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 PASTORAL NEOLITHIC COMMUNITIES OF KENYA SUBSISTENCE PATTERNS: 

ETHNOARCHAEOLOGICAL ANALYSIS 

 

This paper attempts to reconstruct pastoral Neolithic (PN) communities of southern western Kenya   

subsistence patterns. Generally, subsistence patterns of PN have mainly been reconstructed 

through cultural materials and food remains found in the archaeological sites. As the basis of the 

reconstruction of prehistoric and historic subsistence patterns, these sources are inadequate due 

to the relative generalization of pastoralists’ behaviors and their choices regarding acquiring, 
preparation and subsequent disposal of food remains. Fundamentally, the aim of this study was to 

interrogate the subsistence strategies of PN sites of Ngamuriak using ethnographic study of 

contemporary Maasai community. Thus, middle range theory whereby ethnographic information 

was employed to interrogate the findings. Notably, data from one months of participant 

observation, extensive oral interviewing and administration of the survey to 40 households shows 

that some of the food consumed by pastoralists’ communities cannot be traced in archaeological 

data. Key findings demonstrate that a considerable percentage of foods are acquired, prepared, 

consumed and disposed away from the homestead. On the other hand, pastoralists’ communities 
will venture into other forms of subsistence such as crop agriculture, fishing or hunting and 

gathering when circumstances allow hence they are not fixed in livestock as their only mode of 

subsistence. Finally, diversification is one of the key adaptation strategies that enable nomadic 

people to settle in one area for a long time. These findings should, therefore, trigger a dialogue 

on shortcomings of archaeological remains as the only basis of interpreting subsistence patterns 

of Pastoral Neolithic communities as well as insistence of using better methods such as froth 

floating in future to search for carbonized seeds in these Pastoral Neolithic sites.  
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Introduction  

An inquiry regarding the spread of food production in Kenya has been of interest to many 

archaeologists in the recent past (Philipson, 1977; Ambrose, 1980; Barthelme, 1990; Robertshaw 

& Marshall, 1990; Bower, 1991; Gonzalez, 2000; Marshall & Hildebrand, 2002). This line of 

interest compliments an existing trove of information on the origin and spread of food 

domestication from intensely studied regions where food production developed including Near 

East, South west Asia and Mesoamerica. Initially, the interest was primarily on the transformation 

from hunting and gathering to food and livestock production (Onyango-Abuje, 1977; Marshall & 

Hildebrand, 2002). Since then, wide range of studies have focused in part on subsistence strategies 

by pastoral Neolithic communities as reflected in archeological record (Ambrose, 1984; 

Robertshaw and Marshal, 1990; Gifford-Gonzalez, 2000). There have been further attempts made 

to explore the connection between pastoral Neolithic communities and cotemporary pastoral 

societies in Kenya (Mbae, 1986; Ryan et al 2000; Shahack-Gross, 2003). Specifically, 

zooarchaeological evidence from Ngamuriak in south west Narok shows high presence of 

domesticates in an environments that currently supports a high concentration of wild animals 

(Marshall, 1990). The non-utilization of wild fauna at this site is indicative of a highly specialized 

livestock subsistence which is similar to contemporary pastoralists in the region (Grillo, 2012). 

The sole reliance of livestock products is questionable given that in as much as groups may avoid 

consumption of wild animals, they largely depend on wild fruits and plants, but more importantly 

on grains purchased from crop producers.  

The hypothesis that pastoral Neolithic communities subsisted on other strategies besides livestock 

is supported by archaeological evidence (Gramly, 1975). The original group of Pastoral Neolithic 

(PN) peoples to occupy Lake Turkana basin at around 5,000 BP had diversified subsistence 

strategies which included fishing, hunting and gathering (Barthelme, 1985; Bower, 1991; 

Ginfford-Gonzalez, 2000). Their expansion southwards delayed for over two thousand years, 

mainly attributed to diseases and ecological factors due to a region-wide wet phase (Gifford-

Gonzalez, 2000). The initial PN expansion into the central Rift Valley is evidenced by the presence 

of Nderit cultural materials which were associated with the cattle producers in the Lake Turkana 

basin but with the peculiar absence of domestic fauna. Kinahan (1991) hypothesized that presence 

of PN cultural materials and absence of livestock is an indicator of communities that lost their 
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animals through diseases and other natural calamities. This position is historically recorded within 

East Africa where epizootic outbreaks in the 19th century of Contagious Bovine Pleural Pneumonia 

(CBPP) and rinderpest decimated a large percentage of pastoral livestock wealth, forcing them to 

change economic production to crop farming and hunting and gathering (Waller, 1985; Wagura, 

2019).  

Previous research  

Dahl and Hjort (1976) did an extensive study of implication of relying on livestock and their 

products as the primary subsistence strategy. They noted that a family of about 6 individuals would 

require a minimum of hundred cattle for their daily food requirement. The implication is that 

rearing such larger number of livestock is also labor intensive. Therefore, there is a direct 

correlation between the number of livestock and number of individuals that can subsist on their 

products. Also, diseases, droughts and other natural calamities affect herd growth hence putting 

more pressure on pastoralists communities (Waller,1985). This cast doubt on ‘pure pastoralism’ 

as indicated by archaeological evidence collected from the site of Ngamuriak (Marsahll,1990). 

Robertshaw and Collet (1983) observes that Ngamuriak is situated in an environment that support 

crop agriculture. They contend that absence of cultigen could be due to lack of exhaustive and 

intensive research on cultigens in the area. Besides, Ngamuriak and other Pastoral Neolithic 

communities have grinding stones and stone bowls which are normally used for plant processing 

(Bower,1991). In the case of Ngamuriak, the site seems to have been occupied for a considerable 

period of time. This article argues that such long period of occupation in one area was possible 

because of diverse subsistence strategies besides livestock rearing. The circumstantial evidence 

therefore paints Ngamuriak pastoral Neolithic community as diversified in terms of their 

subsistence patterns.  

The absence of cultigens and low level of wild faunal does not rule out crops and wild animals’ 

utilization in Ngamuriak pastoral Neolithic site.  For instance, Maggs (1976) excavation of 

historically known sites of mixed farmers in Orange County, South Africa revealed almost similar 

zoo archaeological materials as those found in PN communities with absence of cultigens. 

Marshall and Hildebrand (2002) observed that hunting and gathering communities would transport 

wild plants near their homestead for easy access in future. Nonetheless, these plants resources were 

ideal food although they were consumed on daily basis. Interestingly, they observed a direct 
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correlation between transporting edible wild plants with more sedentary life. As such, sedentary 

life often led to scarcity and need to have predictable source of wild plants that triggered hunter-

gatherers to transport them near their homesteads.   

The lack of cultigens in East Africa food production sites has been of interests to scholars for over 

five decades (Abdel-Magid,1989; Harlan,1992; Diamond 1997; Bar-Yosef,1999). Diamond 

(1997) observed that East African native cultigens are normally drought tolerant, tasty, high yields 

and rapid growth. These traits would make them highly sought by different communities including 

pastoralists as a form of diversification and guarantee against starvation. Even so, cultigens are 

hard to find in East Africa sites even in areas where circumstantial evidence points out possibility 

of crop cultivations. Young and Thompson, (1999) argues that poor preservations of cereals may 

be one of the reason for lack of cultigens evidence. Bar-Yosef (1999), Robertshaw and Collet 

(1983) claims in East Africa archaeological record on crop production is not exhaustive. 

Furthermore, archaeaobotanical evidence shows that hunter-gatherers societies harvest cereals and 

other plant resources without necessarily domesticating them (Harlan,1992). Mortimore (1998) 

observes that in marginal areas collecting plants rather than cultivating them is preferred as a 

drought mitigation strategy. For animals, it easier to move them when climate allows as compared 

to plants hence making them riskier.  

The working hypothesis is that societies activities are guided by ideal and reality considerations 

ultimately influence the acquisition, preparation, consumption and disposal of resources. Maasai 

have been documented to represent an ideology rather than an ethnic group (Jacobs,1965).  In the 

first quarter of twentieth century, Alan Jacobs ethnographic work revealed controversies 

surrounding what ‘being a Maasai’ meat in East Africa region (Tarayia,2004). The emphasizes of 

‘Maasaisness’ as noted by Jacob had ‘subsisting on livestock ‘connotation while other modes of 

productions such as crop production or hunting and gathering was considered ‘ethnic plagiarism’. 

The implication is a clear distinction between being a Maasai as an ethnicity and ideology that 

surrounds being a Maasai (Galaty,1982).  This article argues that the fluidity of being a Maasai 

albeit at construct level has serious repercussions on materiality of their subsistence strategies. We 

suggest that Maasai homestead will contain materials, which reflect their ideal way of life. 

Furthermore, the ideal life will be emphasized during ceremonies and festivals which may be quite 
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different from their daily activities. In addition, other activities when rearing animals encourage 

the non-use of domesticates for subsistence. 

Theoretical framework 

Based on observed Maasai subsistence strategies, this article strives to make inferences and 

analogies concerning Ngamuriak pastoral Neolithic community using middle range theoretical 

framework.  This theory was first theorized by Merton as a form of concepts which would be used 

as building block for more concrete theories(Hine,2007). In subsequent years, archaeologists 

employed middle range theory as anchorage of broader theory building (See Schiffer,1980). Since 

then, middle range theory has been used by processual and post processual archaeologists in 

contextualizing material remains in ethnoarchaeological inquiries. This has led to revolutionary 

works pioneered by Lewis Binford scientific methods and Ian Hodder contextual interpretation 

(Kosso,1991). The rational of using ethno archaeological study of Maasai in in study was informed 

by the nature of archaeology as a disciple which has to balance between natural and social 

dynamics. The paper therefore employed middle range theory as conceptualized by Kosso (1991) 

who perceived Binford new archaeology as a natural science and Hodder contextual archaeology 

as complimentary. Binford (1977,1982) argues that there is a correlation of the past and present 

which can be tested using scientific methodological paradigms. Hodder (1982) insists on 

contextualization as a mechanism of going beyond objects in order to explore the ideas behind 

them which leans on the social implication of material evidence. Nonetheless, the above two 

approaches are complimentary rather than antagonistic in archaeological inquiry. To that end, this 

study employed Binford (1977) concepts of using material evidence of present Maasai in 

contextualizing archaeological evidence of pastoral Neolithic site of Ngamuriak. Hodder (1985) 

points out importance of exploring the intentions of artifact makers and put into consideration on 

other factors such as ideologies and norms of the users. Insofar, the above two assumptions are 

complimentary and were employed as such in contextualizing archaeological evidence of 

Ngamuriak Pastoral Neolithic site using ethnoarchaeology of Maasai.  

Materials and Methods   

This paper examined cultural materials excavated in Ngamuriak pastoral Neolithic sites and 

correlated them with ethnoarchaeological data of contemporary Maasai community. Thus, the 

study concentrated on an analysis of excavated materials from Ngamuriak archeological site and 
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re interpreted it through the ethnoarchaeological data of contemporary Maasai in the reconstruction 

of subsistence strategies. The rationale was to construct their subsistence strategies using 

archaeological as well as ethnographic evidence through exploration of ethnoarchaeological 

evidence of the Maasai community.  The Maasai community was chosen due to similarities that 

they share with PN communities: livestock economy (Mbae,1986). Furthermore, both 

communities share similar ecological settings which can be interpreted to mean most likely share 

challenges such as environmental variability and savanna diseases such as trypanomiasis. Data 

was acquired through the re-examination of archaeological data from Ngamuriak and 

ethnoarchaeological study of contemporary Maasai community of Kimana in Kajiado,County 

Kenya. 

An extensive survey of the study area was carried out with the aim of understanding Maasai 

subsistence patterns. To capture this, qualitative and quantitative data was acquired using open 

ended question guide. This was administered to 40 households in Kimana with an objective of 

capturing how Maasai community made choices concerning their subsistence strategies. The main 

purpose for the survey was to understand the process of acquisition, processing, consumption and 

disposal of food remains and the likely implication on archaeological record. Another purpose of 

the survey was to understand the level in which other foods were consumed away from the 

homestead especially by livestock herders who lived away from the homestead. The away from 

home opportunistic consumers were captured with the understanding that their patterns may not 

be captured in the archaeological record. A number of unstructured interviews were also 

undertaken in order to capture Maasai perception on issues such as crop farming, hunting and 

gathering. This was crucial in capturing the ideology of the community and ultimately in 

contextualization of material evidence. 

 

Four homesteads were randomly chosen from the four locations surveyed in Kimana based on 

physical characteristics which showed nomadic or semi -permanent way of life. This was 

important as they represented what an ideal nomadic pastoralist household would look like. The 

selection was based on physical observation which showed features of centrality of livestock 

production rather than other modes of production including crop farming.  Sampling was based on 

random and snowballing in identifying households to interview. The snowballing approach eased 
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the process of identifying those to interview as it made it easy to introduce ourselves to the 

interviewee with a referral from a friend or acquaintance.  

 

Case study: Ngamuriak Archaeological Site  

The archaeological research involved re-analyzing of cultural materials and food remains from the 

sites of Ngamuriak (GuJf6) that are preserved at the Nairobi National Museum. The site of  

Ngamuriak was excavated by Peter Robertshaw and Fiona Marshalls in 1980. The above site  

represent pastoral Neolithic community that occupied southwestern Kenya part of Rift Valley.  

The materials described in site include pottery, stone tools, and bones which are a reflection of 

subsistence strategies employed by these Neolithic pastoral communities. The re-analyzing of the 

remains of the above site was done with the aim of reconstructing subsistence patterns and by 

extension dietary patterns of the above community. In essence, the re-analysis involved an 

interrogation of food remains such as wild and domestic faunal, pottery and stone tools, 

This was done so as to understand the subsistence patterns of the above PN sites which could 

largely represent similar communities in East Africa. Zooarchaeological analysis was undertaken 

with an understanding that there is a possibility of predator and human-induced remains 

(Robertshaw and Marshall,1990). The presence of cut marks, processing marks and tooth marks 

were considered to distinguish between the two agencies. The above analysis helped to reconstruct 

subsistence patterns of the above PN sites based on only those bones which had evidence of human 

consumptions either in the form of cuts or processing marks (Robertshaw and Marshall,1990). The 

bones were grouped between domestic and wild fauna. This was taken into account due to the fact 

that the two sites occupy the vast Serengeti ecosystem which is rich in herbivores (Lamprey, 1984). 

The implication was to explore the ideology of Ngamuriak community towards exploitation of 

wild animals. 

An analysis of the stone tools from the Ngamuriak were analyzed in order to capture methods of 

acquiring and processing food. The materials which were used to make them was studied in trying 

to infer if there was possible trade or exchange between them and hunters and gatherers who were 

the early inhabitants of Central Rift Valley. This was important since trade and exchange 

contributes in terms of subsistence and it allows specialization which is one of the possibilities of 

PN communities in the region. Thirdly, pottery from the two sites was also analyzed with an aim 
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of understanding how food was processed by the above PN communities. Pottery was also used in 

order to understand if exchange or trade existed between them and other people who occupied the 

same region. Pottery also helped to understand if the same people, the pastoralists who occupied 

Lake Turkana basin around 5000BP are the ones who migrated to the Southwestern Kenya part of 

Rift Valley. This was important due to the fact that the above pastoralists have been 

archaeologically documented to have practiced other subsistence patterns such as fishing, hunting 

and gathering (Barthelme, 1985).  

Findings  

Overall, there were 26 identified cattle which were Bos Taurus from morpohlogical evidence. On 

the other hand,  68 caprines( goats and sheeps)  were positively identfied from the site. Other bones 

recovered from the site were highly fragmented which made it difficult to positively identify them 

( See  Robertshaw and Marshall,1990).  The molar evidence shows almost equal number of goats 

and sheep in the site.  The table below represents skeletal frequencies of Bos Taurus and caprines 

which were positively identified from the above site of Ngamuriak. 

Table 1: Frequencies of Bones Found in Site of Ngamuriak 

 

Element  

Bos Taurus  Caprines 

Number  Percentage Number  Percentage  

Upper teeth  224 10.2 577 18.1 

Lower teeth  157 7.1 581 18.2 

Vertebrae  75 3.5 246 7.7 

Ribs  54 2.5 151 4.8 

Scapula  36 1.6 94 3.0 

Pelvis  28 1.3 133 4.2 

Forelimbs  240 10.9 394 12.4 

Hind limbs  311 14.1 246 7.7 

Carpals  81 3.7 154 4.8 

Tarsal  252 11.5 258 8.1 

Metapodial 344 15.6 197 6.2 
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Phalanges and 

sesamoid 

396 18 152 4.8 

Total  2198 100 3183 100 

Skeletal remains of wild fauna in Ngamuriak 

The wild fauna remains which were positively identified in the above site of Ngamuriak are 

represented the table 2 below. 

Table 2: Skeletal remains of wild fauna at Ngamuriak Site 

Type of Bones  Number of Bones 

Tooth Fragments  2 

Upper second canine  1 

Upper second premolar 1 

Premolar  1 

Upper Molar  1 

Scaphoid  1 

Tibia  1 

Fibula  1 

Calcaneum 3 

Astragalus 1 

Navicular 1 

Phalanx  6 

Sesamoid 1 

 

The stone tools belong to Elmenteitan industry,   

characterized by large blades (Nelson, 1980). The large blades were made from obsidian quarries  

which are common in the Lemek valley where the above site is located. The large blade tools(see 

plate 1 below) are found together with a lot of waste materials and several chunks of the obsidian 

materials. This is indicative of blades being manufactured around the site rather than being 

imported from elsewhere.  
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Additionally, scrapers and burins are also represented in the above site and there are made from 

green obsidian with the likely source being Mount Eburru (Ambrose, 1984). Various ceramic 

vessels are found in the site of Ngamuriak although concentration varied from one location to 

another. On the other hand, small vessels were more visible and easy to reconstruct as compared 

to the large vessels. In the above site around 7 of the vessels reconstructed had decoration motifs 

associated with pastoralists’ culture. While majority of the vessels were simply plain and were 

mainly globular pots or bows. In the overall collection, the following vessels were collected from 

the site of Ngamuriak: shallow open bowls, globular pots and sloping jar. One of such small vessel 

is represented by the figure below; 

 

 

Ethnoarchaeological Study: Maasai of Kimana, Kajiado Kenya  

The study was undertaken in a span of 30 days in Kimana area, Kajiado area. We interacted with 

the Maasai people in order to examine the different subsistence patterns practiced in the area. The 

Maasai of Kimana area served as an excellent case study due to various reasons. First, the area has 

gone through economic transformation from pastoralism to crop agriculture. This is despite the 

Kimana geographic being dry and suited for pastoralism. Secondly, the area proximity to mountain 

Kilimanjaro means various rivers flow in the region and provide water that is harnessed for 

irrigation of crops. Historical evidence also shows that the Maasai who moved to the foot of Mount 

Kilimanjaro during an epizootic outbreak that occurred in late nineteenth century ventured into 

crop cultivating, hunting and gathering (Ainsworth,1898). As such, Kimana offered an excellent 

area of ethno archaeological study due to ecological factors which offers opportunity for 

diversified food production.  

The study was interested in understanding the relationship between having food and a being in a  

prestigious position in terms of livestock. I had a keen interest on the returns of livestock keeping  

as compared to other subsistence options in the region. In the ethnographic observation, I was able 

to assess’ the rationale behind keeping livestock by those households who had other forms of 

subsistence strategies. This was crucial in correlating with available literature which either  

emphasizes livestock rearing as a source of food or prestige. I also carried an ethnographic study 

of the Maasai with the aim of understanding contemporary subsistence patterns. This was in line 
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with the main argument by Robertshaw and Marshalls (1990) who indicated that the Maasai 

culture resembles that of PN communities of Ngamuriak. The Maasai community way of life, 

therefore, plays a major role in interpreting cultural materials left behind by PN community of 

Ngamuriak. 

Additionally, the ethnographic study of the Maasai community was crucial in understanding why  

certain food products which are utilized by pastoralists’ communities are difficult to be identified  

in the settlements. It also helped in understanding butchery, consumption and subsequent disposal 

of bones which was important in explaining why there was a high frequency of individual bones 

in the sites as compared to others. The Maasai strategy of livestock and utilization was also crucial 

in understanding domestic animals’ utilization of the above PN sites. Lastly, the usage of tools 

especially for the smashing of bone marrow was observed, and I tried to correlate it with tools 

which were discovered in PN sites. 

At the beginning, it became apparent that we could not sorely reconstruct traditional dietary  

patterns of Maasai of Kimana area using ethnographic study because their diet has significantly  

been influenced by other factors. For instance, they consume a lot of food which are foreign  

compared to their traditional modes of diets. However, these foods were insightful in  

understanding subsistence change among the Maasai community in the last few decades. However, 

throughout this article, I emphasize the use of ethnographic data to contextualize acquisition, 

preparation, consumption and disposal of food materials in the current Maasai community and PN 

communities of Ngamuriak. As such, my study concentrated on major subsistence strategies of 

households that identified themselves are relying heavily on livestock as their primary subsistence 

strategies. The questions surrounded utilization of livestock products namely: Milk, blood and 

meat. More emphasis on their livestock rearing strategies including culling age, herd composition 

and rationale behind slaughtering. More inquiry concerned their slaughtering techniques, 

consumption and disposal of bone around homestead.  

 

In order to supplement the ethnographic data, archival data was evaluated in order to understand 

the historical data concerning the subsistence patterns of the Maasai. The documents were drawn 

from explorers, missionaries and colonial administrators who had started traveling into Maasailand 

from the 1840s onwards. As such, these documented comprised of the first ethnographic study of 
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the Maasai just before the onset of colonialism. The documents provides evidence of subsistence 

patterns of the Maasai during 1880s natural calamities as well as their interaction with other 

communities such as Luo, Kamba, Agikuyu, and Meru. Additionally, the materials also contained 

information about long distance Swahili traders, colonial documents policies on land which 

affected Maasai traditional subsistence patterns and the colonial government document that covers 

weather reports on Maasai Land as well as policies which were formulated to tackle environmental 

degradation.  We also used works by Ainsworth (1898) who covers how community mitigated 

epidemics in the 1890s as well various trades and exchanges between the Maasai and their 

neighbors. Jacobs (1965) analyzed the way of life of Maasai and how they were adapted to their 

environment. Spencer (1965) works on how an individual accumulates livestock in his life as well 

as ties which were made through livestock sharing. The supplementation of our ethnographic study 

of the community with other previous studies was important in term of maximizing objectivity of 

our data collection and subsequent interpretation.  

 

Subsistence patterns  

 

Just like any other community, the Masaai had means/strategies which helped them to satisfy their 

basic needs for survival. Pastoralism strategy among the Maasai is a subsistence pattern in which 

they make their living by tending herds of large and small animals mainly cattle, sheep and goat. 

They heard cattle mainly for milk and the smaller stalk for meat, accumulation of wealth and other 

social functions. Substantially, pastoralists are people who depend on livestock for their 

subsistence (Dyson-1982; Homewood& Coast, 2004). In most cases, pastoralists’ communities 

occupy arid and semi-arid areas like Kimana and rely on mobility as their major strategy of dealing 

with climate variability (Dyson-Hudson&Dyson-Hudson, 1980). The rearing of livestock as a form 

of subsistence strategy can be traced between 10000-7000 BP (Flannery, 1968; Holl, 1998a; 

Wendorf& Child, 1998; Gonzalez, 2000- a response to environmental change (Flannery, 1968; 

Close, 1995). 

There was a general consensus among the people interviewed about the importance of milk in the 

Maasai diet. The elderly people interviewed talked with nostalgia about times when their ancestors 

never consumed tea which has become a common ingredient of their diet currently. However, milk 
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is not currently a primary source of their food and it may seem like an ideal form of their food 

rather than their actual diet. In looking at the calories requirement for humans an adult would 

require around 3.5 liters of milk per day, and that is not possible considering Maasai livestock less 

than that, and it is even worse during the dry season (Dahl& Hjor, 1976). During the visits at 

Kimana, we spent time examining the households that are claimed to have been inhabited by the 

pastoralists. We noticed that there were only a few cattle around with some claiming that majority 

of their livestock were grazing in Chyulu Hills, Kilimanjaro among other places. This means that 

the livestock are technically away from the homestead hence their milk is not available on a daily 

basis. 

However, ceremonies trigger the slaughtering of the animals, especially during circumcision and  

graduation. We were lucky to be invited to a graduation ceremony where a heifer and three goats  

were slaughtered for the ceremony. We noted that the slaughtering was done almost one kilometer 

way from the homestead where some of the meat was roasted and eaten while some were boiled 

in combination with herbs. Notably, the meat was eaten without much breaking of the bones with 

individuals having big chunks of meat with little effort to break the bones or crush it for the bone 

marrow. The usage of herbs as medicine for treating and preventing diseases as well as improving 

physical strength was observed. During ceremonies, people came from all corners of Kimana, with 

invitation and attendance being open for all. Visitors stayed for several days which prompted the 

household to slaughter two more goats during the third day for the visitors who were still around. 

Slaughtering of animals, particularly the small herds may also be done in order for a sick person 

to take soup; it is believed that it made sick people stronger. We were informed of instances where 

a cow is slaughtered for a woman who is having miscarriages as a way to cleanse her. In such an 

instance, the bones are scattered in the livestock pen since cattle are considered sacred within the 

culture. 

East African pastoralists’ communities are the only pastoral groups known to breed healthy 

animals so as to obtain blood (Grillo, 2012). In most cases, blood is mixed with other food stuff 

such as milk as well as herbs. However, among the Maasai, blood is not a very important  

component of food as compared to milk and meat. In most cases, it is consumed during ceremonies 

when it is a mixture with milk and sometimes boiled until it turns black. I was informed that 

Moran’s take it when it raw in most cases especially when they are in the  
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wild. In the slaughtering times, we observed some instances where it was taken raw as well as 

being boiled together with herbs. However, in the past blood and meat were consumed more in the 

dry periods when milk was in low supply. Pastoralism will continue for the near because it is 

generally an efficient, low energy requiring subsistence base for semi-arid regions.  During the 

20th century, however, the colonial and independent governments tried force the Maasai and other 

pastoralists to stop their migrations and to reduce the size of their herds in order to prevent over-

grazing.  These efforts were resisted.  Large herds were/are usually seen by them as symbols of 

wealth and as security against unpredictable climates and periodic epidemics among their animals. 

Westernization and interaction with other communities have forced the Maasai to adapt other 

subsistence mechanisms involving crop farming, trading and even formal employment. 

Activity area: Maasai Homestead 

The Maasai homestead is imperative because most of their foods are consumed at the homestead  

area. The waste which is sometimes recorded in archaeological data tends to be concentrated 

around the homestead area. This does not mean they don’t consume wild fruits or slaughter some  

of the animals in the wild, but these slaughtering sites are sometimes not geographical specific  

hence making it impossible to leave any archaeological sites. In ethnographic observation of the  

Maasai, it shows they consume leaves, fruits and other vegetation . This was comfrmed by 

informmants who have wide knowledge of wild plant resources. The locality of the settlement has 

two settlements which are emparnato occupied during the wet season and enkaron occupied 

during the dry times. The enkaron is occupied for short period which means it is hard to have much 

of archaeological data after it is abandoned. The Maasai community, therefore, applies localized 

mobility where they move from lowland and highlands depending on climatic conditions. On the 

dry season they move to the highlands where the pasture is still green as well disease infections 

are minimal (Coast,2000).  

 

The animals’ enclosures are usually at the center of the homestead for security purposes. This  

makes it easier to defend animals from raiders and wild animals. The fence is usually made of  

thorns which also act as a shield of animals from raiders and wild animals. The cattle enclosure is 

usually at the center of the homestead while for small stocks on the sides of cattle enclosure. The 

number of houses depends on how many wives a man has. In some cases, he also lives with his 
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mother in the homestead if the father is deceased. In a normal homestead, there are several families 

who share labor as well defending their animals from raiders and other dangers. However, each 

family is usually independent in making its subsistence choices. The tree shade is a very important 

place within the homestead locality . It is where herd management decisions are made by men. 

Notably, under the tree shade too, men spend their time making tools for herding and other 

activities (Spear, 1993).The goat's enclosure are also constructed among the Maasai community. 

The enclosure (olale) is usually made by branches which are a common way of fencing by the 

Maasai community. However due to diversity the same enclosures are also made for crop farms to 

keep off livestock 

 

The homestead is therefore occupied by members of the family though the number of individuals  

varies due to various factors (Coast,2000). The actual number of individuals in the homestead 

depends on the economic power status of the owner. If the owner is wealthy, it means that he has 

a lot of livestock and the number of individuals will be large due to labor requirements. Secondly, 

on the dry season, a seasonal camp is usually set away from the homestead with two or more 

families making one camp. A homestead is normally abandoned after a period due to the 

accumulation of dung, conflicts between family members or some deaths which the community 

may conclude the place is haunted (Homewood, 2008).he choice of where these pastoralists settle 

is mainly influenced by the needs of their livestock. Generally, they choose places where they can 

settle all around the year and such a place is known as which as ‘enkang.' However, there are also 

other settlements which are temporary to the community such as meat eating areas, seasonal 

livestock camps and warrior camping sites. In most cases, the homesteads or enkang usually 

consist of several polygamous extended families so that they can share labor (Jacobs, 1965).  

 

They share herding labor although each household makes its own decision concerning their  

subsistence. Most families’ cattle range between thirty to over three hundred depending on the size 

of their land as well as other factors. The homesteads are made in a circular way and thorns where 

animal enclosures are set at the center to protect animals from predators. An enkang can last 

between four to twenty years depending on the factors such as climate. This means that if the area 

is conducive in terms of pasture and other livestock requirements, it can be settled for a longer 

period. In that case, there will be an accumulation of cultural materials. In the interpretation of 
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Ngamuriak would seem that the community settled for a relatively long time due to the abundance 

of cultural materials.Each household has a gate leading to the cowives and they are essentially 

arranged according to their seniority. The first wife is on the right side, and other wives follow. A 

man usually has his own house while a woman shares hers with children and young goats and 

sheep. These houses are made of a wood frame, mud and dung with a hearth as the most central 

feature in a woman house. This where food is cooked and distributed. Women activities are most 

times done around her household. 

 

On the other hand, men have places outside the enkang maybe under a tree where herding  

decisions, repairing of tools, politics and playing games are often done. In understanding Maasai  

subsistence patterns women play a primary role as they are responsible for the preparation of food 

within the homestead. The disposal of livestock bones among the Maasai community is usually 

dictated by their cultural practices. The disposal of the bones is determined by the reason behind 

the slaughtering of the animal which is usually done during certain rituals. For example, when 

cleansing a woman who has habitual miscarriages the cow is slaughtered within the homestead 

and bones thrown into cattle pen. In the above scenario, it would appear that Maasai homesteads 

coupled with those of PN communities will have a high percentage of domestic fauna. This does 

not mean that they were subsisting entirely on animal products but rather consuming domestic 

fauna within their homesteads during ceremonies. The importance of ceremonies in the 

domestication of animals has been captured by Hildebrand and Marshall (2002) who contends that 

religious activities might have been a major reason for domestication of animals in Africa. 

 

Secondly, all animals slaughtered during ceremonies are usually roasted and consumed within the 

homestead. Notably, the above cultural practices coincide with that found in Ngamuriak where 

most bones found in the sites had been charred suggesting some were roasted. This could also 

explain why in most excavated pastoral sites in East Africa there is a high percentage of domestic 

fauna. The importance of livestock for such ceremonies would mean that they were likely to be 

slaughtered near homesteads. Hence their remains will obviously be reflected in the archaeological 

record. In the case of the Maasai, they view cattle as pure and hence its importance in cleansing 

people who may be haunted by evil spirits 

Application of ethnographic observation to archaeological collection in Ngamuriak  
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The site of Ngamuriak has a rich composition of domestic fauna. However, some of the bones  

were more present on the location as compared to the others. This could be attributed to several  

factors. First, the butchery techniques which from Maasai ethnographic observation shows there  

are usually designated areas for slaughtering animals outside the homestead. In the butchering  

camps, some parts of the animals are consumed immediately, and the remains discarded at the  

slaughtering point. The above cultural practice might be the reason for the high frequency of  

individual bones as compared to others. In most occasions, the butchering of animals is done by  

young men on outskirts of the homestead. In some other occasions, the stocks which die within  

the homestead are skinned by women if they are deemed safe for consumption). In other cases,  

they are thrown outside the homestead and scavenged by wild animals and dogs. The slaughtering 

of the animal follows certain cultural procedures.  

 

The community does not consume brain and spinal cord which is removed on the slaughtering  

spot. This means if the bones are not scavenged they can be readily detectable in an archaeological 

data. Others such as dentition, mandibles and maxillae are frequently taken back to the homestead 

for soup. Secondly, one side of rib and sometimes one front limb are always roasted and consumed 

on the site, and men throw the bones within the vicinity However, dogs may play a role of 

scattering bones further from the butchering site. In the above observation of the Maasai, it means 

that only a fraction of bones may be found in the settlement. Secondly, some parts of the bones 

which are large and hard tend to be preserved well as compared to others. This is due to the fact 

that they can withstand some processes which cause decay or decomposition of some bones at a 

faster rate as compared to the others. That is why some bones were much probably conspicuous as 

compared to others. Lastly, butchering techniques also play a major role in what will be read in 

the archaeological data. In some cases, some bones are smashed for their bone marrow which 

means that even the hard bones may be smashed into smaller parts.  

 

In the case of Ngamuriak, over seventy percent of the bones could not be identified. This could be 

attributed to the practice of smashing of bones to get bones marrow which is supported by the  

ethnographic observation of the Maasai. Secondly, the smashing of bones into tiny bones like that 

observed in the site of Ngamuriak could also be attributed to food constraints by the community. 
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When there are food restrictions people smash more bones in the process of extracting as much 

marrow and meat as they can. With food constraints, it has been historically documented that 

pastoralists will result into other modes of subsistence such as agriculture, fishing, hunting and 

gathering. 

 

Cattle Herding Management in Ngamuriak In this study, herd management strategies of the 

Ngamuriak were analyzed with the aim of establishing patterns of herd growth and subsequent 

utilization. The ages of cattle found in Ngamuriak were dated using epiphyseal fusion technique. 

The results showed that more than half of the animals died between the age of 3 to 4 years while 

the rest in adulthood. In terms of cattle found on the site at least 38.5 percent lived in first third, 

53.3 on the second span and 7.7 in the last span of life (Robertshaw& Marshall, 1991).  

From the herd distribution of the above site of Ngamuriak, it is evident that they kept livestock for 

milk rather than meat. The animals that were slaughtered at a young adult age below were probably 

bulls. This was probably done to minimize competition for forage as well as labor requirements in 

herding. The above age of death is similar to the Maasai pattern of slaughtering animals which 

have surpassed their production age in terms of milk. The bulls will also be generally slaughtered 

at the expense of cattle because of the latter provision of milk which is a primary food source for 

the pastoralists (Dahl &Hjort, 1976). 

 

The ethnographic study of herd composition in the study area shows that there is a large number 

of cows as compared to bulls. In a herd that is primarily for milk production, bulls are largely used 

for reproduction as compared to cows which are needed for milk. In several  

households with less than twenty cattle, the bulls were at most two. In present times the bulls are  

generally castrated, fattened and sold when they reach maturity. This strategy is in line with age  

distribution in the site of Ngamuriak which demonstrates herd growth as the primary goal of  

livestock rearing rather than for consumption. On the other hand, the caprines were mainly kept 

for meat and blood rather than milk as shown from the table above). This can be attributed to the 

fact that there is a fair distribution in terms of when they were slaughtered. However, the majority 

of the caprines were also slaughtered when they reached maturity as shown from the archaeological 

evidence of the above site. The reason why they were slaughtered at maturity although they don’t 

provide milk can be attributed to the pastoralists’ strategy of not slaughtering their animals unless 
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is extremely necessary. The above data, therefore, shows a community which had minimal reliance 

on domestics’ meat for their survival hence possibility of them having other modes of subsistence.  

 

The interpretation shows that Ngamuriak pastoral Neolithic community’s primary goal was herd 

growth while meat consumption played a secondary role. In this setting the strategy is always 

geared towards increasing livestock as much as you can in anticipation of drought or other natural 

calamities (McCabe, 2004). In the above strategy, the bulls were kept to maturity while cows will 

only be slaughtered at a relatively old age when their milk production and calving rate has reduced 

drastically. If the primary goal is herd growth, then slaughtering of animals is kept to the minimal. 

The above strategy, therefore, involves subsisting on other modes of production when the 

environment allows. In the case of Ngamuriak, they might have relied on hunting as well as the 

opportunistic gathering of fruits as well as wild vegetables. The above two practices have been 

observed ethnographically among the Maasai as a mode of diversification. 

 

The existence of cut marks can be explained by various possibilities including preparation methods 

and the number of people who consumed the animal. The preparation method such as boiling 

requires the meat especially of cattle to be cut into smaller pieces which can fit in pots. On the 

other hand, it is easier to boil Caprines meat without cutting it into smaller pieces since they are 

small in nature. Secondly, the Caprines are roasted in large pieces hence less cut marks as 

compared to cattle. Lastly, it is common for Caprines to be eaten by few people hence the meat is 

not cut into smaller pieces. This habit is very common among the Moran’s where in some instances 

a whole goat is eaten by two or one person in the wild. From the above observation there is an 

impala which was recovered from the site of Ngamuriak and that had a considerable number of 

cut marks. The fact that it has a lot of cut marks and its small in nature means it was subdivided 

into many small parts. The above evidence shows some subsistence constraints due to many 

subdivision of meat. Secondly, the fact that it was eaten in the homestead shows that the 

community of Ngamuriak also subsisted on wild fauna.  

 

The above has also been historically documented among the Maasai communities in 1880s and 

1890s after the rinderpest outbreak. In that period some of the people subsisted on wild fauna after 

their livestock were wiped out by diseases and drought (Ainsworth, 1898). This evidence is 
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supported by ethnographic data of the Maasai where during the epizootic period it was difficult to 

rely on livestock. Secondly, lack of substantial remains of wild fauna in Ngamuriak site does not 

necessary mean that they did not rely heavily on wild animals. However, there is a high possibility 

that the animals were eaten away from the settlement. This could be attributed to some cultural 

practices which may discourage consumption of wild animals. For example, in the Maasai culture 

those who consume wild animals are depicted as lazy and are not respected in the community. 

However, some will consume the wild animal away from the homestead in order to avoid social 

backlash. The above practice has also been observed among the Moran who are not supposed to 

consume non livestock products but they do it away from the people.  

 

Secondly, it could mean that the population of the site was higher as compared to the livestock  

numbers. This scenario could have made it difficult for the community to subsist on livestock  

products only due to their high population. This argument is supported by Dahl &Hjort (1976)  

study which showed it would require a minimum of 100 cattle for a household of six members to  

entirely subsist on livestock products during the wet period. Currently, interesting debates in 

archaeology about the significance of grindstones persist especially those found in pastoral 

Neolithic sites. For example, some scholars have argued that presence of grindstone in Hyrax hill 

is an indication of seed collection and possibly domestication. (Grillo, 2012). On the other hand 

Robertshaw and Collets (1983) contends that presence of few grinding stones in Narosura and 

Crescent islands which are pastoral Neolithic sites could be attributed to processing of cultivated 

cereals. However, no paleoethnobatanical evidence of domestication of indigenous plants that has 

been discovered in the above two sites. The lack of domesticated plants does not necessary mean 

that plants were not utilized. In many parts of Africa pastoralists are known to practice 

opportunistic harvesting as they move from one area to another (Harlan.etl, 1976; Haaland, 1995). 

In the case of opportunistic harvests, the plants do not acquire domestication morphology, which 

can be recorded in archaeological data since they grow by chance without human manipulations 

(Hassan, 1986; Harris &Hilman, 1989). As al humans are dynamic, the Maasais have continued to 

diversify their subsistence through other means as table 3 below depicts. 

 

Table 3: Subsistence Practices during the period of ethnographic research 
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Primary Economic Activity Percentage  

Undiversified pastoralists  20% (n-10) 

Undiversified mixed farmers 40% (n-10) 

Undiversified traders 80 % (n-10) 

Undiversified agriculturalists  10% (n-10) 

 

n-total number of respondents 

 

 

The presence of grinding stones is therefore a strong indicator of plant utilization in the site of  

Ngamuriak especially wild floral. These plants may have been collected in the wild and they grew 

by chance hence lack of evidence of domestication. The possibility of some being taken to the 

camp is very high considering that most of pastoral communities have a wide variety of plants they 

consume. The Maasai also go collecting fruits and other wild plants which they consume raw as 

they herd. The intake of these foods cannot be underestimated considering that some depend on it 

from morning to evening hence a considerable part of their daily food intakes. The Maasai are 

known to have used the grinding stones in the past and present. They use grinding stones for 

activities such as processing certain plants medicines and tobacco snuffs which they sell in the 

market. 

 

Conclusion  

This paper sought to explore subsistence patterns of Ngamuriak pastoral Neolithic site through an 

ethnoarchaeological study of contemporary Maasai community. The usage of Maasai in the 

interpretation of Ngamuriak community was informed by the understanding that some of their 

subsistence strategies are useful in making inferences about past pastoral Neolithic societies. 

Maasai community challenges such as environmental variation, diseases, and anthropogenic 

problems also influenced pastoral Neolithic communities. As such, some of Ngamuriak 

subsistence strategies are also employed by Maasai community to mitigate natural and 

anthropogenic challenges. These strategies include herd composition, herd growth as well as 

rationale behind culling cattle and caprines. Furthermore, the usage of wild animals by the Maasai 
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was also used to make inferences and analogies about wild faunal in Ngamuriak. Key findings 

indicate that the Maasai ethnoarchaeological evidence is insightful in exploring Ngamuriak 

subsistence strategies.  

The Maasai consumption behavior was examined in relation to presence of certain food remains 

in homesteads and inferences made based on presence and absence of certain food remains in 

Ngamuriak archaeological site.  The implication is that reconstruction of subsistence patterns of 

pastoral Neolithic communities using materials remains is inadequate due to over generalization 

of acquisition, processing, consumption and disposal of food remains. Furthermore, the ideology 

of Maasai community was observed to have implication of consumption of certain foods and 

ultimately archaeological record which was crucial in making inferences concerning Ngamuriak 

subsistence patterns. Based on the above observations and presence of certain materials such as 

grinding stones indicates diversified subsistence strategies. Therefore, this article argues that 

evidence of grinding stones is indicative of possible opportunistic or planned harvest of wild plants 

resources especially millet and sorghum which are native to East Africa region. The above 

assumptions of diversified economy at Ngamuriak is backed by archaeological evidence which 

shows that the Site was occupied for a long time, an unlikely if the community relied solely on 

pastoralism which heavily relies on mobility as main adaptation strategy. Thus, this study calls for 

rethinking of the overreliance on material evidence in reconstruction of pastoral Neolithic 

communities’ subsistence strategies.   
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