowed 
to milk cows or cook food. These prohibitions signify 
the complete dependence of adult men on women 
for their food. Initiated men also can no longer drink 
milk directly from a cow, and instead are expected to 
nurture cattle by herding.32 Nuer women can with-
hold food and beer to punish their husbands. This is 
a sensitive issue for men (see box 4.2). Women might 
also infl uence their husband’s political status by not 
cooking for his guests, or they might use food to infl u-
ence whether or not men go on raids, or make peace.

The ideology of male owner-managers of cattle ob-
scures the reality that the primary economic purpose 
of cattle raising is milk production, and this process is 
entirely controlled by women. Women also produce 
and control numerous other cattle by-products such 
as clothing and bedding made from cow hides, and 
fuel and mortar from dung. In reality, both men and 
women hold diverse, overlapping rights over animals, 
and to say that men exclusively own cattle would be 
misleading. Furthermore, women own and control 
their houses, hearths, and all domestic household ar-
ticles, as well as all cooked food. The term hearth-hold 
calls attention to the centrality of the domestic space 
that women control and the crucial role that women 
play in maintaining and reproducing African pastoral 
households.33 Where seasonal nomadism is impor-
tant, the matrifocal hearth-hold is the family’s fi xed 
center. A woman manages the animals that her hus-
band allocates to her sons. Women also may contrib-
ute to the household economy by gardening, foraging, 
trading, and by their services as healers and midwives.

In approaching gender relations, anthropologists 
often describe two separate realms of social action, 
the political sector controlled by men and the domes-
tic sector controlled by women. The Nuer example 

shows that domestic and political realms are closely 
interconnected in the tribal world. Some authori-
ties have suggested that women’s domestic roles are 
“encompassed” by men’s presumably more powerful 
public and political activities,34 whereas women ma-
nipulate in the background using their perhaps not 
fully legitimate power.35 However this is conceptual-
ized, the Nuer case shows that women’s control over 
the domestic sphere gives them infl uence over the 
entire society. From this perspective, tribal politics are 
really about men negotiating among themselves over 
the distribution of the goods and services that only 
women can provide, or that women actually control.36

In addition to questions of differences between 
men and women in ownership and use of livestock, 
there are also age and gender differences in labor 
expenditures. Time allocation studies of the Ariaal, a 
Maasai-related people in Kenya, show that men and 
women work seven to ten hours daily, respectively, at 
household, livestock, and manufacturing tasks.37 This 
is a higher and less equitable workload than enjoyed 
by Aborigines and Amazonian peoples and refl ects the 
extra burden of livestock as well as the age and gender 
division of labor. Because they take the largest share 
in livestock tasks, unmarried males from age twelve 
to thirty-four rest less than three hours a day, whereas 
women rest nearly six hours and married men more 
than eight hours. Furthermore, workloads are lighter 
in richer households with more cattle, because caring 
for small stock is more labor intensive. Women also 
welcome co-wives who share the work.

Understanding Nuer Descent Groups
Evans-Pritchard devised an ingenious model to de-

scribe the political organization of Nuer society. The 
Nuer, with a population of some 300,000 in the 1930s, 
were said to be organized by clans, lineages, and ter-
ritorial groups into an acephalous, or headless, po-
litical system, which operated in the absence of formal 
political offi ces.38 The clans and lineages were descent 
groups that recruited members exclusively through 
males by means of patrilineal descent, or fi liation. In 
Evans-Pritchard’s scheme, the highest descent-based 
unit was the clan, which was composed of maximal, 
major, minor, and minimal lineages. These units cor-
responded to the territorial units, with the tribe at 
the top and primary, secondary, and tertiary tribal 
sections down to the village community at the lowest 
territorial level (see fi gure 4.8a).

As the fi gure shows, this system can be represented 
in a tidy diagram, but the Nuer themselves may well 
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understand it differently.39 The Nuer apparently have 
no term in their own language for clan or lineage; 
when Evans-Pritchard pressed them for lineage af-
fi liations, they did not understand what he wanted to 
know. He was able to obtain names for lineage seg-
ments, but these were merely the names of particular 
ancestors. When he asked the Nuer to draw their 
lineages, they came up with lines radiating from a 
center, not the branching trees and pyramids that he 
preferred (see fi gure 4.8b). He also observed that “lin-
eages” did not, in fact, form discrete localized groups. 
That is, the members of a lineage often did not live in 
the same village, nor were they strictly patrilineal. He 
found that lineages often incorporated children fi li-
ated through women or through adoption.

Despite the inconsistencies, Evans-Pritchard de-
clared that clans and lineages appeared on ritual occa-
sions when people made sacrifi ces to their ancestors, 
when groups mobilized to settle disputes, or when 
groups conducted raids. Such ephemeral descent 
groups acquired their own reality in the anthropo-
logical literature—especially in the work of British 
functionalists in Africa, where they became standard 
descriptive devices, and in major comparative studies. 
However, regardless of whether the Nuer linguistically 
identify clans and lineages, they do divide their society 
into nested levels of inclusiveness, based on their as-
sumptions about relations to ancestors and territory. 
Perhaps most importantly, they successfully organize 
large numbers of people without central political au-
thority.

When it became obvious that the natives were not 
very concerned with the purity or even the existence 
of their descent groups, some argued that descent 
was simply “ideology.” Sahlins40 observed that differ-

ent ideological models of descent organization could 
be projected onto the same arrangement of people. 
A given group might, for example, consider them-
selves to be patrilineal, matrilineal, or even bilateral, 
without making any changes in individuals. Descent 
thus became a cultural fi ction that people adopted for 
whatever purpose.

The anthropological conception of lineages and 
clans grew out of nineteenth-century evolutionary 
theories that viewed them as stages on the way to 
statehood.41 A clan-based society was thought to rep-
resent an evolutionary advance over societies orga-
nized only by families, but because they were still 
based on kinship or biological descent, clan societies 
were considered to be more “primitive” than territori-
ally organized states. Lineages and clans were seen as 
equivalent to corporate legal entities that, like busi-
ness corporations, existed in perpetuity apart from 
their individual members. However, in case after case 
critical examination showed that clans and lineages 
did not form consistent, culturally recognized units. 
East African pastoralists do remember ancestors, and 
they marry outside of specifi c categories of kin; but 
like Australian Aborigines, they seem not to organize 
themselves into descent groups. Instead their lives 
are organized around politically autonomous villages, 
households, and overlapping networks of kinship. The 
Nuer categories that Evans-Pritchard called patrilin-
eages have also been described as interest groups of 
individuals sharing claims in cattle.42 Ranked descent 
lines may be traced to elite persons in hierarchically 
organized societies; in such cases, “royal” or “noble” 
clans and lineages may be culturally signifi cant, but 
such is not the case with the Nuer, or the other African 
pastoralists considered here.

Figure 4.8.  The segmentary lineage system of Nuer society as seen by (a) Evans-Pritchard (1940), and (b) the Nuer 
themselves (Evans-Pritchard 1940, reprinted with permission).
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Politics in Headless Societies: Leopard-Skin 
Chiefs and Stock Associates

Although the Nuer do not distinguish descent 
groups, many other peoples, such as the Maasai, do 
have named clans, and all East African tribal peoples 
use genealogical and residential proximity to struc-
ture their intergroup relations without resorting to 
political hierarchy. All of these societies face impor-
tant organizational problems in the world beyond 
the village, because cattle raiding is a constant threat 
and temptation, and the total social universe is much 
larger, denser, and potentially more dangerous than 
in Australia, or much of Amazonia. For example, 
government census fi gures for 1955–1956 listed some 
460,000 Nuer living in an area of some 25,000 square 
miles (65,000 km2).43 This was more people than the 
entire population of aboriginal Australia and in a 
much smaller area. People who live closer together are 
also likely to believe themselves more closely related, 
and Nuer men mobilize their kinship connections to 
conduct raids or organize defense. Kinship connec-
tions, whether real or fi ctive, make possible a form of 
order without permanent, formal leaders and without 
government. This is ordered anarchy, organized by 
what anthropologists have called a segmentary lin-
eage system,44 the familiar situation where geographic 
distance corresponds to social distance. In the tribal 
world, people living close together believe themselves 
to be related by common descent, and they align 
themselves as segments in opposition to more distant 
segments.

These are acephalous societies that maximize 
individual freedom. East African cattle peoples do 
distinguish regional ethnic groups, but in practice 
individual ethnic identity is fl exible (see box 4.4). 
It was Nuer rejection of central authority that most 
impressed Evans-Pritchard about the Nuer. He called 
them “proud and individualistic” and declared: “Their 
attitude towards any authority that would coerce them 
is one of touchiness, pride, and reckless disobedi-
ence. Each determines to go his own way as much as 
possible, has a hatred of submission, and is ready to 
defend himself and property from the inroads of oth-
ers. They are thus self-reliant, brave fi ghters, turbulent 
and aggressive, and are extremely conservative in their 
aversion from innovation and interference.”45 

This picture of Nuer individualism and autonomy 
is historically accurate. They resist “innovation” be-
cause their social system serves their interests. The key 
feature of the Nuer segmentary system is that political 
alliances form according to the affi liation of individual 

combatants. Thus, for example, if a confl ict developed 
between two villages, members of other villages would 
not join in; but if someone stole a cow from another 
district, then neighboring villages might form a tem-
porary alliance against the perceived common enemy. 
The Nuer resisted repeated punitive raids by the Brit-
ish colonial government in the Sudan and engaged the 
independent Sudanese government in a civil war from 
1956 to 1972, and 1983 to 2005.

Evans-Pritchard46 described a political system with 
increasing levels of violence as social distance in-
creased. Within a village, men might fi ght with clubs, 
but serious disputes would be settled quickly. Between 
villages, men might fi ght with spears, and blood feuds 
were possible, but cattle could be accepted as com-
pensation for homicide. Raiding for cattle routinely 
occurred between more distant groups of Nuer vil-
lages, which Evans-Pritchard designated as tribes but 
which were probably shifting alliances of adjacent vil-
lages. Women and children and granaries were spared 
in “intertribal” raiding, but they might not be spared 
in raids against non-Nuer groups such as the Dinka, 
even though they developed from a common culture. 
Confl icts seemed to arise primarily over cattle, ei-
ther from cattle raiding or from disputes over unpaid 
bride-wealth transfers. Homicides could lead to feuds 
between kin groups, which could lead to further ven-
geance killings as in Amazonia, but among the Nuer 
there was a mechanism for mediation. Specifi c indi-
viduals, whom Evans-Pritchard called leopard-skin 
chiefs, served as mediators and attempted to persuade 
the confl icting parties to settle the dispute by means of 
compensation in the form of cattle transfer. Leopard-
skin chiefs were respected as ritual practitioners and as 
mediators, but they were not chiefs with political au-
thority. In his mediator role, the chief was expected to 
threaten to curse a reluctant party with supernatural 
sanctions but, in fact, had no coercive power.

Although cattle are a major cause of confl ict, they 
also provide an incentive for reducing confl ict. Inter-
village feuding would disrupt bride-wealth transfers 
because wide extension of incest restrictions, which 
reduces confusion in bride-wealth transfers, means 
that villages are usually exogamous. This divides the 
loyalties of people who might feel obligated to sup-
port one another in blood feuds as covillagers, as close 
kin, or as claimants to bride-wealth cattle. It is thus in 
virtually everyone’s self-interest to keep feuding to an 
absolute minimum. By crosscutting village member-
ship in this way, domestic-scale societies create what 
has been called the peace in the feud.47
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Bigman Wealth and Power in Herding Societies
The crucial economic condition that makes herd-

ing societies egalitarian is that cattle, the principal 
economic resource, are mobile and reproducible. 
Whereas in Australia and Amazonia natural wealth 
exists as wild game and plants, in herding systems it is 
found in the form of movable, reproducible wealth in 
animals, whose care and reproduction humans con-
trol directly. Beyond their immediate subsistence uses, 
men and women who are acting as men use cattle as 
currency to store social credits and debt obligations, 
and in this way can expand their personal imperia, but 
only within limits. The striking contrast with hierar-
chical societies that have chiefs, governments, and so-
cial class is that tribal herders seldom exchange labor 
service with non-kin and do not pay tribute. Instead 
all production is organized within households. Men 
make balanced exchanges of cattle, and in this respect 
treat each other as equals. Herders maintain relative 
equality between households by “setting up wide-
ranging, crosscutting, balancing bonds between peo-
ple which keep anyone from obtaining a monopoly of 
wealth which can be turned to creating hierarchy.”53 
Moving cattle between households also makes them 
available to people who need them for household con-
sumption and thereby minimizes material poverty.

BOX 4.4. TRIBAL ETHNIC IDENTITY: 
WHO ARE THE NUER AND THE MAASAI?
A careful reader of Evans-Pritchard’s The Nuer48 
might be surprised to learn that the Nuer do not call 
themselves “Nuer.” They are “Nath” or “Naath.” In a 
footnote, we fi nd that “the word ‘Nuer’ is sanctioned 
by a century of usage” and is what the Naath are called 
by the Dinka, and by all other outsiders, we might 
add. The Dinka, in turn, call themselves “Jieng.” In 
both cases, just as with the Asháninka and Matsi-
genka, the words Naath and Jieng mean “people.”49 
Because there is no permanent Nuer political entity, it 
follows that there is no Nuer “tribe.” Indeed, anthro-
pologist John Burton declared, “Such ethnic designa-
tions as ‘Nuer’ and ‘Dinka’ . . . are at best marginally 
indicative of observable interethnic relations and as-
sociations.”50 The only consensus, apparently shared 
by the Nuer and the Dinka and their observers, is that 
the Nuer raid cattle from the Dinka.

The absence of fi xed boundaries between Nuer 
and Dinka frustrated British colonial administrators 
for years. The Nuer and Dinka freely intermarry, and 
cattle move between them as booty and as bride-
wealth. Someone might grow up as a Dinka and be 
initiated into adulthood as a Nuer. There are other 
rituals that convert adult Dinka into Nuer. Indeed, 
the two apparent ethnic categories share so many 
cultural traits that in mixed camps, they may tell 
each other apart most easily by referring to physical 
differences in their cattle. As Burton observes, “They 
are fi rst of all pastoralists rather than antagonistic 
representatives of supposedly pure ethnic groups. . . . 
Ethnicity therefore moves on the hoof.”51

John Galaty52 examined the problem of ethnic 
identity from the viewpoint of another Nilotic peo-
ple, the Maasai of Kenya and Tanzania. According to 
Maasai ethnosociology (how a society views its own 
cultural identity), the Maasai are speakers of the Maa 
language who belong to any of a number of named 
tribal sections of a single Maasai “nation,” which has 
no formal political organization. The term Maasai 
literally means “I will not beg” and is a frequently 
used polite expression associated with the dominant 
Maasai values of bravery and arrogance. In their self-
designation, Maasai also call attention to the beads 
that are featured in their dress and, most promi-
nently, to their association with cattle. In their own 
eyes, the Maasai are “people of cattle.” However, as 
the term Maasai is used, it has multiple meanings that 
shift depending on context. Galaty has represented 
this as a series of three nested triangles of three sets 
of contrasting identities, based on distance from a 
central Maasai identity. In the widest context Maasai 
speakers see themselves as pastoralists distinguished 

from other people who emphasize hunting or farm-
ing for their subsistence. Non-Maasai-speaking pas-
toral peoples, such as the Somali, may be considered 
“Maasai” in deference to their herding and are treated 
with special respect. At a second level, encompassing 
all Maasai speakers, there are specifi c categories based 
on dominant economy, such that Maasai who hunt 
are called Torrobo, those who farm are Ilkurr-man, 
and “other Maasai” herders are Iloikop. Thus, at this 
level, common descent from mythical Maasai ances-
tors is invoked to verify one’s Maasai identity even 
when herding is not practiced. Closest to the center, 
Maasai blacksmiths are Ilkunono, diviners are Iloi-
bonok, and ordinary herders are called Ilomet by the 
blacksmiths and diviners. Because the specifi c mean-
ing of Maasai and the nine related social categories 
are so dependent on the context in which the terms 
are used, the confusion experienced by colonial-era 
Europeans when they attempted to elicit East African 
“tribal” names is understandable. They were looking 
for discrete, territorially based, politically organized 
“tribes,” led by “chiefs” with whom they could sign 
treaties, and that they could “administer” as colonial 
dependencies.
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The nature of cattle in a tribal setting makes it dif-
fi cult for any one person to control either the means 
of production (all the cattle) or to create unequal 
exchanges with dependent clients to concentrate co-
ercive power within a personal imperium. Cattle are 
tangible wealth, or capital, and although they have the 
ability to multiply, they can only do so within natural, 
biological limits. Cattle are also mobile, which makes 
them vulnerable to theft and other hazards. For these 
and other reasons, herd size fl uctuates unpredictably. 
This contrasts with intangible fi nancial capital, such as 
dollars in account books in the commercial world that 
individuals can accumulate and concentrate seem-
ingly without limit.

Individual men use cattle to establish exchange 
relationships with other men that extend and super-
sede kinship relations. Every man extends his personal 
imperia beyond his close circle of kin by loaning cattle 
to more distant kin, to affi nes, and to friends to whom 
he is otherwise unrelated. These exchanges effectively 
distribute cattle for people to use, so that even poor 
households can subsist and cattleless men can borrow 
bride-wealth. Anthropologists have called people who 
share cattle in this way “stock associates.”54 Loans of 
cattle are long-term deferred exchanges that carry 
the expectation of continuous repayment, and in this 
respect resemble Amazonian trading systems. Signifi -
cantly, a Turkana man referred to his stock associ-
ates as “my people.”55 One particularly powerful man 
had 28 stock associates (3 agnates, 12 affi nes, and 13 
friends) scattered over an area of some 4,800 square 
miles (12,480 km2).

African herders are ideal capitalists in the sense 
that they can maximize their economic freedom, hav-
ing no political rulers to regulate their economic ac-
tivities. Herders enjoy an equality of opportunity that 
allows for wide variation in outcome but produces 
little extreme poverty. For example, detailed livestock 
fi gures for an Ariaal village of 38 households and 187 
people in 1976 show that half (19) of the households 
were “rich,” one-third (12) had suffi cient animals, 
and only 18 percent (7) were “poor.”56 This reverses 
the social hierarchy found in the politically centralized 
imperial world, where there was typically only a very 
small wealthy elite, a small maintenance level, and 
the majority were poor. Calculated in TLUs (tropical 
livestock units) per person (see box 4.1), rich house-
holds had the equivalent of more than 9 cattle per 
person, and the poor had fewer than 4.5. The richest 
household had the equivalent of 205 cattle (22 per 
person) and the poorest only 2 (0.8 per person). The 

richest households were often polygynous. They were 
also better able to survive and recover from droughts. 
A poor man might work as a herder for a richer man 
in exchange for cattle, or he might seek wage labor 
in towns. In the past those who were unable to herd 
became foragers or farmers. Men with the largest 
herds may be widely respected as “bigmen.” Herd 
size is determined by a combination of a man’s age, 
his personality, his network of kin and associates, as 
well as the number of fertile cows in his herd and the 
vagaries of fortune. A particularly successful Maasai 
man might have 12 wives and 60 children, suggesting 
a local herd of 300 cattle, but this is probably an upper 
limit for any man’s domestic establishment.

Nuer Spirits, Symbolism, and Sacrifi ce
The religious beliefs of African pastoralists such as 

the Nuer and Maasai are primarily expressed in life cy-
cle rituals or during crisis events, such as drought and 
disease, and often feature the sacrifi ce of animals. The 
cosmologies of African herders often deal with gender 
issues and show striking similarities with Amazonian 
cosmologies (see box 4.5).

The most basic distinctions in Nuer cosmology are 
made between Spirit and Creation, or between the 
immaterial and material worlds, which exist in com-
plementary opposition.57 When people show proper 
respect (thek) for these distinctions, their lives can 
normally be expected to go smoothly; misfortune oc-
curs, however, when these categories intrude on each 
other, either in natural events or due to immoral 
human actions involving natural categories or hu-
man society. Failure to observe incest restrictions, for 
example, can bring illness. Confusion of categories 
causes ritual pollution, or contamination by “dirt,” as 
“matter out of place.”58 Sacrifi ce and ritual can restore 
the previous order by mediating between the opposing 
principles of Spirit and Creation.

In Evans-Pritchard’s59 analysis of the Nuer concept 
of Spirit (his translation for the Nuer word Kwoth), he 
described a hierarchy of spirit manifestations ranked 
from high to low and with distinctions based on their 
location and social associations (see table 4.2). He 
thought that all of these different spirits were simply 
different “refractions” of a single unitary Spirit con-
cept. The highest level is called God and is considered 
to be a pure spirit who is located in the sky and is 
associated with humanity in general. Genealogically, 
he may be referred to as father, but his involvement 
with human affairs is indirect. The air spirits occur at 
a lower level, in the atmosphere, and are represented 
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by charismatic religious specialists known as prophets 
who are thought to communicate directly with these 
spirits. They may help warriors prepare themselves 
spiritually for cattle raiding and may be instrumental 
in organizing relatively large-scale military expedi-
tions. Lower-level spirits may be manifest in animals 
and objects and are associated with kin groups and in-
dividuals. There are many ritual specialists including 
earth priests, cattle priests, and grass priests, to name 
a few, and a wide range of curers and diviners, all of 
whom maintain special relationships with these spir-
its. According to T. O. Beidelman’s60 analysis, Nuer 
religious specialists demonstrate their association 
with Spirit by assuming the ambiguous characteristics 
of confused categories. Prophets have long hair and 
beards, wear clothing, and appear unkempt, when 
ordinary Nuer would be unclothed, clean-shaven, and 
neat. They accomplish their role as mediators between 
Spirit and Creation because they partake of both cat-
egories and thus are in a position to realign them. 
When anyone performs a ritual sacrifi ce, he in effect 
helps restore the cosmic order.

The preferred sacrifi cial animal is an ox (a bull, 
castrated at maturity), and every sacrifi ce is called an 
ox even when a sheep or goat is used. Because cattle 
are slaughtered only on ritual occasions and because 
herds are managed for maximum growth potential 
and milk production, it is reasonable on strictly utili-
tarian grounds that male animals would be sacrifi ced. 
However, oxen may be chosen for sacrifi ce because 
of their close symbolic association with men and be-
cause oxen are male animals but sterile—thus, in an 
ambiguous category, making them ideal mediators 
between Spirit and Creation. Nuer cows are equated 
with women. Nuer women are allocated cows from 
bride-wealth, and women may be named after the 
cows that they milk. Men have ox names and a favor-
ite ox, which is “initiated” with cuts on its horns that 
duplicate the scars that young men receive at their ini-

tiations. Young men marry after their initiation, but 
their oxen (technically bulls until that point) are then 
castrated. There is a close parallel between marriage 
and restrained sexual morality for men and castration 
as moral domestication of the animal. When men are 
called bulls, it means that they are seen as aggressive 
and troublesome. Even with the ethnographic reports 
of high gods, priests, and prophets for cattle pastoral-
ists, these ideological systems are essentially egalitar-
ian. There is no codifi ed religious system and no 
fraternity of religious specialists. Spirit possession is 
available to anyone. Individuals retain a brief identity 
after death in relation to cattle and children, but there 
is no ancestor cult. Any man can perform sacrifi ces, 
and the political roles that prophets and leopard-skin 
chiefs play are strictly limited. These roles do not give 
them control over strategic resources or allow them 
to extract labor or tribute. At least one especially 
charismatic nineteenth-century Nuer prophet gained 
enough infl uence to convince people to erect a dirt-
mound pyramid shrine, but he was unable to convert 
it into permanent political power or an enduring 
ancestor cult.

Table 4.2.  The Nuer Concept of Spirit (Kwoth)

Spirit Type Location Social Association Manifestation Genealogy Rank

God Sky Humanity Pure spirit Father Aristocratic
Air spirits Air, clouds, breezes Political movements, 

raiding
Prophets Upper: God’s 

children
Lower: God’s 
grandchildren

Totemic spirits Earth Kinship groups Animals Children of God’s 
daughters

Dinka-like

Nature spirits, 
fetishes

Earth, underworld Individuals Things Children of 
daughters of air spirit

Foreigners

Source: Evans-Pritchard (1953).

BOX 4.5. TURKANA HOUSEHOLD 
SYMBOLISM AND COSMOLOGY
The Maasai myth of women originally owning cattle 
in the form of wild animals is the African equivalent 
of the Amazonian myth in which, in the beginning, 
women have culture and lose control to men. In the 
Maasai myth women allow their children to neglect 
their herds, and men take over the animals so they 
can claim to be the main providers for the house-
hold. This story combines the cultural ideology that 
men are said to “own” the cattle with the reality that 
women care for children and manage the household.
Terms used by the Turkana to describe different 
aspects of the household and related symbolic asso-
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The Maasai Age-Class System
The Maasai pastoral system has remained viable 

even after years of colonial rule, cycles of drought and 
disease, persistent penetration by the market econ-
omy, and political control by the modern independent 
states of Kenya and Tanzania. African pastoralism has 

proved to have remarkable resilience, not only to the 
natural environment but also to the wider political 
economy surrounding it. The Maasai demonstrate 
that a domestic-scale culture based on subsistence 
herding organized at a family level can maintain a 
high degree of social equality and autonomy while 
coexisting with larger-scale social systems (see fi gure 
4.9). The principal reason for the success of Maasai 
pastoralism may be the personal rewards offered by 
the age-class system common to many East African 
cattle peoples rather than the pervasiveness of “cattle 
complex values.”62

In its ideal form Maasai pastoralism represents the 
extreme in subsistence dependence on herding by 
African cattle peoples. As described by anthropologist 
Paul Spencer,63 the Maasai system depends on three 
critical social roles: 1) the elders, who control normal 
herding activities; 2) the wives, who do the milking 
and take care of the animals within the domestic com-
pound; and 3) the moran, unmarried warriors who 
until recently raided for cattle. The Maasai settlement 
pattern resembles the Nuer pattern described previ-
ously. Family herds are managed by the male heads 
of households, which are ideally polygynous. A man’s 
married sons live in the same homestead compound, 
with their individual corrals grouped around a com-
mon corral (see fi gure 4.10).

As is frequently the case with polygynous societies, 
women marry at a very young age, whereas men marry 
signifi cantly later. This arrangement makes polygyny 
possible and makes it the prerogative of the older men, 
as in aboriginal Australia. With the Maasai surveyed 
by Spencer, only 16 percent of the young men ages 
eighteen to twenty-fi ve years were married, and none 
polygynously, whereas 60 percent of the men over 
forty (ages forty-one to seventy years) had more than 
one wife. Polygyny offers direct advantages to the herd 
manager because it increases his labor force and allows 
him to subdivide responsibility for his animals.

The age-class system, with its associated rituals, 
helps balance the social stresses created by polygyny 
and patriarchy. Life stages and generation levels are 
marked by a series of rituals that occur throughout an 
individual’s lifetime (see table 4.3). Step by step, pre-
pubescent children are named, their heads are shaved, 
their lower incisors are removed, and their ears are 
pierced and stretched. Each ceremony indicates in-
creasing maturity. Removal of the lower incisors, for 
example, means that a young boy is old enough to 
herd livestock near the homestead, but he does not go 
far afi eld with the animals until he is old enough to 

ciations outlined by Vigdis Broch-Due61 (2000) help 
to demonstrate the primacy of domestic processes 
and the prominent role of women in African pastoral 
societies. The Turkana term ekol, “umbilicus,” con-
ceptually denotes the household as a space belonging 
to a woman within the extended family compound. 
Awi, both “belly” and “paternal family,” refers to the 
containing space of the domestic compound and rep-
resents the early phase of the domestic cycle, based on 
an old husband and his young wife. As the household 
matures and children marry, the founder’s widow 
will become the senior household member. Each ekol 
within the compound is fenced off by a brush wind-
break and contains a woman’s private cooking hearth 
and structures for shade and sleeping. Conceptually, 
ekol also refers to her children and the animals that 
she cares for, as well as her descendants, or house-
line.

Drinking milk, both mother’s milk and cow’s milk, 
and eating butter, blood, and meat together make 
people related as kin, because kinship is based on 
shared substance. The Turkana emphasis on mater-
nal functions is made explicit by their reference to a 
cow and calf as mother and child, and a mother as a 
“milking cow.” Like a woman, a cow founds an ekol, 
or house-line. Turkana society is biologically con-
structed by common blood and milk from matrifi lia-
tion, and socially by livestock, from patrifi liation, or 
agnatic connections. Patrilineages require the fl ow of 
livestock between men to establish paternity.

In herder cosmology, nature is wet and soft, as 
in Amazonia, and culture is hard and dry. Children 
are born soft and wet, and they dry and harden 
as they mature. Old people are hard and dry. The 
four directions—east, west, and up (north) and down 
(south)—also have life cycle and sexual associations 
as in many cultures. A woman’s cow’s-milk container 
is a prominent sexual symbol of her fertility, with 
its round, womblike base and phallic neck. Sexual 
imagery is seen in other comparisons between people 
and livestock. Cattle are creations of grass and water, 
as people are creations of semen and blood. Cooking 
in ceramic pots is a cultural act that makes people 
human, and a woman’s round clay cooking pot is 
another prominent sexual symbol.
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tolerate large incisions in his ear lobes. A calf is ritu-
ally slaughtered at the fi rst stage of adulthood, but this 
must occur after the father has been ritually inducted 
into his status as a full elder by having an ox slaugh-
tered and after the mother has ritually completed 
the process of her marriage. The spacing of these 

two ceremonies thus marks a generation. Ceremonies 
surrounding initiation make the initiation process a 
ritual rebirth, and the initiate symbolically becomes a 
dependent child. Initiation itself is marked by genital 
mutilation—clitoridectomy for girls and circumcision 
for boys. Shortly after the operation, girls are led to 

Figure 4.9.  Maasai man and woman, nineteenth century (Ratzel 1897:484).

Table 4.3.  Maasai Age Grades

Grade Age* Features

Senior Elder 50+ Religious and ritual power, charisma of old age assumed

Great Ox Ceremony—Precedes Son’s Initiation
Junior elders 35-50 Incest avoidance of daughters of the age class, not expected to fi ght, have power to curse, 

sponsor new age class

Olngesher Ceremony—Moran Become Elders, Age Class United and Named
Senior moran 20-35 Preparation of elderhood, may marry, meat and milk avoidance lifted

Eunoto Ceremony
Junior moran 15-20 Wear red ochre, braid hair, dance with girls, have distinctive spears, perform ritual rebellion, 

form manyata warrior village, avoid meat and milk
Initiates 12-15 Age mates begin to associate, distinctive regalia

Circumcision Ceremony
Boyhood 10-12 Earlobes cut and stretched, work as herdboys
Childhood 0-10 Naming, lower incisors removed

Source: Spencer (1965, 1988).

*Age intervals overlap because the actual age of specifi c individuals in a particular grade will vary widely.
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their new husband’s homesteads as brides, and boys 
move through other ceremonies that ritually separate 
them from their status as children and prepare them 
for moran-hood. Only males participate in the age-
class system.

Age class refers to the group of people who are 
promoted together through the same sequence of age 
grades, or culturally designated stages.64 Thus, for 
example, males of roughly the same age move as a 

group sequentially through a series of subgrades from 
boyhood, to warriorhood (or the moran grade), to 
elderhood, and fi nally to retirement. Age classes are 
named, and the members of each class carry a distinct 
style of hand-forged iron spear and form a fraternity.65

Each tribal section independently operates its own 
age-class system. A new class is formed roughly every 
fi fteen years under the sponsorship of the elders, who 
are two classes ahead of them, or approximately thirty 

Figure 4.10.  A Maasai homestead, showing houses, household composition, and livestock corals (re-
drafted from Spencer 1988).  
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years their senior, and who will serve as patrons of 
the new class. The recruitment period for each class 
is ritually closed by the elders in the class immediately 
senior to it. Each class is, in effect, forced up the age-
grade ladder by the demands of the youths below who 
do not want to be the last to join a class that is about to 
advance. Late recruits experience a foreshortened time 
period in the favored warrior grade. The extended 
time during which a given age class can recruit means 
that there will be a relatively wide spread of ages within 
a given class; some Maasai set up junior and senior 
subsets within a single class, granting each different 
privileges and moving each subset through their own 
ritual stages of maturation. When the youngest subset 
of a class enters the grade of elderhood, the entire class 
assumes a single name.

The highlight of the entire age sequence is the 
moran grade, which young men enter after going 
through ceremonies that ritually separate them from 
their natal families. As moran, they become the war-
rior protectors of their communities; at the same time, 
however, these young men form their own egalitarian 
communities of age mates united by special bonds of 
loyalty and shared experience. Freed from domestic 
routines and still unmarried, the novice moran are 
expected to dress in special fi nery, wear their hair in 
braids, dance and display, and carry on with young 
girls. Traditionally they conducted raids to capture 
cattle and defended the local herds against raiders and 
lions. The most important privilege of the moran is 
the few years they spend in segregated warrior villages, 
known as manyat (singular, manyata), which are set 
up to defend individual districts. The moran fl aunt 
their independence and live the communalistic ideals 
of moran brotherhood in their manyat. The supreme 
ideal of the manyata is represented by individual war-
riors, known as “diehards,” who pledge themselves to 
die in combat rather than retreat (see fi gure 4.11).

To establish a manyata, the moran conduct raids 
on their parental homes and carry off their mothers 
and small herds of cattle, sometimes against the pro-
tests of their fathers. This is clearly a ritual rebellion 
against the fathers. The manyat villages of the moran 
are organized around egalitarian and communalistic 
principles in direct opposition to the age hierarchy 
and individualism of the domestic homestead.

The midpoint of moran-hood is ritually marked by 
an extended ceremony known as eunoto, which begins 
fi ve years into the grade and initiates a ten-year series 
of steps leading to elderhood. After this ceremony, a 
moran may be expected to marry. In the eunoto, the 

manyat villages are disbanded, and the combined age 
class is formally launched. This ceremony involves a 
spectacular display of massed warriors that even at-
tracts fee-paying European tourists and fi lm crews.

Although many ceremonial phases of the Maa-
sai age-class system incorporate ritualized rebellions 
against parental authority, the excesses of the mo-
ran are held in check, and they are guided through 
the maturation process by their elder patrons, who 
maintain ultimate control by their power to curse 
their charges. It could certainly be argued that the 
age-class system constructively channels the otherwise 
potentially disruptive energies of young men who 
grow up as subservient herdboys and must wait at 
least ten years before they can marry. The age system 
may divert the stresses that are inherent in the family 
system away from the senior male household heads to 
elders in general. In some respects, the manyata phase 
places the moran in a transition, or liminal phase.66 It 
is a rite of transition in which the moran are ritually 
suspended in the space between being herdboys and 
elders.

The age-class system is functionally related to in-
cest avoidance and marriage practices in a mutually 
reinforcing way. Spencer points out that Maasai in-
cest restrictions are more elaborated toward daughters 
and mothers-in-law than mothers and sisters. This 
is apparently because a system of age-class exogamy 
operates in which the men of one age class marry the 
daughters of the men in the class senior to them, rather 
than marrying the daughters of their own age mates. 
The age classes thus are linked by marriage alliances, 
such as might operate between exogamous clans. This 
reinforces the respect that must be obtained between 
junior and senior classes if the age-class system is to 
survive, because the junior class members will fi nd 
their fathers-in-law in the senior class. Their wives 
would be the daughters of forty-fi ve- to fi fty-year-old 
senior men, who might have married at thirty and 
could have fi fteen- to twenty-year-old marriageable 
daughters. Age-class exogamy thus means that men 
will tend to marry much younger women, thereby 
creating the age differential that makes frequent po-
lygyny possible.

The persistence of the Maasai as a society up to 
the present day is evidence of the importance of their 
age-class system. It is signifi cant that while the popu-
lation of Kenya as a whole has recently experienced 
extremely high increases that threaten the economic 
viability of the entire country, settled farming groups 
were growing much faster than the Maasai and other 
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pastoralists. It is possible that the traditional Maasai 
practices of polygyny, postpartum taboos on sexual 
intercourse, and prolonged lactation, which are all 
linked to patriarchy and the age-class system, are sig-
nifi cant child-spacing and fertility-dampening fac-
tors.67

Women do not become elders, but they clearly do 
have a stake in their society and work to maintain the 
system, especially as they grow older. Senior wives may 
welcome polygyny because it lightens their domestic 
routine (see box 4.6). Women themselves perform the 
clitoridectomy, and they accept it as a precondition of 

marriage. Divorce is an option, especially early in an 
unhappy marriage. After women have children, they 
gain more autonomy, and because they marry young, 
they usually outlive their husbands. Abused wives 
may appeal to the elders for help; men who commit 
serious offenses against women may be perceived as a 
threat to all women; they may be assaulted and beaten 
and have their cattle slaughtered by a large group of 
enraged women acting in a publicly sanctioned role 
as enforcers of community morality. Women also 
conduct their own rituals of rebellion against male 
authority.

Figure 4.11.  Maasai warriors, nineteenth century (left, Ratzel 1897:527; right, Ratzel 1897:408). 

11_064_Bodley.book.indb   123 6/28/11   8:31 AM



124   C H A P T E R  4

The underlying principle of male age classes is that 
every male enjoys the same potential to be a warrior, 
marry, raise a family, offi ciate at rituals, and so on, 
and these potentials are realized in orderly sequence 
by virtue of his membership in an age class in which 
these rights are jointly shared. Confl icts do arise in 
the system, but they occur primarily over the timing 
of promotions. Political struggle takes place between 
groups, not individuals. Political power thus is widely 
distributed and strictly regulated. The system is not 
simply a gerontocracy with power concentrated at the 
top.

SUMMARY
East African cattle peoples have developed a highly 
successful cultural system that makes effective use of a 
diffi cult environment. They have created a society in 
which men and women and young and old share dif-
ferent responsibilities for supporting and reproducing 
households, society, and culture. The presence of cat-
tle and other domesticated animals makes it possible 
for African pastoralists to support much higher popu-
lation densities and larger societies than the Australian 
Aborigines and Amazonian forest peoples. However, 
this is not always an advantage, because workloads 
increase and people’s personal lives are more highly 
regulated. Like all tribal societies, there are no formal 
political leaders or governmental structure, and kin-
ship remains the primary organizing principle. There 
are permanent villages, but herds and young men are 
mobile. Raiding is focused on capturing cattle rather 
than revenge killing of men and capturing women as 
in Amazonia, and young men must spend ten or more 
years with age mates in the status of warrior herdsmen 
before they can marry. The social roles of married 
men and women are less equitable than in aboriginal 
Australia and Amazonia. Women work harder than 
men and cannot ordinarily own and manage live-

BOX 4.6. MAASAI WOMEN
In the fi lm Masai Women68 anthropologist Melissa 
Llewellyn-Davies, who speaks the Maasai language 
and has years of research experience with the Maa-
sai, engages several Maasai women in a free-ranging 
discussion about their experiences as women. In their 
own words, these Maasai women defi ne and accept 
as a given the gender roles of their culture. Women 
milk cows, bear children, and build their own houses. 
A woman “has nothing.” Women care for animals 
and have milking rights but no ownership rights 
over them. Men make the decisions about herds. 
Yet in this discussion with a sympathetic and knowl-
edgeable nonnative woman, the Maasai women are 
quick to place their own cultural roles in a positive 
light. Clitoridectomy (female circumcision), which 
is strongly condemned by international feminists, 
is defended as something “we’ve always done.” One 
woman explains, “It is something God began long 
ago. A girl wants to hurry up and be circumcised. It 
is a very good thing.” When Llewellyn-Davies asks if 
the initiate is happy about the experience, she is told 
emphatically that she is “very happy” because the girl 
will then be thought of as a woman and will be able 
to marry soon.

Female circumcision may not be fully supported by 
all Maasai women, regardless of what they say about 
it. It may not even be a functionally irreplaceable part 
of their culture. In this case, women themselves may 
feel compelled to perpetuate customs that may not be 
in their best interests.

In the fi lm, the women tell Llewellyn-Davies that 
although they accept arranged marriages to old men, 
they are not always happy about it and may select 
young warriors as lovers even though their husbands 
would be angry if they found out. When Llewellyn-
Davies raises the possibility of women being jealous 
over young co-wives in this polygynous society, a 
Maasai woman declares:

We’re not jealous like you Europeans. . . . To 
us a co-wife is something very good because 
there is much work to do. When it rains, the 
village gets mucky and it’s you who clears it 
out. It’s you who looks after the cows. You do 
the milking, and your husband may have very 
many cows. That’s a lot of work. You have to 
milk and smear the roof and see to the calves. 
. . . So when you give birth and it rains, who 
will smear the roof if you have no co-wife? No 
one. Who will clear the muck from the village? 
No one. So Maasai aren’t jealous because of all 
this work.

However, the fi lm also shows women greeting new 
co-wives with open, “ritualized” hostility.

It is a hard life, but there are rewards. After a girl’s 
initiation, a group of women in the fi lm sing, “Lis-
ten God to what suits women. It suits us to prepare 
charms for the initiates, to be busy with our children’s 
circumcisions, to have celebrations, which are lavish 
in honey beer and milk and meat and butter. It suits 
us when our sons go out herding. It suits us to sit rest-
ing in the shade. It suits us when we suckle children. 
God, nursing mother, remember what suits us.”
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stock or engage in politics, although they do have use 
rights to animals for subsistence purposes. Ideologi-
cally, women are in the contradictory position of be-
ing socially marginalized yet highly valued. However, 
women control domestic life, because they own their 
houses, beds, and hearths. Most importantly, women 
give men descendants to maintain their patrilines, 
and in polygynous households a man’s mother is the 
source of his cattle inheritance.

Cattle are central to household subsistence and the 
primary means for men to pursue their individual self-
interest beyond the household. However, their use of 
cattle as individually owned, movable, reproducible 
wealth makes it possible for more wealth differences to 
emerge than in other tribal societies. There are practi-
cal upper and lower limits on the size of household 
herds, but most households are wealthy enough in live-
stock to enjoy a comfortable margin to protect them 
from the effects of droughts, epidemics, and raids.

STUDY QUESTIONS
1.  Describe the subsistence uses East African pasto-

ralists make of their cattle.
2.  What are the most critical limiting factors to which 

African pastoralists must adapt?
3.  Why is it diffi cult to determine how many cattle 

African pastoralists actually need and to establish 
the carrying capacity of the range?

4.  Describe the marriage process for the Nuer, in-
cluding the concepts of bride-wealth, household, 
husband, wife, pater, and genitor.

5.  How does the Maasai age-class system relate to 
gerontocracy and patriarchy, and how does it con-
tribute to the resilience of Maasai society?

6.  Describe the social and ritual uses of cattle in East 
Africa.

7.  Describe the social power available to women in 
herding societies.

8.  What conditions work to maintain social and eco-
nomic equality between households in herding 
societies?
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GLOSSARY TERMS
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to legitimize the marriage and the children of the 
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Pater The culturally legitimate, or sociological, father 

of a child.
Levirate A cultural pattern in which a woman marries 

a brother of her deceased husband.
Bride-service The cultural expectation that a newly 
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Acephalous A political system without central author-
ity or permanent leaders.

Filiation A parent-child relationship link used as a 
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hood, and old age.
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