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The objective of Studies in Human Ecology and Adaptation, a new series
launched by Springer in 2005, is to publish cutting-edge work on the bio-
social processes of adaptation and human-environmental dynamics. Human
ecology, a broad perspective, views the biological, environmental, demo-
graphic, and technological aspects of human existence as interrelated. and
spans a large number of disciplines such as archaeology, anthropology, envi-
ronmental sociology, human geography and demography—to name a few
central ones. The series will reflect a growing trend in interdisciplinary study
and research. This multidisciplinary approach brings new, often unexpected,
perspectives to many topical issues.

Key to making the studies in this series accessible to a broad readership
is that they are clearly written and tightly focused. We have quite deliberately
taken the journal Human Ecology as a model since it focuses on empirically
rooted original research addressing a wide interdisciplinary readership. As a
consequence, the journal has achieved considerable recognition among aca-
demic publications worldwide which deal with social and environmental
issues. As with contributions to Human Ecology, potential manuscripts in this
series are subject to peer review.

Daniel G. Bates
Ludomir R. Lozny
Hunter College, CU.N.Y.



Preface

This book has come a long way. Data collection for some chapters already
began in 1986 with research in the Kenya National Archives in Nairobi. While
the manuscript is about to be completed in February 2005, I am currently
doing fieldwork in Namibia and a limited amount of data from the latest peri-
od of investigations has entered the book. Hence, data collection, analysis and
discussions on topics salient to this book span almost two decades. In the
course of these twenty years I spent almost six years either in Namibia or in
Kenya, mostly staying at the respective field sites. Numerous people and insti-
tutions have been of great help in making this possible. First and foremost I
would like to thank both the Namibian and the Kenyan government for grant-
ing and extending research permits. My sincere thanks go to the Institute of
African Studies of the University of Nairobi and the Institute of Geography
and Environmental Sciences and the History Department of the University of
Namibia as well as the Namibia Economic Planning and Research Unit for
hosting me during my studies. The local traditional leaders under whose
authority the respective field sites fell, namely Chief Kapkoyo of the Pokot
around Nginyang and Chief Kapika of the Ovahimba living in the wider
Omuramba/Omuhonga area, accepted me, a stranger, in their community and
never objected to my numerous and at times unusual questions. Both commu-
nities are organised along gerontocratic principles. Hence, elders — many of
them deceased by now -were of great importance not only as repositories of
collective memories but also as men in a position to explain the intricacies
of local histories and the complex fabric of their societies. Loriko, Wasareng,
Kanyakol, Todokin and Lotepamuk among the Pokot were crucial. Among
the Himba Katjira, Tjikumbamba and Kozongombe were such lead figures. I
hope that this volume may to some extent contribute to conveying their
knowledge and their memories to future generations.

In Kenya I would like to thank Yusuf K. Losute and his family for their
hospitality. Yusuf’s father Wasareng introduced me to many aspects of Pokot
life. As an energetic elder he is a major actor in many of my case studies.
Yusuf Losute proved to be a competent translator in the early phases of my
research as did John R. Konop6chd, Bebe and Simon. Yusuf’s brothers Teta,
Arekwen and Amos acted as guardians during various periods of fieldwork.
Many Pokot friends contributed immensely to the success of the research:
Lomirmoi, Lopetd, Akurtepa and Rengeruk, Tochil and the unfortunate

vii
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Ngoratepa, Wiapale, Dangapus and Lokomol. In Kenya the early phases of
my studies were facilitated by the kind hospitality of the Trittler and
Glombitza families. Throughout the past twenty years, Kositei Mission
Station was a secure haven. Many aspects of this research were discussed
intensively with Father Sean McGovern and Sister Rebecca Janageck, both
being in charge of developmental programmes in the region. During the
major period of fieldwork in Kenya I benefited greatly from discussions with
my colleagues Urs Herren and Cory Kratz during brief visits to Nairobi.
During the first few weeks of field work Cory once rescued me from the scene
of an accident I had been involved in. Her insistence that things like these
may happen but do not portend anything for the future perhaps persuaded
me to persevere.

In Namibia first of all I would like to thank the families of the late
Kandjuhu Rutjindo and his son Mungerenyeu Rutjindo. They welcomed me
to their homes and taught me to speak and to behave appropriately and
according to Himba norms and values. Like the Losutes in Kenya the
Rutjindos provided a secure and comfortable base from which to explore
social relations, economic strategies and worldviews. Both households were
regarded as successful herding units where I learnt a great deal merely by
observation. In Kaokoland, the friendship with Mutaambanda, Maongo,
Tako, Motjinduika, Vahenuna, Karambongenda, Kakapa and Kamuhoke
were and still are of great relevance. Be it for my greater awareness, be it for
lesser emphasis on gender divides among the Himba, I found it easier to
enlist women as trusted informants in north-western Namibia than in Kenya.
Among the Pokot most of my information on women originated from the
immediate social environment I was living in, notably from Chepdsait who,
adopting me as yet another child, for two years prepared my food while casu-
ally voicing her views on Pokot society. Among the Himba the elder women
Kozombandi, Mukaakaserari, Kazupotjo and Watundwa were essential dur-
ing various periods of my work. Anke Kuper shared a camp with me during
a part of the study. Discussions with her on methodology and epistemology
furthered my research work. Uhangatenwa Kapi furthered the project as an
assistant in many aspects of anthropological fieldwork: from survey work to
complex explanations of genealogical relations his endurance and practical
intelligence were of great help. In Opuwo Father Zaby’s guest house provid-
ed a quiet and peaceful place to rest. In Windhoek I greatly enjoyed the hos-
pitality of the Baas family. Although Pokot lands and Nairobi are only some
300 km apart while my Namibian field site was about 1000 km away from the
capital Windhoek, I always felt that the rural/urban gap was easier to bridge
in Namibia: in the cosmopolitan Windhoek environment I benefited greatly
from discussions with Wolfgang Werner, Peter Reiner and Antje Reiner-Otto,
Werner Hillebrecht and Jekura Kavari.

Obtaining empirical data is one thing, data analysis and interpretation
pose an entirely different kind of challenge. Sadly, my long-time teacher
Thomas Schweizer died before this book was completed. Epistemology and
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methodology were greatly influenced by his work, by discussions with him
over many years and by the shared conviction that there is a reality out there,
which is accessible and interpretable according to analytical principles.
Hartmut Lang and Michael Casimir influenced key passages of the book as
teachers, colleagues and friends. Michael Schnegg and Julia Pauli, Aparna
Rao, Joachim Gérlich, Barbara Gobel, Christoph Brumann, Erwin Orywal
contributed to the manuscript in various ways: by discussing certain sections,
by helping with data analysis or by drawing my attention to aspects I had
overlooked. I felt privileged to share not only ideas but also an apartment
with the historian Jan Bart Gewald. His intimate knowledge of southern
African history was inspiring and helped me to contextualise data along
diachronic paths. Polly Wiessner did more than others to transform the man-
uscript into a book by carefully reading chapter after chapter, correcting
minor mistakes as much as pointing out major errors. During discussions
with her the manuscript achieved its final form.

I would also like to thank three anonymous reviewers for their com-
ments. Although criticism is sometimes hard to digest, I found the issues they
put forward extremely helpful when finishing the manuscript.

As the book is written in English, which is not my native tongue, I had
to rely on translators and native speakers for corrections: while Paul Harris
worked on the initial manuscript, Eileen Kiipper and Luise Hoffmann pol-
ished the final draft. Maps were expertly drawn by Monika Feinen. Sonja
Gierse-Arsten and Nicole Korkel skilfully assembled the bibliography and
the various sections of this book, making sure that from photographs, to
tables and to bibliographic entries nothing was omitted. Brigitte Schwinge
and Viriginia Suter assisted during earlier periods of tiring data entry.
Needless to say, any errors still found in the book are entirely my own respon-
sibility.

This book would not have been completed without the emotional sup-
port from many people. During the early phases of research parental help is
often necessary and I benefited greatly thereby. During the latter part of the
study and throughout the entire phase of writing my wife, Heike Heinemann-
Bollig, made many sacrifices to help me persevere. Her assistance ranged
from help in the frantic search for “lost” literature or data bits to discussions
on the heart of the matter: how to understand an alien culture and how to
present it in writing. Last but not least I thank my two children, Antonio and
Vivian, for sharing the most recent years of this project and for accompany-
ing me on the long roads to the various the field sites.

Windhoek, February 2005
Michael Bollig
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Chapter 1

Studying Hazard and Risk
in Pastoral Societies

INTRODUCTION

This book centres around the comparison of hazards, risk perception and
risk minimising strategies in two African pastoral societies, the Pokot of
northern Kenya and the Himba of northern Namibia (see Map 1). Both soci-
eties were studied over several years of intensive field research between 1987
and 1999. The central questions guiding the comparative approach are: (1)
How are hazards generated through environmental variation and degrada-
tion, through market failures, violent conflicts and marginalisation? (2) How
do these hazards result in damage to single households or to individual actors
and how does the damage vary within one society? (3) How are hazards per-
ceived by the people affected? (4) How do actors of different wealth, status,
age and gender try to minimise risks by delimiting the effect of damage dur-
ing an on-going crisis and what kind of institutionalised measures do they
design to insure themselves against hazards, preventing their occurrence or
limiting their effects? (5) How is risk minimisation affected by cultural change
and in how far is the quest for enhanced security itself a driving force of cul-
tural evolution? Answering these questions in a comparative perspective
should lead to generalising hypotheses on the dynamic interrelation of haz-
ards, damage, risk-perception, risk-minimising strategies and buffering insti-
tutions in African pastoral societies.!

A first case-orientated glance at the difficulties of risk management in a
pastoral setting will forcefully indicate the need for a holistic, historically
embedded and yet comparative and theoretically-informed treatment of haz-
ards and risk management.
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Map 1. Location of Field-sites

1.1. DISCARDED BOREHOLES AND PROTECTED
PASTURES: THE WAY TO THE SUBJECT OF THE STUDY

In March 1992 I visited the Pokot (north-western Kenya, Baringo District)
once again after having stayed there for two years between 1987 and 1989 and
for a short while in 1991. It was hot and dusty to the extreme and there was
almost no grazing left. The herds were living on bits of trodden down grass
and fallen pods of acacia bushes, the fodder of extremely dry seasons which
the Pokot contemptuously call /al. In the late 1980s I had been to north-west-
ern Kenya during better times; the rains in 1988 had been almost double the
normal amount and 1987 and 1989 had experienced good rains too. Good
rainfall and the absence of raiding, which had marred the decade before
1984, offered the opportunity of carrying out overdue generation-set rituals
(Bollig, 1992a, 1994a).

In stark contrast to this, the situation in 1992 was appalling. The rains
had been very bad and to make things worse, interethnic warfare had resumed
once again. Pokot herders had given up wide areas bordering the Turkana to
the north and were crowding into the southern parts of their grazing lands. Of
course, it was not only Turkana raiders, who had brought the Pokot into such
a precarious situation! Against the advice of their elders young Pokot men had
set off on raids. They were looking for booty to build up their herds and for
prestige to establish their fame as brave and daring warriors. Each raid
sparked off reprisals from the enemy factions. On top of this, raids were usu-
ally followed up by operations of the anti-stock theft unit of the GSU, a para-
military wing of the Kenyan army. Frequently these operations hit innocent
households, neighbourhoods were punished summarily and herds were chosen
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at random and driven off to compensate the victims. It seemed as if this rad-
ically egalitarian society had no institutional capacity to control powerful
subgroups who were prepared to accept an increase in vulnerability to the
entire community for their own benefits.

This lack of institutional control struck me as important in other
instances as well. In March 1992, at the height of the drought, the water-
pump at Chesemirion, a small village near Nginyang, had become over-
crowded. Next to the people who usually settled there continuously, another
twenty or thirty pastoral households had gathered around the pump. They
had been forced to move to Chesemirion when the wells and pans in other
areas had dried up. Soon an argument arose as to who would have to con-
tribute to the running costs of the motor pump. Whereas the original inhab-
itants of Chesemirion usually sent somebody to the nearest petrol station
once a week to buy diesel for the pump with money each household had con-
tributed, it became virtually impossible to include the newcomers into this
arrangement. At the same time it was impossible to exclude the newcomers
from using the well. Eventually all households - newcomers and original set-
tlers alike - left the place in the midst of a drought because they could not
find a lasting arrangement for the maintenance of the pump.

This short account of the institutional problems of Pokot resource man-
agement should not lead to the assumption that all their institutions were gen-
erally weak. The Pokot had been extremely successful in sustaining
households within a pastoral mode of subsistence despite several catastroph-
ic droughts, violent conflicts and massive demographic growth. To put it in
blunt terms, the Pokot were successful when they had to rely on internal soli-
darity, but when they had to rely on an institutional framework to guarantee
a sustainable management of resources and peaceful conflict management
they ran into serious problems.

In 1994 1 started working with the pastoral Himba of north-western
Namibia. At first sight they seemed rather similar to the Pokot. Both economies
were livestock based and mobility was an important strategy to guarantee the
survival of herds. The economic base of the Himba had been virtually destroyed
during a drought in the early 1980’s when they lost 90 per cent of their cattle.
However, only a decade later the Himba had successfully restocked their herds.
Restocking had been at least as efficient as with the Pokot but it ran on other
premises. While the Pokot redistributed cattle internally on an egalitarian basis
through institutions such as bridewealth and stockfriendships, the Himba redis-
tributed livestock mainly through patron-client networks.

1.2. RESEARCH ON RISK MANAGEMENT
IN ANTHROPOLOGY AND THE SOCIAL
SCIENCES: AN OVERVIEW

The consideration of hazards, risk perception and risk management are rela-
tively new fields in the social and environmental sciences. For a long time
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anthropological theory and research preferred to describe social and economic
systems as being in a state of equilibrium. More recent advances in cultural
ecology (Moran, 1979), evolutionary biology and ecology (Borgerhoff-Mulder,
1991; Boyd & Richerson, 1985), economic theory (Ensminger, 1992) and polit-
ical economy (Sen, 1981, 1985; Watts, 1983, 1991) have given risk a prominent
status in theory building. These new orientations point out that risk minimisa-
tion is central to our understanding of individual strategies and social institu-
tions and not just a peripheral and transient moment in a group’s history. There
are at least three distinct anthropological approaches to the topic: a formalistic,
an ethnographic and an interpretative approach.

1.2.1. Actor-Oriented Approaches to the Study of Risk

Anthropologists interested in forager societies have emphasised risk manage-
ment strategies as a major force shaping hunting and gathering routines and
structuring institutions of food sharing and territorial behaviour (Acheson,
1989; Wiessner, 1977, 1982; Winterhalder, 1990; Cashdan, 1983, 1985, 1990a,
1990b; Kaplan, Hill & Hurtado, 1990). These contributions have in common
that they apply rational actor-based models to empirical data. They set off
with some clearly defined hypotheses with relevance for a larger theoretical
framework, quantify the variation of key-resources and then single out spe-
cific strategies of risk minimisation. Finally they test why the strategies
empirically found are superior to other, alternative ways of handling unreli-
able food supplies. Kaplan, Hill & Hurtado (1990) have explained the
specifics of Aché (Paraguay) hunting strategies and institutionalised sharing
by referring to subsistence risks. Instead of relying on widely available food
sources such as palms, the Aché go for the high variance game resource,
thereby accepting a much higher unreliability in food supply. Institutionalised
food sharing levels out the unpredictable supply of meat. However, by insti-
tutionalising the distribution of meat, Aché hunters come upon another
problem. Good hunters continuously invest more into meat distribution than
poor hunters do. They forsake their higher mean returns in favour of group
welfare. According to Kaplan, Hill & Hurtado (1990) they are rewarded by
more extramarital affairs and a higher number of offspring thus increasing
their fitness in a socio-biological sense. Hames (1990) takes up the subject of
sharing as a strategy of lowering the variance of food amongst the
Amazonian Yanomami. He finds that the higher the variability of a resource
the more intensive the sharing, the larger the spatial scope of sharing and the
lower the importance of a kin bias in sharing is.

While the theoretical relevance of the issues discussed was clearly elabo-
rated, the paradigm tended to be pinned down to the anthropology of forager
populations. Furthermore, research concentrated on specific types of hazards:
aperiodic shortages of food or randomly distributed shortfalls in food acqui-
sition. Institutionalised food sharing (cf. Bell, 1995; Kent, 1993; Kaplan, Hill
& Hurtado, 1990) and territorial behaviour (Cashdan, 1983; Smith, 1988)
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could well be explained as institutions of risk minimising foragers. However,
these studies did not result in models of risk minimisation with a more gener-
al applicability. They did not have lucid answers for understanding more com-
plex issues involving actors in politically unstable, internally stratified and
heterogeneous, internationally enmeshed and environmentally degraded envi-
ronments. Three further points of critique must be addressed to these studies:
(1) they offered their data in a historically decontextualised way; (2) emic per-
spectives on hazards were lacking, (3) actors were mainly presented as con-
strained only by natural conditions but not by existing norms and values
and/or political conditions determining ownership rights, exchange in markets
and competition with other groups (cf. for a comprehensive critique of these
highly formalised studies see Baksh & Johnson, 1990).

1.2.2. Ethnographic Approaches

The literature on hazards and risk minimisation in Africa’s dry belts has
increased rapidly since the middle of the 1970s. Pastoralists were frequently
seen as culprits and victims of the various dilemmas impacting on them. Their
alleged conservatism and propensity to accumulate livestock beyond econom-
ic rationality made them obstacles to economic development. For almost two
decades anthropological reports on pastoral societies have dealt with eco-
nomic marginalisation and impoverishment (e.g. Hogg, 1986, 1989; White,
1997; Broch-Due & Anderson, 2000), environmental degradation (Spooner,
1989), the dissolution of communal lands (Galaty, 1994; Ensminger, 1992;
Hitchcock, 1990; Stahl, 2000), and land loss (Arhem, 1984; McCabe, 1997),
internal stratification (Hogg, 1986; Little, 1987, 1992) and social disintegra-
tion (Hogg, 1989).

A number of excellent descriptive studies on hazards and risk manage-
ment in Africa’s dryland areas have been written since the 1970s (Swift, 1977;
Colson, 1979; Watts, 1983; White, 1984; Johnson & Anderson, 1988; Downs,
Reyna & Kerner, 1991; Hogg, 1986, 1989; Hjort & Salih, 1989; Spittler, 1989a,
1989b; Fratkin, 1991; see Shipton, 1990 for an overview of recent literature).
These ethnographically condensed accounts clearly indicated that risk man-
agement was a major key to understanding African rural communities. Since
the early 1980s several major research projects have been focussed on hazards
and risk management: The multidisciplinary South Turkana Ecosystem Project
(STEP; Dyson-Hudson, 1983; Dyson-Hudson & McCabe 1985; Ellis & Swift,
1988; Little & Leslie, 1999) showed how migrational routes were carefully
planned to limit negative environmental impact and to evade violent conflict
(Dyson-Hudson & McCabe, 1985; McCabe, 1994; McCabe, Dyson-Hudson &
Wienpahl, 1999), how human reproduction was finely tuned with environmen-
tal cycles (Little et al., 1988; Leslie & Dyson-Hudson, 1999) and how nutri-
tional strategies balanced annual shortfalls (Galvin, 1987; Galvin et al., 1994;
Galvin & Little, 1999). A major point made in Dyson-Hudson & Meekers
(1999) is that the viability of the pastoral system is maintained by excluding the
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poor from society: poor Turkana tend to migrate out of the Turkana District
in large numbers. Broch-Due & Anderson (2000: 3ff) extensively document
cases on the social exclusion of the pastoral poor and convincingly show that
the maintenance of a pastoral ideal partially rests upon the exclusion of peo-
ple who do not conform to the ideal.

These contributions are strong on ethnography and provide substantial
descriptions of risk management. However, they mainly deal with the eco-
nomic and ecological side of the problem. We learn little about how people
perceive hazards and how they relate them to their belief system. Ritual as a
way to cope with unpredictability is not touched upon. Furthermore, no
attempt is made to explore generalising hypotheses: the contributions quoted
above are first of all excellent descriptions of social and ecological systems
and risk management within these environments.

1.2.3. Interpretative Approaches

While Mary Douglas’s approach to risk analysis (Douglas, 1985, 1994) has
not had much influence on the two paradigms discussed above, it had con-
siderable impact on the study of risk analysis beyond anthropology and is
widely accepted as the anthropological contribution to the study of risk. Her
major contributions ‘Risk Acceptability according to the Social Sciences’
(1985) and ‘Risk and Blame’ (1994) embrace the concept of risk perception
as a general concept of social analysis. Douglas pinpoints the relevance of
the concept in western thought aptly (Douglas, 1994:15): “The idea of risk
could have been custom made. Its universalising terminology, its abstractness,
its power of condensation, its scientificity, its connection with objective
analysis, makes it perfect. Above all, its forensic uses fit the tool to the task
of building a culture that supports a modern industrial society.” Her
approach to the topic is demanding: she develops a theory of risk perception
which includes all sorts of risks ranging from nuclear waste pollution to
witchcraft in various types of society (Douglas, 1994:22). Her main message
is: risk perception is encoded in social institutions.

Although Douglas’s approach brings risk perception, as a new sub-field,
into the study of risk its analytical focus is vague. The typology Douglas pro-
poses is simplistic and apparently has not influenced empirical studies very
much (see Boholm, 1996 for a general critique). In general, studies on risk
perception are few. Risk perception as a topic of research has been most fre-
quently analysed by social scientists working in western societies (Beck, 1986;
Bechmann, 1993; Douglas & Widlavsky, 1982).

1.3. THEORETICAL SCOPE OF THIS STUDY

The review of recent literature on hazards and risk minimisation suggests
some guidelines for this study:



Studying Hazard and Risk in Pastoral Societies 7

(0] A wide variety of hazards which have effect on well being and wealth
will be studied. Hazards not only affect food security but have malign
effects on all three forms of capital, economic, social and symbolic.

?2) Hazards and risk management will be contextualised historically.
Archival research and the extensive study of oral traditions and bio-
graphic accounts allows for a diachronic view on the development of
hazards and risk management.

3) Local perceptions of hazards will be portrayed and their embedded-
ness in social structures will be traced.

(4)  The provision of generalising hypotheses on hazards and risk man-
agement in sub-Saharan African pastoral societies is a major aim of
this study. The two-community comparison is aimed at generating
hypotheses on the change of hazards and risk management in pas-
toral societies.

1.4. KEY CONCEPTS: HAZARD, RISK, AND UNCERTAINTY

It is important to define key concepts clearly in order to compare phenome-
na across cultures and over time. Literature on risk has grown exponentially
over the last two decades. Technical sciences deal with the issue just as much
as the social sciences - and within the social sciences there are again several
strands of basically unrelated research on risk. There is little doubt that a
general conceptualisation of the term risk is lacking (Bechmann, 1993:240).
Nowadays the concept risk is used in colloquial as well as in various scienti-
fic discourses and we are confronted with various meanings and definitions.

The etymology of the term risk is not clear. According to Luhmann
(1993:327) the term emerged during the transition from medieval times to the
modern era. According to him the word, adopted from Arabic, was used to
designate hazards that were connected to an individual’s decisions. While
most natural hazards were beyond the scope of human influence, risks were
potentially manageable or even the immediate result of decisions. In contrast
to Luhmann’s rather clear-cut history of the concept, representatives of the
insurance studies point out the ambivalent character of the term. Helten
(1994:1) relates the origins of the term to the Italian risco — “cliff ” and draws
a line to modern applications of the term from the dangers that cliffs pre-
sented to ancient seafarers. Bechmann (1993:240) traces the etymology of the
term to the Italian riscare, “to dare” which connotes “a possibility to cope
with a future that is perceived as unpredictable and hazardous”. Some basic
variations inherent in the concept are discernible in these etymologies: while
the equation with a cliff refers to a hazardous object or a dangerous condi-
tion, the differentiation between danger and risk brings in cognition, and the
line drawn to the verb “to dare” introduces human agency.

However the concept risk may have been defined at the beginning of the
modern era, nowadays its conceptual borders are blurred. In colloquial speech
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the term risk may be applied to (1) hazards such as lightning, fire, storms,
earthquakes, (2) objects that may cause hazards such as nuclear power plants,
fireworks, and subjects that represent certain categories of risk such as smok-
ers, and (3) hazardous activities such as hang-gliding, expeditions to deserts
and urban jungles. Jungermann & Slovic (1993) present six scientific defini-
tions of risk of varying complexity.? It was especially the definition of risk as
the product of the probability and the extent of specific damage that has dom-
inated insurance studies and sociology for some time. The definition suggests
that the phenomenon is easily quantifiable: one looks for the probable fre-
quency of an occurrence and computes it with the expected extent of the dam-
age. One obvious advantage of this definition was its capacity to make risks
comparable: after doing the necessary computing, one could compare the
risks of nuclear power to the risks of energy supply with coal.

While such clearcut definitions of risk are neccessary in insurance stud-
ies in order to allocate premiums differentially, they do not capture the core of
the problem in the social sciences. Jungermann & Slovic (1993:171) point out
that risk is not a directly perceivable phenomenon. They conclude (1993:201):

“In short, there is not an ‘objective risk’. Risk is a multidimensional con-
struct. ‘Risk’ exists as an intuitive concept, which for most people means
more than the ‘expected number of future damage’. Its mental presenta-
tions are shaped by knowledge on the subject matter, by characteristics
of the cognitive and motivational system and finally by social reality with
its inherent interests and values.”(transl. by author)

In contrast to the sociological approximations of the term, a great deal of
anthropological ideas on the concept were tied to the observable. Wiessner
(1977:5) defined risk as the “probability of loss or the possibility (or proba-
bility) of an unfortunate occurrence....An unfortunate occurrence can be
considered to be anything which alone, or in combination with other
occurences, can be detrimental to the survival and reproduction of an indi-
vidual and his family.” Halstead and O’Shea (1989:3) equate risk and vari-
ability: “In practice, variability may be conceptualised in two different ways:
as the actual pattern of variation in food supply, or as the operation of those
factors, ranging from climate to micro-organisms to human judgement, that
influence the availability of a particular resource. Regardless of the focus, the
crucial aspect of the analysis is the timing, frequency and severity of short-
ages.” Cashdan, the editor of one of the most frequently cited anthropologi-
cal volumes on risk management (Cashdan, 1990b), defines risk in a similar
way: According to her terminology risk is the “unpredictable variation in
some ecological or economic variable (for example, variation in rainfall,
hunting returns, prices etc.) and an outcome is viewed as riskier if it has a
greater variance”.

To summarise the argument so far: some anthropologists see risk as the
unpredictable variation in resources and hence an objective phenomenon
which is accessible to quantitative analysis; in stark contrast to this, many
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sociological accounts see risk as a cognitive phenomenon and rarely treat
the objective hazards risks are related to, but confine themselves to studies
of the social construction of perception. Understandably so: in Western
societies the objective world of hazards is relegated to disciplines such as
physics (nuclear power), chemistry (pollution) etc. Sociologists are not
deemed to understand the inner workings of a nuclear power plant nor are
they thought to be able to analyse how people cope with these problems
practically. However, anthropologists researching small-scale societies do
not deal only with the cognitive world of the people and the social embed-
dedness of perceptions. They gather data on their economics and their
material world too. They are interested in the frequency of droughts, their
consequences for livestock mortality, and the vulnerability of a population.
On top of that they gather information on the cognitive frameworks peo-
ple use to interpret misfortune and they collect data on strategies people
adopt to cope with crises. Hence, anthropology is in need of a wider termi-
nology than just sociology, insurance studies and economics. At the same
time the holistic anthropological perspective promises interesting insights
into the interrelations between hazards, vulnerability, perceptions and risk
management.

A further, but strongly related problem arises with the terms unpre-
dictability and uncertainty. Generally uncertainty is defined as a lack of infor-
mation about the world whereas unpredictability is a feature of a hazard itself.
Only if future damage is unpredictable, i.e. actors are uncertain about their
occurrence, do we speak of risks. The lack of information may relate to the
temporal framework (we do not know when we have to cope with specific
damage), the spatial framework (we do not know what area will be affected)
and the extent of damage (we do not know the relevance of damage). Hence,
unpredictability is a salient feature of hazards and uncertainty is a defining cri-
teria for risk, something with which risk is inextricably linked. It is a matter of
perception and not of objective, quantitative measurements. Generally partial
and total lack of information are differentiated (Helten, 1994:3; Cashdan,
1990b). If risks are socially and culturally embedded in perceptions of future
damage, uncertainty is the perception of unpredictability. Uncertainty is con-
nected to emotions, norms, values and knowledge. The prediction of the
future in oracles is one of many means of minimising uncertainty.

In conclusion, it is necessary to tie loose ends together and to differenti-
ate hazards, damage, risk and risk management:

) Hazards are defined as “naturally occurring or human-induced
process(es) or event(s) with the potential to create loss, i.e. a general
resource of danger”. (Smith, 1996:5)

(2)  Environmental and socio-political processes may result in detrimental
changes in an individual’s and household’s assets. While these changes
do not result in easily noticeable losses they result in vulnerability
increasing the chance that future hazards have a disastrous impact.
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(3)  Damage results from hazards and is defined as any negative impact on
assets and/or the well-being of individuals and groups. Damage is
often unevenly spread within one population. The extent of damage is
not only dependent on the severity of the hazard but also on the vul-
nerability of the household.

(4)  Hazards and the related damage are unpredictable. The culturally and
socially embedded perception of this unpredictability is called uncer-
tainty.

(5)  Risk relates to an unpredictable or hardly predictable event which has
consequences that are perceived negatively. Risks are the culturally
and socially embedded perceptions of future possible damage. Risks
are neither directly observable nor are they directly measurable. They
are multidimensional constructions and are linked (through percep-
tion) to the living conditions of a people. A formal definition of risk
implies:3
risk = df

@) it relates (i.e. a cognitive process of connecting phenomena) to
a specific recognised event X

(b) X brings about Y which is negatively evaluated (e.g. drought
brings about livestock losses)

©) X lies in the future

(d  Xis hardly predictable or unpredictable

(5)  Risk minimisation is always based on the culturally and socially
embedded assessments and perceptions of past and future damage.
The analysis of prior personal experiences or consensus based mod-
els is always a necessary first step for developing risk minimising
strategies. Risk minimisation may be based on conscious decisions or
may be embedded in custom and refers to (a) attempts at eliminating
the occurrence of negatively evaluated events and (b) to strategies to
decrease vulnerability and (c) to limiting the impact of damage once
it has occurred.

Anthropological research then deals with four phenomena: (a) the causation
and effects of hazards (b) the factual distribution of damage in a population,
its frequency and extent, (c) mental constructs of hazards on the basis of
social and cultural embeddedness of individual actors, (d) the minimisation of
risks, i.e. the attempt to minimise losses and to decrease vulnerability.

1.4.1. Hazards and Damage

The causation of hazards and damage to households and individuals in
Africa’s drylands are discussed controversially in various sciences: while envi-
ronmental factors have been traditionally emphasised by geographers, demog-
raphers see rapid population increase out-pacing the growth of agricultural
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production as the main cause for a crisis. Social and political scientists point
out that there is no simple correlation between drought, demographic growth
and hunger and frequently see the commoditisation of production and distri-
bution, the concentration of the means of production with a rural elite, the
growing dependency on outside markets (peasantisation) and the marginali-
sation in a globalised economy as primary causes for a growing vulnerability
in Third World rural societies (Glantz, 1987:39 and Watts, 1991 for overviews;
see Sen, 1981, 1985 for the most influential writings in this direction).
However, a short overview of the literature shows that it is not an issue of
either/or but rather one of a growing interdependency of a multitude of fac-
tors that increases the vulnerability of many populations living in Africa’s dry
belts (Shipton, 1990).

The following hazards will be discussed, as causes for disasters, in sub-
sequent chapters: (1) demographic growth out-pacing resources, (2) degrada-
tion of resources as a consequence of over-exploitation (frequently termed
desertification), (3) changes in access to and command over resources as a
consequence of commoditisation, increasing stratification and more exclu-
sive formulation of property rights (usually summarised after Sen 1981 under
the term entitlement decline), (4) short-term climatic changes (usually
droughts), (5) livestock epidemics, (6) violent conflicts interrupting produc-
tion and exchange. These hazards lead to the loss of property and frequent-
ly result in famine.* While it is possible to qualify and quantify damage
resulting from droughts and epidemics it is harder to estimate damage caused
by population growth, degradation and entitlement decline. While e.g.
drought causes damage to individual property, the damage caused by rapid
population growth outpassing local resources is more abstract and is borne
by the community. Demographic growth, environmental degradation and
entitlement decline develop their impact over a long time span, whereas
drought, violent conflicts and epidemics have sudden, frequently disastrous
consequences but are reversible in a relatively short time.

1.4.2. The Perception of Hazards

All cultures have specific ideas about the natural and social problems they are
trying to cope with. Usually concepts exist to explain personal misfortune
and environmental hazards. There are broad frames for the explanation of
negatively evaluated events (e.g. witchcraft, pollution) as well as naturalistic
explanations of hazards and growing vulnerability.

Mary Douglas (1994) was adamant in her basic hypothesis that the per-
ception of hazards is socially embedded and that specifics of hazard percep-
tion in each culture can be traced back to social institutions. Douglas
(1994:5) differentiates societies who prefer moralistic explanations of misfor-
tune and those who attribute misfortune to internal or external enemies.
Applying the grid/group analysis® she looks at how different “ways of life”
define risk perception. On the basis of these concepts Douglas develops a set
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of “cosmological types”, all of which have developed their special relationship
towards the environment, to other people and the self and, of course, to risk:
for example, while egalitarian people see their natural surroundings as fragile
and approach technological innovations cautiously, individualistic societies see
abundance and chance in nature. Hierarchical societies tend to emphasise the
necessity of rules mediating between society and nature: if these rules are vio-
lated the system breaks down, if they are accepted, nature and society will do
well. Fatalistic societies see natural processes as unpredictable and ruled by
constant change (see Boholm, 1996 for a critique of this approach).

As yet, Douglas has found few followers who could fill her model with
empirical data. However, there have been several attempts to show the gener-
al trends of risk perception in specific cultures. G6bel (1997) points out that
luck (suerte) is a key concept of pastoralists in north-west Argentina in
describing risk and uncertainty. The term connects environmental and social
uncertainty to actor specific management strategies. Economic success
and failure are seen as instances of “having luck” or “not having luck”. It is
thought that not all people possess the same degree of luck with the same
things. While some people may be luckier than others in trade, others may
have more luck with specific livestock. The Beja herders of north-eastern
Sudan interpreted consecutive droughts as a sign of God’s wrath. They saw
the immorality of urban dwellers as a major instance arousing God’s propen-
sity to punish all the living (Hjort & Dahl, 1991:173). Scoones (1996: 151)
shows that in a community of Zimbabwean farmers, different concepts of risk
were in use at the same time: while one group connected a recent drought to
disgruntled ancestors, others perceived unstable political conditions as the
root cause of all other hazards. They saw drought and degradation as caused
by a corrupt and incapable government. Another group pointed out that risks
mainly arose from social conflicts. A fourth party (the church-goers) explained
the drought as divine punishment for social misdemeanours. Scoone’s exam-
ple forcefully shows that there is not a culture-specific mode of risk perception
per se: various concepts to explain disaster may be in use and may be used by
actors according to their personal experience and their personal goals.

In recent years anthropologists have worked on specific fields of risk
perception rather than on general conceptual approaches to risk. There is a
growing body of literature on indigenous knowledge which closely relates to
the perception of environmental risks (see e.g. Brokensha, Warren & Werner,
1989; Warren & Rajasekaran, 1995). Indigenous perceptions of sustainable
resource management and of environmental degradation give a good idea of
emic accounts of environmental vulnerability. Sollod (1990) conducted a sur-
vey on Tuareg perceptions of rainfall variability. Tuareg herders perceived
drought as a prolonged process of consecutive years with below normal rain-
fall. Single years with severely diminished rainfall were not identified as
droughts by herders. While actual rainfall data did not imply trends or cycles,
Tuareg herders conceptualised droughts as regularly reoccurring phenomena
(Sollod, 1990:287f). Ethnoveterinary accounts (McCorkle, 1986; Catley &
Mohammed, 1995) report indigenous ideas of how diseases are caused.
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Somali herders clearly distinguish between transmittable and non transmit-
table diseases and have a clear idea on disease aetiology via ticks and flies
(Catley & Mohammed, 1995:12).

1.4.3. Risk Minimisation

Halstead & O’Shea (1989:3) define risk minimisation or buffering mecha-
nisms as “practices [that] are designed to lessen the impact of variability by
dampening its effects”. They group risk minimising strategies into four major
practices “mobility, diversification, physical storage and exchange”. Colson’s
typology of risk minimisation (1979:21) points out five strategies as common
devices to counter future damage: (1) diversification, (2) storage of food, (3)
storage and transmission of information on famine foods, (4) conversion of
surplus food into durable valuables which can be stored and reconverted into
food during crises and (5) the cultivation of social relationships to allow the
tapping of food resources of other regions. Browman (1987:171) in an
account on risk management of Andean pastoralists, identifies similar types
of risk management: (1) reduction of productive risks (terracing, special pas-
turing), (2) diversification of productive strategies even within single crops,
(3) movement and/or fragmentation of land holdings, (4) social networks and
(5) storage technology (in many ways similar typologies are offered by Watts
[1988] and Fleuret [1986]). These typologies of risk minimising strategies are
fairly close to empirical data and offer little abstraction. Wiessner (1977:6), in
a theoretically motivated way, differentiates three ways of reducing risk:
(1) prevention (the reduction of hazards), (2) transfer of risks to another
party, (3) self-assumption and self-insurance. She sees prevention as attempts
at minimising losses and at reducing vulnerability. Transferring risks implies
the shifting of probabilities of loss from one party to a politically subordinate
party (which has to accept the shift because of power relations) or to a spe-
cialised party (which makes profits on taking on risks from others). Self-
assumption and self-insurance may include (1) the absorption of losses by
previously accumulated food and goods (e.g. grain stores), (2) the sale of
assets in order to exchange the gains for food so as to compensate for losses
and (3) the distribution of losses over a “large number of independent expo-
sure units so that losses can be more predictable and can be absorbed by the
gains of other units” (Wiessner, 1977:8).

Forbes (1989:89) emphasises the different levels of risk minimisation and
points out some fundamental differences between first defence mechanisms
(or: lower-level hazard response mechanisms) on the one hand and emergency
and catastrophe mechanisms on the other hand which he subsumes under the
concept higher-level hazard response mechanisms. While lower-level hazard
response mechanisms (such as the diversification of economic strategies) are
energetically intensive, have a low visibility and are socially acceptable, higher-
level hazard response mechanisms (e.g. begging, eating unusual food) have a
high visibility, require only low energetic inputs and are frequently socially
unacceptable. Strategies applied during an ongoing crisis are frequently
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extensions of lower level response mechanisms: while mobility is important in
pastoral societies in any year, it becomes indispensable in drought years; the
sharing of food is important in many social situations, even in normal times,
and during a crisis food sharing may increase the reliability of supplies to all
members of a group. However, there are differences too: resource protection is
essential in thwarting the dangers of a fragile environment, during a drought
however, people will not pay much attention to resource protection but rather
rely on an efficient harvest of what is left. In a more complex way Shipton
(1990:363f) differentiates temporal sequences of responses (1) precautionary
strategies: diversifying, rotating crops, planting drought-resistant crops,
accumulating herds, storing debts, maintaining friendships in distant groups,
(2) earliest or most reversible measures: intensifying production or trade, sub-
stituting foods, splitting households into smaller units, (3) immediate or semi-
reversible responses: borrowing money, pledging land, stealing, expulsing
clients, (4) last or least reversible responses: expulsing elders or dependent kin,
selling relatives, permanent out-migration.

Risk minimising strategies have been lauded as the backbone of indige-
nous economies. Costs of risk minimising strategies were often forgotten
altogether. Land fragmentation involves exorbitant (time) costs as a farmer
has to move between twenty or more plots (Forbes, 1989). The benefits of
fragmentation are that through the distribution of holdings the danger of
being hit by a single hazard (e.g. crop pest) is reduced. Poly-cropping has
obvious benefits which have been frequently commented upon. However,
they also entail costs, as no single crop in a field with many different crops
will result in optimal yields. The costs of food sharing systems in forager soci-
eties are borne out by successful hunters. Kaplan, Hill & Hurtado (1990) for
the Paraguayan Aché, Hames (1990) for the Brazilian Yanomamd and Kent
(1993) for a group of San foragers from Botswana show that hunting fortunes
do not level out over time. Good hunters contribute consistently more to the
common pot than poor hunters do. For them food sharing as such involves
costs rather than benefits. In the same vein livestock loaned by wealthy
herders to poorer comrades are first of all animals which are no longer of
immediate use to the owner. Institutions ensuring the protection of resources
bear costs too: free-riders have to be punished and energy has to be spent on
screening people who have transgressed the rules. Sometimes such institu-
tions of communal management become so overburdened by transaction
costs that they are altered into other less cost-intensive institutions. Only a
cost/benefit analysis of specific risk minimising strategies will make changes
in management strategies understandable.

1.5. ON CONDUCTING FIELDWORK IN TWO SOCIETIES

Intensive field research was conducted with the Kenyan Pokot and with the
Namibian Himba. After a two month period of archival work in Nairobi in
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1986, a first two-year long period of field work was conducted between
October 1987 and September 1989 amongst the Pokot. Further field stays in
1991, 1992, 1993 and 1996 lasted between four and ten weeks. In Namibia,
field work was conducted for a period of 25 months between February 1994
and March 1996. Four further field stays in late 1996, 1997/98, 1999 and 2001
lasted for four to eight weeks each. A two week visit to the Pokot in
March/April 2004 and a three month field stay in late 2004 in Namibia result-
ed in data which has not been fully analysed within the context of this book.
However, both fieldwork periods contributed greatly to the long-term per-
spective of this study. In total a period of 31 months was spent both in Kenya
with the Pokot and in Namibia with the Himba.

In both settings I stayed with a wealthy and well-established household.
Amongst the Pokot I chose to live with the household of a temporary
research assistant, whereas amongst the Himba I decided to establish my
camp next to a household I had become acquainted with during an
exploratory tour of the area in 1994. In both instances the decision to live
with a well-to-do household proved favourable. The dignity and authority of
both household heads sheltered me from over-curious neighbours and at the
same time supplied me with numerous guests and potential informants. Both
men were - although not leading political figures - highly esteemed elders in
their respective communities.

The higher spatial mobility of the Pokot also forced me to change my
place of living more frequently. During the 31 months of fieldwork amongst
the Pokot I lived in at least nine different places. Amongst the Himba, house-
holds usually shift between one settlement site in the rainy season and one in
the dry season while livestock camps are more mobile. During the 31 months
of field work amongst the Himba I only stayed in five places. The higher
mobility of the Pokot brought about changes in the neighbourhood we lived
in. Right at the beginning of my research in Kenya, I found these shifts rather
discouraging. I had just started to feel at home in one neighbourhood, when
the shift to a new site forced me to become accustomed to a new set of peo-
ple. However, after some time this resulted in the situation that I got to know
many people beyond the immediate neighbourhood. Amongst the Himba
I was socialised within one wider neighbourhood, which consisted of about
40 households. I only left this neighbourhood occasionally for surveys in
other communities. During my latter stays in the region in 1997 and 1998 I
had the opportunity of starting work with Himba communities across the
Kunene river in southern Angola.

Learning the local language was a major task in both instances. Pokot
proved more difficult than Otjiherero (the Himba language) in this respect.
The linguistic base of Pokot language has not been well described up until
now. There were two grammars written by missionaries (Crazzolara, n.d.,
Hereros et al., 1989) based on language material from West Pokot which con-
stitutes another dialect of the Pokot language. During the first months of my
stay amongst the Pokot, I only worked with translators. Only after about
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three quarters of a year did I became versatile enough to conduct simple dia-
logues alone. During the latter months of my field work, I worked with an
assistant only when transcribing and translating tapes. In Namibia I took
more care to invest a lot of time into language training right at the beginning
of my field stay. There were several grammars (Ohly, 1990; Booysen, 1982;
Uberall, 1963) and even a trilingual dictionary (Viljoen & Kamupingene,
1983). After about three months I was able to conduct simple survey inter-
views by myself and after about a year I had developed enough language
capacity to conduct all the interviews by myself.

1.6. COMPARATIVE RESEARCH

Epistemological progress in anthropology depends on the comparison of
social phenomena. Comparisons at different levels are needed in order to
gain insight into the structural relations between culture and society, the evo-
lution of societies and the relation between individual strategies and social
institutions (Schweizer 1998). Only comparative research designs lead to
valid explanations beyond the single case. Furthermore comparative research
leads to a broader understanding of options and limitations within a specif-
ic type of society. The present book presents a two community comparison.
Johnson has attempted to delineate the benefits of such an approach to which
the present study fully subscribes:

“... two community comparisons are useful, in that they do produce con-
vincing explanatory analyses... Two community comparisons, to the
extent that they involve systems of variables, can be quite plausible, just
because the kind of accident that could produce a spurious correlation
between two variables is highly unlikely to produce a theoretically pre-
dictable correlation between sets of any interrelated variables.” (Johnson,
1991:14).

Salzman (1971:104) stated that pastoral studies have been strong on ethno-
graphy but weak on generalisation. He aptly warned “what we must not do is
to regress to the position that better field work and more and more ethno-
graphic detail will somehow be miraculously transformed into general
knowledge, for if theory without data is baseless, data without theory is triv-
ial”. However, next to numerous good monographic studies, there have been
few comparative studies on pastoralists. These few studies are of a different
scope: (1) while some are interested in regional processes, others attempt to
find general characteristics of pastoral societies; (2) while some clearly define
the variables to be compared, others just aim at a general account of pas-
toralism with an implicit comparative perspective; (3) while some are based
on field work others are based on literature.

In an early attempt Gulliver (1955) compared the pastoral Turkana and
the agro-pastoral Jie. Both are neighbouring communities, the Turkana living
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in the hot and arid plains of north-western Kenya and the Jie on the escarp-
ment just over the border in north-eastern Uganda. Gulliver sees both groups
as representatives of two different types of pastoralism: while the Turkana are
specialised and highly mobile livestock breeders, the Jie have a mixed economy
in which they combine livestock husbandry and rain-fed millet cultivation.
How do these differences in economy reflect upon kinship relations and prop-
erty rights? Gulliver (1955:244) finds that similarities between both societies
are due to the close historical relationship of both cultures. In fact, both pop-
ulations have developed from one earlier population living in northeastern
Uganda. Differences are basically due to the different environment. Harsh
conditions and a high degree of unpredictability has led to the situation in
which the Turkana rely more on a network of widely distributed stock friends,
while the Jie rely rather on the solidarity of a localised kinship group. An
ambitious effort to compare pastoral and agro-pastoral societies was under-
taken by Schneider (1979). He assumes that “where pastoralism occurs, egali-
tarianism results from the fluidity of this form of wealth and the inability of
any person to monopolise its production. Where the rate of production of live-
stock is lower than 1:1, exchanges between people become characterised to one
degree or another by submissiveness due to the monopolisation of material
resources, mainly land, by a few chiefs and aristocrats.” (Schneider, 1979:10).
A carefully designed comparison of four pastoral and agro-pastoral commu-
nities in eastern Africa was assembled by Edgerton (1971): four independent
field studies were conducted in East African communities that had a pastoral
as well as an agro-pastoral section (Pokot, Kamba, Gogo, Sebei). This research
frame was designed to trace causes for certain cultural and psychological traits
and link them either to the economic specialisation or to the cultural back-
ground. Goldschmidt (1971) summarised some of the results of the study in
which he gathered ethnographic material on the Sebei. According to the study
pastoralists tend (1) to display emotions more openly and are generally freer in
their expressions of affection, whether positive or negative, (2) to be more
given to direct action in interpersonal relationships and less to deviousness (3)
to be more independently-minded in their behaviour, (4) to display more social
cohesiveness despite their greater independence of action, (5) to have stronger
and more sharply defined social values such as independence, self-control and
bravery (Goldschmidt, 1971:132f). Recently scholars have conducted two com-
munity comparisons of pastoral societies in several instances. Typically the
comparison is based on extensive fieldwork in two societies. Casimir (1991)
analyses nutritional strategies amongst the Nurzay Pashtuns of Afghanistan
and the Bakkarwal of Jammu and Cashmere. Galvin, Coppock & Leslie
(1994) compare diet patterns amongst the Ethiopian Borana and the Kenyan
Turkana. Roth (1994) juxtaposes marriage strategies amongst the Kenyan
Rendille and the Sudanese Toposa and finds that while the Toposa use poly-
gyny for forming clan alliances, marriage amongst the Rendille is rather an
instrument for economic planning. Some years earlier, with a less refined
approach, Legesse (1993) compared demographic trends and environmental
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management amongst the northern Kenyan Gabbra, Borana and Rendille: he
found that the Rendille mismanaged their environment grossly, while the
Gabbra successfully maintained the viability of the pastures they exploited.
Beyond that a large number of recently edited volumes focus on specific
problems of pastoralism and attempt some sort of comparison (e.g. Fukui &
Turton, 1989 and Fukui & Markakis, 1994 on conflict management;
Almagor & Baxter, 1978; Baxter & Hogg, 1990 and Anderson & Broch-Due,
2000 on poverty in pastoral settings; Hodgson, 2000 on gender to give only a
few examples). These volumes are usually the result of thematically orientat-
ed conferences. However, these contributions do not undertake any strict
comparisons with the aim of providing or testing hypotheses. Rather they
present cases in order to portray cross-cultural variation of a specific prob-
lem or variable. The present study takes another route: two societies are com-
pared under a similar research design and with the focus on a specific,
theoretically interesting sub-field.

After giving a rough and comparative outline of Pokot and Himba soci-
eties in section 2, the major hazards to the pastoral system and resulting dam-
age to pastoral households are described in a comparative way in section 3.
Section 4 presents emic views on hazards in both societies. Sections 5 and 6
compare risk minimising strategies. Whereas section 5 deals with immediate
reactions to an ongoing crisis, section 6 deals with precautionary strategies. The
final section 7 condenses the results of the comparison and works towards a
theory of risk management and social change in African pastoral societies.

ENDNOTES

1. Schweizer (1998) identifies the discovery and testing of hypotheses that are true for many
cultures and societies as the basic aim of cross-cultural research. In an introduction to
comparative methods in anthropology, he sees the construction of hypotheses as the main
goal of comparisons with a limited number of cases, while cross-cultural comparisons
with larger samples aim at the testing of hypotheses.

2. They list the following definitions: (a) risk as the probability of damage, (b) risk as the
extent of damage, (c) risk as a function (usually the product) of probability and extent of
damage, (d) risk as the variance of probability distribution of all possible outcomes of a
decision, (e) risk as the semi-variance of the distribution of all negative outcomes with a
definite point of reference, (f) risk as a weighed linear combination of the variance and
the expected value of a distribution of all possible consequences (Jungermann & Slovic,
1993). (translation by the author)

3. Next to inspiring discussions on the intricacies of defining the concept risk, my colleague
Hartmut Lang supplied the formal definition of the concept.

4. Shipton (1990:358) defined famine as “severe shortage or inaccessibility of appropriate
food (including water), along with related threats to survival, affecting major parts of a
population.”

5. The term group is defined fairly conventionally as a number of people with some sort of
common identity and with a definition of its borders (Douglas, 1978:8), while the concept
grid is defined as “the cross-hatch of rules to which individuals are subject in the course
of their interaction”. (Douglas, 1978:8).
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An Outline of Pokot
and Himba Societies:
Environment, Political
Economy and Cultural Beliefs

The nilotic speaking Pokot of northern Kenya (Rift Valley Province, Baringo
District) and the Bantu speaking Himba of northern Namibia (Kaokoland,
nowadays Kunene Region) are both pastoral nomadic peoples living on the
fringe of young African states. To the traveller, the Himba and Pokot may look
similar at first sight: both are exotic looking tribal people who adorn them-
selves with complex coiffures and wear colourful beads, they dwell in pictur-
esque semi-arid environments, wear leather garments and live in traditional
huts. However, despite the traditional appearance of both people colonialism
has had a grave and lasting impact in both instances. In both regions herders
mainly live off their livestock. While milk and meat is produced by the herds,
maize is purchased through market sales of livestock or barter exchange.
Decisions on production, distribution and consumption are taken at the
household level while the management of communal resources (pastures,
water) takes place on a neighbourhood level. The social organisation is shaped
— although to very different degrees — by patrilineal and matrilineal descent
groups and age-based groups. While chieftaincy among the Pokot is some-
thing alien and chiefs and their councillors are government personnel, Himba
chiefs exert more authority and gain legitimacy both from local traditions and
official acknowledgement. The religious system of the Himba is characterised
by an ancestral cult whereas among the Pokot neither beliefs in ancestors nor
in a divine being feature importantly. The basis of the Pokot religious system
is a well formulated morality and a detailed code of honour. Both groups are
peripheral minorities within their nations, the Himba numbering some 15,000
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to 18,000 people living in north-western Namibia (about 1 per cent of the
national population of 1.8 million Namibians)! and the pastoral Pokot of
northern Baringo District totalling about 60,000 people (some 0.2 per cent
of the national population of 28 million Kenyans).

The following sketches of Pokot and Himba societies serf as contextual
outlines providing a rough insight into the history, political economy, social
organisation and belief system of the two societies.

2.1. THE PASTORAL POKOT

The Pokot are a southern nilotic speaking pastoral group (Rottland, 1982) liv-
ing in Kenya’s semi-arid plains north of the densely populated central high-
lands. Linguistically they are akin to the Nandi, Kipsigis, Tugen, Marakwet,
Sebei, Keiyo, Terik and Okiek who live as agriculturalists, agro-pastoralists
and foragers in the west Kenyan highlands. Economically, and in many aspects
also culturally, the Pokot are closer to their northern pastoral neighbours, the
eastern nilotic speaking Karimojong (cf. Dyson-Hudson, 1966) and Turkana
(Gulliver, 1955; Dyson-Hudson-McCabe, 1985; Little & Leslie, 1999). The
Pokot are divided into two groups, the agro-pastoral Hill Pokot (Schneider,
1953; Tully, 1985; Dietz, 1987; Bianco, 2000) of Kapenguria and the
Cherengani mountains and the pastoral Pokot of the adjoining lowlands of
Baringo and West Pokot Districts (Beech, 1911; Bollig, 1992a). This study
focuses on the pastoral Pokot of Nginyang Division?, Baringo District.

2.1.1. The Ecology of the Northern Baringo Plains

Nginyang Division, the home of some 60.000 pastoral Pokot in the late
1990s, has an area of 4,400 km?2. The topography of the area (see Map 2) is
characterised by wide savannah plains (at about 500 to 700m NN) — the
Loyamoruk Plains in the east and the Kerio Valley plains in the west — which
are crossed in a north-south direction by two mountain ranges, the Chepanda
Hills and Mount Tiati on the one side and the volcanic Silali, Paka, and
Korossi hill (at 1400 to 1700 NN [Reckers, 1992:33]). Towards the east the
area is bordered by the Leroghi Plateau (2000NN) and towards the West by
the towering Cherangani Range (3500 NN). The close proximity of moun-
tains and plains results in a highly differentiated landscape as regards to
precipitation and vegetation.

Lake Baringo is the only perennial water source within Nginyang Division.
The Kerio River, at the western border of the Division flows for about nine
months of the year, whereas all other rivers in the area are ephemeral. However,
subterranean water is stored in sandy river beds and herders rarely have to dig
deeper than 1.5 metres to obtain enough water for their herds. Since the middle
of the 1980s a non-government organisation has erected numerous earthen
dams in the area which somewhat relieved the burden of trekking for water.
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A Map 2:
\ The Topography of Nginyang Division,
Baringo District
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The area is extremely hot with a mean annual temperature of 26 degrees
Celsius, but temperatures may rise up to 40 degrees Celsius during the hot
season. The mean annual rainfall in Nginyang is 594.5 mm (over 41 measured
years) with a variation from a maximum of 1125 mm (1961) to a minimum
of 204 mm (1984). The Pokot divide the year into the main rainy season (pen-
gat, May to August) and the dry season (kémdy, December to February).
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In between are two shorter seasons, the unreliable short rainy season
(kitokot, September to November) and the early rainy season (sarngatat,
March and April).

Four types of savannah are distinguishable (cf. Barrow & Long, 1981;
Pratt & Gwynne, 1977): (1) The largest area of the Division consists of thorn-
bush savannah (Acacia refisciens, Acacia mellifera, Acacia tortilis). Perennial
grasses are rare and only in the rainy season can a patchy distribution
of annual grasses be found here. Hence the thorn-bush savannah is used dur-
ing the rainy season as a pasture for cattle only, but serves as fodder for
goats and camels all year round. (2) Pastures of perennial and annual grass-
es with only a few trees are only found north of Mount Paka and here,
too, bush encroachment has become a serious problem (Reckers, 1992:55).
(3) Highland pastures are found around Mounts Paka, Silali, Korossi and
Tiati. Here slightly higher rainfall and a certain degree of protection have
ensured that stretches of pasture covered with perennial grasses are retained.
(4) Gallery forests are found along the major river courses, Kerio, Nginyang
and Amaya. These forests are a source of good pasture for goats all year
round. All vegetation types show signs of massive degradation which reaches
from bush encroachment to invasions of unpalatable grasses and soil erosion.

2.1.2. Pastoral Expansion and Colonial Domination:
The Historical Developments of the Pastoral Pokot

There are no unified Pokot traditions which portray migration histories, wars
or other major events from a tribal perspective. Pokot history has to be pieced
together from many clan and lineage histories (Bollig, 1990b).? Fairly regular
cycles of generation-sets and age-sets are helpful in the approximate dating of
events over the last two hundred years.*

The earliest oral accounts refer to events and processes that may tenta-
tively be dated back to the late 18" or early 19* century. Then the plains of
what is now Nginyang Division were still populated by Laikipiak and Purko
Maasai (Beech, 1911:4; Lamphear, 1994:89). The ancestors of those people,
who were to become the pastoral Pokot, were living on the northern edges of
the western Kenyan highlands, on the slopes of Mt. Elgon and on the
Cherengani range. At that time the pastoral Pokot were not yet detectable as
a single unified tribal group. There were the Cheptulel and the Kurut, two
mainly agricultural groups, and the Kasauria, an agro-pastoral group living
around Mt. Sekerr. All three groups spoke mutually understandable dialects
of southern Nilotic. According to traditions their social organisation was
based on exogamous patrilineal clans and generation sets.’ Neighbouring
groups such as the Sapiny (Sebei, see Goldschmidt, 1976), the legendary Mtia
and Oropom (Bollig, 1992a:52; Lamphear, 1988, 1994) and various
Marakwet-speaking sections (Kipkorir & Welbourn, 1973), were culturally
and economically fairly similar.
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Ethnogenesis and Pastoral Expansion

Since the late 18th or early 19th century livestock husbandry among the
Kasauria has expanded rapidly. Cattle became more and more important in a
society which had previously relied mainly on small stock husbandry in com-
bination with millet/sorghum based dryland farming. The emergence and
expansion of the pastoral Pokot is chronologically (first half of 19th centu-
ry) and socially (emergence of an age-set organisation, increased prominence
of prophets) similar to processes of cultural evolution observed among other
nilotic pastoralists. Pastro-centric ideologies made it a prescribed social and
economic goal to obtain cattle not only for subsistence but also as objects for
exchange. Cattle became the medium to establish and confirm social relations
in the form of bridewealth payments, contributions to age-set rituals and the
payment of compensation.

The effect of pastoralisation on Pokot society was threefold: (1) clan-
based territoriality became dysfunctional within a pastoral economy and
access to resources became tribally defined; (2) encompassing tribal institu-
tions became more important than clan-based institutions; and (3) the rapid
expansion of pastoralism created the economic base for the integration of
non-Kasauria into the emergent pastoral Pokot society.

During the 19th century the Pokot successfully expanded into the low-
lands. Obviously one precondition for the successful organisation of large
scale raids was the adoption of the Eastern Nilotic age-set system (Bollig,
1992a:55; Peristiany, 1951). The pastoral Pokot expanded by integrating
numerous individuals and families from other societies. The traditions of
descent groups are similar to some extent: usually there is little information
on pre-pastoral ancestors and then some kind of disaster compels an ances-
tor or a group of ancestors to move and join the pastoral Pokot. Several
groups of immigrants can be traced through their family histories. People
claiming ancestry with the Sebei and the Kurut fled the Elgon area because
of drought and various livestock epidemics. Elders claiming ancestry with
the Ngabotok Turkana of the Turkwell valley also report environmental
calamities as the reason for moving. Another group of clans emphasises
ancestry in the east. They report that, during their westward-bound migra-
tion, they settled for some time at Mount Nyiro, a mountain range south-east
of Lake Turkana, which is today inhabited by Ariaal pastoralists. Individuals
were integrated into existing lineages; bigger groups of people of one origin
were adopted as a complete lineage by one other Pokot lineage. All immi-
grant men became members of Pokot age-sets and generation sets.® In a sim-
ilar way the pastoral Turkana assimilated individuals from groups such as the
Oropom, the Siger and the Kor (Lamphear, 1993:90ff). These processes of
pastoral ethnogensis are observable in several instances in Eastern Africa.
Generally smaller groups of agro-pastoralists, pastro-foragers and “old style
pastoralists” (Galaty, 1993:64) gave way to larger tribally organised groups of
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highly specialised pastoralists in the savannahs of Kenya, Uganda and north-
ern Tanzania during the course of the 18th and 19th centuries.

Within less than eighty years the Maasai had lost their ground in the
hills and plains between Kerio Valley and Leroghi Plateau to the emergent
pastoral Pokot. Oral traditions describe the battles between Pokot and
Maasai warriors as excessively bloody affairs. Pokot elders were convinced
that superior weaponry and military strategies as well as unrivalled courage
ensured their ancestors’ success against an otherwise equal enemy.
Successful warriors — defined as those who had killed enemies and had raid-
ed cattle — were entitled to honorary noms de guerre and were allowed to
decorate themselves with red plumes and, most important of all, to adorn
their bodies with numerous scarifications on the right or left shoulder indi-
cating the number and sex of their victims. Famous ancestors are depicted
as men who were covered with this type of honorary scarification.” Pokot
traditions relating to the last century are, to a large extent, descriptions of
battles and warrior heroes depicting the Pokot as successful aggressors
(Bollig, 1992a, 1993, 1995b, 1996a).

Photograph 1. Suk War-Dance (amumur) (from Beech 1911)
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Photograph 2. Suk at the District Commissioner’s House at Baringo (from Beech 1911)

By the end of the 19th century the Pokot of the Baringo basin were a
fully pastoral group. Hunting and gathering were of some importance espe-
cially during droughts. Households alternated between rainy season lowland
camps and dry season highland camps. Grain, weapons, pottery and jew-
ellery were exchanged for livestock (usually small stock) with neighbouring
groups (e.g. Marakwet and Tugen). Social relations — such as bridewealth
payments and stock-friendship donations — were increasingly based on the
exchange of livestock. Cattle became as much an exchange commodity,
enabling herders to form and maintain social relations and to accumulate
power, as they were a means of subsistence (cf. Sobania, 1991: 123).

The Pokot became only marginally integrated into the trade system of
Swahili and Arab traders. During the late 19% century coastal traders pre-
ferred to travel to the Laikipiak plateau (Jacobs, 1979:43) and to eastern
Uganda and the Turkana basin (Barber, 1968:91) to look for untapped ivory
resources. The two Njemps villages at the southern tip of Lake Baringo
became entrepdts for coastal traders. This, however, seems to have had little
effect on the pastoral Pokot living further north. The fact that traders tend-
ed to avoid the pastoral Pokot was probably due to their reputation of being
very “warlike” (Austin, 1903:308). Towards the end of the pre-colonial peri-
od, Pokot herds were diminished by Rinderpest (1890/91) and drought and
people were at least once (in 1902) subjected to a major smallpox epidemic
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(Barber 1968:84). The two decades before the colonial penetration were
marked by major disasters. This, however, holds true not only for the Pokot
but for most other pastoralists in East Africa. Sobania (1991) writes of severe
livestock epidemics and imported human diseases such as smallpox in the
1880s and 1890s affecting north-central Kenya. Waller (1988) describes
how the Maasai were diminished by a series of epidemics and droughts. Like
the Pokot, many Maasai, Samburu and Borana had to take up hunting and
gathering at the end of the last century.

The Colonial Period

The British colonial empire established its administration in the Baringo
District in 1902. Early on administrators acknowledged that “... there is little
in the district to attract the European settler, and this area may be definitely
looked upon as a native reserve” (Hobley, 1906:472). During the first two
decades of colonial penetration the northern drylands of Baringo District
were only occasionally toured by an officer from the small station at
Mukutani. His main interest was to procure tax payments from the Pokot,
which they paid up with little hesitation, obviously wishing to establish a
good relationship with the administration. A few big men were instituted as
chiefs and headmen of the pastoral Pokot, a group which numbered some
6,000 to 7,000 individuals around 1920 (Bollig, 1992:48). In the 1920s and
1930s the northern parts of Baringo District slipped back into a state of
slumber. After the administrative headquarters were moved from Mukutani
to Kabarnet in the highlands, the administration was even further away. In
1939 a District Commissioner moaned: “The attitude of the Suk® towards
any change in their present way of living, whether to their advantage or not,
is one of complete indifference. They do not wish to cooperate in any policy
of rehabilitation ... They wish to be left entirely alone”.?

However, Pax Britannica brought two major changes to the arid savan-
nahs of Kenya’s north-west. Firstly inter-tribal relations became more peace-
ful after 1920 (Bollig, 1992a:254ff). Secondly, interregional trade became
more prominent. Before 1900 the Pokot had engaged in small scale barter
trade with neighbouring ethnic groups, but since at least 1909 they had been
able to tap into larger trade networks through Somali traders. First these
traders brought heifers to the Pokot and exchanged them for sheep which
they in turn sold in the nearest town, Nakuru. After 1920 Somali traders
brought with them trade goods such as maize, tea, sugar and cloth to
exchange for livestock. For a long time exchange was carried on without
using money. The traders delivered goods on credit and collected their live-
stock at the end of the rainy season. Trade was dominated by the Somali until
well into the 1970s. Tugen traders have only become prominent in the live-
stock trade since the 1970s and, by the late 1980s, they had almost taken over
from the Somali as livestock traders. However, the majority of shop owners
in the area have remained Somali. Most of them do just a little livestock
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trading but concentrate mainly on the supply of maize, sugar, tea and other
consumer goods. The Pokot were only weakly integrated into the colonial
economy. While other groups went in search of labour in order to pay taxes,
the Pokot barely looked outside their area for work. The colonial government
made little effort to change things within the pastoral sector, and those ini-
tiatives which were taken were met with passive resistance by the Pokot
(Schneider, 1959:149). Apart from occasional vaccination campaigns and
forced de-stocking in the 1950s little changed on the ground. Missionaries
started work in the 1940s but did not make any lasting impact until the 1970s.
A migration out of the area of impoverished herders as observed for the
Turkana (Dyson-Hudson & Meekers, 1999) has not been observed for
the Pokot.

The political set up was dominated by a few appointed chiefs whose
power base was critically judged by the colonial authorities. Colonial tran-
quillity was interrupted for a short time when a militant movement took hold
of the Pokot in 1952 and some warriors attacked British administrative per-
sonnel. The Pokot neither took notice of the Mau Mau uprising nor did they
participate in the early nationalist movements of their neighbours in the
Kalenjin Political Alliance which was founded in the early 1950s. In fact the
Pokot frustrated the colonial regime until independence (1963) and an out-
going commissioner moaned: “In spite of great progress in the rest of the
District the Suk once more showed little desire for advance in any direction.
Every encouragement has been given to them to keep pace with development
elsewhere, they spurn it”.!°

Post Independence

With independence little changed for the Pokot. Major changes only came
about at the end of the 1960s when well armed Turkana raided the Pokot.
The Pokot soon realised that only if they obtained guns could they defend
themselves effectively against Turkana raiders. Throughout the 1970s and
early 1980s each raid was followed by a counter-raid. The arming of the
Pokot and their pastoral neighbours went on almost uninhibited for about a
decade. After massive disarmament operations in the early 1980s, which
involved the forcible disarming of individuals and collective punishment of
truculent sections (Dietz, 1987:26), an insecure peace prevailed for about five
years. In 1990 raiding resumed and was more violent than before. Large par-
ties of well armed men ventured far into enemy territory, raiding cattle and
killing people. The years 1998 to 2001 were marred by an escalation of war-
fare. Pokot now fought with Turkana, Samburu and Marakwet alike. In 2000
the markets in the Kerio Valley, crucial for the exchange of pastoral produce
for cereals, honey and iron implements came to a standstill due to excessive
violence.

While the economic integration of Nginyang Division into the national
economy is still marginal and lags far behind the other divisions of Baringo
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District, some changes are notable. Livestock trade has become more impor-
tant during the 1980s and since 1988 a weekly livestock market in Nginyang
has facilitated exchanges. Several development projects have been instigated
to try to implement sustainable methods of livestock management. However,
lately the activities instigated by these projects have been affected by violent
inter-ethnic conflict and army operations. In 1997 German Agro Action, a
non-governmental organisation which had heavily invested into infrastruc-
ture and livestock improvement for almost two decades withdrew due to a
change within their overall programme policy.

2.1.3. The Family Herds: The Household Based Economy
of the Pastoral Pokot

Anthropological research on East African pastoralist societies has focussed
on adaptation to a semi-arid environment, on household based production
and on economic and social change over the last two decades. It has been
shown that spatial mobility, flexibility of labour allocation and consumption
patterns were major strategies which enabled pastoralists to cope with an
unstable environment (e.g. McCabe, Dyson-Hudson & Wienpahl, 1999;
Galvin & Little, 1999). Sedentarisation, commoditisation and stratification
were described as major trajectories of change (Sperling, 1987; Grandin,
1989; Fratkin, 1991; Herren, 1991; Little, 1992; Ensminger, 1984, 1992).

Household economy

The household is the basic unit of pastoral production and consumption.
Pokot households (kaw, pl keston) consist of several houses (ko, pl. korin)
inhabited by wives or female relatives (mother, sisters) of the household head
and their children. About one quarter (25.6 per cent) of all surveyed house-
holds (n=442) lived in joined homesteads. There is a fairly close correla-
tion between the age of the household head and the size of the household
(x>=61.0 p< .00001). Table 1 shows the relationship between age, rate of
polygyny and household size.

Table 1. The size of pastoral Pokot households

Aw. total no.
Generation-set of household Av. no. of Av. no. of of household
head wives range  children range members
Kaplelach n = 148, (20 to 35 years) 1.7 (14) 5.4 (1-21) 8,1
Koronkoro n = 236, (36 to 60 years) 2.5(1-13) 11.5 (1-42) 14,0
Chumwoé n = 53, (over 60 years) 3.6 (1-10) 19.3 (1-40) 229
Total 2.6 12.1 15.0

Note: Relatives’ children permanently residing in the household are included under “children”.
Permanent adult guests of the household are not included.
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A new household is established when a man enters into his first mar-
riage. This marriage is usually arranged by his father who looks for an appro-
priate spouse and pays the bridewealth from the household herd. Men
usually only marry for the first time in their late twenties, since bridewealth is
rather high and every older brother has to get married beforehand. Getting
married is one precondition of independence. After his first marriage a man
will usually stay on with his father or an elder brother for some time. Only
after marrying a second wife has a man acquired enough labour workforce to
set up as the household head of an independent homestead. However, he may
cut short the route to independence either by convincing his mother and his
siblings to move along with him to establish an independent homestead or by
joining one of his peers. When a young man leaves his father he takes with
him a share of the household herd. These animals are all taken from the herd
which has been allotted to his mother during the previous decades. For the
next two or three decades the household grows constantly, children are born
and, if herd-growth allows, further wives are acquired. A new stage in the
domestic cycle is reached when the eldest sons and daughters get married.
However, the fact that a senior man still marries young women and has chil-
dren by them, ensures that the household continues and frequently even
grows. After the death of the household head, the household dissolves as
surviving wives join their sons with the remaining livestock.

Pastoral Production

The household herd is fundamental to survival in the savannah of Kenya’s
semi-arid north-west. Pokot households hardly engage in any agriculture.
Milk and, to a lesser extent, blood and meat make up an important part of
the Pokot diet. All other food (mainly maize, tea, sugar) is procured via live-
stock sales. Livestock herds guarantee that social obligations can be met: The
household head pays bridewealth, engages in livestock exchanges with stock-
friends and acts as a host for age-set related rituals. While the household head
formally owns all the animals in his herd, the usufruct rights of his wives in
the animals are fairly strong. Virtually all animals are in the care of one of
the women of the household and the household head cannot easily rearrange
user rights between his wives. These animals are the core of their sons’ future
herds.

Pokot herds ideally consist of camels, cattle, goats, sheep and a few don-
keys. In all types of herds, female animals make up the larger part of the herd
(52 per cent in cattle, 62 per cent in camels, 60 per cent in goats and 60 per
cent in sheep)'!, whereas males (young males, castrated males, breeding
stock) form a smaller but equally important part as they are the media for
market exchange (48 per cent in cattle, 38 per cent in camels, 40 per cent in
goats, and 40 per cent in sheep).

Pokot cattle are of the Zebu breed. Taking data from the South Turkana
Ecosystem Project the Zebu has a lactation period of 8 to 9 months and
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yields some 1.3 litres of milk as a daily average (Dahl & Hjort, 1976:146). My
own data on milk yields was obtained over a period of about 12 months in
1988/1989 (in a year of very good rain). Average figures indicate that, under
favourable conditions, milk yields are much higher and can reach about 2
litres per day. The lactation period of camels lasts 12 to 15 months and Pokot
camels yield some 2 to 3 litres of milk per day. Goats have two kidding peaks
per year and supply milk — although sometimes in minimal quantities —
almost all year round. The milk is either drunk soured or is turned to butter.
Clarified butter is stored to be added to food in the dry season. Soured goats’
and camels’ milk is also stored in giant calabashes as chepdsdyd and eaten in
a cheese-like form during the early dry season. Occasionally cattle, camels
and goats are bled.

Wealth Distribution

By contrast with other pastoral communities in East Africa, a major differ-
entiation between rich cattle owners cum traders, pastoral commoners and
stockless paupers (see accounts of Dahl, 1979:210ff; Ensminger, 1990:670;
Hogg, 1989; Broch-Due & Anderson, 2000) was not found amongst the
Pokot in the 1980s and 1990s. There were still few Pokot traders of any con-
sequence and very few men and hardly any women had migrated to central
Kenya for work. Young Pokot men with a school education found it hard to
get jobs within Nginyang Division. They either opted for permanent transfer
to the bigger towns or they went for one of the few jobs in local NGOs.

The cattle herds of wealthy people comprised about 80 to 120 animals,
while the herds of poor pastoralists consisted of only 10 or 15 heads of cat-
tle. The biggest small stock herds surveyed numbered somewhere between
260 to 320 animals while the smallest herd had just 39 animals. Large camel
herds consisted of 30 to 40 animals. About 60 per cent of all households did
not possess any camels. Even the rich herders did not own other assets such
as houses in towns, stores or cars. Wealth hierarchies are unstable amongst
the Pokot. In 1987, 1991, 1992, 1993 and 1996 wealth rankings were con-
ducted in the community: several men who were among the richer pastoral-
ists in 1987 were regarded as medium rich or even poor herders in 1996 due
to heavy stock losses during drought, disease or raids, whereas several herders
who had been assigned the status ‘poor’ in 1987 were regarded as medium
herd owners in 1996. In contrast to these observations in 2004 a small group
of wealthy Pokot traders and entrepreneurs had established itself. They still
maintained a stake in livestock husbandry but generated their wealth mainly
through trade and transport businesses.

Spatial Mobility

Herds are moved to ensure an ample supply of pasture and water. At the end
of the rainy season young men move the major, non-lactating part of the
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cattle herd to dry season pastures while lactating cows, camels and small
stock stay with the main household. While cattle camps are highly mobile, the
households themselves move less frequently. At the height of the dry season
further units of the herd are split off to be herded separately. A household
may then break up into three or four units, each one migrating independent-
ly from the others. The reasons for leaving a place are not only ecological;
inter-tribal violence and martial counteractions by the army are just as
important a reason for moving as the scarcity of fodder or lack of water.

Map 3 shows patterns of spatial mobility in a normal year when
nomadic moves are largely determined by fodder and water scarcity. From
some central settlement areas people move out to more hilly areas such as
Mounts Paka, Tiati, Silali and Korossi and even towards the northern fringes
of Pokot territory (see Map 3).

Patterns of Consumption

A detailed analysis of progeny histories (n= 988 camels, 443 cattle, 321 goats,
203 sheep)'? gives an insight into patterns of consumption. Of all the animals
listed, about 50 per cent in all herds were still within the household herd at
the time of inquiry, while roughly 20 per cent had died prematurely due to
drought or disease.!> About 30 per cent of all the animals were slaughtered,
exchanged or sold.

The popular cattle complex stereotype'* maintains that African pas-
toralists slaughter rarely and, when they do so, only for ceremonial purpos-
es. They are said to be even more reluctant to sell cattle. By contrast, the data
on the Pokot shows that, even if slaughtering is frequently only carried out in
a ceremonial context, these rituals are plentiful. About 4.3 per cent of cattle,
10.0 per cent of camels, 9.4 per cent of goats and 19.2 per cent of sheep sur-
veyed in progeny histories were slaughtered. Animals were slaughtered for
neighbourhood festivities, healing rituals, marriage ceremonies and, perhaps
most frequently, for age-set and generation-set related rituals. Small stock
were frequently slaughtered just to obtain food, no ritual justification being
necessary in this context. Many animals (26.0 per cent of camels, 17.3 per
cent of cattle, 11.3 per cent of goats and 19.5 per cent of sheep) change hands
over their lifetime. Livestock is mainly exchanged for three reasons:
bridewealth, stock-friendship and direct exchange. An average bridewealth
comprises about 12 cattle, 2 or 3 camels (if available) and about 30 goats and
sheep. Friendship ties are sealed with presents of livestock. Additionally ani-
mals are exchanged directly: an ox is exchanged for a heifer, a camel for goats,
or goats for a heifer etc.

Animals were sold at various livestock markets and occasionally to itin-
erant traders (13.0 per cent of cattle, 20 per cent of camels, 13.1 per cent of
goats, 13.4 per cent of sheep). Most animals are sold in order to procure food
(maize, sugar and tea). Pokot herders prefer to sell one ox in the early dry sea-
son. Then male goats are sold in order to take them through the rest of the
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N, Map 3:
X Patterns of Spatial Mobility
amongst the Pokot in a Normal Year

dry season. However, many households are forced to sell premature or even
female stock due to the lack of males. During the rainy season food con-
sists mainly of milk, blood and meat and only a little maize is needed, while
during the dry season food may consist entirely of maize together with some
sugared tea. Further money from livestock sales is spent on beads, second
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hand clothing, contributions to Harambee funds'>, school money, internally
imposed fines and on veterinary and human medicine. Recently a lot of
money was spent on the acquisition of guns and ammunition. Selling cattle
became easier after a weekly livestock market was established in Nginyang in
1988. It was mainly the herders themselves or, to a rising degree, Pokot inter-
mediary traders who offered livestock at Nginyang’s Monday market to
Tugen and a few rich Pokot traders who in turn took the livestock south
using hired personnel.

2.1.4. Descent and Age: Social Organisation
amongst the Pastoral Pokot

The social organisation of the pastoral Pokot is based on patrilineal descent
groups, age- and generations sets and individual networks. Every person is a
member of a patrilineal descent group by birth and both men and women
remain members of one descent group for life. There are twenty two Pokot
clans which in turn consist of three to seven lineages. Clans are exogamous
and are united under a specific symbol, such as rain (the Ngusur), frog (the
Kiptinkd), or fire sticks (the Koimd). Cattle brands and a set of symbols and
songs (enwait) are clan specific. Beyond that there is little formal organisation
at clan or lineage level. Patrilineal descent groups do not own any common
property. There is no formal authority vested in lineage elders nor is there any
formal decision-making at descent group level. Although numerous non-
Pokot lineages have been integrated into the descent system, there is no rank-
ing of lineages or clans, i.e. a lineage claiming Sapiny descent or Borana
descent will have as much say in communal decision-making as any other lin-
eage. Due to the fragmentation of descent groups lineages are numerically
rather small and are spatially distributed. The Pokot do not put much empha-
sis on descent ideology. Communal rituals and celebrations are connected
rather to the dynamics of the age-set cum generation-set organisation than to
issues concerning the descent system.

Through separate initiation rituals each man becomes a member of an
age-set (asapantin) and of a generation-set (pin). Membership of one set
involves egalitarian, almost brotherly relationships with one’s peers on the
one hand and submission under an age-based hierarchy on the other hand.
Initiation into generation-sets only takes place every twenty-five to thirty-five
years!® when numerous young men and boys are circumcised together and
from then on constitute one generation-set (Bollig, 1990c). At each stage
three generations are alive. The system needs a junior or warrior generation,
a generation of seniors and a generation of elders. At the time of my survey,
about 40 per cent of all households were headed by juniors, 53 per cent by
seniors and only 7 per cent by elders. Once most members of the generation
of ritual elders have died, a new set has to be initiated thus the former war-
riors become seniors and the former seniors become elders (Bollig, 1990c,
1992a:85, 1994b; Sutton, 1990).
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By contrast, membership of an age-set is attained at a fixed age. Boys of
seventeen to twenty years of age have to undergo the sapana-ritual (Bollig,
1990c). In this celebration they have to slaughter an ox in a ritually prescribed
way and are “washed” with the stomach contents of the ox which they have
slaughtered. Later they are formally endowed with the signs of manhood:
they are given the men’s colourful head-dress. Each initiation set, i.e. those
boys who were initiated in one particular year, is given a name which is rem-
iniscent of a special event of that particular year or initiation period. After
some ten to twenty years, between four and seven sets are united into one set
and the set with the most members will usually give its name to the united set.

Age-sets and generation-sets constitute a complex gerontocratic system.
Men achieve status not as members of descent groups but as members of age
groups. During each and every festivity, even if it is minor, the gerontocratic
hierarchy is depicted in the seating within the half circle (kirker) where all
men are seated according to seniority. Age-sets compete for prestigious sym-
bols. Junior age-sets have to fight for certain feathers and colours and senior
age-sets have to ask elders for the grant of ritual powers symbolised in adorn-
ment (Photograph 3). Each set has to undergo a prescribed set of rituals in
order to climb up the gerontocratic hierarchy.

Extended personal networks are features of the social organisation of
many pastoralists (Moran, 1979:231; Dyson-Hudson & Dyson-Hudson,
1980:26; Schlee, 1985; Bollig, 1998a). Relations are strengthened by
exchanges of livestock: friendship (kongot) always involves the transfer of
animals between men (Schneider, 1953:240), paternal relatives are given a

Photograph 3. Pokot Man wearing atdrdntin and alim Feathers
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share of incoming bridewealth payments and affinal relatives and friends
participate in these distributions too. While the gerontocratic age-based sys-
tem is founded on the principle of respect (tekotdn), solidarity (tilyonton) is
the basic ideological principle of friendship.

2.1.5. Councils, Ritual Experts and Chiefs: Political Organisation
amongst the Pastoral Pokot

In anthropology, East African pastoralists have been renowned for their egal-
itarian political organisation which has been connected to the specific char-
acter of mobile livestock husbandry and to its ideological and psychological
foundations (Schneider, 1959:144, 147; 1979:10; Edgerton, 1971). Amongst
the Pokot, neighbourhood councils (kokwd) are important for decision mak-
ing at a local level. Nominated chiefs and councillors represent the interface
between the local community and the national administration.

A neighbourhood council consists of all the initiated men in a local
community (Conant, 1965). Seniors and elders dominate the decision-
making process within the council but every adult man is entitled to con-
tribute his own opinion. Since households are mobile, one might wonder who
is entitled to membership of a certain local council. The Pokot have a very
easy answer to this: every initiated man living in the locality has the right to
speak out on issues dealing with the management of resources. Decisions
within the council are usually consensus-based and are sanctioned by the
blessing of senior ritual experts (kapolokyon). Prophets (werkoy) are essential
during times of war (Peristiany, 1975). Through visions they foresee possible
dangers ahead, such as pending raids by the enemy or promising targets for
their own attacks. Prophets are also asked to give advice on the appropriate
time to begin initiation rituals. A prophet’s authority, however, is strictly con-
fined to these fields.

Locations as administrative units have their own chief, and each sub-
location has its sub-chief. Both chiefs and sub-chiefs are nominated by the
central government in Nairobi. The job is advertised formally and any man
who can read and write and has some knowledge of Swahili and English can
apply for the job. Most of the present Pokot chiefs have been in formal
employment before becoming chiefs.!” None of them had been a herder for
most of their adult life. Needless to say, under these conditions chiefs and
sub-chiefs do not pass on their powers to their sons. Communities complain
frequently that their chiefs have no contact with them at all and are basically
looking to enrich themselves. Chiefs are legally entitled to use the adminis-
trative police to enforce their orders and it is on account of this that many
Pokot are very critical of the institution.

Besides the chiefs, the local Member of Parliament plus five officially
appointed councillors who assist him are influential at the interface of local and
national politics. Chiefs, councillors and members of parliament communicate
with local people through barazas. These are large formal meetings with a
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prescribed order of seating where the government representatives sit in the
centre, frequently on chairs, and their citizens (the so-called wananchi) squat
in front of them in a large semi-circle. Although all participants are Pokot the
language of the barazas is Swahili and therefore usually no real discussions
take place in these meetings. Barazas are rather meant to provide a platform
for political agents and are orchestrated to inform the local community of the
administration’s plans (cf. Haugerud, 1995:102ff).

A local elite formed by traders, entrepreneurs and senior government
employees is, if at all, only incipient. Due to a shortage of jobs many sec-
ondary school leavers are forced to look for employment outside the local set-
ting. Senior jobs in development organisations are few in Nginyang Division.
In the 1990s there were not even ten Pokot employed in permanent and influ-
ential positions in this field. Trading has definitely risen in importance in the
1990s. While in the late 1980s there were very few Pokot traders of some
standing, in the 1990s many young Pokot men have tried at least some minor
trading in veterinary drugs, beads or livestock. A few of them have become
wealthy and, in order to diversify their assets, have established shops in the
local centres.

2.1.6. Solidarity and Respect: The Belief System
of the Pastoral Pokot

Pokot beliefs in supernatural beings and forces are neither canonised nor for-
mulated by ritual specialists (Schneider, 1959:157). However, there is consen-
sus on a limited set of ideas.!® The Pokot believe in the existence of a supreme
being, Tdrorot (see also Schneider, 1953:104). Stories about Tordrit are vari-
able and sometimes even contradictory. While some people maintain that he
created the world, others think that he has always been there, just as the world
has always been there. All informants relate God to climatic events but, while
some maintain that rain is just another emanation from God, others are of
the opinion that God makes the rain. However, lack of rainfall, i.e. drought,
was habitually connected to God’s displeasure with sinful human conduct.

After death human beings become spirits (oy). There is no clear differ-
entiation between ancestral spirits, nature spirits and demons — all are termed
oy. In everyday life the oy, as ancestral spirits, are of some importance. Soon
after their death they roam about in the bush near to human settlements.
They like to be given little presents, such as tobacco, a drop of milk or pieces
of green grass, which are put on the grave. If they are forgotten too quickly,
they may cause disease in humans and livestock although diseases and other
worldly problems are more often attributed to witchcraft, the evil eye or sim-
ply the envy of others than to malevolent ancestral spirits. A small gift of
tobacco may be enough to appease them. Belief in ancestral spirits does not
feature significantly in the Pokot belief system, and despite the fact that the
Pokot believe that presents should occasionally be taken to the graves, most
graves are neglected and forgotten.
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If we find Pokot religious beliefs vague and sometimes inconclusive,
their system of norms and values is all the more pronounced. Even if the con-
cept moral economy is derived from western sociological thought, Pokot
herders would have a very clear idea what is meant by the term. Ideas about
morality form the backbone of the belief system. Leading concepts here are
solidarity (tilyontdn), respect (tekoton) and bravery (sirumoi). Solidarity
implies a set of behavioural rules. A person acting on the principles of tily-
ontén bases his deeds on deep-seated feelings of peace and harmony with his
social surrounding (kalya). Respect (tekoton) dominates the relationship
between husband and wife, between in-laws and between members of differ-
ent age-sets. On the emotional side, respect always involves a certain amount
of anxiety (nyokoryd) and uneasiness. Respect is most emphatically demand-
ed during age-set and generation-set rituals when the elders demand servic-
es and presents from the juniors. The younger ones have to “work like
women for them”, fetching water and collecting firewood and being obedient
throughout the ritual.

Allusions to the overall importance of warrior ideals for the moral sys-
tem of East African pastoralists are frequent in ethnographic literature
(Fukui & Turton, 1979:4; Dyson-Hudson & Dyson-Hudson, 1980:44;
Mazrui, 1977b:71; Bollig, 1993, 1995b). The ideals of warriorhood are also
an important feature in the moral system of the Pokot. The ideal Pokot war-
rior is a nyakan. The nyakan’s outstanding character traits are bravery (siru-
moi), determination (kdrdmnyd), and solidarity (tilyontdn), and his ability to
handle weapons, to sing and dance rousingly at contests as well as his superi-
or intelligence.”” A man who cares about his good reputation will eat sepa-
rately from women and children. He will live cleanly (¢ilil), which means that
he only eats “clean food” (e.g. no meat from donkeys) and tries to avoid any
contact with menstruating women. At the same time he is a very sociable
character, who loves the company of his peers, goes to nightly dances where
he shows himself to be a perfect dancer. Envy (ngatkong) and hatred (osondr)
are unknown to him. However, ideal warriorhood does not only entail gal-
lantry. It implies a specific conduct in conflict behaviour as well. Many
nyakan are men who have killed enemies and have undergone lengthy rituals
to become kolin, men who have killed and have later become initiated as heal-
ers for pregnant women. Scarifications on their shoulders, red feathers
and their own specific praise songs make their heroic deeds both visible and
audible to the public.

2.2. THE HIMBA OF KAOKOLAND

The Himba of north-western Namibia (Kunene Region) and south-western
Angola (Kunene Province, Namibe Province) belong to a group of south-
western Bantu-speaking agro-pastoralist and pastoralist peoples.’ Their
languages are basically dialects of otjiHerero which is mainly spoken in
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Namibia’s north-west, central Namibia and western Botswana (Mohlig,
1981:83). While the Himba were regarded as a subgroup of the Herero and
are addressed as such in colonial documents, their independence as an indige-
nous group has recently been emphasised. There has been some discussion on
Himba ethnicity (see Miescher & Henrichsen, 2000a, b): a Himba identity
separate from a Herero identity emerged in the late 19'" and early 20* centu-
ry only as a consequence of early colonial changes in northern Namibia and
southern Angola.

Kaokoland was inhabited by some 26,176 people according to the cen-
sus published in 1991 (Government of Namibia 1991) of those about 15.000
to 18.000 were Himba (Talavera et al., 2000:32fF). The northern and western
parts of Kaokoland are predominantly settled by Himba pastoralists while
the southern parts are used mainly by semi-nomadic Herero households.
Opuwo, the administrative centre, is inhabited by some 4,000 people of multi-
ethnic origin. In 1992 Kaokoland ceased to exist as an administrative unit.
The former Kaokoland became part of the Kunene Region and within this
administrative unit is addressed as Kunene North or as Epupa and Opuwo
constituencies. However, the term Kaokoland is still in wide use and espe-
cially the locals hardly use the new administrative terminology. Therefore the
term Kaokoland is maintained here.

2.2.1. The Ecology of Northern Kaokoland

Kaokoland is a sparsely settled stretch of semi-arid savannah, tree and
bush savannah in the east and shrub and grass savannah in the more
arid western parts (for an overview see Becker & Jiirgens, 2002a; Craven,
2002). Perennial and ephemeral rivers, mountains and different soil
types create a multitude of microhabitats (see Map 4). The Kunene, which
rises in the well watered highlands of central Angola, is the only perenni-
al river in the area. Ephemeral rivers drain towards the Kunene basin in
the north and towards the Atlantic Ocean in the central, western and
southern parts of Kaokoland. Topographically the western pro-Namib
plains, the interior highlands and the eastern sandveld are distinct units.
Within the context of this study the northern parts of the interior high-
lands are of central importance. The landscape is characterised by broad
plains divided by high ridges and mountain ranges (Malan & Owen-Smith,
1974:138). While temperatures may reach freezing point in winter, in sum-
mer the heat soars and temperatures around 40 degrees are not uncom-
mon.2! Rainfall occurs between October and April. The highest
precipitation is recorded in February and March. Average rainfall in cen-
tral Kaokoland is around 300mm while places further west towards the
Namib Desert record annual averages of 100 to 150 mm and lower (for an
overview on the ecology of Kaokoland see studies in Bollig, Brunotte &
Becker, 2002).
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2.2.2. From Early Integration into the World system
to Colonial Encapsulation: The Historical Development of the
Pastoral Himba

The history of north-western Namibia can be reconstructed on the basis of oral
accounts (Bollig, 1997c¢), archival sources (Bollig, 1998a) and comparative evi-
dence from the historiography of neighbouring regions (Siiskonen, 1990;
Notkola & Siiskonen, 2000; Hayes, 1992; McKittrick, 1995; Williams, 1991;
Miller, 1988; Clarence Smith, 1976, 1978; Gewald, 1996, 2000; Werner, 1998).
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Himba elders frequently trace their origins to a small mountain, known as
Okarundu Kambeti, near Ruacana at the north-eastern edge of Kaokoland.”
From this place the ancestors migrated westwards following the Kunene. It
might very well be that this migration was connected to the stock raiding poli-
tics of the Ovambo kingdoms (Williams, 1991:132-141) and an increase in slave
trading in south-central Angola in the 18th century (Miller, 1988:222; Williams,
1991:141). Powerful chiefdoms were established in the Huila highlands of south-
ern Angola at that time. Based on early travelogues, Estermann (1981:15) says
that in 1787 the chief of Huila “ruled” the peoples of the lower Kunene basin.
In the 1760s the highlands had the first direct contacts with the expansion of
mercantile capitalism and were drawn into the Atlantic slave trade (Clarence
Smith, 1978:165/166) bringing about a significant increase in warfare and social
disruption. The mountainous and arid lands of the Kaokoland may have
offered more protection than the open and fertile plains around Ruacana at that
stage. Dating, based solely on genealogies, has proven to be weak; however,
backed by the chronology of the expanding Portuguese colonial empire it is
suggested that these traditions refer to migrations that took place about 300 to
200 years ago. The early migrants lived as pastoralists but relied heavily on hunt-
ing and gathering as well. Obviously their settlements were concentrated along
the major rivers. Estermann (1969:77, 1979:8 based on Nogueira,1880) trans-
lates the ethnonym Himba with “people settling on the banks of a river”.

Oral accounts become more detailed when talking about the raids of the
so-called Ovahuahua (e.g. Katjira Muniombara in Bollig, 1997c:221f). These
“people of the shields” were of Ovambo origin.? Their attacks on Kaokolands’
inhabitants may have been connected with slave raiding and the general upsurge
of violence in southern Angola between the 18th and the 19th centuries (Miller,
1988: 222/223) or may have been the result of the political centralisation of
Ovambo communities. However, oral accounts do not mention that people were
taken as slaves by the Ovahuahua nor do they talk about the conquest of land.
According to the elders the “people of the shields” came in search of cattle
which they drove off in large numbers. By the middle of the 19% century the pas-
toral society of north-western Namibia was based on patrilineal and matrilineal
descent groups. There was no overarching social institution (as provided by
chieftaincy or an age-set system) embracing the entire group.

Integration into the World System: Violent Conflicts
and Trading Networks

Local herds were just about to recover from the depredations of Ovahuahua
raids, when the herders were attacked again, this time by Oorlam comman-
dos from central Namibia. The earliest raids can be dated fairly reliably to the
beginning of the 1850s, lasting until the early 1890s.2* Well-armed Oorlam
raiders preyed upon the livestock of Kaokoland’s herders. The booty was
mainly sold towards the Cape or to Walfish Bay-based livestock traders
(Lau, 1987:41). When the Swartboois and Topnaar, two prominent Oorlam



An Outline of Pokot and Himba Societies 41

groups, settled at Franzfontein around 1882 (Moritz, 1987:30) and some
years later at Sesfontein, raiding became even more intense. By the 1880s, at
the latest, most herders had fled from the Kaokoland to southern Angola.
There the refugees came into close contact with the Portuguese colonial econ-
omy which had rapidly started developing after 1830. After the independence
of Brazil in 1833, numerous rich Portuguese settlers left their plantations to
establish new enterprises in southern Angola. Since the 1870s commercial
hunters were based in Mossamedes and operated mainly in the Kunene
basin to procure ivory, ostrich feathers and other tropical commodities for
the world market (Bollig, 1998c, €).2° The capitalisation and expansion of the
farming sector was enhanced by a group of Dorsland Trekkers who had been
settled in the Huila highlands since the 1880s. Their businesses and farms in
the highlands, the large-scale sugar cane plantations in the lower Coroca val-
ley and commercial hunting throughout the Kunene basin were major attrac-
tions for people looking for work. Oral accounts leave little doubt that
Herero/Himba men eagerly looked for opportunities to earn money to invest
into commodities such as guns, blankets and clothes and to restock their
herds. However, after 1890 the single most important employer for the
refugees was the Portuguese colonial army. Year after year so-called punitive
expeditions were sent out against “rebellious natives” who had done little
more than not to except the yoke of colonial exploitation. Himba and Herero
participated as mercenaries in these raids. Especially after the Rinderpest of
1897 they saw income and livestock generated from commercial soldiering as
a way to curb losses. Jodo de Almeida’s publication (1935) reports on the
authors experiences as Governor of Mossamedes district between 1908 and
1910. Next to photographs of tribal costumes and coiffures he reports
on and gives photographs of Himba mercenaries, heavily armed young men
and a corpo de irregulares with their leader Vita Tom (Oorlog) (Almeida,
1935: 151/152).

The liberal revolution in Portugal in 1910 greatly changed the conditions
for the former refugees in south-western Angola. After the liberal revolution
had changed the political set-up, it was decided to extract labour and capital
more systematically from the native population (Clarence-Smith, 1978:168).
The military administration was changed to a civil administration. There was
no need for mercenaries anymore and well-armed natives were a thorn in the
side of the administration. Soon former mercenary leaders had criminal
charges running against them.

Kaokoland under South Afiican Rule

When the South African army first entered Kaokoland in 1917, many pastoral-
ists had crossed the Kunene river once again and settled in the northern parts of
Kaokoland. The South African government immediately disarmed the pastoral-
ists and decided to put them under three chiefs, Vita Tom, Muhonakatiti and
Kakurukouye. All through the 1920s the colonial government implemented
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boundaries along the Kunene river and on the northern edge of the Police
Zone between Kaokoland and Ovamboland, and created a major buffer
zone which was cleared of inhabitants in order to close off Kaokoland (for
political reasons for these enforced moves see Bollig, 1998e). Mobility was
additionally curtailed by interior boundaries between chiefdoms.

Since the middle of the 1920s the regulation of trade became even
stricter. All trade involving products from livestock husbandry (live animals,
skins, meat) crossing national boundaries (to Ovamboland and to the com-
mercial ranching area) and international boundaries (to Portuguese Angola)
was categorically prohibited. The Kaokoland became isolated with very little
contact with the outside world. Visitors had to undergo a lengthy process of
applying for permits. Missionaries were not allowed to operate in the area.
The Odendaal plan, which proposed a homeland status for Kaokoland in
1964, described the area as very isolated and traditional with its econ-
omy based completely on livestock husbandry. It was not in the interests of
the compilers of this influential report to acknowledge that Kaokoland’s
isolation was rather the product of colonial policy than the result of its
geographical position.

Plans for the creation of a homeland in Namibia’s north-west were never
fully realised. Due to the lack of financial resources and the beginning of the
civil war, plans to make Kaokoland an independent homeland were neglect-
ed. Since the 1970s the military had been stationed at several points in
Kaokoland to ward off PLAN (Peoples Liberation Army of Namibia) fight-
ers who allegedly tried to infiltrate the area. While the war took place inside
Angola, the atmosphere in Kaokoland was tense and the army forcefully
resettled pastoralists near their stations in order to cut off guerrilla support.

Since independence in 1990 several major development projects have
been envisioned for the area. A large scale hydro-electric dam, which is in the
planning, is opposed by local herders. Several mining companies are
prospecting the area for future exploitation. In the late 1990s the IFAD spon-
sored Northern Regions Livestock Development Project tried to implement
livestock development programmes including range management, livestock
marketing and the extension of veterinary services. However, the project did
not have a major impact on the ground. The rapidly growing importance of
livestock marketing has probably been the major economic change since
1990. Talavera et al (2000:254fF) differentiate formal and informal livestock
markets in Kunene North. The National Meat Corporation of Namibia
(Meatco), a parastatal set up after independence, was the main formal buyer
of cattle until 2001 when it withdrew from Kaokoland. Due to quarantine
regulations private traders are still handicapped, as livestock has to be sta-
tioned in a quarantine camp for three months before it can be transported
south of the Veterinary Fence. Cattle bought at formal auctions by Meatco
are slaughtered at the Meatco abattoir in Oshakati. With 49 per cent of all
animals slaughtered in Oshakati, Kunene North (the former Kaokoland) is
the major supplier of meat to the abattoir (Talavera et al., 2000:271). In
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Okangwati (a village of about 500 inhabitants with school, police, health sta-
tion and shops) the auction place nearest to the community I worked with,
some 161, 838, 587 and 602 cattle were sold in the years 1995 to 1998
(Talavera et al., 2000:271-273). These are comparatively low off-take figures
given an estimated number of 20,000 cattle in the auction’s catchment area.
At the same time an informal meat market developed in Okangwati (as it did
in other places in Kaokoland). A survey of livestock sales in Okangwati area
reports that some 180 cattle were sold to traders between July 1998 and June
1999 while some 32 head of cattle were slaughtered in Okangwati. In contrast
to this the 238 goats sold alive in Okangwati are matched by some 203 goats
slaughtered in Okangwati’s informal butcheries (Talavera et al., 2000: 264).

2.2.3. Household Economy and Pastoral Production

The economy of the pastoral and agro-pastoral people of north-west
Namibia and south-west Angola has not been described in any detailed way
up to now. Descriptions of the economy in older accounts (Vedder, 1928,;
Abel, 1954; Estermann, 1981; Baumann, 1975; Malan, 1972, 1977) are very
general and lack any quantitative data on production, exchange and
consumption.?

Household Economy

The basic unit of production and consumption is the household (sing. ongan-
da, pl. ozonganda). Most Himba households surveyed (n=94) were rather
small, the average household having some 8.5 members (range 2-32). Most
households were extended. If the average Himba household consisted of
some 8.5 people, members of the nuclear family made up for just 5.0 persons
while 3.5 persons were relatives of some sort. The household herd usually
consists of an amalgam of animals owned and borrowed by various members
of the household (see Table 2).7

Table 2. The size of pastoral Himba households

No. of wives No. of children
Age of household head and range and range Total
under 35 years (n=4) 1.5(1-2) 2.0(14) 8.3(5-11)
35 to 60 years (n=40) 1.7 (1-4) 3.2 (1-10) 8.3 (3-16)
over 60 years (n=22) 1.3(1-2) 2.2(1-10) 8.9 (2-32)
Total 1.5(14) 2.5(1-10) 8.5(2-32)

Note: Relatives’ children permanently residing in the household are included under “children”.
Permanent adult guests of the household are not included. A survey conducted in 2004 includ-
ed more sedentary households in the Omuhonga basin. They showed a much higher average
number of household members.
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Young men start their career as herders, usually as shepherds of their
fathers’ or their maternal uncles. Whilst in charge of the paternal cattle camp,
they will add some of their own cattle to their father’s herd which they have
either borrowed from relatives or were given as presents. These animals are
the nucleus of their future household herd. Men marry at a late stage in their
lives; most of them are about thirty by the age of their first marriage. Usually
the first marriage is arranged and the preferred partner is a cross cousin of
about three to ten years. This precludes a young man from setting up his own
household at an early stage. He will not be able to depend on his child-wife
as a source of labour for at least another decade, as she will go on living with
her parents for another ten to fifteen years. Between the age of 35 and 50 men
usually succeed in slowly building up their herd with animals they have bor-
rowed or were presented with. For a long time their households are dependent
on the paternal household, a fact which is underlined in ritual prescriptions.
Only the paternal household has an ancestral fire and the junior household
has to consult the paternal household for all matters concerning the ances-
tors. Herd growth and independence may be speeded up considerably if a
herd is inherited from a deceased brother or mother’s brother. A household
stays together until its owner dies. Then the entire estate, including livestock,
women and children, is inherited by one heir. The splitting of inheritance
between various heirs is avoided.

Pastoral Production

The Sanga cattle breed herded by Himba pastoralists is well adapted to the
arid conditions of north-western Namibia. The age at first calving is four
rather than three years (mean: 50.31 months, median 48 months).?® Inter-
calving intervals are quite long (mean: 20.37 months; median: 15 months).
During dry years cows do not get pregnant easily and annual calving rates
differ quite a lot according to fodder availability. It is not rare that cows do
not calf for three or four years in a row.

Livestock produce milk and meat and are used as exchange items to
barter for maize, cheap alcohol, cloth and other goods. Himba pastoralists
milk cows and goats, whereas sheep are not milked. The production of milk
is determined by the herder’s decision as to how much milk he leaves to the
calf or the kid and how much he is prepared to consign to human consump-
tion. The data presented in Figure 1 therefore, do not represent the total milk
yield but rather the amount which goes for human consumption. Most cattle
calf from November to January. However, milk production only peaks some
weeks after the first heavy rains when more grasses become available (usual-
ly January to April). The lactation peak is quite short and with the onset of
dry conditions in May lactation decreases considerably. However, cattle are
sometimes milked for more than twelve months, even if they produce mini-
mal amounts of milk in the end. Goats have three kidding peaks per year
(November, March, June) so that milk production varies over the year.
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Figure 1. Milk yields in cattle and goats herds

Milk is consumed as soured milk or as buttermilk. Butter is boiled to
produce clear butterfat. This product is stored in large quantities in leather
sacks or in metal containers and serves as a store of proteins and fat for the
meagre months of the year. A lot of it is used for cosmetic purposes as well.
Goats’ milk is usually drunk in a soured state and is not buttered.

Herd structures vary according to the overall wealth of the household
(here the percentage of oxen is much higher) and according to the herd type.
Table 3 presents figures on the structures of three different herd types. In herd
type A the entire cattle herd is together, in herd type B — the household herd —
the herd has been reduced as a considerable number of male and young stock
have been taken to cattle camps. Herd type C represents herds in cattle camps.
The figures show that the percentage of females is highest in pure household
herds, whereas the percentage of oxen is highest in cattle camps. Counts in a
few small stock herds suggest that in goats’ herds perhaps 60 per cent to
65 per cent of all animals are females, while in sheep herds the ratio between
males and females is more or less equal. Sheep are raised not for their milk
but for meat.

Table 3. Structure of cattle herds (in per cent)

Female Stock Male stock
in milk not in milk heifer tollie ox bull calf
Type A 18.8 7.4 18.1 12.0 20.3 1.2 18.9
Type B 219 134 19.9 12.0 9.2 1.8 21.9
Type C 8.9 6.3 19.3 16.7 41.6 1.9 8.9
Average 16.5 9.0 19.1 13.6 23.7 1.6 16.6

Note: 22 cattle herds were counted



46 Chapter 2

The size of herds varies considerably. The cattle herd of one household
may number anything between 3 and 500 cattle and there were a few herders
who were said to possess more than 1000 cattle distributed over several
camps. In a survey of cattle of 36 households (comprising altogether some
4,634 cattle), rich households (n=7, 19.4%) herded some 35.6% of all cattle,
medium households (n = 13, 36.1%) herded 43.2%, while poor households
(n = 16, 44.4%) herded 21.3%. These figures do not yet give a clear idea of
the distribution of wealth. In those herds kept by poor and medium house-
holds there are still numerous animals which are formally owned by rich
herders. Rich herd owners distribute their wealth over several widely spread
cattle camps. Small stock herds vary in size as do cattle herds. However, dif-
ferences are not as dramatic as in cattle herds. While rich herders possess up
to 400 head of small stock (approximately two thirds being goats, one third
sheep) poor households will have around 100 head of small stock.

Land tenure and spatial mobility

Settlements are concentrated along seasonal river courses or at permanent
wells and boreholes. Himba locate their households preferably in places
where there is good access to water, pasture and arable land all at the same
time. The spatial organisation of the pastoral community shows four types of
utilisation zones: (I) Population centres with more than three households in
the vicinity. Opportunities for gardening are found in these places and reliable
water resources are nearby. (I) Villages with one to three households. These
places frequently have good, but limited gardening opportunities and long
lasting water resources. A specific hallmark of zones I and II is that they have
graveyards in close proximity to the village which marks them as permanent-
ly occupied places. (III) A major part of the land is used by mobile cattle
posts only. There are usually no gardening opportunities in these areas and
water resources are limited. (IV) Grazing reserves (like the Baynes Mts.) are
used during periods of intense stress when other pastures are depleted.
Usually an “owner of the land” (omuni wehi) can be named for places in
zones I and II. He should be approached with any decision in connection to the
management of the land. Land beyond the zone of settled households, (zones
III and IV) is managed jointly by the men of the community. Specific settlement
and gardening sites are connected with specific dry season grazing areas so that
most households make use of the same dry season pastures every year. Himba
pastoralism depends on independent movements of livestock camps (ozohambo)
and households (ozonganda). After a few weeks of heavy rain (usually January
to March) the entire household herd gathers at the main homestead in zone I or
II. In an average year they stay together for three to four months while the major
gardening work is done. However, a cattle camp for oxen, tollies, heifers and
non-lactating stock will be established long before grazing resources become
depleted around the homestead in May or June. If a household has enough
herders, oxen are herded separately from young stock (tollies, heifers), as both
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types of cattle have different grazing requirements. Later, in July or August,
male goats and sheep are separated from the household and either a separate
small stock camp is established or the small stock herd joins the cattle camp.
During the drier parts of the year small numbers of livestock are constantly
shifted from the main household to the various livestock camps and vice versa.
At the height of the dry season, between September and December, a number
of households shift all their remaining cattle to their cattle camp to ensure that
the cows have enough fodder when calving starts towards the end of the year.
During these latter parts of the year, the household may also change its place.
These moves of the main household rarely cover large distances (see Map 5).
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Map 5: Spatial Mobility in a Normal Year amongst the Himba
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Photograph 4. A Pokot Homestead (kaw)

Photograph 5. A Pokot Girl grinding Hematite in front of her Hut
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Photograph 6. A Young Himba Man milking a Cow

Photograph 7. A Himba Woman grinding Maize
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Patterns of Consumption

Livestock is slaughtered, exchanged and sold on various occasions. The sta-
tistical analysis of a survey of about 4,600 cattle from 36 households result-
ed in a quantitative documentation of livestock transfers. Looking at the
off-take only (32.4 per cent of all recorded animals): 35.3 per cent had died,
7.9 per cent were slaughtered, 30.4 per cent were loaned and given as presents
and 16.4 per cent were sold. Previously it was said that the Himba slaugh-
tered cattle mainly for ritual purposes (e.g. Paskin 1990). However, the main
reason given for slaughtering was old age of the animal (43.3 per cent of all
animals slaughtered, n=164). Ritual activities ranked only second. 37.2 per
cent (of all cattle slaughtered) were killed for funerals, initiation rituals, mar-
riage and healing rituals. While huge oxen are slaughtered at major festivities
the major meat producers for everyday life were small stock. An astounding
30.4 per cent of all cattle leaving the herd are loaned or given as presents to
relatives. This is more than four times the number of animals slaughtered and
almost double the number of animals sold. These figures indicate that the
transfer of cattle within: social relations is the major form of investing live-
stock. Out of the 30.4 per cent only 3.4 per cent were livestock presents.
About 16.4 per cent of all cattle were bartered or sold for goods (maize,
liquor, medicine etc.) and money. While bartering still accounted for about 70
to 80 per cent of this type of off-take, the remaining animals were sold at auc-
tions. However, goats and to a lesser extent sheep are the major objects for
bartering for maize and other commodities.

All the Himba households surveyed over a 22 month period bartered
substantial amounts of maize: the average ran at 27 sacks per household
(1.2 per month). Major differences in the amounts of maize traded were due
to wealth differences and differences in household size. Small stock sales (in
contrast to slaughter) are highly seasonal: during the rainy season hardly any
maize is bought (the Himba produce substantial amounts of maize them-
selves in good years) while at the peak of the dry season sacks of maize are
bought in plenty. The major mode of exchange with superior markets is the
bartering of livestock with itinerant traders. These traders (most of them of
Ovambo origin) drive into the area with a wagon load of maize and cheap
alcohol. Occasionally they will also bring other goods such as blankets, cloth,
tobacco, simple tools and human and veterinary medicine. All products are
bartered according to fixed customary rates. Most traders are well known in
the area they trade and also hand out goods on credit.

Agricultural Activities

About 75 per cent of all households practice agriculture. The gardens are sit-
uated on the alluvial soils of riverbanks or in depositional areas (sedimenta-
ry basins). A first phase of planting takes place in November after the first
rains. Planting activities follow every major rainfall and the field is only fully
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planted by February, at the height of the rainy season. The main crops are
maize, millet and sorghum; additionally beans are planted in many gardens
(van der Behrens 2004).

Migratory Work

Migratory work has never featured importantly in the Himba economy.
SWANLA started its recruiting efforts in 1951 only to stop them again three
years later. Until the 1970s almost no Himba men went to work on the farms
or in the mines of central Namibia. The low labour migration rates make the
Himba an exception within the Namibian context. Neighbouring Ovambo
and Damara were engaged in labour migration at a very early stage. Around
1910 thousands of Ovambo men were already looking for work in central
Namibia (Clarence-Smith & Moorsom, 1975; Notkola & Siiskonen, 2000)
and contributed to the dynamics of stratification and the emergence of a
labour class. Explanations as to why Himba opted against migrant labour are
manifold. Many households were rich and needed all their labour to manage
their herds. Then a few early migrants clearly had bad experiences with their
employers. Their wages were cut arbitrarily and they had practically no
chance of opposing their employer legally. After 1970 and even more so after
the disastrous drought of 1981 quite a number of young Himba men sought
employment in the South African army. This form of employment came to
an end in 1989 when the South African army left the area. Nowadays there
is a great shortage of formal employment in the region. The government acts
as the main employer. Several smaller mining operations employ 10 to 50
people temporarily but also recruit staff from other regions.

2.2.4. Double-Descent and Patron-Client Networks:
Social Organisation amongst the Pastoral Himba

The double descent system of the Herero and the Himba has had wide cov-
erage in anthropological literature (Viehe, 1902; Irle, 1906; Vedder, 1928;
Gibson, 1956; Malan, 1972, 1973; Crandall, 1991, 1992). The system rests on
matrilineal (sing. eanda) and patrilineal descent groups (sing. oruzo).”

The Matriclan

The matrilineal clan is a named, non-totemic and non-residential group.’
Due to the rule of patri-local residence after marriage members of matriclans
are constantly dispersed (Malan, 1973:84; Crandall, 1991). The high rates of
divorce and subsequent shifts of divorced women further contribute to the
dispersal of matrilineal relatives. Individuals obtain membership to matri-
clans by birth and there are very few cases of adoption. Matriclans overlap
into other ethnic groups, i.e. 2 man from the Omukwenatja eanda will find
support not only with other Ovakwenatja within Himba society but also with
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Ovakwenatja clan members in neighbouring Ngambwe, Zemba and
Hakaona societies. There is no form of corporate decision making on the
clan level and there are no clan leaders.

Clans are subdivided into lineages. Members of these lineages trace
their descent to a common ancestress who may be rated some three to five
generations ago. Matrilineal lineages are unnamed but one may refer to a
unit by naming it “the house of the ancestress X within the matriclan Y”.
These matrilineages control the bulk of the livestock. All livestock is inher-
ited matrilaterally, i.e. the herd of a deceased man will be inherited by his
brother (of one mother) and in absence of a brother by his sister’s son.
Whereas the Herero and the western Himba inherit a smaller part of the
herd, the so-called ancestral cattle (ozondumehupa and ozomwaha) patrilat-
erally and the rest of the herd matrilaterally, the northern Himba inherit the
entire herd matrilaterally. Matrilineal lineages have an acknowledged
leader, a senior male member. Without him no major rituals concerning
members of the segment may be conducted. Although he does not infringe
upon day to day decision making he has an important say in the timing
of rituals and together with his peers in the allocation of livestock in
inheritance transfers.

Patrilineal Groupings

Patrilineages are residential units in the sense that members of one patriline
live predominantly in one region. Membership in a patriclan is obtained by
birth. Women change their patriclan membership at marriage and become
members of the patriclans of their husbands. The Himba patriclan is a
named, non-totemic group which traces its ancestry to a remote and
unknown person. Members of patriclans share a set of taboos, favourite
colours for cattle, and specific ear clippings for cattle and goats.?! Like matri-
clans, patriclans are unranked although some patrilineages may be regarded
as dominant in specific areas: the Kapika lineage of the Ohorongo clan is
politically dominant on the Namibian and the Angolan side of the Kunene
basin and the Tjambiru lineage of the Oherero clan is dominant in western
Kaokoland. To be dominant in this context means that the chief of the area
comes from their lineage and many of their senior male members are regard-
ed as oveni vehi, as owners of places. The oldest member of a lineage is in
charge of the ancestral fire (okuruwo) which symbolises the presence of
ancestors. At this fire he conducts healing sessions (okuhuhura) for clan
members who feel sick, bewitched or just unlucky.

2.2.5. Chiefs and Councillors: Political Organisation
amongst the Pastoral Himba

Early on this century Portuguese, German and South African colonial
administrations established a few Himba and Herero bigmen as chiefs with-
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in their colonial set-up. The colonial chiefs and/or their headmen heard dis-
pute cases and received their orders from the colonial headquarters. They
were entitled to judge most offences and to administer corporal punishment.
The Himba are politically organised into chieftaincies. The traditional set up
of a few major, powerful chiefs — who were products of the early South
African administration of the 1920s — was gradually changed when the admin-
istration named more chiefs during the 1960’s thereby restricting the power of
each single chief. Above these chiefs there is no generally accepted overarch-
ing tribal authority*? although there was (and still is) the idea that all chiefs
are under the Herero Paramount Chief. Although specific boundaries of
chiefdoms may sometimes be vague, places and with them people, can gener-
ally be connected to a chief and a neighbourhood. Since independence,
Nambia has become a multi-party state. Kaokoland’s chiefs soon became
involved in party-politics and expressed internal friction through alignment
to different political parties.

How does political office and wealth run together? Wealth rankings of
49 households within a part of one chieftainship showed that the politically
dominant households were firmly established in the group of very rich house-
holds. They did not only exert political influence, but were also able to sub-
stantiate their quest for power with cattle herds well above 400 heads of
cattle. Up until today differences in wealth are mainly based on differences in
the number of livestock a herder owns. Himba big men and chiefs have not
invested significantly outside the livestock sector.

2.2.6. Death, Commemoration and Ancestor Worship:
The Himba belief system

Himba religious beliefs centre around the worship of ancestors. Harmonious
relations with ancestors (ovakuru) ensure good luck and good health to all the
living of a descent group. Symbolically ancestral beliefs are condensed in ritu-
als of commemoration at gravesides and at the ancestral fire. Physically the
okuruwo is a fireplace framed by a half-circle of stones between the main hut
and the main entrance of the stock enclosure. In commemoration rituals the
symbolic relation between holy fire and ancestral graves is enforced (Bollig,
1997b). Graves are, next to and in connection with the ancestral fire, the most
important places for carrying out ancestral rituals. A grave is established as a
ritual site during the funeral. If a senior man dies, numerous oxen have to be
slaughtered to provide skulls for the decoration of the grave.33 After the activ-
ities directly connected to the burial have ceased, the grave “is closed” until the
first commemoration ritual (okuyambera) takes place about one year later. The
year between the burial and first commemoration is a period of mourning. The
first commemoration ritual marks an important turning point in the history of
the household. Not only is the mourning gear changed back to a normal gear
once again, at this festivity the inheritance is also finally decided upon and the
heir is formally introduced to the ancestral fire as the rightful successor.
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Beliefs in a divine being are less articulated. Himba rarely evoke their
God in prayers or in ritual practice. God (Mukuru, Karunga or Ndjambi-
Karunga)* does not interfere much with affairs on earth and people spend lit-
tle time on theorising if he created the world or not (Estermann, 1981:144).
Vedder (1928:164) reports on the Herero, that the Supreme Being is not wor-
shipped and that missionaries only became aware of this concept after they
had worked for more than thirty years amongst the Herero.

In recent decades spirits have become the focus of rituals. For perhaps two
or three decades spirits of deceased people mainly from neighbouring groups
to the north (frequently of Kuvale and Ngambwe origin) have found their way
south into regions settled by Himba. It is mainly younger people who become
possessed. These spirits are neither evil nor good but may cause health prob-
lems to the person possessed if they are not made “to speak out on exactly
what they want”. Possessed people cannot be treated at the ancestral fire by the
clan elders but need the treatment of a ritual specialist (otjimbanda). In lengthy
sessions the otjimbanda tries to bring the sick person into a state of trance and
then makes the spirit speak out. In contrast to these more or less harmless spir-
its there are the dangerous ovirara spirits. The ovirara originate from people
who died through witchcraft and are now seeking revenge not only on the
witch but also on other human beings. There is the belief that witches can
direct ovirara against their enemies and thereby cause them harm. The ovirara
cause fatal diseases and need a very specialised treatment. Interestingly it is
mainly healers from the two despised minority groups, Thwa and Koroka, who
are thought to be the most powerful in curing these evil spirits.

Male values of the Himba are orientated in two directions: on the one
hand the ideal man is a wealthy and politically influential omuhona, a big
man. He does not shy away from bullying others and play out his advantages
as a wealthy patron. His qualities are underlined by rhetoric brilliance and a
keen interest in the politics of power on the local, regional and even nation-
al level. He has to involve himself in community affairs. In many localities of
Kaokoland one finds two or three rich herders quarrelling amongst them-
selves for dominance within the community. On the other hand there is the
male ideal of a wealthy, introverted elder who lives in complete harmony with
the living and the dead. Female values are mainly orientated towards the
domestic sphere. Young women hope to become the first wife within an influ-
ential household. Here they will get the chance to build up their personal
herd gradually and then give livestock loans to younger male relatives and
their own sons. Old women are central in addressing the ancestors at the holy
fire and are quite influential in domestic politics.

2.3. COMPARING HIMBA AND POKOT SOCIETIES

The following section is meant to supply an initial comparative view on both
societies. While in general the level of comparison is the society, in the para-
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graphs on environment and history it is the wider regional ecological and
economic setting.

Environmental Variables

In both cases a semi-arid climatic regime sets constraints on economic activi-
ties. However, while the rainfall in Baringo (with an average of about 600 mm)
merges into a moister tropical climate, the precipitation in Kaokoland (with
an average of about 300mm in the centre and averages as low as 100mm in
the western parts) is akin to more desert like conditions. Astonishingly the
rates of climatic variability (CV) for both systems are similar and are rated at
about 30 per cent. While this CV rate conforms to the average of about
300mm measured in Kaokoland, it is abnormally high for a rainfall regime
with an average of about 600mm. This indicates that in absolute terms, prob-
ably because of specific orographic features, rainfall is more unpredictable in
northern Baringo than in Kaokoland.

Both habitats have been exploited by pastoralists for a long time and
natural savannahs have been transformed into pastures. Annual grass species
dominate over perennial species in the herb layer and a marked loss in biodi-
versity is observable in both instances. While the vegetation cover of the
northern Baringo District has changed tremendously over the last thirty
years, the environment of Kaokoland has remained more stable. Nowadays
the dominating formation in northern Baringo District are Acacia dominat-
ed thornbush communities with few annual grasses and herbs while in the
past the very same areas were characterised by perennial grasses with few
trees and bushes. Although there have been remarkable environmental
changes in Kaokoland (loss of diversity, replacement of perennials by annu-
als), these processes have generally not been as dramatic as in Pokot
land. Devastating degradation is only found in a few places where there is a
population concentration.

Historical Development of Economy and Social Organisation

The pre-colonial history of both groups could not be more different.
According to oral traditions the ancestors of the Himba migrated peacefully
in small groups into the sparsely populated Kaokoland. In stark contrast to
this, the early history of the pastoral Pokot was marred by endemic warfare.
Justifiably, one may claim that an expansionist war against the Maasai “made
the pastoral Pokot”.?* The Pokot raiding economy (next to livestock, female
children and women were also stolen) and the easiness with which outsiders
were integrated into Pokot society made for rapid community growth.

While there is virtually no tradition that the Himba (or their ancestors)
conquered land violently or organised large scale military activities against
their neighbours, they repeatedly became the victims of raiders. Oorlam com-
mandos attacked them for about three decades and finally forced the remaining
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population to flee over the Kunene river into southern Angola. There the
refugees came into close contact with the expanding Portuguese trading sys-
tem. Although most of them kept a stake in pastoralism, they worked on
plantations, scouted for commercial hunters and, from the 1890s onwards,
acted as mercenaries for the Portuguese colonial forces.

The Pokot, on the other hand, had very limited contact with the expand-
ing world system in the 19th century. Major trading routes passed their area
and apart from the (very) occasional commercial hunter to whom they sold
some ivory, there was little commodity trade going on in the Baringo Basin.
When the British finally took hold of Baringo, the Pokot had very little expe-
rience with traders and foreigners. Men still fought their battles with spears
and bows, and guns were only of very limited importance, while at the same
time the Himba held an astonishing number of modern guns which they
made use of as mercenaries. While the Himba were fully engaged in the early
colonial mercantile and predatory economy, the Pokot did not seek contact
to long distance trade networks.

The British administration saw its first task as establishing peace in
Kenya’s northern lowlands. Until the 1950s the colonial power remained elu-
sive amongst the Pokot and they thwarted all attempts at modernising their
economy (grazing schemes, import of breeding animals, agricultural schemes
etc.) and culture (missionaries, schools etc.). The colonial set up however,
enabled traders to engage in barter exchange with local pastoralists and after
c. 1900 the livestock-grain trade gained in importance. In contrast the South
African administration exerted a much more authoritative and drastic gover-
nance over the Himba. After disarming a well-armed group of erstwhile mer-
cenaries, a large part of the population was segregated into three distinct
reserves. Borders were drawn around and within Kaokoland and these newly
sanctioned inventions of western administration were strictly controlled.
All types of exchange involving barter and commercial transactions were
prohibited. Kaokoland remained isolated until the 1970s. Then the area
became a battlefield within the Namibian War of Independence.

The Pokot were plunged into another period of open hostilities with their
pastoral neighbours in the late 1960s. By the 1990s most pastoral groups in
northern Kenya were very well armed. Large scale raiding has become the order
of the day and influences the economic development of the area heavily. Since
Namibia only became independent from South Africa in 1990, Himba history
within the independent state is rather short. With independence, the commer-
cial interests of private enterprises and of the mining and energy sector were
allowed to develop strategies for the advancement of so-called backward areas.

Pastoral Production

Comparing the pastoral economy of both societies necessitates an analysis at
different levels. Household economics and herd dynamics must be compared
at the micro-level first.
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Household Economy: In both societies the household is the basic unit of pro-
duction and consumption. Spatial mobility of the household and of affiliated
camps is tuned to the seasonally changing availability of fodder and water. In
both societies labour is gender specific: while women are responsible for prepar-
ing food, collecting water and firewood, men control the mobility of herds and
water the livestock. As in many other pastoral societies children are integrated
into the work process at an early age. In both societies men over the age of 30
still participate in herding and watering livestock. However, their major task
becomes the organisation of labour within the household and the management
of communal resources. Himba women invest a considerable amount of time
into gardening. In contrast to the Himba, Pokot rarely invested any time in agri-
culture until the middle of the 1990s. Pokot women spend a lot of time on trans-
porting maize and other supplies from far-away shops to their homesteads.

The size of households in both societies differs profoundly: the average
Pokot household has some 15.0 members while the average Himba household
has only 8.6 members. The age of the household head is the major determi-
nant of household size with the Pokot. The average household size rises from
an average of 8.1 persons with household heads under 35 years of age to 22.9
persons with household heads over the age of 60. Himba households differ
little in size according to age. Here the size of households is rather related to
wealth and political power than to the age of the household head. Differences
in household size are related to variations in the rate of polygamy. While
Pokot men marry 2.6 (range 1-13) women on average, Himba men marry only
1.5 women (range 1-4). Divorce rates are high with the Himba and contribute
to the constant rearrangement of households. In contrast to this divorce is
rare among the Pokot.

The household cycle in both communities differs profoundly. While
young Pokot men gain independence quite early on (between 25 and 30),
Himba men obtain their independence much later. When a young Pokot man
marries for the first or second time, usually at the age of 25 to 30, he fre-
quently leaves the paternal household together with his mother and his sib-
lings and takes the major part of his and his siblings’ inheritance with him.
While Himba men formally stay under paternal authority as long as their
fathers are alive, they aim at gradually extending their personal share in their
father’s herd by borrowing animals from relatives.

Compared to Himba households the distribution of wealth amongst
Pokot households differs only slightly. There is rarely a household with more
than 100 head of cattle and more than 300 head of small stock. Poor herders
own at least ten to thirty animals. In contrast rich Himba households own
more than 400 head of cattle which are spread over several livestock camps
while poor households usually do not own any cattle at all but subsist solely
on small stock. In wealthy Himba households a major part of the physical
work is done by workers who are usually non-Himba and come from south-
ern Angola. They build huts and fences and dig water holes but generally do
not participate in herding. Political power with the Himba always goes hand
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in hand with old age and wealth. These wealthy and influential men hold a
considerable percentage of the regional herd and are major sources for live-
stock loans. Rich Pokot elders wield a certain amount of power within the
gerontocratic system but beyond that they have to rely on consensus based
decisions to influence resource allocation and the management of communal
resources. Wealth is not instrumental in communal decision making. Even
poor herders may be acknowledged for their bravery, their rhetoric skills and
their capacity to handle cases.

The ecology of herds: Pokot herds are made up of cattle, goats and sheep and
about a third of all households own camels too. The number of small stock
is usually about three or four times higher than the number of cattle. In
Himba herds, which are generally larger throughout, the number of cattle fre-
quently equals the number of small stock. Herd structures are fairly dissimi-
lar: while in the Pokot as well as in the Himba herds cows and heifers
predominate numerically, the percentage of oxen in Himba herds is much
higher: whereas Himba herds have 19 per cent oxen on average, Pokot herds
have only 11 per cent.

Rates of productivity in both herd types differ according to the differ-
ences between Sanga and Zebu breeds (see Table 4). Completed fertility rates
were found to be higher in Zebu cattle: the Pokot Zebu attained a com-
pleted fertility rate of 5.35 while the Himba Sanga only attained 3.49. The
inter-calving intervals are shorter for Zebu than for Sanga: a 16 month inter-
calving interval as compared to 20 months. On average Sanga cows only get
their first calf after four years while the Pokot Zebu calves for the first time
after three years. While most calves (88 per cent) in Kaokoland’s cattle herds
are born optimally at the beginning of the rainy reason, the calving peak in
Baringo’s Zebu herds is moderate: 52% of all cattle are born at the beginning
of the rainy season. Himba herds are slow in growth and are furthermore
susceptible to high rates of calf mortality.

The average milk production of the Sanga cow is also lower than the
production of the Zebu: while the Zebu produces some 1.3 litres on average
(Galvin, 1987), the Sanga produces less than 1 litre per day during a normal
year. This data may underline the assumption that the Zebu is better adapt-
ed to arid conditions than the Sanga breed. However, the Sanga is extremely
hardy under drought conditions. It may live on bush browse for several
months and they are extremely enduring when walking long distances.

Table 4. Major variables of reproduction in cattle herds

Completed Calving intervall Age at 1st birth  Per cent born
fertility (in months) (in months) at calving peak

Pokot/Zebu 5.35 16 36 52
Himba/Sanga 3.49 20 50 88
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Patterns of Consumption: In both societies the main capital is livestock. This
may be put to use to supply the family with food (milk, meat), to engage in
market transfers and to invest in social relationships. The major product
obtained from regional markets is grain in both economies. The Himba
slaughter more frequently and sell cattle more often. Internal livestock trans-
actions are of enormous importance in both societies. While among the
Pokot 17.3 per cent of the off-take was exchanged with other households,
among the Himba a staggering 30 per cent was mainly loaned to relatives.
An important difference between livestock exchanges in both societies is that
livestock presents amongst the Himba are rare and the majority of cattle
exchanged are transferred on a loan basis, while amongst the Pokot transfers
indicate changes of ownership and use rights.

Trade and Diversification of the Pastoral Economy: Livestock trading in
Kaokoland today shows many signs of the colonial past. There are almost no
Himba livestock traders and most Himba rely on itinerant traders who barter
commodities, food and cheap liquor for livestock. As the transaction costs of
these traders are high, the overall exchange rates are generally quite bad for
livestock producers. In northern Baringo District, barter trade was the major
mode of market exchange until the 1950s. Since then, livestock transactions
have been mainly monetary. Pokot are used to selling their livestock for
money and buying the goods they need in shops. Although prices are con-
nected to seasonal ups and downs, Pokot are regularly assured of selling their
livestock at favourable rates.

The overall assumption that there has been little diversification in the
pastoral sector amongst the Himba is justified as long as one looks at diver-
sification beyond agricultural activities. The Himba make few handicrafts
themselves. Even in earlier times, clay pots were bought from the Kuvale and
the Thwa. Medical treatment is frequently supplied by Hakaona, Zemba or
Koroka people. Neither Himba men nor women apply for ten-cent jobs such
as char-coal burning or liquor brewing. However, gardening constitutes an
important additional asset to Himba households. Diversification of the pas-
toral economy has become important for Pokot households during the last
decade. While they take very little interest in gardening, they have gone for
small-scale trading during the last ten years. Women brewed beer and pro-
duced maize and bean meals near water points to supply hungry and thirsty
herders. A lot of the money earned goes into food. However, other consumer
goods, such as plates, knives, second-hand clothes and luxury food items
(rice, cool drinks) are also bought with this money. Labour migration in both
societies is negligible.

Kinship, age and locality

In both societies descent groups, age groups and social networks are of cru-
cial importance. Himba patrilineages and matrilineages are corporate units
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which structure economic, social and ritual life. Neither clans nor lineages are
ranked. Most livestock transfers are channelled through the matrilineage.
Members of matrilineages are dispersed throughout the area and constitute
a widespread support network for individuals. In spite of their dispersal,
members of one matrilineage accept the leadership of one senior male mem-
ber. He has to be present at all major rituals and guides the inheritance of
livestock. Patrilineal descent is frequently the basis for residential units and
guarantees access to land. Patrilineages, too, have acknowledged leaders.
These are the guardians of the ancestral fire and they conduct the major
rituals at funerals and ancestral commemoration festivities. Preferential
cross-cousin marriages contribute to the corporateness of descent groups.

Pokot patrilineages — there are about two hundred of them — are frag-
mented and small. Besides the adoption of common symbols and rules of
exogamy, membership in a patriline has few implications for the individual.
There are no leaders within these patrilineages as there is no common prop-
erty. Livestock transfers are channelled through ego-centred networks. While
marriages with the Himba follow a predictable cross-cousin pattern, Pokot
men have to find their future spouses in descent groups from which none of
their close relatives have already married. While descent groups are frag-
mented, age-sets are tribally encompassing groups amongst the Pokot. All
Pokot men are members of age-sets and generation sets. These age-based
groups form a gerontocratic system. Although the Himba have a rudimenta-
ry age-grade system, these sets do not feature importantly in the social organ-
isation of the group. There is no social institution which comprises the entire
tribal group.

The Quest for Power: Pokot Egalitarianism and Himba Patronage

The Pokot political system is characterised by an egalitarian, gerontocratic
ideology. Age-set rituals are not only stages to reconfirm the gerontocratic
hierarchy, but they are also important arenas for emphasising egalitarian
conditions. The Himba, on the other hand, despite an egalitarian bias,
acknowledge that some form of leadership is necessary to run community
affairs effectively.

Chiefs amongst the Pokot are government personnel and have major dif-
ficulties in carrying out the orders they get from the government. The inabil-
ity of Pokot chiefs to work within a system of indirect rule was noted early
on by colonial officials who had selected them from a range of prominent
Pokot big men. The South African administration basically did the same in
the early 1920s when they chose three chiefs from a number of big men, all
of whom had had prior experience as local warlords. However, unlike the
British officers, the South African administration strongly supported their
nominated chiefs. In 1923 they granted each chief his own reserve. All chiefs
were paid modest salaries by the government. In the late 1930s they were inte-
grated into a tribal council. The number of chiefs was expanded in the 1960s
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and again in the 1970s, so that by the 1980s 36 Himba and Herero chiefs were
firmly established. While in Kaokoland the administration succeeded in
establishing administrative chiefdoms, in northern Kenya they failed to do so
and chieftaincy remained an alien, imposed institution there.

In both societies new elites have not yet developed fully. Only very
recently have some rich Pokot men gone into trading. For the first time
herders invested excess money in villages to build shops and small restau-
rants, However, compared to pastoral elites amongst the Borana of Isiolo
(Hjort, 1979), the Maasai of Kajiado and Narok (Galaty, 1994) or the Orma.
of the Tana District (Ensminger, 1992), the Pokot elite is still unstructured
and suffers from a lack of capital and experience in dealing with national
institutions. Establishing good connections to national power groups seems
to be much easier for the Kaokolanders than for the incipient Pokot elite.
Traditional Herero and Himba leaders are well represented in Herero politi-
cal circles operating on a national level. All of them have a clear idea of party
politics and some are active in one of Namibia’s major opposition parties.
Under the guidance of non-governmental organisations Himba chiefs have
visited Europe and herders of the Epupa area have established the Epupa
Development Committee which controls the money paid to the community
by tour-operators.

Norms, Values and Ideas on Humanity and the Supernatural

In both belief systems ideas of a supreme being are not of major importance
for everyday religious life. The Pokot T6rdrét and the Himba Ndjambi Mukuru
or Karunga are evoked only under exceptional circumstances. Occasionally
God may punish humans for sinful deeds — but for the Himba such conjec-
tures are aimed rather at offended ancestor spirits and with the Pokot such
assumptions tend to be vague, and misfortune is connected rather to witch-
craft and personal conflicts than to an incensed divine being.

While for the Pokot ancestor beliefs are almost as vague as ideas about
a supreme being, ancestral worship is the essence of Himba religion. Good
relations with the ancestors ensure the well being of the living. Rituals which
connect the living with the dead and ensure the ancestors veneration and
thankfulness of the living are frequent. The major rituals of the Himba circle
around ancestral graves and the ancestral fire within the household.

If Pokot ideas on God and ancestors are ambiguous and vague, their
system of norms and values establishes a well formulated morality. Leading
concepts within the normative system are solidarity, respect and bravery.
Harmony should ideally constitute the emotional basis of social life within
the Pokot community. An old man once put this idea into a metaphor and
said “Pokot lick each other like young calves”. Harmony — kalya — is a lead-
ing cultural theme that is emphasised in daily life as much as in ritual.
Respect and discipline frame the relationship between people of different
ages, between the sexes and between in-laws. The Himba code of honour and
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solidarity is less pronounced. Generosity is a major value, ideally guiding the
transfer of goods, and a miser is openly ridiculed.

Both religious systems are, as yet, little influenced by Christianity.
Although missionaries have been active amongst the Pokot for some decades
very few members of the pastoral society have actually been converted. Pokot
Christians are usually pupils and young adults in government and develop-
ment organisations. Among the Himba, missionaries have only become active
since 1994 and have not yet had any noticeable influence.

ENDNOTES

1. About 10,000 to 15,000 Himba are living in southern Angola. Here they live interspersed
with other south-western Bantu speaking groups such as the Hakaona, Zemba and Thwa.

2. Nowadays the area is divided into three divisions: Nginyang, Kolloa and Tangulbei.

3. East Africanist historians usually have to rely on clan histories, in order to piece together
tribal or regional histories. Histories of the Kikuyu (Muriuki, 1974) or the Giriama
(Spear, 1978) and ethnographic descriptions of Rendille, Somali, Boran interactions
(Schiee, 1989) rely on the comparative analysis of numerous descent-group related histo-
ries. Osogo (1970) describes the “clan history approach” as a basic principle for historical
research in East Africa’s stateless societies.

4. Vansina (1985:180) discusses the relevance of age-set lists for the reconstruction of
chronologies on a general level. Jacobs (1968) uses age-set lists for dating events and
processes in Maasai history and Spencer uses similar lists for the writing of Samburu and
Njemps history (Spencer, 1965, 1973, 1998).

5. This information is confirmed by Peristiany’s (1954) report on the clan based social organ-
isation of the Cheptulel Pokot.

6. The assimilation of non-Pokot even went so far that, for example, non-circumcised
Turkana men and women were circumcised according to Pokot tradition when integrated
into Pokot society.

7.  Neighbouring groups such as the Karimojong, Turkana, Mursi and Dassanetch have the
same custom of honorary scarifications (e.g. Almagor, 1979; Turton, 1979; Fukui 1979).

8.  Sukis an earlier name for Pokot. The Pokot interpret it as a derogatory term and attribute
it to haughty Maasai ridiculing the Pokot. In early colonial papers the term Suk is fre-
quently used.

9. Kenya National Archives (KNA) DC BAR 1/3 Annual Report 1939 “Native Attitude
towards Rehabilitation”.

10. KNA DC BAR 1/5: Annual Report for 1959.

11.  Intotal 12 camel herds, 12 cattle herds, 16 goat herds and 16 sheep herds were recorded.

12.  Progeny histories for all four types of livestock were obtained. Each herder was first asked
to name as many mother-animals in the herd as he liked. Then the informant was asked
to list the offspring of each animal and state whether they were still in the herd or not. If
they had left the herd, the fate of each animal was elicited: did it die of disease or drought,
or was it slaughtered or exchanged?

13.  This 20 per cent include a smaller number of animals which were stolen. The survey took
place some 6 years after major inter-ethnic hostilities had ended and about a year before
they resumed so that the number of animals reported as stolen in this survey was rather
small. Today this number would be much higher.

14. The “cattle complex™ stereotype has frequently been criticised. While Herskovitts (1926)
was only saying that East African herders belonged to a complex of societies which stood
out for the overall importance which they attributed to cattle in social transactions and
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rituals, later epigones used the concept as if the people themselves had a complex, i.e. a
somewhat abnormal close relation to livestock. This “complex” was thought to be the
cause of herders’ reluctance to sell cattle or to slaughter them for non-ritual reasons.
Harambees (literally translated as “let us work together”) are a more or less indirect form
of taxation. Originally the late President Kenyatta founded Harambees as a means to gen-
erate money from citizens without taxing them directly. In recent years the pressure to
contribute has risen: the President would ask the Member of Parliament for each area
how much his region could contribute for a specific goal. Each parliamentarian would
then promise a certain amount of money and see to it that his constituents contributed
enough. Fund raisers (who are, in many regions, local policemen) are then sent to all
households to gather the contributions.

In this respect other Kalenjin groups are different. Among the Hill Pokot and Marakwet,
circumcision-based initiations into the generation-set system take place approximately
every seven years (see Peristiany, 1951; Kipkorir & Welbourn, 1973).

The current chiefs in Nginyang division have previously been a prison warden, pastor,
teacher, employee of the veterinary department, employee of the ministry of agriculture,
commercial fisher-man at Lake Baringo.

Van der Jagt’s (1989) study of Turkana religion is one of the few detailed accounts on the
religion of East African pastoralists. In his detailed account he stresses ambiguity and
vagueness in terms and concepts. Concepts like akuj (God) and ekipe (spirit) have many
different layers of meaning. Van der Jagt sees the essence of Turkana beliefs embodied in
communal rituals.

Edgerton (1971:117) emphasises the high status Pokot attribute to physical beauty.
However, if physical beauty was the only thing a man had to offer he would be scorned
and ridiculed. His personal pride should be accompanied by a dignified, generous and
respectful behaviour (anisa nyo pé étop).

Estermann (1981, see also Malan, 1974) lists several Otjiherero speaking groups living in
the area: the Himba, the Ndimba, the Tjavikwa, the Hakaona, the Zemba, the Thwa and
the Kuvale.

For Opuwo the following figures are given: Hot season/December: Mean Max. 34.1 Mean
min. 14.9 Mean 24.5; Cold Season/June: 26.6, Mean Min 6.1 Mean 16.4, Mean Annual
21.5, Absolute max. 40.4, Absolute min. -4.0 (Malan & Owen-Smith, 1974).

For a critical summary of accounts on Herero origins see Bollig & Gewald 2000:8ff.
Duparquet gives Onkouankoua as a smaller Oshiwambo speaking group near Ombalantu.
It could well be that these are the Ovahuahua of Himba oral traditions. Himba informants
tried to pronounce Ovahuahua with the nasalisation typical for the Ombalantu dialect.
Duparquet F. “Notes sur les tribus de ’'Ovampo”. Archives Générales. Congregation du
Saint-Esperit. Chevilly Larue.

Anderson (1863:271) reported that the Herero of the Kaokoland had been wiped out by
Oorlam raiders in 1863, as does another early traveller (anonymous 1878:309) who
described Kaokoland as deserted.

After the elephant populations of central Namibia and the Kalahari had been erased by
the 1860s and the Herero — Nama war had made regular trade impossible, major trading
companies decided to resettle from Walfish Bay to Mossamedes (Siiskonen, 1990:136fF).
A spate of new research is currently being conducted in Kaokoland. An overview on ten-
dencies in recent research is offered in the contributions of Warnlof, Wolputte, Crandall,
Ohta and Miescher in Bollig & Gewald (2000).

In a household survey conducted in 2004 the populous and more sedentary households
were ennumerated comprehensively. If these households are taken into account the aver-
age household size would be much higher.

This data is based on the statistical analysis of a survey of about 4600 cattle from 36
households

Although there are named age-groups (otjiwondo), they do not feature importantly in
Himba social organisation.
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Chapter 2

Malan (1973:84) distinguishes seven major matriclans and for some of them distinguish-
es sublines: (1) Omukweyuva: (i) Omukweyuva Woyamuzi or Woktenda (ii) Omukweyuva
Woyahawari (iii) Omukweyuva Woyapera (iv) Omukweyuva Woyamutati ; (2)
Omukwendjandje, (3) Omukwendata (i) Omukwendata wondjuwo onene, or
Omukwendata wozongombe or Omukwaruvara (ii) Omukwendata wondjuwo okatiti, or
Omukwatjitupa (4) Omukwenambura, (5) Omukwandongo or Omukwauti, (6)
Omukwatjivi, (7) Omukwenatja.

The following example (cf. Malan 1973:94) lists the major taboos and symbols of one
patri-clan, Ombongora: Nowadays people of the Ombongora clan live mainly in the area
west and south of Etanga. Their favourite colour in cattle is ombongora. They do not keep
black dogs. Horses of ekondo colour are forbidden. Their main families of ancestral cat-
tle are Mbamba, Tjivandeka and Handura. They may eat all types of meat but do not eat
the tissue covering the heart (oruamba). Furthermore, members of this lineage do not
eat blood.

Recently, however, there was a significant shift towards more centralisation. During the
debate on the disputed Epupa scheme, two main parties established themselves. While one
group rallied under the label Kaoko Royal House and appointed a chief as King of
Okaoko, the other side called itself Toms Royal House. The leaders of both parties were
addressed as ombara, as kings.

Estermann (1981:59) refers to a case where about 70 oxen were slaughtered for their skulls
at a burial.

In ethnographic literature on the Herero several translations are given. Vedder (1928:165)
and Estermann (1981:144ff) hold that only Ndjambi Karunga is the right term for the
divine being and that Mukuru denotes a venerated ancestor. Amongst the Himba I found
little differentiation between both terms. While the Himba from Angola used the term
Njambi Karunga or Karunga, Kaokolanders preferred the term Mukuru.

In the volumes of Fukui & Turton (1979) and Fukui & Markakis (1994) several case stud-
ies are presented that describe the role of violent conflict on the emergence of distinct eth-
nic groups. The most intriguing examples are the Mursi and the Bodi described by David
Turton and Katsuyoshi Fukui in both volumes. For both groups one could claim that war
against their neighbours caused them to arise as distinct ethnic units.



Chapter 3

Hazards and Damages

Pokot and Himba pastoralists face environmental as well as political hazards.
These hazards are clearly distinguishable along the lines of duration, spatial
scope and reversibility of impact. Environmental degradation, for example, is
slow working and has a gradual impact but, at the same time, is highly irre-
versible. A drought on the contrary, is a sudden and dramatic event but rarely
has long lasting effects. Long - term processes and short term events are inter-
linked via negative feed backs: droughts accelerate processes of degradation,
violent conflicts almost inevitably result in entitlement loss. The following
chapter will first outline hazards that lead to an increased vulnerability of
households. Then short term hazardous events are discussed. The chapters
are concluded with a comparative view on the extent and importance of spe-
cific hazards in both societies.

3.1. DEMOGRAPHIC GROWTH AND A NARROWING
RESOURCE BASE

While there are many studies on population growth comparing the growth
rates of states, there is very little information on growth rates in pastoral pop-
ulations and on demographic growth in relation to specific production sys-
tems (Roth, 1986:63, 1994:133). A first set of studies suggests a variety of
demographic patterns in pastoral societies (Roth, 1986:133; Little 1989:235;
Leslie & Dyson-Hudson, 1999) and a variable impact on local resources.
McCabe (1997) shows how the population of the Ngorongoro Maasai has
risen constantly over the last two decades: at the same time the ratio of live-
stock per person has decreased massively, making the reliance on pastoralism
an ever more scanty affair. However, not all pastoral populations grow at the
same rate. Spencer (1973) suggested that the pastoral Samburu attained
higher growth rates than the neighbouring pastoral Rendille. He connected
differential growth rates to different growth rates in camel and cattle herds:
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while the camel herding Rendille adjusted their population growth to their
slow growing camel herds, the Samburu were able to grow quicker due to the
rapid growth of their cattle herds. He suggested that pastoral populations like
the Rendille control their fertility in order to adapt the growth of the human
population to growth rates of livestock herds.! Legesse (1993:264), compar-
ing pastoral Borana and Gabbra of northern Kenya, described that infanti-
cide, post-partem taboos and culturally prescribed delayed marriages of
women had a “sizeable impact on population and subsequently set a limit on
the rate of population growth”. Hypotheses claiming that population growth
in pastoral societies is adjusted to herd dynamics are highly interesting within
this context, but evidence on the issue is conflicting. Little (1989:221) states
this hypothesis as proven in the Turkana case: “Human population structure
and dynamics are linked closely with those of the livestock. Numbers and
growth rates of both livestock and people must be balanced for the system of
subsistence to operate successfully.” Still I would maintain that there is little
evidence that population dynamics and herd dynamics are actually tuned. In
general it is assumed that sedentary populations grow quicker than pastoral
groups. However, Brainard (1981) found that nomadic Turkana had higher
birth rates than Turkana settled on agricultural projects. Pennington &
Harpending (1993) show that demographic trends amongst the pastoral
Herero of Botswana/Namibia have changed tremendously over the last
decades due to historical conditions. While growth was low early this century,
after the German onslaught on the Herero, it gained momentum in the 1980s
with improved health facilities.

If we know little about demographic processes in pastoral populations,
we know even less about the link between demographic growth and growth
and/or intensification in pastoral economies. Ethnographers, such as Spencer
and Legesse believe that pastoral populations control their fertility in order
to adjust it to slow growing economies. However, pastoralists could also
improve and extend their resource base (expansion, intensification) or inten-
sify the exploitation of resources in order to allow for population increase.
Boserup (1965) showed that population growth leads to agricultural intensi-
fication. Do such processes also take place in pastoral societies in response to
a growing population? Based on archival sources and data on female fertility,
trends in population figures among the Pokot and the Himba are followed up
and the changing ratios of people to land and, probably more important, to
livestock are traced.

3.1.1 Rapid Growth: Demographic Development of the Pokot

While at the turn of the century the Pokot shared the Baringo plains with
Turkana pastoralists?, they became the sole inhabitants of northern Baringo
in the first decade of this century. The British created an ethnically homoge-
nous reserve’ expulsing Turkana households to the Turkana District and con-
trolling the influx of traders and would-be settlers. Hence census figures on
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Baringo East or later the Nginyang Division of Baringo District relate to pas-
toral Pokot only. Up until today, there are no other people, beyond a handful
of Somali traders and a few labourers from other destinations, living in this
area.

Growth Rates based on Census Figures

The annual reviews for Baringo give population figures for almost all the years
between 1914 and 1947. These figures were usually based on counts for tax
payments of the local population. Figures vary a lot with maximum numbers
in 1925 of 7,776 people and minimum numbers in 1934 of 4,572 people.
Obviously population figures changed due to different rates of taxation in
neighbouring districts and drought-related migrations.* The rather sudden
decline of the population from 1933 to 1935 (from 7,307 to 4,572) is explained
by the heavy emigration of herders to West Pokot District and Turkana
District where taxation was considerably lower. However, figures for the period
1914 to 1947 always remained within the margin of 4,572 to 7,776 people.

For the period after independence (1963), census-based population fig-
ures are only given for 1979 (26,881). The Baringo District development
plan of 1989 gives projections for 1988 (31,741 people) and 1993 (37,238
people) (Government of Kenya, Ministry of Development and Planning,
Baringo District Development Plan 1989:24). A census conducted in 1989
obviously did not lead to accountable results. Even governmental offices
kept on referring to projections based on the 1979 census. A consultancy
report (Ahuya & Odongo 1991), however, cites from the unpublished 1989
records: Ahuya & Odongo gives 37,000 people. While this may indicate that
population figures for the Pokot were somewhat higher than estimated in the
projection for 1988, they are nearly identical with the projection for 1993.
A further consultancy referring to the lack of exact census data claims
“the population of the study area is variously given as 37,500 to 40,000”
(Saltlick 1991). Unofficial estimates in 1996 gave a population figure of
45,000 people. The Baringo District Development Plan for 1997-2001 gives
49,451 people for 1999 and 52,122 people for 2000 (McGovern 1999, 2000).
It is not clear on what kind of data the figures for 1999 and 2000 are based.
The national census of 1999 which was then published in 2001 gives a pop-
ulation of 63,659 (Government of Kenya, National Census 2001). While
details of the population development may be somewhat unclear, archival
sources, recent censuses and projections leave little doubt - the pastoral pop-
ulation of Nginyang Division has been growing rapidly throughout the cen-
tury! (see Figure 2)

Intrinsic Growth Rates: Fertility and Rapid Population Growth

Figures on intrinsic growth rates were obtained through interviews with indi-
vidual women. In 38 households - these were the households I had worked
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Figure 2. Population figures of the Pokot, 1914 to 1999

with over eight years - 106 women were interviewed in 1993 and 1996 on
births and the fate of their children. 43 women were between the age of 15 to
30, 38 between 30 and 45 and 25 older than 45. While it is culturally not
appropriate to talk or even to mention dead people, the long duration of con-
tact with the respective households and a compact data frame on household
membership (household censuses on varying numbers of households had
been taken in 1987, 1988, 1991, 1992, 1996) helped to fill gaps and make it
easier to talk about deceased people. Other difficulties were presented by the
fact that hardly anybody knew his or her exact age. As women from distant
communities are preferred marriage partners, the age of a woman could
rarely be determined by discussing the life history of her mother. For com-
puting the intrinsic fertility rate, age at marriage was assumed as taking place
at seventeen years of age. This assumption is warranted on the basis of
ethnographic observations.

A first glance at the data shows that Pokot women bear many children.
On average the completed fertility rate for Pokot women was 4.7 children. The
mean interval between births was 3.3 years. Young Pokot women are cir-
cumcised shortly after their first monthly period and usually marry soon after.
The aim of both spouses is to conceive the first child as soon as possible.
Premarital pregnancies are not rare and are hardly commented on negatively.
Hence, the mother’s age at her first birth is usually between 16 and 20. The
computation of female fertility on the basis of all the samples resulted in a
growth rate of 2.4 per cent per annum.’ This figure is not very high compared
to the overall Kenyan level which was at 3.8 per cent per annum throughout
the 1980s and at about 3.4 per cent in the 1990s. However, given a static or
even dwindling resource base, this growth rate must be regarded as very high.

Population Growth and Resource Base

The census figures indicate that the population density rose from about 1.2
persons/km? in 1914 to 8.5 in 1993 and probably to 14.5 in 1999. Compared
to other East African pastoral groups, this population density is overwhelm-
ingly high: the highly arid districts of Turkana and Marsabit had densities of
1.7 and 0.4 respectively in the 1970s, and even the semi-arid south Ethiopian
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highlands inhabited by the agro-pastoral Borana had a density of only 7 per-
sons/km? in the 1980s. However, other publications on Kenyan and Tanzanian
pastoralists report similar trends in population development. The Maasai of
Ngorongoro (McCabe 1997) and Kajiado (Grandin 1987) and the Mukogodo
Maasai (Herren 1991) have to cope with the same problem: rapid population
growth accompanied by a steadily degrading resource base and a stagnant or
even dwindling local herd.

Livestock numbers are given for the years 1916 to 1933. Livestock was
counted in connection with tax payments. All through the 1920s and the
1930s a hut tax (based on population counts) as well as a poll tax (based on
livestock counts) was taken. While some of the annually acquired numbers
on livestock are rather unreliable (e.g. from 1930 to 1931 the cattle numbers
rose from 114,226 to an unbelievable height of 305,054), the major portion of
the data is consistent. Livestock numbers change considerably between 1916
and 1933 and range between 60,180 (1920) and 114,226 (1930).6 The average
cattle number for these years is 87,144, excluding those years with obvious
miscounts. For small stock the average is 173,000 animals and for camels
1,1837. These figures indicate soaring livestock densities of 19.8 cattle per
km? and 25.0 TLU per km? even before the 1940s in areas where a density of
5 to 10 cattle is recommended nowadays. This is enormously high and tanta-
mount to massive overstocking. After 1950, figures on the regional herd are
few: there are rough estimates for 1950 (100,000 cattle, 275,000 small stock)
and for 1991 (50,000 cattle, 100,000 goats, 20,000 sheep, 3,500 camels, 7,000
donkeys) and - disputed in its accuracy - based on a cattle-plague vaccination
of 1988 (73,323 cattle, no data on small stock) (Saltlick 1991:22/23).
Although livestock figures have decreased, the area must still be regarded as
highly stocked. The ratio of TLU/ km? is still at 15.4 as compared to 5 in the
neighbouring Turkana District.

For the computation of person/livestock ratios the average population
number for the years from 1914 to 1947 is taken, which stands at 6,380 peo-
ple. This number is related to the average livestock population for these years.
The ratio of person/cattle is 1:14 and of person/TLU 1:17 for this period.
These figures emphasise that the Pokot were extremely rich livestock owners.
Early colonial accounts contain many indications of the Pokot pastoralists’
tremendous wealth. A report connected with the tax collection of the year
1911, for example, describes the “lowland sections” (i.e. the pastoralists) as
“very wealthy”.® The figures for recent years leave little doubt that these
riches have dwindled considerably - almost catastrophically. Based on the
projection for 1993 of 37,238 people, the person/cattle ratio has gone down
to 1:1.3 and the person/TLU ratio to 1: 1.9. Given population figures of
about 63,000 for the year 1999 we may safely assume that the ratio of people
to cattle has dropped far below 1:1. The data suggests a dramatic decline in
livestock wealth amongst the pastoral Pokot. In 2000 the Pokot were hit by a
major drought which caused a high mortality in livestock herds and made the
people to livestock ratios even more unfavourable.
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Other Kenyan pastoralists have tried to cope with a decreasing wealth in
cattle by investing mainly in small stock (Grandin, 1987; Ensminger, 1992;
Herren 1991). These are able to use bushy vegetation and are highly mar-
ketable: amongst the Pokot the same trend is observable though to a lesser
degree. While the ratio cattle/small stock was at 1:2 in the 1920s and 1930s, it
had gone up to 1:2.8 in 1950 but fell again to 1:2.4 in recent years. Also the
total number of small stock has become less over the last few decades: while
175,000 small stock were estimated to be the average early this century nowa-
days only 120,000 head of small stock are thought to live in northern
Baringo. The significant increase in camels in Pokot herds during the last few
decades - while there were only about 1000 camels in the 1930s, nowadays
about 4000 camels are herded - is mirrored in increasing numbers of camels
amongst other Kenyan herders (Spencer 1998:265). However, the increase in
camels obviously does not compensate for the decline of cattle and small
stock herds.

The Pokot rarely comment on this catastrophic development beyond
stereotypic utterances that the good old days are gone. Ostensibly they talk
about the riches of their ancestors. In the past many rich Pokot households
used hired herdsmen to manage their herds. In the 1990s many households just
herded 20 or 30 cattle and nobody in the sample owned more than 120 head
of cattle and in 2004, for the first time, stockless households were recorded. It
goes without saying that nobody needed to hire a herdsman for these small
herds. The subsistence economy depends more and more on the exchange of
male cattle and small stock for grains. Most Pokot households have to sell live-
stock on a monthly basis in order to acquire sufficient grains. During the dry
season many households subsist entirely on store bought maize.

3.1.2. Slow Growth: Demographic Development in Kaokoland

Population statistics for Kaokoland are fairly complete over several decades.
Although the population of Kaokoland was not taxed, the area was fre-
quently toured by officials who have been counting the number of people
since the early 1920s. In 1923 reserves proclaimed by the South African
administration were allotted to three leaders: Muhona Katiti, Vita Tom and
Kasupi. Accordingly census figures up until the 1950s relate to these
reserves.’ Until the 1950s census figures differentiated - though with a slightly
changing categorisation-between the three main Herero speaking groups of
Kaokoland (Herero, Himba, Tjimba). After the 1960s, the population of the
region was subsumed under the term Kaokolanders, referring to the home-
land status of the region. Figures from livestock counts can be rated as fairly
reliable too. Since the early 1930s vaccination campaigns brought officials
into direct contact with herds. Since the 1950s, vaccinations against anthrax
and CBPP have taken place on an annual basis. After some reluctance from
the local farmers, herders apparently took part in the vaccination campaigns
eagerly.
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Growth Rates based on Census Figures

Before 1927 all figures on the population of Kaokoland were based on
assumptions and more or less well informed guess work. While Hartmann
(1897, 1902/03) described Kaokoland as almost uninhabited, Vedder, some
15 years later, estimated the population to be somewhat less than 5,000 peo-
ple (Vedder 1914:28). According to oral traditions major migrations to
Kaokoland took place during the first two decades of the 20 century when
refugees from southern Angola crossed the Kunene again to resettle their
former homelands in north-western Namibia. Manning, in his report on his
first tour to Kaokoland in 1917, likewise estimated population figures to be
around 5,000.1°

A first population count was conducted in 1927. In total 3,182 people
were counted (see also Stals & Otto-Reiner, 1990:70/71). People were regis-
tered along ethnic lines and according to affiliation to one of the three chiefs.
Of 3,182 people counted in 1927, 26.1 per cent were residing in Oorlog’s
reserve, 13.4 per cent in Muhonakatiti’s reserve, 11.9 per cent in Kahewa
Nawa’s reserve and 48.7 per cent outside the reserve. The ratio between men
and women was fairly equal which suggests that labour migration was negli-
gible in those days. While only the Himba and Tjimba were counted for
Muhonakatiti’s and Kahewa Nawa’s reserve, Oorlog’s reserve was more het-
erogeneous with Herero and Oorlam living together with Himba and Tjimba.
The Herero made for about 16.4 per cent of the total population, Himba for
the majority of 62.8 per cent, Tjimba for 18.6 per cent and Oorlam for 2.5 per
cent.!! In connection with the 1927 survey, the number of livestock was rated
to be 6,000 to 9,000 cattle and about 14,000 small stock. These figures appar-
ently underrated both human population and livestock figures grossly. The
police station Tjimuhaka, from where the survey was conducted, had only
been established one year earlier and the patrols had more or less just taken
up their duties. Only two years later some 1,200 people more were counted
and the number of livestock was more than double the number assumed in
1927. A second census in 1929, in connection with the forced relocation of
southern Kaokoland Herero to the central parts of Kaokoland and a dread-
ful drought, for which famine relief was planned, probably came nearer to the
truth and noted some 4,309 people.!? The data shows that the inhabitants of
the southern Kaokoland were wealthy pastoralists. The ratio of people to cat-
tle in southern Kaokoland stood at 1:6.5 while it was at 1:3.9 in northern
Kaokoland. If TLU are used for figuring out population/livestock ratios, the
difference was even more pronounced: 1:8.9 in southern Kaokoland com-
pared to 1:4.5 in northern Kaokoland."

Another two years later, in 1931, a further 300 people were counted
reaching a total of 4,669 inhabitants. The colonial records kept the 1931 fig-
ure in their files for about five years. Another comprehensive enumeration
was conducted only in 1942 registering 5,173 people. For some reason, peo-
ple in all three reserves were suddenly counted as Himba or Tjimba and no
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longer as Herero (even in the late Oorlog’s reserve). The category Herero was
simply dropped for the three reserves but maintained for southern
Kaokoland. There, people were mainly enumerated under the category
Herero. The vagueness of such colonial surveys is conveyed by looking at the
number of children in relation to adults in various population groups. This
rate varies tremendously and variations remain unexplained.!* Only gender
categories were fairly unambiguous.

For a long time after that Kaokoland’s population was not counted
again. The next census took place 18 years later: in 1960 some 9,234 people
were noted. These figures were used by the Odendaal report four years later,
in 1964/65. Another 21 years elapsed before the next comprehensive count.
1981 figures were at 15,570 people and again 10 years later, in 1991, at 26,176.
The last three counts do not differentiate ethnic affiliation. In recent times the
total population of Kaokoland has been estimated to be about 30,000 peo-
ple. A recent report by Talavera et al. (2000:36) gives detailed population esti-
mates for Himba settlements only and sets the total number of Himba at
16,070. However, for accounting population/livestock ratios the overall pop-
ulation figure for Kaokoland is taken, as livestock counts also give figures for
the entire region. It is mainly the township of Opuwo which is growing rap-
idly (at the moment at about 7 per cent per year). Immigrants originate
mainly from neighbouring (former) Ovamboland and from war torn south-
ern Angola.

Figures on the Intrinsic Fertility of Himba

In a survey, 78 Himba women were questioned on the number of their off-spring.
All women lived in households which were known to the interviewer for
about two years. Hence, there was enough trust to imbue the history of fer-
tility within an abridged life history. Women were asked about their own date
of birth, their first marriage, about divorces and remarriages and then about
births. All the events can usually be related to specific years via the Himba
system of naming years (Gibson, 1977). In the case where a child died early
on, I inquired as to what age the child died at but did not try to discuss the
possible causes of death. Women from the age of 18 to the age of 80 were
included in the survey: in total information on the fertility of 140 women is
available, 72 (51.4 per cent) women were between the age of 15 and 30, 30
between 31 and 45 (21.4 per cent) and 38 (27 per cent) above the age of 45.
Although quite a number of women marry early on in childhood,
Himba women have their first child rather late: only two women younger
than 20 had children already. The completed fertility rate was 3.2 children.'
The average interval between births was 3.4 years. For women who were born
earlier than 1951, i.e. those women whose fertile phase was already over, an
average of 2.6 children (completed fertility rate) was computed. Figures on
population growth amongst the Herero in Botswana point to a similarly low
fertility rate (Pennington & Harpending,1993:103/130). According to
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Pennington & Harpending the low fertility rates are related to the prevalence
of sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) and not to specific cultural practices.
Younger women reached an average of 4.9 children - this signals that the
impact of STDs on fertility was becoming less due to the availability of
antibiotics. However, a high number of women (about 26 per cent) did not
have any children at all, probably due to chronic infection with gonorrhoea.
Because of the high infertility rates the growth rate of the population was
lower that 1 per cent per annum.!6

Population Growth and Resource Base

The figures taken from the census imply that the population density rose
from some 0.07 person/km? in 1929 to 0.53 person/ km? in 1991 (or 0.61 tak-
ing the estimate for 1997 of 30,000 people into account). Figure 3 shows that
the population of Kaokoland has apparently increased at a more rapid pace
since the 1980s.

What factors contributed to the rather steady increase in population
despite low intrinsic growth rates? Two factors are rather obvious: Due to war
in southern Angola numerous people from south-western Angola fled to
Kaokoland. At the same time regulations for migrations between various
regions of Namibia were dropped. It was mainly Ovambo speaking peoples
from the more densely settled areas of north-central Namibia who took the
chance to look for employment in Opuwo. During the 1980s Opuwo grew
from a small administrative centre of some 300 inhabitants into a town of
about 4,000 people. These recent immigrants are mainly confined to the town
and only a few of them own any major numbers of livestock.

How did population growth correspond to the increase of the regional
herd? The census data for 1929 and parallel livestock counts indicate a rate
of people to cattle of 1:7 in southern Kaokoland and of 1:4 in northern
Kaokoland. Population and livestock figures for the year 1942 are given at
5,174 people and 36,200 cattle and 56,600 small stock, which results in ratios
of 1:7 (person/cattle) and 1:8 (person/TLU) respectively. It has to be taken
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into account that these figures relate to a year which was preceded by a
dreadful drought with losses of about 20 - 40 per cent. This suggests higher
overall ratios for the period before the drought. Activities of the South
African administration to combat CBPP through massive vaccination cam-
paigns and to drill boreholes and blast wells on pastures that were inaccessi-
ble before due to water shortage contributed to the increase in the regional
herd. In 1960 next to 9,234 people some 65,500 head of cattle and 160,000
small stock were counted. Again these figures refer to a year which was pre-
ceded by two consecutive bad years. The livestock figures for 1958 were given
as 122,495 cattle and 200,000 small stock resulting in a ratio of 1:13 (per-
son/cattle) or 1:16 (person/TLU), falling then, due to drought related mor-
tality, to 1.7 and 1:9 respectively (the population figure for 1960 is taken as a
baseline). Within a period of about 20 years the bovine and small stock pop-
ulations grew almost fourfold and much quicker than the human population.
This apparently had effects on the environment. Several reports of the late
1950s comment on serious overgrazing in the central parts of Kaokoland (see
next chapter).

Demographic figures and information on the regional herd are again
available for 1981, once again a year that followed a dramatic drought with
soaring mortality rates in cattle. Meanwhile the population of Kaokoland
had grown to 15,570 people. Taking livestock figures from the pre-drought
year 1980 as a baseline (about 110,000) this results in a ratio of 1:4 and 1:5
respectively. The first demographic survey for Kaokoland after independence
counted 26,176 people in 1991. For the same year a number of 90,702 cattle
is given. Cattle numbers rose quickly throughout the 1990s and reached soar-
ing numbers towards the end of the decade: for 1998 some 173,473 cattle,
65,640 sheep and 40,484 goats were accounted for. These figures suggest a
ratio of 1:5.8 (person/cattle) and 1:8.4 (person/TLU) respectively. If the 4,000
town-dwellers who are mainly stockless are subtracted from the computation
the ratio is 1:6.7 and 1:9.7.

Over the century livestock numbers dwindled drastically due to drought
and rose again rapidly during good years. Nowadays the pastoralists of
Kaokoland maintain a similar ratio to livestock as they did in the 1920s. The
livestock population of the area grew gradually and in correspondence with
the growing population.

3.1.3. Comparative Discussion of the Pokot/Himba Demographic
Trends in Relation to the Resource Base

The demographic development of the Himba and Pokot is very different.
While the Pokot are a rapidly growing population the Himba are a slow grow-
ing one. The growth rate for the Pokot established on the basis of various his-
torical censuses matches that of the growth rate deduced from figures on
intrinsic fertility, i.e. intrinsic growth explains the total growth rate. In con-
trast to this, population development in Kaokoland and amongst the Himba
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has been different. While the Himba population only grew gradually, the
total population of Kaokoland grew more rapidly, due to the immigration of
people from neighbouring war torn areas.

Figures on the intrinsic growth of the Himba community suggest an
annual growth rate of below 1 per cent. In contrast the 2.4 per cent growth
rate of the Pokot is rather high for a pastoral population. The completed fer-
tility rate for Pokot women was at 4.7 while it was 3.2 for Himba women (2.6
for older Himba women and 4.9 for younger Himba women). Only the inter-
birth intervals were fairly close to each other: 3.4 among the Himba and 3.3
among the Pokot.!’

This contrast cannot be explained by cultural preferences; the Himba
like children as much as the Pokot do: at this stage the high prevalence of
STDs amongst Himba must be seen as a major cause for the difference. STDs
were not treated in Kaokoland until the first small hospital was opened in
Orumana in the 1960s. Obviously this hospital did not care intensively for
STDs and had a limited spatial scope. In stark contrast to this neighbouring
Ovamboland, more populous and from the beginning of colonialism
regarded as the most important labour reservoir, had already received med-
ical institutions in the 1920s. Since the middle of the 1920s regular anti-gon-
orrhoea activities took place with about 1500 to 2500 people being treated
per year.'®* However, there are some cultural features which may add to this
explanation. In Pokot society everything seems to be set on rapid growth.
Infertility is seen as the greatest misfortune a person can meet. Infertile
women and men become social outsiders. There are numerous rituals that are
meant to ensure the fertility of humans and animals. Women and men want
to have as many children as possible. The high rate of polygamy is partially
explained by the wish of wealthy household heads to increase their number
of children. Several institutions encourage the growth of the population. In
former times children, especially girls, were stolen on raids. These children
were easily integrated into the Pokot clan system and soon became marriage-
able spouses. Throughout the second half of the 19*" century Pokot con-
stantly absorbed major numbers of non-Pokot and integrated them swiftly
into their society. Throughout the 20* century Pokot men married Turkana,
Tugen, Marakwet and Samburu women; but it was very rare that a Pokot
woman married an outsider. In contrast the Himba do not seem to put so
much emphasis on population growth. Infertile people are not scorned and
may participate in any ritual just as other people do. Infertility as such is not
a reason for divorce. Himba society never expanded through incorporation of
outsiders. Either one is born a Himba, i.e. one belongs to a Himba matriline
and patriline or stays an outsider - which in the Himba case does not exclude
one from using pastures alongside Himba herders.

Different growth rates of the population condition different degrees of
pressure on basic resources. The ratio of people to livestock gradually declined
amongst the Pokot. While the ratio was above 1:10 during the first part of this
century, it declined to a low of 1:1 and even below that. These figures give a
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strong indication of the vulnerability of the Pokot pastoral system. Not only did
the total number of livestock in the area become greatly reduced, but there is
ample evidence for a decrease of wealth differences as well. Very rich herders
with herds of more than 200 cattle are extremely rare in Pokotland and in the
sample of herders that I worked with there was nobody in this category.
Listening to oral testimonies and screening archival files, there is little doubt that
such wealthy herders existed during the first half of the 20 century. In contrast
demographic growth among the Himba has been slow and has not exerted such
an intense pressure on the resource base. While livestock ratios were roughly at
1:5 earlier this century, this ratio went up and reached values above 1:10 around
the middle of the century. Due to droughts, which caused excessive mortality in
livestock, ratios decreased repeatedly and recovered swiftly thereafter. Towards
the end of this century rates again reached a value of 1:6 to 1:7.

A further point is worth mentioning: although both groups underwent
severe disasters with soaring livestock mortality, population growth was not
greatly influenced by drought related human mortality. The Himba lost a
large percentage of their herds in 1914/15, in 1928/32, in 1951, in 1958-61, in
1975 and 1981. While in 1915 about 50,000 people died in neighbouring
Ovamboland (Hayes 1992:178ff) few people succumbed to famine amongst
the Himba. Pokot pastoralism underwent similar tribulations: massive losses
were noted in 1917, in 1927, 1940 and 1984. However, herders unanimously
state that few people (if any) died due to outright starvation during these dis-
asters. Livestock herds seem to buffer the human population exceptionally
well against major disasters.

3.2. ENVIRONMENTAL DEGRADATION

Environmental degradation'® has been analysed as one of the main factors lead-
ing to increased vulnerability of pastoral systems. In many volumes, range ecol-
ogists, anthropologists and development workers have discussed the detrimental
effect of livestock on natural vegetation (Lamprey, 1983; Coppock, 1994;
Pflaumbaum, 1994; Mainguet, 1994). The negative effects of overstocking have
dominated the debate on the development of arid and semi-arid zones for a long
time (for case studies see Mortimore, 1998:55f; Gartrell, 1988; Krzywinski,
Vetaas & Manger, 1996:62ff; Van Dijk, 1995:74). Recently, the ecologically-
oriented volume “Range Ecology at Disequilibrium” (Behnke, Scoones &
Kerven, 1993) cautioned the public against the rash conclusion that pastoralists
per se damage the environment: they claimed that savannahs with rates of
climatic variability (CV) higher than 30 per cent (this corresponds roughly to
300 mm of rainfall) were not driven by stocking rates but by the erratic char-
acter of rainfalls; overgrazing, i.e. degradation of pastures due to overstocking,
generally occurred only in savannahs with CV rates