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Pastoral livelihoods are currently changing in Kenya. Economic, societal and environmental development of the country has led to 
increased standard of living and demand of livestock products in the markets. The rising demand to contribute to food production 
puts pressure on pastoralist production, while keeping livestock is becoming more challenging due to changes in land use, 
commercialisation and climate change. Pastoralists are at crossroads, in which they should adapt to the mentioned changes 
through options such as sedentarisation and livelihood diversification while taking gender into account. Pastoralists are relatively 
vulnerable due to being a socially marginalized group in Kenya and several development actors are now focusing their projects on 
pastoralists in order to support them in adaptation. However, Mausch et al. (2021) have argued that development projects often 
neglect the needs of the target group. Including the target group’s opinions and aspirations to project objectives can lead to more 
inclusive and sustainable outcomes. ESSA - Earth observation and environmental sensing for climate-smart sustainable 
agropastoral ecosystem transformation in East Africa is an example of a development project which could benefit from 
acknowledging target group’s aspirations.  
 
Within the systemic change of pastoralism it is crucial to look more deeply at separate pastoral communities. Pastoralism is 
connected to environment, culture and history which vary between locations, thus they cannot be categorised as a homogeneous 
group. However, most pastoral communities share the traditional labour division between women and men. In patriarchal pastoral 
communities women have traditionally been responsible for work labelled as reproduction. Pastoral women have not had the same 
opportunities in life or representation in society as pastoral men or women in urban areas which puts them in a doubly 
marginalised position. In this study I combine mapping livelihood aspirations of women and exploring womanhood in the context of 
pastoralism. The choice to focus on pastoral women’s livelihood aspirations is influenced by the field of feminist geography, the 
lack of information on pastoral womanhood, the ESSA project and my personal interest towards strengthening the position of 
women in Global South.  
 
The aim of this research is to explore livelihood aspirations of six pastoral Maasai women in Taveta Sub-County, Kenya. 
Additionally, I am searching for possible connections between the aspirations and the women’s current positions and roles. This 
research also contributes to the ESSA project by providing information on pastoral womanhood and women’s opinions towards 
beekeeping, because ESSA’s women-related objectives include livelihood diversification through beekeeping. Feminist geography 
materialises through aims to broaden the understanding of lives of women, who have traditionally not gained attention in science. 
This work also includes extensive self-reflection of my position as the researcher, which is instrumental in feminist geography. The 
research material was collected through fieldwork which took place in six households close to Salaita Hill and Lake Jipe. The 
research methods were participative observation and semi-structured interviews which were executed with the support of two 
translators. The research material consists of field diary, in which I report what I observed, interview transcriptions and ESSA’s 
project paper. 
 
In this research I represented the women’s future livelihood aspirations as the women expressed them, and analysed the type of 
aspirations. The women wanted to continue pastoralism, although most of them were also interested in diversifying their livelihoods 
to farming, business and casual labour. The women knew relatively little about beekeeping, and the main message from the 
interviews was that these Maasai women are afraid of bees. Thus, they were not interested in beekeeping as livelihood. From the 
field diary and interview transcriptions I interpreted that there were connections between the livelihood aspirations, pastoral culture 
and its patriarchal characteristics, which determine women’s thoughts. Additionally, it seemed that casual work and lack of 
education might affect the livelihood aspirations. However, the conclusions of this research are not objective because they are 
interpretations affected by my subjective positionality as the researcher.  
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Tiivistelmä  
 
Paimentolaisuus on käymässä läpi kokonaisvaltaista muutosta Keniassa. Maan taloudellinen, yhteiskunnallinen ja ympäristöön 
liittyvä kehitys on johtanut elintason nousuun ja eläinperäisten tuotteiden kysynnän kasvuun. Paimentolaisiin kohdistuu kasvava 
paine osallistua elintarviketuotantoon samalla kun karjan ylläpito on entistä haastavampaa maankäytön muutosten, 
kaupallistumisen sekä ilmastonmuutoksen vuoksi. Paimentolaiset ovat tienhaarassa, jossa heidän tulee sopeutua mainittuihin 
muutoksiin eri vaihtoehtojen, kuten liikkuvuuden vähentämisen ja elinkeinojen monipuolistamisen kautta sukupuolikysymykset 
huomioiden. Paimentolaiset ovat Keniassa suhteellisen haavoittuvassa asemassa, koska he ovat yhteiskunnallisesti 
marginalisoituja. Useat kehitystoimijat keskittyvätkin hankkeissaan nyt paimentolaisiin tukeakseen heitä sopeutumisessa. Mausch 
ym. (2021) kuitenkin sanovat, että kehityshankkeet laiminlyövät usein kohderyhmän tarpeita, vaikka kohderyhmän mielipiteiden ja 
pyrkimysten sisällyttäminen hankkeen tavoitteisiin voisi johtaa osallistavampiin ja kestävämpiin tuloksiin. ESSA - Earth observation 
and environmental sensing for climate-smart sustainable agropastoral ecosystem transformation in East Africa on esimerkki 
kehityshankkeesta, jonka onnistumista kohderyhmän toiveiden huomioiminen voisi tukea.  
 
Paimentolaisuuden muuttuessa on tärkeää tarkastella syvällisemmin yksittäisiä paimentolaisyhteisöjä. Paimentolaisuus liittyy 
ympäristöön, kulttuuriin ja historiaan, jotka vaihtelevat alueellisesti, joten paimentolaisia ei voida luokitella homogeeniseksi 
ryhmäksi. Useimmille paimentolaisyhteisöille on kuitenkin yhteistä perinteinen työnjako naisten ja miesten välillä. Patriarkaalisissa 
paimentolaisyhteisöissä naiset ovat perinteisesti olleet vastuussa reproduktioksi luokitellusta työstä. Paimentolaisnaiset eivät ole 
saaneet samoja mahdollisuuksia tai representaatiota yhteiskunnassa kuin paimentolaismiehet tai kaupunkialueilla asuvat naiset, 
mikä asettaa heidät entistä marginalisoidumpaan asemaan. Tässä tutkimuksessa yhdistän pyrkimykset kartoittaa naisten 
elinkeinotoiveita ja kuvata naiseutta paimentolaiskontekstissa. Päätökseeni keskittyä paimentolaisnaisten elinkeinotoiveisiin 
vaikuttaa feministisen maantieteen ala, aiheeseen liittyvän tiedon puute, ESSA-projekti ja henkilökohtainen kiinnostukseni naisten 
aseman vahvistamiseen globaalissa etelässä. 
 
Tämän tutkimuksen tavoitteena on selvittää kuuden paimentolaisen Maasai-naisen elinkeinotoiveita Tavetassa, Keniassa. Lisäksi 
etsin mahdollisia yhteyksiä toiveiden ja naisten nykyisten asemien ja roolien välillä. Tämä tutkimus linkittyy myös ESSA-projektiin 
tuottamalla tietoa paimentolaisnaiseudesta ja naisten mielipiteistä mehiläishoitoon liittyen, sillä ESSA:n naisiin liittyvät tavoitteet 
koskevat toimeentulon monipuolistamista mehiläishoidon avulla. Feministinen maantiede ilmentyy pyrkimyksillä laajentaa käsitystä 
sellaisten naisten elämästä, jotka eivät perinteisesti ole saaneet huomiota tieteessä. Tämä työ sisältää myös laajaa pohdintaa 
asemastani tutkijana, mikä on keskeistä feministisessä maantieteessä. Tutkimusaineisto kerättiin kenttätyönä, joka toteutettiin 
kuudessa kotitaloudessa lähellä Salaita-kukkulaa ja Jipe-järveä. Tutkimusmenetelminä olivat osallistava havainnointi ja 
puolistrukturoidut haastattelut, jotka tehtiin kahden kääntäjän tuella. Tutkimusmateriaali koostuu kenttäpäiväkirjasta, jossa 
raportoin havainnoinnistani, haastattelutranskriptioista ja ESSA:n projektipaperista. 
 
Tässä tutkimuksessa olen esittänyt naisten tulevaisuuden elinkeinotoiveita ja analysoinut toiveiden tyyppejä. Naiset halusivat 
jatkaa paimentolaisuutta, vaikka suurin osa heistä oli myös kiinnostunut monipuolistamaan elinkeinojaan maanviljelyyn, 
kaupankäyntiin ja satunnaiseen työhön. Naiset tiesivät mehiläishoidosta suhteellisen vähän ja haastattelujen keskeisin viesti oli, 
että nämä Maasai-naiset pelkäävät mehiläisiä. He eivät olleet kiinnostuneita mehiläishoidosta elinkeinona. Kenttäpäiväkirjasta ja 
haastattelutranskriptioista tulkitsin, että elinkeinotoiveiden, paimentolaiskulttuurin ja sen patriarkaalisten ominaisuuksien välillä oli 
yhteyksiä, jotka määrittävät naisten ajatuksia. Lisäksi näytti siltä, että satunnainen työ viljelyksillä ja koulutuksen puute voisivat 
vaikuttaa elinkeinotoiveisiin. Tämän tutkimuksen johtopäätökset eivät kuitenkaan ole objektiivisia, koska asemani länsimaisena 
naistutkijana vaikuttaa vahvasti tekemiini tulkintoihin. 
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1. Introduction 

The world is full of binaries which create barriers and represents one and the other. 

Women/men, Global North/Global South and rural/urban are just examples of how the 

world is often categorized. While it depends on the interpreter, the categories often 

include values and one is seen as superior to the other. All of these mentioned binaries 

are connected to pastoral women in Kenya and in this master’s thesis I am exploring 

what they want from their futures. The choice to focus on pastoral women stems from 

wanting to use my privileged position to broaden and mainstream the discussion about 

womanhood and highlight their agency. Even a bit of new knowledge can change how 

we see the world within our social bubbles and help us understand some global 

interlinkages. Although it is problematic to recreate the said binaries by using them 

myself, I think that without talking about them no change will happen. It is crucial to 

understand the different levels of inequality and what positions we have in the 

discourse especially now, when megatrends such as climate change create new 

inequalities among people who have already been seen as the other. 

Pastoralists in Kenya are facing challenges due to climate change, land privatization 

and commodification of livestock practices. The livelihood of millions of people has 

been persisting in the margins of the society, trying to respond to the increased 

demands of livestock products in the food markets for decades. Now, even more 

pressure is put on pastoral food production when extreme droughts and the war 

resulted from Russia’s invasion of Ukraine are affecting the food security of the area. 

Many development projects are increasingly aiming to support pastoralists in 

adaptation and secure the future of the livelihood. The policy and practice of rural 

development often forget to include the pastoralists’ opinions on the project objectives, 

and when those are asked, they are usually men’s. This leaves pastoral women and 

their hopes and needs to the background of the discussion about the future and 

sustainability of pastoralism.  

There are as many ways to practice pastoralism as there are pastoralist communities, 

and the success of supporting them through policies and projects depends on knowing 

the local reality. In this study the focus is on Maasai pastoralists in Taveta Sub-County, 

Kenya. The roles and duties in the communities are highly gendered, and I am 

concentrating on pastoral women. The systemic change of pastoralism has been 
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realised quite broadly, but much of the research has ignored the gendered impacts of 

it (Wangui, 2008). Thus, there is need to focus on broadening the knowledge about 

women, who play a crucial role in pastoral societies and have carried the responsibility 

and burden of countless oppressed roles. Ignoring the opinions of women is the same 

as ignoring the opinions of 50% of people.  

There is a knowledge gap in the understanding of pastoral futures, because women 

tend to be the drivers for development in rural communities (Gibbens & Schoeman, 

2019). Mausch et al. (2021) argue, that knowing people’s aspirations is the key to 

successful and inclusive development. Therefore, I try to participate in the discussion 

of pastoral women’s futures by providing new empirical information on women’s roles 

and aspirations for the Earth observation and environmental sensing for climate-smart 

sustainable agropastoral ecosystem transformation in East Africa - ESSA project. 

Exploring women’s opinions increases possibilities to achieve inclusive development 

with stronger ownership. This research complements feminist aims to give more space 

and recognition to everyday spaces and experiences of women in marginalized 

communities (Nast, 1994). The aspirations are driven by individual characteristics, and 

with the small sample of research participants the different thoughts can be explored 

in depth.  

The objectives of this research are twofold. The aim is to explore the aspirations of 

pastoral women in order to broaden the conception of womanhood through participant 

observation and semi-structured interviews. In addition, I will contribute to the ESSA 

project through the collected information by comparing if ESSA’s objectives on 

empowering women would be suitable for this certain pastoral community in Taveta. 

The research questions consist of two main question and they each have one supportive 

sub-question: 

          1. What are the aspired future livelihoods of the six pastoral women? 

                    1.1 How being a Maasai pastoralist might affect the aspirations? 

          2. Are the livelihood aspirations of the pastoral women similar to ESSA         

    project’s women-related objectives? 

                    2.1 Could ESSA project be implemented in Taveta Sub-County? 
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The thesis starts form sketching the larger framework of the change in pastoralism and 

development projects. For understanding the research focus it is crucial to describe the 

influencing factors around it (Scoones, 2009). I will then proceed to representation of 

the local research context in order to connect the pastoral change to the research 

location. To provide clearer understanding of the concepts of aspirations and pastoral 

womanhood, I will go over former research about these topics in chapter 3. Because 

this research is done in global south, I have thoroughly examined and reflected my 

position, actions, method choices and limitations from feminist point of view. The 

discussion part of this research represents what the women aspired for their futures 

and how their current lives are connected to their thoughts. Lastly, I analyse whether 

women’s aspirations and ESSA project’s objectives are in line with each other and 

dive deeper into if ESSA could be implemented in the research area. 

1.1 Pastoralism: traditional livelihood under systemic change  

Pastoralism is a traditional livelihood which bases on taking care of livestock and 

collecting revenues from livestock products. Pastoralism is not only a livelihood for 

Kenyan people, but it is practiced in varying ways around the globe. The livestock 

usually consists of cattle, sheep, goats and camels. (Catley et al., 2013). In this 

research, I am focusing on Kenyan Maasai pastoralists in Taveta. Most of the 

background information relates to pastoralists over the Horn of Africa, although often 

studies are conducted within a certain tribe and area and for example, women’s 

participation varies widely in different pastoral communities. Pastoral livelihoods 

differ from other livestock keeping practices e.g. agropastoralism by actively 

depending on access to large pastures, water sources, mobility and low population 

density (Onyima, 2019). Pastoral groups are moving in arid and semi-arid areas 

between locations in order to find pasture, but also to flee weather extremes such as 

drought (Scoones, 1995). The meaning of livestock keeping is multifaceted, as the 

livestock traditionally indicates wealth and economic investment as well as produces 

goods for the family.  

In a traditional pastoralist system a household or family is often split, with men 

migrating seasonally with the main herd and the women having a more stationary 

social role as upkeepers of the home compounds, family and animals comprehensively 

(Livingstone & Ruhindi, 2012). In the sense of mobility, Kenyan pastoralism has 
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slowly sedentarised into home compound based practice. Cattle is nowadays usually 

brought home by the Morans (young men herding the livestock) for the night instead 

of being away from home for long periods of time (Catley et al., 2013; Dyer, 2012; 

IFAD, 2020). Women’s positions in pastoral communities should be taken into 

consideration now more than before, because the sedentarisation gives opportunities 

to develop the livelihood for all genders. Pastoralism has offered income and food for 

communities for centuries, but the ongoing systemic change, which has started already 

in colonial times, makes practicing pastoral livelihoods ever more challenging. 

The Republic of Kenya is a fast-developing nation, and it is facing multisectoral 

transformations politically, socially, economically and technologically. However, 

pastoralists are not in the core group of benefitting from these developments, but 

increasingly struggling in accessing resources and social representation. In addition, 

the national demand for livestock products is increasing due to rising income levels 

and the expected doubling of population, which puts pastoralism at a crossroad (Catley 

et al., 2013). From the national point of view, it would be crucial to pay attention to 

pastoralists, because they are a local key actor group full of potential in the food 

security sector. However, pastoralists have been neglected and marginalized in policy 

making from colonial times to this day, for example through building infrastructure 

which causes fragmentation of pastures (Mausch, Harris, & Revilla Diez, 2021a). In 

fact, while pastoralists try to responding to the rising demand of livestock products, 

they themselves are experiencing nutritional vulnerability and displacement due to 

social and environmental reasons such as pasture fragmentation. The opportunities to 

diversify income and secure the wellbeing of the family are not equally divided 

(Devereux & Tibbo, 2013; Ng’ang’a & Crane, 2020). 

The beforementioned reasons describe why the pastoral system is changing. The 

current change is also affected by various reasons such as climate change, 

commercialization and lack of access to land (Brockington, 2001; Ericksen et al., 

2013; Livingstone & Ruhindi, 2012; Ng’ang’a & Crane, 2020; Walker et al., 2021). 

With intensifying climate change, the seasonality of rains is more difficult to predict, 

while high temperatures, droughts and floods create threats to livestock and practicing 

daily chores (Ericksen et al., 2013; Ng’ang’a & Crane, 2020). Climate change affects 

the access to green pastures, but it is also influenced by development in landownership 

management. Increasing registering of nature reserves, expansion of crop cultivation, 
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land privatization and land-grabbing hinder pastoralists’ access to their traditional 

pastures and they must move to less favourable pastures or take a chance of being fined 

when grazing on private-owned land  (Guyo, 2017; Wangui, 2008).  

Pastoralism is also taking steps towards being more market-oriented. It is driven by 

the demand of livestock products and historical push. While commercialization creates 

possibilities to receive more income from the traditionally low-output practice, the 

access to markets is not equal for the pastoralists between communities or genders  

(Dyer, 2012; Livingstone & Ruhindi, 2012; Talle, 1987). Stakeholders, such as 

government officials and development practitioners should improve the market access 

of pastoralists first of all by removing systemic barriers. There is need and demand for 

knowledge about smart and sustainable business among pastoralists as well. 

Pastoralism is also affected by development of education. Traditionally, children have 

been considered as an important work force in pastoral communities, but when they 

spend more time in school, changes in the roles of pastoralists take place. Even though 

education as such is highly beneficial to any community, farming and pastoralism are 

considered less interesting professions among Kenyan youth, now that they are 

exposed to new information in school (Crossland et al., 2021; Dyer, 2012; Verkaart et 

al., 2018). While new technology might still be inaccessible for rural communities, 

pastoral lives are also influenced by information gathered through media. 

As important as it is to take a look at how the systemic change affects pastoralist’s 

roles and positions, Wangui (2008) argues that especially women’s positions have 

been neglected in research about development in pastoralism. Climate change affects 

the availability of water and firewood, commercialization creates a new level of 

gendered marginalization (ibid.), and lack of good quality pastures affect women’s 

income through smaller amounts of milk from the cattle to sell (Talle, 1987). Boys 

cannot help in herding goats and girls are not home to help their mothers in daily 

chores, which affects pastoral women’s daily chores. These are just a few notions of 

pastoral women’s lives at the moment, and they are more thoroughly explored in 

chapter 3.2.1. 
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1.2 Livelihood scenarios for pastoralists 

Pastoralists need to adapt to the forces affecting livestock keeping in order to enable 

sustainable, equal and sufficient pastoralism. Considering its importance to Kenyan 

food security and labour opportunities, the adaptation possibilities and aspirations 

towards livelihoods must be explored from gender perspective to find ways to support 

all. It is important to note, that pastoral livelihoods are changing in complex and non-

linear ways, in which different push and pull factors drive sedentarisation, 

diversification and other adaptation measures across Kenya (Livingstone & Ruhindi, 

2012). Depending on the capacity of the exact individual, household or community, 

the described impacts on pastoralism will cause either continuation of livestock 

keeping with new nuances or shifting livelihood altogether which includes varied 

gendered opportunities.  

Pastoralism does not offer employment at the same magnitude as it has before and if 

pastoralism is not a viable livelihood option to continue with, individuals might choose 

to step out of it completely or partially (Goldsmith, 2013). In agriculture, the push 

factors driving such decision include political, social, weather and resource related 

reasons, whereas employment opportunities, education, escaping inadequate 

infrastructure and access to basic amenities pulls them towards work in other sectors 

(Crossland et al., 2021). The push and pull factors can be similar also in pastoralism. 

There is inequality between genders in this phenomenon, because it is usually the men 

of the household who start working in non-farm sector (Wangui, 2014). The shift from 

farm work to non-farm work is considered to be filled with uncertainties, which 

Crossland et al.’s (2021) found to affect future livelihood options among agricultural 

women and men in Makueni County, Kenya. The men who participated Crossland et 

al.’s (2021) research thought that women are too vulnerable in the unplanned situations 

that might occur when finding work outside home and that was used as an argument 

for leaving women to take care of home and working away.  

Shifting to non-farm work leads to women having more responsibilities at home, thus 

they should gain more space in academic research. It seems that women have been in 

the margins of pastoral research because their efforts within the livelihood are 

traditionally reproduction related, which is not considered valuable in masculinist 

knowledge production (Rose, 1993). Women’s former responsibilities and new roles 

should not be passed in the research of future possibilities for pastoralists because 
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women are the backbone of the pastoral families (Dahl, 1987). The possibilities and 

hopes towards adaptation methods depend on gender in pastoralist households, but 

even the gender level seems to be too general. Every woman has different notions in 

their position within the household, and their opinions and capacities to adapt are 

always individual.  

If the household has capacity to adapt to the upcoming changes, it does not have to 

give up on livestock keeping, but it can utilize new ways of practice which make 

pastoralism profitable again, such as specialization (Livingstone & Ruhindi, 2012). 

Making investments on new mechanisms and increasing the commercialization level 

of livestock keeping is although possible only for pastoralists with good connections 

and financial resources, which they can utilize in order to gain access to pastures and 

water sources. Poorer pastoralists experience barriers and inequality in the access to 

resources and market, and thus they have less possibilities to continue livestock 

keeping. (ibid.) The same applies to pastoral women compared to men, because they 

are generally less wealthy (Brockington, 2001). Another way to adapt to the societal 

changes is to diversify into other livelihood practices which bring income for the 

household and especially women.  

Diversification of livelihoods in pastoralism aims at safer income generating, when the 

main practice, livestock, is unstable. It also offers new labour opportunities for women. 

It means that a household will pursue several income streams instead of one, because 

a sudden shock might result in losing most of yearly revenues for example in the form 

of cattle loss during drought. Diversification is also a tool to adapt to climate change. 

(Mugo et al., 2015). Diversifying for pastoralists can mean taking on agriculture or 

other entrepreneurial activities, like beekeeping. According to Ayana et al. (2021) 

diversification actions are dependent on the education level of household head, 

household’s dependency ratio, irrigation access, credit access and urban linkage. In 

addition, the age and sex of the head of household affect diversification choices, and 

women have been considered to be a crucial group of actors in livelihood 

diversification, because they do not traditionally take part in herding which would take 

sufficient amount if their daily time (Onyalo, 2019).   
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1.3 Development projects supporting pastoralists  

The systemic change of pastoralism is currently on the agenda of many international 

institutions. Several reports have been produced about the situation of pastoralism by 

IFAD (2020), ILRI (2014), FAO (2019) in the recent years. Overall, they agree that 

even though pastoralism is changing, it is still a viable livelihood for large populations 

in the future, but the neglect of pastoralists and the actions which complicate livestock 

keeping should be overturned. Unsustainable land use habits and the lack of targeted 

policies will lead to inconsistent possibilities to practice pastoralism in the future. 

Pastoralists themselves suggest that future policymaking should include scientific data 

but also local and traditional knowledge, and the preparation of policies should include 

non-represented groups such as women and youth (Kitololo et al., 2020). Because 

traditional knowledge is place and gender specific, it is necessary to collect the 

knowledge and thoughts of even small populations and individual peoples. 

Pastoralists have mentioned the need to be supported in climate adaptive practices and 

adopting new technologies but too often development project planners forget to ask 

from the rural populations, what they aspire to do and what they need support with 

(Mausch, Harris, & Revilla Diez, 2021). In that regard, it is fundamental to know the 

reasons driving individuals towards or out of pastoralism because knowing 

household’s aspirations gives more insight on rural development than predicting future 

by looking at the histories of local and non-local areas (Mausch et al., 2018a). In the 

systemic change of pastoralism, they can be better supported through policies and 

development interventions, when project developers and various stakeholders know 

what they want and need.  

Mausch et al.’s (2021) thoughts about inclusivity in the project planning phase are 

crucial when it comes to interest towards pastoralism and urges to support it. They 

argue, that a development project has much better chances to succeed, if the target 

population is welcoming towards the new information and activities, whereas projects 

which are implemented without local consultations are more prone to fail. In 

pastoralism the gender aspect must be acknowledged in the consultations because the 

roles within household vary tremendously and the possibilities to diversify income 

streams in a climate-smart way is strongly connected to gender (Wangui, 2008). 

Additionally, the concept and threats of a master narrative fits to traditional 

development project: Project planners might have a predetermined view about what is 
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development and what the end result of a project should look like, because their social 

position gives them to power to determine it.  Instead, development project 

implementers must recognize, that knowledge and opinions about good livelihoods 

can vary. The cultural differences should be accepted, not overrun by views of certain 

universal development goal. 

Nowadays development projects often include specific gendered aspects. Edwards 

(1990) argues, that not admitting women’s abilities to support the development of 

communities hinders the empowerment of women and reinforces their 

marginalization. Especially in pastoralist framework new opportunities could be 

sought by concentrating on women and their traditional knowledge and ideas. 

Women’s experiences have largely been neglected within this topic, but there is 

evidence of women being active parties of rural communities, the drivers of 

development and adopters of innovations (Onyalo, 2019). In Taveta, Maasai women 

have been supported in producing and selling liquid soap in order to empower them 

and gain income (Mkanyika, 2021). However, the empowerment and inclusion of 

women must have also other objectives than increasing county-level or national 

economic growth with female work force. The objectives must include sincere aims to 

improve the social, economic and political positions of women. As Edwards (1990: 

479) has said, feminist research must be done for women, not on women. 

A good example of such a development project is the Earth observation and 

environmental sensing for climate-smart sustainable agropastoral ecosystem 

transformation in East Africa – ESSA project. It aims to contribute to pastoralist 

households in transitioning towards climate-smart agropastoral systems in Ethiopia 

and Kenya. A part of the project is to implement livelihood diversification among 

pastoral women by adopting beekeeping. It could be a way for pastoral women to 

generate income from something that is in their ownership by selling beekeeping 

products (Mugo et al., 2015). The positive effects of beekeeping have been 

experienced in Northern Tanzania (USAID, 2017). As noted earlier, even though the 

beekeeping is a strong option for pastoral women, the women themselves should be 

asked whether they are interested in the practice, because indifference could lead to 

them abandoning the project. Listening to the women telling what they think about 

beekeeping increases their agency and they can also be supported more efficiently. 
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It is crucial to understand the differential impact that development interventions have 

on the labour divisions of men and women (Wangui, 2008). In Wangui’s (ibid.) study 

a livelihood diversification project led to women’s increased labour burden among 

pastoralists. Making incorrect assumptions about women’s labour in pastoral 

communities because of reproduction/production categories can lead to exclusion of a 

stakeholder group in a development project.  

 

 

Figure 1: The environment around Maasai home compounds. Picture by author, Salaita Hill, Jan 

2022. 
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2. Taveta Sub-County as research location  

This research is located in the rural areas of Taveta Sub-County (hereinafter referred 

to as Taveta), in Taita-Taveta County. Taveta is at the Kenya – Tanzania border, 

South-East side of Mt. Kilimanjaro (figure 1). The national parks of Tsavo East and 

West cover most of the land area of the Taita-Taveta county. The population of Taveta 

was 91 222 in year 2019 (Republic of Kenya, 2019). There are several tribes inhabiting 

the area of Taveta, e.g. Tavetas, Maasais, Kikuyus, Sagallas, of which only Maasais 

are traditionally pastoralists (CG of Taita Taveta, 2018). The information of total 

percentage of Maasais in the sub-county remains unclear in available sources.  

The households which I visited were in two clusters: the first one next to Salaita Hill 

and the other at Lake Jipe (figure 2). They are geographically similar with the 

exception that Lake Jipe is a one hour walking distance away from the other household 

cluster while the households close to Salaita Hill have no practical access to the lake 

in day-to-day life. The border fence of  Tsavo West is less than two kilometres away 

from both research locations. Lives in these locations seemed overall identical but 

during my stay I noticed a few differences for example in food prices, and a local man 

told that it is possible for the amounts of rains to differ considerably between these 

locations.  

 

Figure 2: Locating Taveta, Salaita Hill and Lake Jipe in Kenya. The map also presents major roads in 

red. Base map: Google Satellite. Map by author, May 2022. 

Taveta was chosen as research area due to my target group definition, practicality and 

connection to ESSA project. In Taita-Taveta County the most common livelihood is 

agriculture (MoALF, 2016) and there are only few communities, who still practice 
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solely livestock keeping. I aimed at finding pastoralists who do not practice any 

farming and who live in the counties where ESSA project is implemented. In this 

research these criteria led to Taveta and Maasais because they cherish their traditional 

livelihood, in which also lies their expertise. It was practical to have a research location 

at a sufficient driving distance away from the Taita Research Station of the University 

of Helsinki in Wundanyi. 

According to Köppen climate classification the specific research locations Salaita Hill 

and Lake Jipe are geographically in a tropical savanna climate and the landcover is 

mostly shrubland and thicket (Abera et al., 2022; CG of Taita Taveta, 2018) (figure 1). 

The savannah scenery is disrupted by Lake Jipe and Lake Chala which offer livelihood 

and water supplies to local people (CG of Taita Taveta, 2018). The lowlands of Taita-

Taveta County has two rainy seasons annually and the received rainfall is between 

50mm and 600mm a year. The livestock in Taveta is highly dependent on rain since 

the cattle is fed on natural pastures instead of fodder. According to climate 

information, the rains have reduced and the onset of rains have delayed, which causes 

unpredictability and changes to livestock pastures (CG of Taita Taveta, 2018). 

Overall, drying of rivers, reduced rainfall and frequent and prolonged droughts 

threaten grazing possibilities, and thus livestock is momentarily facing malnutrition 

and starvation. In addition, livestock is facing new pests due to rising mean 

temperature which pastoralists need to take into account in livestock’s wellbeing  (CG 

of Taita Taveta, 2018). Discussions with the local Maasais during my fieldwork 

revealed that some Maasai pastoralist are left with no other choice than grazing in 

national parks, which they will be fined for if they get caught by Kenya Wildlife 

Service staff. Livestock-wildlife and human-wildlife conflicts was said to have 

decreased since the enclosing of Tsavo West, but during fieldwork I also heard stories 

of increased conflicts due to temporary lack of natural resources and grazing in the 

national park area.  

Kenya is said to consist of many Kenyas both naturally and culturally, and the country 

inhabits 44 tribes with different histories and ways of life. Kenya is home to pastoral 

tribes including the Samburu, Boran, Turkana, Pokot, Maasai and others. The 

pastoralist communities differ in livelihood, traditions and social hierarchy. 

Additionally, the geographical area where the tribe lives, affects its ways of life. Along 
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these facts, choosing this location and Maasais will represent a fragment of what life 

is like for pastoral women and what they hope for their futures. The collected 

knowledge and explorations of this research cannot be generalized to other Maasais or 

pastoralist tribes in different locations as such, but they can offer knowledge on how 

versatile the aspirations can be among pastoral women and how being a Maasai might 

affect local knowledge.  

During my fieldwork I collected information which represent the overall pastoralism 

in Taveta. It was mostly told by my translator assistants, research participants and other 

women and men. The Maasai pastoralists in Taveta practice livestock keeping with 

cattle and goats. The social roles within households are strongly gendered, and men 

herd the cattle in pastures during the days while women take care of the home and 

family (figure 3). Almost all men leave the home compound with the cattle in the 

morning until returning at sunset (figure 4). This type of roles in Maasai communities 

have been recognized also by Talle (1987) and Wangui (2008). The Maasai families 

in Taveta have many children who go to school when they are four years old, and after 

school the children help their mothers in daily chores.  

Maasais are polygamous (Brockington, 2001), and most of the women have co-wives 

living in neighbouring home compounds or further away. In Taveta Maasai women 

get married at young age, starting from age 13 and that is also when the wifely duties 

often start. However, during the fieldwork my translator assistant told that there is a 

slow ongoing change in the amount of wives a Maasai man usually has, because it has 

been realised that in difficult economic situation smaller family means less expenses. 

The realities of pastoral Maasai women is further represented in chapter 5.1. 
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Figure 3: Maasai women between daily chores after helping in herding. Picture by author, Salaita Hill, 

Jan 2022. 

2.1 The ESSA project 

The aim of this research is to provide information of pastoral women’s aspirations to 

support the implementation of ESSA project. Although ESSA does not take place in 

the exact locations of my fieldwork the environments of the project might be alike. 

The ESSA is a project implemented by University of Helsinki, University of Nairobi 

and several international institutes like ILRI and KALRO (ESSA, 2021). The project 

implementation period is 2020-2024. The project has an overall objective of increasing 

the understanding of the dynamics of and interlinkages between tropical upland forest 

cover and semi-arid lowland landscapes, and the multi-functionality of agropastoral 

landscapes, through a system-wide view of food and nutrition security, diversified 

livelihoods and ecosystem sustainability and improvement (ibid.: 6).  

The project justification lies in the positive impact of the transition towards climate-

smart agropastoral system, and it includes aims to support several of UN’s Sustainable 

Development Goals. Developing adaptation mechanisms is vital for vulnerable 

livelihoods such as pastoralism and agriculture due to environmental degradation and 
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climate change in Sub-Saharan Africa. According to the ESSA project paper (2021) 

and Catley et al. (2013), several pastoral communities in East Africa are increasingly 

pursuing non-pastoral livelihood strategies to buffer against climate change, but the 

current adjustments are insufficient. The mechanisms that contribute to 

transformational adaptation in the pastoral system need to be explored further.  

The project is interdisciplinary, including resource monitoring, environmental sensing, 

modelling climate-smart landscapes, livelihood diversification and capacity building 

within target communities. According to a recent UNEP and GRID Arendal Gap 

Analysis (2019) there is significant lack of knowledge on pastoralist women and youth 

and alternative livelihoods, which is why one of ESSA’s goals is to include women 

and youth issues in the project (ESSA, 2021). In this research I will concentrate on the 

livelihood diversification objectives of ESSA to make this research more concise 

thematically.  

The livelihood diversification objectives of ESSA include search for new value chains, 

of which beekeeping is a good example. It is an alternative livelihood, suitable and 

empowering especially for women and youth through the sales of honey, beeswax, 

propolis and jelly. Additionally, the first income can be generated relatively soon after 

the initial investment. The additional income can also improve nutritional security and 

acts as a buffer if livestock is lost during drought. Beekeeping benefits the environment 

by pollinating grasses needed for livestock keepers, food plants and fruit trees (ESSA, 

2021; Mugo et al., 2015).  

Beekeeping has been already positively welcomed among pastoralists in Kenya and 

other countries such as Pakistan (Ahmad & Afzal, 2021) and Somaliland (Livingstone 

& Ruhindi, 2012) as a way to adapt to climate change and empower women. In Kenya, 

beekeeping has found to be a good choice in diversifying livelihood amid climate 

change in the mountainous Northern parts of the country (Golicha et al., 2012), 

Marsabit County (Njanja et al., 2003) and Kajiado County (Mugo et al., 2015). In these 

cases the main livelihoods were livestock keeping and crop farming, while beekeeping 

offered important extra income. Mugo et al. (2015) found, that as benefitting as 

beekeeping can be, in Kajiado the main constraints in successful beekeeping business 

were fleeing of bees, lack of access to credit, marketing information, training and better 

beekeeping technologies. Mpondo et al.’s (2021) study in Tanzanian Maasai 
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community supports ESSA’s objective’s because they have found that beekeeping was 

benefitting for the research participants as a way to diversify livelihoods, although they 

noticed that beekeeping was locally claimed to be for the poor and women only. 

Beekeeping was a supportive livelihood for pastoralists, who were struggling with 

climate change effects. However, it is impossible to say without asking from the target 

group, if beekeeping could be a wanted mechanism in adapting to climate change.  

My thesis research is aiming to support the ESSA project by providing information on 

whether or not pastoral women are interested in beekeeping. The level of interest will 

affect the success, and the collected information offers ESSA personnel valuable 

information about the local realities (LaRue et al., 2021; Mausch, Harris, Dilley, et al., 

2021b). In order to understand the aspirations of pastoral women, I have to deepen my 

preliminary knowledge on the topic. In the next chapter I explore some of the main 

concepts used in this research.  

 

 

Figure 4: Cattle of one visited household. Picture by author, Lake Jipe, Jan 2022. 
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3. Conceptualizing livelihood aspirations and pastoral women’s life 

The topic of future pastoralism has been studied broadly and it is widely acknowledged 

that there is need to support pastoral communities. Development projects are mapping 

possible future pathways for pastoralists, but the decisions about livelihoods and their 

diversification are driven by certain forces. Ellis (2008) defines livelihood 

diversification as an active social process of individual or household, involving the 

maintenance and continuous adaptation of a selection of activities over time in order 

to secure survival and improve standards of living. Loison (2015) adds, that the 

decision to diversify livelihoods is opportunity-driven or survival-driven. Via this 

observation, the discussion of livelihood diversification can be extended to livelihood 

aspirations. I will first go through different definitions of aspirations within the 

framework of rural development and climate change adaptation, and after that I give a 

thorough review of the position of pastoral women, because in this research I am 

focusing on a small sample of Maasai women. 

3.1 Perspectives on livelihood aspirations  

In this research I will be studying the livelihood aspirations of six pastoral women in 

Taveta through participative observation and semi-structured interviews. The Oxford 

dictionary defines aspirations as a “hope or ambition of achieving something”. 

Aspirations drive life strategies and they include subjective desire and hope as well as 

uncertainty in aiming to certain goals (la Ferrara, 2019). Livelihood aspirations as a 

concept gives good foundations for finding the answer to “what do you wish to do” 

instead of “what are you going to do” compared to perspectives, strategies or goals. 

Additionally, Carr et al. (2016) say, that at this global situation livelihood choices are 

driven by the concepts of climate change adaptation and resilience.  

During the recent years aspirations have been an increasingly significant topic in rural 

research. Crossland et al. (2021) have researched farmer women’s aspirations and 

opportunities, and Mausch et al. (2018; 2021) have studied rural communities and their 

motivations and future strategies broadly. The topic has not been ignored by 

international institutes like ILRI (2014) and IFAD (2020) either. Several researchers 

have acknowledged the importance of livelihood aspirations in determining future 

developments and development projects’ success related to pastoralism through 
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question “what the people want their futures to be like” (Mausch, Harris, Dilley, et al., 

2021b).   

However, livelihood aspirations have many different definitions by researchers outside 

rural development and climate change adaptation. Apparudai’s (2004) argues that 

livelihood aspirations are dependent on one’s capacity to aspire. By capacity, he means 

that poorer individuals have lower aspirations than wealthy individuals, because they 

might anticipate that resource constraints will not allow them to success in life. 

Apparudai’s (2004) theory has served as the base for many other researches since. For 

example, Ray (2006) talks about aspiration window, which even more broadly means 

that livelihood aspirations are defined by economic status, experiences, social 

connections and places which determine what one ends up aspiring. Huijsman’s (2021) 

definition is similar but with a notion to necessity. He argues that even though 

livelihood aspirations include inner desire, they are still strongly connected to 

necessity, meaning that the social and environmental realities affect the orientation of 

desired future.  

Compared to the definitions which emphasize realistic possibilities, necessity and the 

frames which determine aspirations from outside, some researchers put more emphasis 

to individual desire. For example, Mausch et al. (2018) determine livelihood 

aspirations from more personal view by focusing on which are the ones people wish 

to engage with. Mausch et al.’s (ibid.) argument to use such definition mirrors the 

development project success argument. They claim that asking especially what people 

wish to do in their lives creates the most relevant information for development projects, 

and it includes more than just the economic stance, necessity or realistic possibilities. 

Mausch et al.’s (2018) way to conceptualize aspirations include also factors like pursue 

to happiness, skills and interests as drivers of aspirations. The same view is used by 

Crossland et al. (2021) in their research of what rural farmers aspire to do for living in 

their futures. However, Crossland et al. (2021) note also, that aspirations are affected 

by outside forces, which is the norm for Appadurai-inspired researchers.  

LaRue et al. (2021) have studied rural youth’s livelihood aspirations. The results 

indicated that aspirations are influenced by parents, but that there are also ambitions, 

which are affected by people outside the family circles. The aspirations in LaRue et 

al.’s (2021) research have more influence from Appadurai’s (2004) definition, because 



19 

 

they are driven by necessity and realism through parents opinions. The way they used 

ambitions as a concept, relates to the individual desire, albeit inspired by outside 

forces, which Mausch et al. (2021b) call aspirations. This shows how differently 

aspirations can be understood and discussed with overlapping terms and there is more 

need to search all the conceptual networks related to aspirations. Nonetheless, 

aspiration research is not immune to flawed representation. Mausch (2018) criticises 

the field for always containing biased interpretation, when researcher tries to determine 

the causalities between aspirations and livelihoods in someone else’s life. 

Researchers seem to share the thought of fluidity about livelihood aspirations, and as 

we are always becoming with the world, so are the aspirations because they are the 

creation of the moment. A clear definition of that has been done by Crossland et al. 

(2021). They claim, that in life there are opportunity spaces, in which aspirations 

change. Changes in life, e.g. getting married or changing living location might affect 

aspirations temporarily or permanently. Similarly, in Mausch et al.’s (2021b) research 

age was a significant factor in categorizing livelihood aspirations. If livelihood 

aspirations are meant to be used as an argument in implementing a development 

project, the information about aspirations must be up-to-date, and that is why the 

livelihood aspirations of the pastoral women are justified to be researched, even though 

they always represent only a snapshot of certain time. 

Considering the various definitions of aspirations, I have chosen to use Mausch et al.’s 

(2018) definition of livelihood aspirations when discussing with the pastoral women, 

because I want to specifically emphasise the hopes and wishes of the women instead 

of necessity or realistic possibilities. I do not deny that social and economic status 

affects aspirations, but in this research I have a feminist approach which is best 

targeted by focusing on the subjective thoughts of the research participants. I also agree 

most with Mausch et al.’s (2018) view on how the successfulness of development 

project is connected to the actual wants and hopes of the target group. As it is said by 

most of the researcher’s that aspirations are driven by desire, hopes, necessity, ability 

and other qualities, the aspirations of pastoral women are most probably also affected 

by these. It is possible to go even further by asking, what causes the desires and 

necessities? I will next go through how pastoral women’s life has been depicted in 

former studies, in order to give a preliminary picture of what are the frameworks 

determining pastoral women’s aspirations.  
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3.2 Life of pastoral women according to former studies 

Pastoral women have been a neglected group in science, because their reproductional 

contributions have not fitted into the category of relevant scientific topics. The 

masculinist view towards the world valued production more, and that was mainly 

categorised as a sphere for men. During the 1980’s things started to change, and 

women’s efforts and roles have started to gain more attention and appreciation in 

pastoral research (Onyima, 2019). Now, the position of pastoral women has been 

researched globally. Ulambayar and Fernández-Giménez (2013) have researched 

Mongolian pastoral women’s empowerment and Köhler-Rollefson (2018) has studied 

the position of Indian pastoral women. They have been a deep-dived research subject 

also in Nigeria, Ghana, Pakistan, Cameroon, Peru and Ethiopia just to name a few. 

Kenya has been the location for a large part of the research on this topic, and it might 

be affected by the prevalence of pastoralism in the Horn of Africa, Kenya’s relatively 

high security level and lower language barriers.  

The studies often focus on pastoral women’s social position, vulnerability, capacity, 

reproductional roles as a homogeneous group (Rose, 1993). This indicates that pastoral 

women around the globe have been facing restrictions to income, ownership and 

learning skills, which is strongly connected to the patriarchal world we live in. The 

representation is although harming, because the lives of two people are never truly 

identical. Overall, women in pastoral communities are represented as unequal 

compared to their fellow men due to cultural and historical developments, and the 

representations often includes an objective to empower women.  

African pastoral societies are highly gender-differentiated (Onyima, 2019) and 

women’s roles have traditionally been versatile but represented simply as 

reproductional. Socially, pastoral women have overall lower status compared to men 

due to the patriarchal system. They often do not enjoy similar rights, access and 

privileges as men when it comes to ownership, education, climate change adaptation, 

health or inheritance (Balehey et al., 2018; Belay, 2018; Onyima, 2019). Within 

patriarchal societies women are not thought as capable of doing things which include 

leadership or work that is perceived as “hard work”, according to Onyima’s (2019) 

work on African pastoral communities. Women have less power in decision making 

within households, and Wangui (2014) found, that men thought that the ideal wife is 

obedient and submissive. Despite international aims to end child marriages and female 
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genital mutilation, these harmful practices are part of everyday life for some pastoral 

women (Eneyew & Mengistu, 2013). Basu and Galiè (2021) have noted the lack of 

social and physical infrastructure in Kenya which affects women’s position and hinder 

pastoralism from being sustainable and equal. They argue that improving women’s 

position is a state responsibility.  

The study by Eneyew and Mengistu (2013) express that pastoral women are double 

marginalized, because they are women and pastoralists. Pastoral women in Kenya are 

in a more marginalized position compared to women in urban areas and within other 

livelihoods. Kenya has renewed its constitution in 2010 and enhanced  genders’  equal 

rights e.g. in inheritance and land ownership, but rural communities are often unaware 

of the reforms and live according to old traditions (Wasike, 2013). Thus, rural women 

in pastoral communities cannot implement their rights as well as women in urban 

areas. This short glimpse of the intersectional position of pastoral women also 

explains, why it is problematic to create a comprehensive categorization of pastoral 

women; in addition to gender and livelihood, there are other characteristics which 

affect pastoral women’s positions such as age, location and tribe. 

Wangui (2014) has explained, that the womanhood in Kenyan pastoralism constructs 

through performativity. Traditionally, women’s responsibilities consist of chores that 

women manage at home and Eneyew and Mengistu’s (2013) research in Ethiopia 

reveals, that pastoral men work normally 12 hours a day, whereas women work 18 

hours, which means women start their days before sunrise and end after sunset. The 

daily chores of pastoral women at home include fetching water and firewood, cooking 

on open fire inside the house, washing utensils, cleaning the house, taking care of 

children and small and sick livestock (Brockington, 2001; Dahl, 1987; Eneyew & 

Mengistu, 2013; Wangui, 2014). In addition to the everyday chores, pastoral women 

are also in charge of house construction (Dahl, 1987; Talle, 1987). Pastoral women 

learn how to cook, wash and clean the house while helping their mothers as children 

(Onyima, 2019). In the core of pastoral woman’s duties has been childbirth, because 

it is seen as the way to reproduce labour force, wealth and security for the family (Dahl, 

1987). 

Pastoral women have a low economic position within the household and it circles 

around selling milk and purchasing food and other supplies for the family (Coast, 
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2002; Onyima, 2019). Milking and selling milk is the main income resource for 

pastoral women, but there are different views on how independently women control 

the milk business. According to Talle (1987) and Brockington (2001) women do the 

allocation of milk without men’s interference, but Dahl (1987) argues that milking and 

selling happens under men’s supervision. Wangui (2008, 2014) even suggests, that the 

more commercialized the milk production is, the more men take over the practice. 

Brockington (2001) argues that selling the milk is mostly for poor pastoralists in 

Africa, while Talle (1987) sees that it is not connected to income level, but is a 

traditional part of all pastoralism among Maasais. The different views on women’s 

position and ownership in pastoralism show that pastoral systems vary geographically.  

With the money that women get from selling the milk, they purchase food for the 

family. In addition to milk, pastoral women sometimes sell herbs, medicines, skins 

from the cattle and self-made beadworks (Coast, 2002), but they have poorer access to 

these markets than pastoral men (Walker et al., 2021). Dahl (1987) and Wangui (2014) 

say, that part of women’s power concentrates on food, since they purchase it with their 

money generated through milk business. The power of women is affected by droughts 

and rainy seasons, because it affects the amount of milk for sales, and the more milk 

there is to sell, the more they get income and power (Brockington, 2001). 

An important shift in the research about pastoral women is the recognition of women’s 

contribution in production. Although the actual livestock keeping is thought of as 

men’s duty, Wangui (2014) and Belay (2018) argue, that women actually contribute 

more to livestock keeping than men as a whole. Belay (2018) has also found, that the 

gender roles are not as strict as they used to be, and nowadays women are more often 

taking upon men’s duties, while men do not do women’s chores. Dahl (1987) has also 

pointed out, that women’s roles do not only relate to reproduction, which concretely 

means physical maintenance of the actual people involved in production, but they 

themselves also take part in the productional work. Pastoral women take part also in 

other income generating practices but with low level due to small assets and access to 

loans (Basu & Galiè, 2021). 

Globally, pastoral women have less ownership over livestock and land, even though 

they take part in the livestock keeping, especially the milking (Basu & Galiè, 2021; 

Dahl, 1987; Wangui, 2014). Men tend to have greater access to and control over land, 
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livestock and other resources, while women’s control is limited to milk and home. For 

women it would be difficult to buy access to pastures or livestock (Brockington, 2001; 

Eneyew & Mengistu, 2013). Yurco (2018) argues, that women’s low access to 

resources affects pastoral wellbeing, food security and gendered relationships 

negatively.  

In Kenya’s case, the subordination of women in pastoral communities is a result of 

colonization of Africa. Guyo (2017) has explored pastoral women’s position before, 

during and after the British colonial rule in Kenya, and he found changes in the position 

that can be explained with the expansion of western patriarchy. Before the colonial 

rule, women played a more powerful role in the households, which is also argued by 

Swants (1985) about African pastoral communities. During the British colonization, 

pastoralism was not seen as an efficient livelihood, which started the national systemic 

marginalization, but within the pastoral communities all of the decision making power 

and ownership, tax paying responsibility and work offered by the British colonizers 

were placed on men instead of women. The British effectively marginalized pastoral 

women by not interacting with them (Guyo, 2017). This led to women having minimal 

power, and for example the British-influenced commercialization and ranching 

policies distributed 99% of ranches to men, excluding women (Flintan, 2007). The 

communal property rights were displaced with privatization, and thus pastoral women 

lost practically all right to natural resources (Guyo, 2017). After gaining independence 

pastoral women experienced marginalization through poor access to education and 

land inheritance rights (Coast, 2002). 

There are systemic issues in pastoral women’s lives, which should be developed in 

order to gain sustainable and equal future. Pastoral women struggle with insufficient 

representation in social platforms and poor access to market, resources, finance and 

information services (Wangui, 2008). In addition, pastoral women spend much time in 

fetching firewood and water, cooking and other domestic chores which prevent them 

from taking part in income-generating practices. On top of that, pastoral women are 

faced with all sorts of threats such as theft, rape and other incidents while they are 

performing their duties (IFAD, 2020).  
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3.3 Changing pastoralism, changing womanhood 

During the systemic change of pastoralism and livelihood diversification, women’s 

positions’ change has been predicted to be affected in different, sometimes 

contradicting ways. All in all, the positions are nowadays flexible and change mostly 

due to necessity (Karmebäck et al., 2015). Future roles for the women can include 

either pastoral duties or casual labour with positive and negative effects on women. At 

the home compound climate change, land use change and social changes affect 

women’s chores. During droughts women have to walk longer distances in fetching 

water and collecting firewood, and due to their lower social status Brockington (2001) 

argues that women are facing the effects of systemic change more severely than men. 

At home, children’s education means, that women do not have the same amount of 

helping hands, which increases their work burden (Wangui, 2014), although education 

most likely benefits the household in the long run. 

When pastoralism does not create sufficient income for households, and the family’s 

food security is at stake, pastoralists have to switch to non-livestock labour  (Choithani, 

2020; Livingstone & Ruhindi, 2012). The same phenomenon is strong among 

agricultural households in rural areas in Kenya (Crossland et al., 2021). Important in 

this theory is, that it is usually the men who start to work outside the livestock business 

first, while the livestock is still kept as a side income (Slavchevska et al., 2016). 

Because men cannot take care of the cattle anymore, women start to take more 

responsibility on livestock keeping. In Wangui’s (2014) study from Kenya, pastoral 

men took up farming to add the household income, while the livestock was not given 

up. Men’s work shifted to the new livelihood activities, leaving livestock production 

activities for women. This increased women’s workload, although it also increased 

women’s decision making power over livestock on daily level. In Crossland et al.’s 

(2021) research on feminization of agriculture in Kenya women were interested in 

taking the responsibility of farming when their husbands were away, but this might 

result from lack of choices, in which case the interest is driven by necessity. 

Additionally, following possible marginalization of pastoral practices, both women 

and men face new entrepreneurial opportunities for social and economic 

advancements, but women’s disadvantaged position might prevent them from 

benefitting from all possibilities due to lack of education and intrahousehold relations 

(Liru & Heinecken, 2021; Livingstone & Ruhindi, 2012). If households are forced to 
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reduce their livestock, women face more pressure to be the breadwinner of the family 

(Crossland et al., 2021; Livingstone & Ruhindi, 2012). Karmebäck et al., (2015) see 

the situation in a slightly positive light, as casual labour will open new possibilities 

even for marginalized and uneducated women according to them. The monetary need 

drives men and women towards entrepreneurial activities, which changes the status of 

women as income earners and improves their access to markets. Women can also get 

communal support in different social groups, and although women carry the additional 

burden of vulnerability, they can also pioneer pathway to adaptation and gain control 

over income. (Brockington, 2001; Carr et al., 2016; Liru & Heinecken, 2021)  

Despite all the positive possibilities, Robertson (1995) has argued, that during the 

sedentarisation and income diversification women will only win the freedom to be 

poor. By this he refers to women’s low status, increasing workloads and no actual sign 

of improvement of wellbeing or social status even if they start working at a position 

of their own choice. Karmebäck et al. (2015) admit, that with new opportunities comes 

also heavier workloads, because while women will take on new positions, they will 

not lose the old ones. Additionally, if pastoralism feminizes systematically, women 

will be socially more marginalized, because they spend all of their time in maintaining 

the home compound, family and livestock. It’s difficult to predict, how much the 

feminization will increase individual woman’s influence within the household. 

This chapter has outlined the roles and positions of pastoral women, but in this study 

I will concentrate on pastoralist women in Kenya. According to Crossland et al. (2021) 

rural women tend to invest their assets in practices which generate benefits for 

communities. Women are eager to take on new activities and diversify livelihood 

activities; they have started to produce commodities to sell on their own, such as milk, 

yoghurt and honey in Kenya and neighbouring countries (Livingstone & Ruhindi, 

2012). This might result from the heavy responsibilities, because larger income return 

removes some of the pressure and challenges of providing food for the family. Van 

den Broeck and Kilic (2019) note, that because women take less part in off-farm work, 

improving gender equality, inclusiveness and women’s work opportunities must be 

paid attention to in development projects. 
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4. Research design 

I have chosen feminism as a geographical approach, because in my thesis I emphasise, 

individual experiences and subjectivity and femininity of knowledge. I went inside a 

community in which I am an outsider and it created many affects to the research itself. 

In addition, the aspect of where the research locates resonates with feminist geography. 

Conducting fieldwork in the global south requires sensitivity and reflective manners 

from the researcher. I recognise the spatial restrictions that women face and what is 

considered as their space between the binary of public and private in the exact locations 

of Salaita Hill and Lake Jipe. All of the women who participated in my research, had 

their own view on the world and their identities affected how they answered my 

questions and how they saw their futures. Even though parts of their knowledge has 

been gathered through common oral histories, they all had their own experiences of 

living life as pastoral woman. I explored the lives of the participant via observation 

and semi-structured interviews.  

4.1 Feminist geography – why and how? 

Feminist geography builds a suitable framework for my aims of listening to women’s 

thoughts about their own lives and future hopes. It is an approach which has risen from 

the inequality that women have faced in masculinist geography in patriarchal world 

(Rose, 1993). Women have been in the margins of geography as serious research topics 

and researchers globally, and the meaning of femininity and feminine knowledge has 

traditionally been deemed as non-relevant and irrational. These definitions were made 

by male geographers, who thought that they can determine universal knowledge 

without considering the position of the viewer. In fact, the viewer should always be 

reflexive about their knowledge and arguments (Hiemstra & Billo, 2017; Johnson, 

2009; Rose, 1993). The main critique feminist geography has received is about 

feminism being a movement originated in white women’s struggles (Valentine, 2007).  

The target of feminist geography is to centre the voices and experiences of groups that 

have been overlooked in science, by mainstreaming and understanding different ways 

to live and be a woman (Friedman, 1998; McDowell, 1992), because women have 

traditionally been considered as homogeneous group (Johnson, 2009). The ideal focus 

group for feminist geography is a relationally marginalized group of women. I use the 

world relationally, because a woman might be privileged in one place and oppressed 
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in another, as Friedman (1998) argues. Feminist geography has developed and 

nowadays it recognises different oppressed groups more broadly, since all genders can 

face systemic barriers in living their lives as individuals. In my thesis feminist 

approach is still theoretically suitable, because I am focusing on women, whose 

participation in pastoral livelihoods is often neglected in science, due to patriarchalism.  

Epistemologies vary between geographical locations and cultures, and even though in 

the 1900’s white men have claimed their view of the world to be the default (Rose, 

1993) I will not compare my research participant’s thoughts to the white, western male 

reality. However, I will make notions between the worldviews of their and mine, 

because it is part of the reflections of my position as the researcher and the interaction 

between me and them. Understanding different world views makes acting towards 

more equal world more holistic, for example in the field of development cooperation 

when outside actors make efforts to increasing the value of life of other people.  

The masculinist geography can be challenged by using the traditional research topics 

but shifting the focus on different groups and spaces. Feminist geographers such as 

Oberhauser (2014), Bassa et al. (2014) and Wangui (2014) have researched women’s 

bodily capability, agency and spaces of everyday life which are traditional topics of 

feminist geography. Focusing research on pastoral women instead of households in 

general can have empowering effects on women, when they experience that their 

opinions are highly valued. In addition, I support my argument to focus on women 

with Bassa et al. (2014) explanation, that research about households does not usually 

pay attention to women, because the head of a household is usually a man. Pastoralism 

has often been researched by focusing on the actual herding practices and possibilities, 

which women do not usually participate in. Focusing on the home compound instead 

of pastures and women’s chores instead of men’s will show a different side of the 

pastoral reality. 

4.2 Researcher’s position and power relations 

Feminist geographer Liz Bondi (2002) has thoroughly explained how objectivity is an 

utopistic vision, because the researcher is always connected to their knowledge and 

values which affect the research. The struggle to pursue objectivity has not 

disappeared, but especially in feminist research which is located in another culture and 

there is communication between cultures it is crucial to evaluate the subjectivity of the 
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researcher. My positionality affects the research throughout the process from justifying 

the research questions and choosing research participants to methods and thus the 

interpretations of this research are highly affected by my characteristics and current 

knowledge (Edwards, 1990; Hiemstra & Billo, 2017). Any universality or totality of 

the produced knowledge cannot be claimed, because it is always situated and 

dependent on the knower. It is not always comfortable and “clean” according to Avis 

(2002), but it will explain the connection between me and the research results.  

My position in Taveta was embodied by physical differences with the research 

participants. My whiteness expresses privileges and the position of an outsider. At first 

I struggled whether I want to do this research, because It is almost grotesque that 

because I am white Finnish woman, I can choose any research topic without much 

barriers on my way. It was challenging to accept the fact that even though I have the 

possibility to do this research and it has certain aims, I cannot empower the women or 

even be sure that my research will lead to any kind of improvement in their lives.  

It is discussed by Friedman (1998) whether it is justified for white western women to 

do research about black women, because their life struggles are impossible to 

understand by white women and they should be able to tell their stories themselves.  

This comes up also in the concept of betweenness by Nast (1994), that the interaction 

is always between me and the other which limits understanding. There are 

contradictions in the set-up in which whites research blacks and it could be argued that 

it is repeating the old social construction of ethnic superiority of white people 

(Friedman, 1998; McDowell, 1992). Friedman (1998: 38) says that black women have 

been the objects of racial gaze for too long, and it would not be fair to keep doing 

research which only analyses black women from a distance.  

If it was socially unacceptable for white women to do research where the topic includes 

black women it would end an important channel of interaction, knowledge sharing and 

multidirectional learning. It is part of geography to understand the lives of people in 

different sides of the world and the reasons behind it. That is why I chose to go through 

this research, although I still think that I can never do truthful interpretation of the 

women’s thoughts because the way we understand the world around us are far from 

each other. I want to use this chance to broaden my own understanding and the image 
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of womanhood because systemic and social barriers currently prevent these women 

from representing themselves in academia.  

My position as the researcher is induced with power and responsibility. Power 

hierarchies exist between the researcher and the research participants, because the 

researcher is the one who is making all the decisions (Bondi, 2002). I have to take 

responsibility of my actions and as Edwards (1990) writes, in feminist research it is 

crucial to avoid exploitative researcher/object relationship and instead the women’s 

voices and priorities should be heard as they are. I have considered the results of my 

actions for the women’s lives before, during and after the fieldwork, also 

recommended by Vivat (2002), but I have realised, that even though I try to leave the 

field in a neutral state, the local social culture is too complex for me to predict.  

I see that the power relations materialize in practice, and through my different roles in 

the field the power was expressed differently. In the field my roles were between 

myself as a person and the researcher, and it was impossible to constantly have the 

position of the researcher, also experienced by Avis (2002). I truly had a personal 

interest towards the women, and my skills as ideal researcher were sometimes lacking. 

Thus, I sometimes let my persona show more and I believe that it helped me in the 

fieldwork to be and immerse the space I was sharing with the women. As a researcher 

and interviewer however, my positional power was the strongest, because I guided the 

interviews to the wanted direction and paid attention to the things that were relevant 

and interesting to me. In comparison, the women who took part in my research also 

affected my roles and the power within them. Sometimes they saw me as a highly 

educated and respected, which put the power into my court. They also took it away 

from me occasionally by showing me what they do and how they live is not easy, and 

that I am the visitor, the learner, the unskilful one.  

4.3 Ethical questions on research in Global South 

Reflecting my position as the researcher is done in order to explain how my worldview 

affects the research process, but there are other considerations, which need to be 

discussed when it comes to ethical dimensions of a research. Acknowledging the 

consequences of my actions and trying to avoid unethical activity leads to a more 

transparent (Vivat, 2002) research. In development fieldwork the global south has 

faced a lot of exoticisation, racialisation, exploitation and othering since the Age of 
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Discoveries. Rose (1993) explains, that the masculine gaze over femininity, nature, 

sexuality and property appears the most in the landscapes which are connected to 

Europe through colonial history.  

Feminist geography and the aim to understand situational ways of life and knowing 

supports the aim of reforming geographical research in Global South. According to 

Rose (1993) the participant of fieldwork has often been put into passive position and 

under Western masculinist gaze, and white norms have been problematized in research 

about black communities. To avoid this I stayed open to new views and ways of life 

during fieldwork without condemning them, and engaged the women by asking them 

to tell about their lives how they experience it. As a small act of empowerment, I 

reassured the women during the fieldwork, that their knowledge is valuable and that 

their experiences were not evaluated as right or wrong.  

Both in feminist geography and development studies it is found unethical to do 

research in which the information flows only from the informants to the researcher 

(Avis, 2002; R. Scheyvens et al., 2003). In my research I noted this by keeping the 

discussion platform open, and answering the women’s questions as best as I could, 

even when they related to agriculture, which is not exactly my expertise. Still, as much 

as I could try to overcome these issues, studies show that the researcher usually 

benefits more of the research than the research participants (Patai, 1991; Wolf, 1996). 

As my ability to empower the women is limited and I wanted to minimize the 

exploitation of the women, I felt I should somehow reciprocate their efforts to enable 

my research by giving them a token of gratitude. When I left the households, I gave 

the women a 5 kilogram bag of rice. Although it is not usual or recommended to pay 

for research participants, I argue that in a culture where gifts and mutual support is 

embedded, the women had spent their food supplies to feed me during the days and 

some of them had stayed home from their casual labour, the gift compensated the 

situation.  

I recognize, that this act does not come without consequences. I cannot know, if the 

rice is being eaten by the family, or if it is sold forward. Even though in Maasai 

households the man is considered the head, I made the choice to give the gift 

specifically to the women and thus express who has the ownership of the rice. 

Unfortunately, the gift might also initiate fights or envy, if the gift gets a lot of negative 
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attention. In several instances, the women requested money from me in different 

situations, which indicated how they perceived me as a white person who brings 

income and support. Although this was uncomfortable at times, I feel contented with 

the decision to give them the rice, instead of expecting them to spend several hours of 

the day with me without getting anything back. In my opinion all researchers should 

evaluate their actions and not presume that people, who are sacrificing their time for a 

research are happy doing that just for the sake of science.  

One key aspect of ethical research with other people includes the consent of the 

research participants. According to Scheyvens et al. (2003: 142) informed consent is 

when a potential participant freely and with full understanding of the research agrees 

to be part of the project. The research participant must have a thorough understanding 

of the research objective and ways to get there. In addition to that, I told the women 

that they can withdraw from the research at any point without penalty and that they 

can at any time ask more about my thesis topic or the research process. A researcher I 

must be honest about possible harms which could lead from the research, but after I 

talked with my research assistants, we did not find any possible harms. The women 

were told also about my position, what I can and cannot do for them, and how the 

process would go forward after the fieldwork, as was recommended by Kindon and 

Cupples (2003).  

The consent from my research’s participants was collected orally. However, the 

concept of informed consent is not as simple as it sounds. It is crucial that the 

participant understands what she is participating on, which I found critical at times. 

During the fieldwork, the women did sometimes ask what was the purpose of my 

fieldwork, which indicates that the information provided in the morning of every day, 

was not fully realized. In my research the participants were not familiar with academic 

world, which could have been the challenge in understanding my objectives. In 

addition, I find the consent a complex theme in the culture in question, because my 

positionality, the cultural politeness and the token of gratitude could have prevented 

them from saying no to the whole research participation or sections of it. 

Because the topic of my research is intimate and it is about the women speaking about 

their personal experiences and aspirations, I have a responsibility for handling the 

research material with trust and sensitivity by securing the women’s anonymity. The 
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need to secure anonymity in qualitative research has been raised by Gergan and Smith 

(2021) and Scheyvens et al. (2003), and I agree with them fully. Publishing the 

research material transcripts, in which the participants express slight discontent could 

lead to unwanted results and harm towards them. In addition, representing the women 

with their own names could lead to controversies within households or communities.  

As a technical tool in managing who is allowed to do a research in Kenya, all 

researcher’s must apply for a research permit at the National Commission for Science, 

Technology and Innovation (NACOSTI). My application was accepted and I got the 

permit before the fieldwork. My research permit code is NACOSTI/P/21/14495. 

4.4 Fieldwork in Taveta 

The research material was produced in interaction between the women, who 

participated this research and myself as well as all research assistants. We all affected 

the research situation by being present which indicates the situatedness and 

positionality of knowledge. I collected the research material by using participant 

observation and semi-structured interviews as research methods. Using two methods 

also increase the validity of my research, because they allowed me to cross-check some 

of the information I collected during fieldwork, instead of relying on only one source 

of information.  

The fieldwork took place in the beginning of January 2022. I visited six women from 

different households and spent one day in each household. The days lasted from 

morning to afternoon, with an exception of one day being longer, in order to witness 

the morning and evening milkings. The participants were chosen by a research 

assistant, who works at the University of Helsinki’s Taita Research Station in 

Wundanyi, Kenya. He was the only person in this research who was a man, but he was 

also the only person at the research station who had the ability, skills and connections 

to do the sampling of research participants within the timeframe I had. The sampling 

process started with an unplanned encounter between the research assistant and a local 

elderly woman. This woman led the assistant to a woman who became a translator 

assistant for the research. The sampling proceeded in a snowball manner, as this group 

of three people searched for pastoral women who were aged between 18 and 30 years 

old. Some of the considered women did not fit the age cohort, or they or their families 

were not willing to let an outsider come and do research about them. Eventually, they 
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found 10 women, with whom the research could be done, but I ended up visiting 6 

women because of time limit and logistical challenges.  

The research participants spoke Maasai, and I had translator assistants with me during 

the fieldwork. I chose to have only women as assistants because according to Oakley 

(Oakley, 1981) women open up more easily to other women. Scheyvens et al. (2003, 

p. 132) argue that sometimes a male assistant brings security and he might have better 

access to some women because of their personal authority, but I think it still depends 

on the topic and the cultural context whether they would like to talk to a man or a 

woman researcher. One of the translators had familial and tribal connections to the 

research participants, and her presence made the participants open up and relax. 

Without her, some of the participants could have said no to participating this research. 

Before the fieldwork started, I met with the translators and went through their roles 

and responsibilities, interview questions and their suitability to local context, as 

suggested by Leslie and Storey (2003). On the fourth day of the fieldwork, we found 

a woman who speaks Maasai and English fluently and belongs to the family of that 

day’s research participant. Because of earlier communication challenges I decided to 

hire her as third translator assistant.  

The participants of this research were women who live in Taveta. The women whose 

opinions were included were between 25 and 31 years old. By interviewing women 

who are close to each other by age, I got to hear whether women in similar social 

position have similar aspirations and experiences. However, it would have been 

interesting to have younger participants as well, because that could have resulted in a 

more varied discussions, especially from the angle of education. It remains unknown 

for me, what would have been the oldest age of which most of the women are educated, 

and whether their aspirations would have been significantly different from non-

educated women. 

4.4.1 Participative observation 

Participative observation is a research method in which the researcher immerses and 

reflects the research environment in order to better understand the particular socio-

cultural space and its inhabitants’ ways of living (Walsh, 2009: 77). The literal 

meaning of observation is that the researcher is separated from the situation which they 

are observing and; that the information they collect is objective, because they as a 
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person have not affected it by interacting with the target of observation. But detached 

observation method is a paradox, because according to feminist geography the 

researcher always has their own perspective and background knowledge to which they 

mirror what they see and hear (Rose, 1993; Walsh, 2009).  

The researcher usually writes field diary, in which they report what they think is 

essential to the research topic, thus also creating the reality (Dyck, 1993). Watson 

(2021) claims, that the interpretations of observation might be distorted because of the 

perspective of the researcher. Once they make notes about the observation, the 

information is no longer original. Moreover, considering the fact that researcher is 

always part of the research situation, observation always includes interaction, whether 

it is intentional or not (Watson, 2021). Observation can include minimum amount of 

interaction or it can be as participative to the lengths of living as an equal to the 

research participant or community.  

I chose participative observation as research method for two reasons: first, it gives 

meanings to the research location when I see the performativity and  how the space 

acts as women’s place (Naybor & Alagan, 2014, p. 132). Secondly, seeing how their 

everyday life consists builds the framework around the interviews. It also broadens the 

understanding of why same chore might have different framework for different 

women. The time spent together before the interview also softened the atmosphere as 

we got to know each other, hence the interviews were easier to execute. I tried to plan 

the days in a way that my presence would disturb the participants’ days as little as 

possible, but as the days went on I noticed that was impossible.  

As Naybor and Alagan (2014) note, research always disrupts the daily life of the 

research participants, even if they do not need to do any specific tasks for the research. 

This became true in many occasions of my fieldwork and it would not have been 

possible to remove my presence’s influence to the everyday lives of the women. The 

participants were told that they do not need to do anything specific because I am 

visiting and they could live their lives as it was a normal day. On the other hand, by 

showing me how to fetch firewood or dance local dances the women gave me a more 

thorough picture of local lives, but it was not authentic, because it was done at that 

moment only because of me. As Oberhauser (2014) writes, the spaces of fieldwork are 

affected by both participants and researchers. 
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I used participative observation in all households I visited. The observation took place 

during the day from the start until the start of the interview. I wrote field diary during 

the day when there were natural gaps between the daily chores. After the fieldwork I 

filled in some gaps that existed in the field diary because of having too little time to 

write. The final field diary was 23 pages long (font Calibri 12, line spacing 1,15). At 

our arrival my translator assistants explained to the women what I am doing there for 

the day, and that they can participate me to their chores as much as they want and can. 

My ways of participative observation varied. In some situations I asked more questions 

and participated while in some situations I took more of an observing-only position. 

During the house chores I asked questions from the women: what, why and how they 

do the chores and what their life is like?  

4.4.2 Semi-structured interviews 

Semi-structured interviews are used for collecting data on the perceptions and 

behaviours of people around the world (Elwood & Martin, 2000). The benefit of 

conducting semi-structured interview lies in flexibility. The interviewer has a selection 

of questions prepared which cover the wanted research topic, but the interviewee has 

the power to decide what they want to answer. In semi-structured interview neither the 

interviewee nor the interviewer is tied into predetermined questions and answer 

choices, but the whole process resembles a discussion (Longhurst, 2016). The freedom 

of choice in answering open-ended questions resonates with the feminist geography 

approach by allowing different types of opinions to arise and shifting some of the 

power from the interviewer to the interviewee (Dyck, 1993). Semi-structured 

interview also suites my research, because it allows to collect information about 

geographical processes in a relatively short time (Petrescu et al., 2017). The method is 

although affected by subjectivity because in interviewing, what I already know is as 

important to what I want to know, because it determines what I can ask (Leech, 2002).  

My way of conducting semi-structured interviews leaned a bit towards structured 

interview. I used Leech’s (2002) and Dunn’s (2021) guidance in preparation for the 

interviews and framing the questionnaire. I formed a list of questions (annex 1), which 

I used in every interview in the same order, if the discussions did not change the order 

naturally. In every interview, I asked additional questions and adjusted the wording if 

I had noticed earlier that my way of presenting the question was difficult to understand. 
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Even though I tried to appear as a person who knows little about the topic, so that my 

appearance would be easier to talk to, my positionality still affected the situation by 

making the woman thinking I knew a lot about the topic. 

I chose a semi-structured interview method because structured interview would not 

have allowed variety and personal opinions of the participants to emerge. The 

questions of the interviews could be divided into two topics: life now and life in the 

future. I started the interview with easy questions, as recommended by Petrescu et al. 

(2017) by asking the women about their thoughts about their lives. Then the interview 

proceeded into questions relating future hopes, livelihood and beekeeping.  

The interviews were conducted in the home compounds of the women. The decision 

of interview locations were a result of common discussion, practicality and local 

culture. My aim was to interview only the women whom I was visiting, but after all 

there was only one situation where there were no other people surrounding us. Men 

were always away, but co-wives, extended family and children often came and went 

during the interviews which were held outside. The women usually chased outsiders 

away when they felt that they do not want other people to hear their opinions. I 

recorded the interviews with my phone and transcribed them after the fieldwork ended. 

Because of the different languages used, I could not transcribe verbatim as my 

understanding of the words was not enough. Instead, I wrote to the transcription a 

mentioning of who was speaking, and whether the talk was short, long, sound of voice, 

laughter or silence. I had six interviews which was over all 44 pages of data (font 

Calibri 12, line spacing 1,15). 

4.5 Analysis methods 

In feminist geography the analysis should follow the methodological framework of 

broadening the understanding of women’s lives and create space for varied realities. I 

use content analysis as a method to explore the diverse livelihood aspirations which 

emerged during the fieldwork. I also look for explanations for how the women’s lived 

realities might affect the said aspirations. With content analysis I aim at constructing 

a reflective depiction which connects the explorations of the research into a wider 

context and other studies about the topic (Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2002). It is worth 

mentioning that the exploration and search for these connections are interpretive, 

affected by my personal knowledge and worldview, while the material itself was 



37 

 

produced in interaction with the women and research assistants. In addition to the 

fieldwork material, the analysis material includes a project paper of the ESSA project, 

which presents the aims to diversifying women’s livelihood to beekeeping. 

Crang and Cook (2007) say, that even though the analysis is done after the fieldwork, 

the process is actually connected to the material collection. In this research the two are 

connected on following levels: the design of the interviews was driven by my research 

questions, which will also provide framework for the analysis, the realization of the 

fieldwork developed the way I asked the questions and some unexpected answers gave 

new depths to the following analysis. 

Content analysis as a method is based on arranging the research material systematically 

into codes and categories, but the order of these phases depends on the research 

(MacLure, 2014). I started the analysis with transcribing the interviews and copied the 

field diary into digital format. After that I read the material several times. The first 

reads mostly helped me to build the overall picture of the data, because during the 

fieldwork I concentrated in small details and moments at a time while producing the 

research material. I approached the coding process by reading the material from 

different angles. I initially colour coded the sections of the texts, which were connected 

to themes that represent the research questions, thus the analysis has characteristics of 

being theory-guiding (Ruusuvuori et al., 2010; Tuomi & Sarajärvi, 2002).  The 

material related to the future livelihood aspirations and beekeeping was in the 

interview transcriptions, whereas both interviews and field diary provided material for 

the interpretation of how the current lives of the women might affect. 

I did a few read-throughs more in order to itemize the content of each colour code. 

This part of coding was inductive, because having pre-determined codes would have 

limited the ability to find new aspects to life from the material. Also, I see that creating 

the categories from the material expresses a more feminist approach than forcing the 

material into pre-existing, most probably Western categories. The coding process was 

mixed, because the contents in each colour code were sometimes overlapping, but I 

managed to arrange the content into rough categories which also guided the 

formulation of subheadings in chapter 5. By allowing the material to be complex and 

full of connections, exploring of the material was freer and complimentary meanings 

emerge. The research questions 1. What are the aspired future livelihoods of the six 
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pastoral women and 2. are the livelihood aspirations of the pastoral women similar to 

ESSA project’s women-related objectives are explored from the interview 

transcriptions, while questions 1.1 how being a Maasai pastoralist might affect the 

aspirations and 2.1 could ESSA project be implemented in Taveta Sub-County have 

been searched by using both interview material and field diary. 

After doing the categorisation, there was plenty of material left which did not answer 

to any of my research questions, because the overall amount of data yielded being 

larger than could be studied in this thesis. In the field the participants presented their 

lives to me broadly and I felt that I should make notes about their lives even if they 

would not be directly related my research questions. I ruled the non-related material 

out by moving it to its own document. 

4.6 Shortcomings of the research  

I have explained my research choices in this chapter, but it is clear that every research 

has limitations. Participant observation as a geographical research method has been 

seen as unscientific. According to Walsh (2009) and Watson (2021), it is highly 

possible that the researcher interprets the observed phenomenon from their own 

position which could distort the depiction of reality, and the reliability of the field diary 

can thus be attested. That is also why the results of observation cannot usually be 

generalized for further research. But, the critique against generalizability bases on 

masculinist worldview in which everything should have a universal and objective 

definition and I have no attempts to create generalizable knowledge. 

Hammersley & Gomm  (2008) point out that answers of the interviewee depend 

heavily on what is being asked. Especially in my context, the women were short 

worded, and had I had more interviewing skills, I might have gotten more in-depth 

answers. Hammersley & Gomm (ibid.) also add, that the interviewees most probably 

define their answers by what they think the interviewer wants to hear and whether they 

trust them. This can lead to unreliable interview data, and Walford (2007) says, that 

interview as an only method is not sufficient. Additionally, in interviews it is also 

impossible to achieve 100% anonymity, and especially in my research with the six 

women, it is possible that someone recognizes the peoples and opinions. 
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When it comes to the content analysis and my aims to use deductive categorization as 

a way to give the platform for women’s own thoughts, Hyvärinen (2010) and Töttö 

(2000) have argued that purely material-driven categorization is an impossibility. Even 

though the categories are formed from the material’s point of view, I still have strong 

influence on the categories, because I view the material from my position. The process 

of categorization is also in contrast to feminist aims, because it locks the shifting social 

structures into motionless phenomena and categorization aims to decrease the 

complexity of the world, when in fact the world is full of constantly changing networks 

(MacLure, 2014). The material is produced in an authentic situation, in which the 

participants also had agency, but when I represent them on paper, I am making the 

choices of what will be discussed further and what is not and thus the authenticity 

decreases (st. Pierre & Jackson, 2014). 

The success of the fieldwork is dependent on the skills of the researcher, in which I 

noticed stumbling stones after reflecting my actions during the fieldwork. Even though 

I studied the good traits of a development researcher from the guide book of Scheyvens 

et al. (2003), I feel that since this was my first time doing fieldwork I was sometimes 

struggling with my position as the person who is leading the interview to a certain 

direction. I met the women once and got to know them only faintly, which might have 

affected how much the women told me during interviews. In practice, I noticed it to 

be a limiting factor to conduct the interviews as the last activity of the day, because 

despite of attempts to make the situation relaxed, there was always three women 

wanting to hear the thoughts of one, and the situation was not balanced. Overall, it 

might have been a better choice to ask the questions during the day instead of having 

an interview situation at the end of the day.  

Additionally, I always explained to the women what I will be writing to my field diary 

and what I am observing and I wrote notes openly during the day when there was a 

suitable moment with no other activity. Only after the fieldwork I learned, that a more 

sensitive way to act would have been to write the notes in private moments. As 

DeLyser et al. (2010) explain, rural communities in global south have experienced 

oppression and objectification by western scientists who are trying to define or fix 

them, and writing field notes under their sight without them knowing what I am 

actually writing, could be experienced as insensitive. 



40 

 

My choice to concentrate only on women is another place for reflection. According to 

Crossland et al. (2021) who researched livelihood aspirations of Kenyan farmers, 

livelihood decisions were usually made as a household. Relating to that, I notice, that 

even though I have asked the women about their livelihood aspirations, they probably 

do not make decisions alone, and thus knowing only their aspirations does not provide 

thorough picture of what the household would actually do in case they were to 

diversify their livelihood. Additionally, Oberhauser & Johnston-Anumonwo (2014) 

argue that feminist research needs to include men’s opinions as well, but unfortunately 

that does not happen in my research, because I have made a decision of trying not to 

include any men to my research neither in the topic nor fieldwork group.  

Even though I have an aim to provide explanations of the women’s lives in order to 

improve their situations, the research is unfortunately not accessible for the women in 

question. They do not have the literacy or language skills to read this thesis, and 

combined to lack of access to the internet, this research truly fails in this sense, which 

according to Edwards (1990) is one main goal of feminist research in the global south 

context. 

 

Figure 5: Maasai women in Taveta usually build a Manyatta after they get married. Picture by author, 

Lake Jipe, Jan 2022. 
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5. Interpreting pastoralism and livelihood aspirations  

In this chapter I explore the research material from the point of view of the research 

questions in the contextual framework. I form a representation of the six women’s lives 

as Maasai pastoralists in Taveta by using my empirical observations. However, I 

emphasise that the observations and interpretation are heavily affected by my 

positionality and knowledge, which I have gathered during my studies. Here I also 

explore the aspirations which the women had towards their future livelihoods and I 

seek possible connections between their lives and aspirations. Lastly, I will compare 

the women’s livelihood aspirations to ESSA project’s aims towards pastoral and 

agropastoral women. I call the women with fictitious names in order to secure their 

identities, they are called Martha, Cynthia, Beatrice, Agnes, Sophia and Layla. 

5.1 Pastoral life for Maasai women in Taveta  

On a large scale the Maasai pastoralists of my research in Taveta have traditionally 

similar ways of life and duty divisions compared to Talle’s (1987) findings, but some 

collected information is not in line with former research. This is affected by the 

geographical, cultural and tribal differences among pastoralists. Frankly, even among 

the six research participants there are differences in living, which resulted from 

personal characteristics, such as age, location, household structure and income level. 

These Maasai women in Taveta are responsible for all reproductive labour from young 

age while men herd the cattle in pastures. Still, pastoralism is changing in Taveta and 

many aspects of life have changed since Talle’s (ibid.) research on Maasai women 

generally. Income diversification is already taking place, as has been found also in 

Wangui’s (2014) study. Overall, the six women had similar house chores and daily 

activities according to the interviews. 

According to the research participants, the systemic change in pastoralism is driven 

mostly by climate change, education, land privatization and monetary necessities 

rising within the communities. The six Maasai women experienced being generally 

marginalized from the decision making structures of society, which caused hardships 

for their families. The marginalization in Taveta might be a remnant of colonialism, 

according to Guyo’s (2017) findings. Maasais are one of the last communities in 

Taveta to base their livelihoods on pastoralism and it is becoming more challenging to 

survive with income only generated through livestock.  
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Overall, the women’s roles concentrate in home and they start performing their duties 

before sunrise according to their explanations. Fetching water and firewood, cooking, 

washing utensils are the most usual daily chores that belong to women’s reproductional 

duties and this is in line with many studies relating to pastoral women’s roles  

(Brockington, 2001; Dahl, 1987; Onyima, 2019) (figure 6). The surroundings of 

everyday life for the women also resemble Talle’s (1987) depiction with slight changes 

related to possible increases in income levels. The women live in tight but large 

clusters of home compounds. Women build their own Manyattas (house made of cow 

dung, mud and sticks) close to possible co-wives who are married to the same husband 

(figure 5). In the Manyatta, women sleep with their children, cook on top of stone 

fireplaces and store their belongings. The Manyatta, surrounded by fenced home 

compound, is in full responsibility of the women and it is the main location of domestic 

work, which is not only reproductional but also productional. Co-wives’ usually live 

in neighbouring compounds and it shows how closely women interact during their 

daily chores and how they share wifely duties. Brockington (2001) has found that there 

can be hierarchy between the wives, and I got similar explanations from the women 

when we discussed about possible differences of opinion between co-wives.  

As written in earlier research by Talle (1987) and Brockington (2001), Maasai women 

in Kenya and Tanzania do not usually participate in herding the cattle far away from 

home, and it is partly true also in Tavetan Maasai communities. Usually boys take part 

in herding from young age, but due to school enrolment, they are absent and 

pastoralists have to find other ways to perform the herding. I did not see any women 

with the cattle in the large pastures but I witnessed women often participating it near 

home compounds, especially when cattle was leaving the bomas (an enclosure used to 

protect livestock) in the morning. In addition, the women take care of calves and sick 

animals, which has been labelled as women’s responsibility also by Brockington 

(2001) and Wangui (2014). In addition to caring for the animals, women milk the cows 

and goats twice a day (figure 6). 

Even though the women’s daily chores mostly take place at the home compound, the 

activities are spreading to nearby areas. In the interviews the women told that they 

meet people who are mostly family members, other mothers or Maasais, but nowadays 

they also meet people from other villages and tribes in church, market places and farms 

where they work as casual labourers. From other people they get new ideas, income if 
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interactions includes business and church offers them spiritual nourishment. However, 

they are not in much contact with faraway societies, through which they could get new 

information e.g. about women’s rights. Unfortunately, I did not get in-depth answers 

when I asked what topics women usually discuss about when they meet in these places, 

but I was told that women talk about future and life overall with each other. The 

question was maybe thought as too personal to answer. 

Currently, the systemic change in the women’s lives is taking place through increase 

of casual labour and social organizing outside home compound. There is demand for 

finding extra income, and for now it has been a task for women to take upon other 

labour through livelihood diversification. The local agriculture is commercialising, 

and it offers women a chance to work on the farms as casual workers. It seemed, that 

the men of the households are occupied with grazing activities, and they do not have 

spare time for casual labour. Working on the farms is productional work, which Basu 

and Galiè (2021) say is going to be more common among pastoral women. On the 

farms they get daily pay, and carry out tasks which do not demand education 

background, such as weeding and cutting sticks to support thin tomato stems. All of 

the women whom I saw in the fieldwork locations, who did not have small children to 

look after and were approximately under 60 years of age, left home after finishing the 

traditional daily chores to work on the farms. They gain their own income, but on the 

other hand their days are now longer and full of work at home and farms.  

I have interpreted that in these communities the pastoral practices are not feminizing, 

which is in contrast to Wangui’s (2014) study. In these communities it has been the 

women who take on new livelihood practices instead of men. In Wangui’s (ibid.) study 

in Kajiado South Constituency, Kenya, men started farming which shifted the 

responsibility of livestock keeping from men to women, but in Taveta the reality is 

different. The reasons behind women doing casual labour could relate to lack of 

education and knowledge also among the men; a conception that herding is too heavy 

and difficult a practice for women or men do not want to give up on livestock, because 

it is the core of their identity. The livelihood diversification in Taveta has more 

similarities with Karmebäck et al.’s (2015) and Liru and Heinecken’s (2021) studies, 

in which sedentarisation has offered work opportunities to especially women, who 

spend most of their days home. Due to the current labour division in the communities, 

women could have an even more important economic position in the future, because 
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now women are empowering through learning new skills and gain connections, while 

men continue with their traditional duties with the livestock.  

Besides to the income from farm work, the women of these Maasai communities 

seemed to have minimal ownership over assets which generate income, which is also 

noted about pastoral women more generally by Dahl (1987) and Wangui (2014). Even 

though Dahl (1987) states that pastoral women often have ownership over small 

animals, e.g. chickens or goats, in these communities women did not own any of the 

animals and they themselves could not sell them in order to get money for food or 

other supplies. In these communities, women receive income from selling milk to 

venders, handling self-made jewellery and traditional medicine as well as through their 

work at the already mentioned farms. With that money, the women are expected to 

support everything to the family, which is connected to home compound: food, daily 

supplies, clothing to mention the most important.  

The social circles of the research participants include an aspect which was usually not 

mentioned as a segment of pastoral life in the background literature of this study. Five 

of the women are beneficiaries at a non-governmental development foundation called 

Compassion. It supports families in meeting school expenses for children, which partly 

eases the families’ burden. From Compassion the families receive also other benefits 

in the form of household items like solar power lamp-radios and water tanks paid from 

collective savings. The products are generated through activities in the foundation. We 

did not have a discussion about whether men take part in the Compassion activities, 

but I got an impression that the benefits from the foundation make especially the 

women’s lives easier. However, the women told that only one child per household can 

get their school fees covered by the Compassion foundation, and thus women with 

large number of children will get relatively less support from the foundation than 

women with few children. 
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Figure 6: Stove inside a Manyatta (left) and evening milking (right). Pictures by author, Salaita Hill, 

Jan 2022. 

5.2 Pastoral women facing challenges 

I noticed that the women have time to sit under a tree and converse with other women 

(figure 7), but Agnes, Cynthia and Martha argued that the load of responsibilities is 

tiring and they do not end before going to bed at night. Especially, among the older 

Maasai women, the moments of sitting under a tree after performing the mandatory 

chores are taken into good use by preparing the traditional Maasai jewellery and 

looking after grandchildren when younger mothers are working. The close connections 

within families also increase the communal support during challenging times. 

The infrastructure is traditional, which affects how burdensome the daily chores are. 

Laundry is washed by hand and dried on top of the compound fence, beds do not 

usually have mattresses in poorer households, Manyattas do not have chimneys and 

toilets are a rare sight. These also represent some of the harms and threats which 

Maasai women face in their lives. Beatrice told, that breathing the smoke from cooking 

has negative effects on health and using the bushes as toilet far from home put women 

in vulnerable position to sexual assault. Out-of-home threats of being clobbered by 

animals such as African buffalos or elephants during firewood-fetching have not 

disappeared either.  
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The women had various feelings about their lives. Layla, Sophia, Cynthia and Beatrice 

told me that they enjoy their roles as pastoral women, even though life is hectic and 

especially during drought they struggle going through their chores and there is less 

milk to sell. Layla told that she is proud being a pastoralist, which can indicate their 

tight identity related connection in preserving their traditional lifestyle. An example of 

the parts of life which women enjoyed is milking, because it brings them income. 

However it was also stated by my translator that pastoralism is all they know which 

might narrow the views of possible futures.  

During the discussion the women mentioned what kind of challenges they face at the 

moment. All six women mentioned that drought is the main challenge, because it is 

difficult to find pasture for the cattle. As I have mentioned earlier, the drought affects 

women because they will have less milk to sell when cattle cannot produce it, but the 

possible loss of livestock will also affect the whole wealth and wellbeing of the family. 

Next to Salaita Hill, Agnes, Martha and Layla mentioned that the Tsavo West national 

park is also causing them obstacles. There are better pastures in the area of the national 

park, but if they get caught grazing their livestock there, they will be fined. As a result 

for that, Martha and Layla mentioned that a permit system for grazing in the national 

park would solve this problem. In Lake Jipe, the main challenges were related to school 

fees of the children. The families cannot afford to pay the fees and Cynthia hoped that 

the government of the country or county could make education free or offer bursaries 

for families who need them. This indicates that local and national stakeholders are 

needed in solving the issues pastoralists are struggling with.  

Within the group of women who introduced their lives to me, pastoralism is not only 

a livelihood but a comprehensive framework for social, economic and environmental 

actions. Eneyew and Mengistu (2013) have talked about double marginalization, and 

it seems to come true in Taveta too. The women seemed to be interested in their 

futures, but their opportunities in Taveta seem to be restricted by the gendered division 

and hierarchy of domestic work affected by patriarchal society. They have less 

ownership over assets than formerly noted by Dahl (1987), which expresses the spatial 

differences of pastoral cultures. The patriarchal system had also prevented these 

women from attending to school when they were young, except for one of them. This 

might affect them having less information about their possibilities than their younger 

counterparts who are educated. Overall, my interpretation is in line with studies by 
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Onyima (2019) and Balehey et al.(2018). These women have lower social status than 

men although they seemed to live their own lives while making the home-related 

decisions.  

 

Figure 7: Maasai women sitting under a tree with children after finishing morning chores. Picture by 

author, Salaita Hill, Jan 2022. 

5.3 Livelihood aspirations and hopes for good life 

The research material which was produced together with the women offer good 

opportunities to explore and find possible answers to my research questions about 

women’s livelihood aspirations. When the research participants were asked what they 

want their futures to look like during the interviews, they all mentioned hopes for good 

life. This always prompted an additional question of what good life means for the 

woman because “good life” is a subjective concept. Women answered the question in 

unexpected ways, because their answers did not concern themselves directly but their 

children. One reason behind it could be the cultural aspect, that children are expected 

to take care of their parents when they grow older. Even though the research 

participants were aged between 25 and 31 years, they could already be preparing for 

long distance future by investing in children’s education. In one case the additional 



48 

 

question was possibly perceived difficult or uncomfortable, or the woman might not 

have thought of this topic broadly before and therefore I did not get an answer.  

The women explained the concept of good life as a situation in which their children 

have been educated and gathered knowledge. Martha, Layla, Beatrice, Sophia and 

Cynthia said, that after schooling the children will have better access to good quality 

work in which they earn enough income to provide food and housing for their extended 

families, and this would also secure the women’s futures. The women thought that 

when the possibilities of livestock keeping are worsening, the education of the children 

would open pathways for careers in other professions. This thought is similar to what 

LaRue (2021) and Crossland et al. (2021) have found in the field of agriculture about 

parents preferring their children to be highly educated and working in blue- and white-

collar jobs instead of continuing farming. LaRue (2021) has found that such 

development of thoughts was connected to the social image of agriculture in the 

society, but I agree more with Wangui (2008), who saw these future hopes more as a 

necessity, because the possibilities for livestock keeping are becoming increasingly 

challenging. I think that in difficult situations the need to survive has more influence 

in decision making than society’s opinion. 

As already explained, the women had different experiences of and feelings towards 

their current lives. As a result, I think that even though their future hopes sounded 

similar when they were expressed in words, the reasons behind aspiring the good life 

were different. Women, who experienced that climate change might become an 

unbeatable challenge in livestock keeping, may think that children’s education could 

offer a route out of pastoralism. Whereas, if they considered life to already be good 

and they were wealthy enough to adapt to the systemic change in pastoralism, the 

aspired good future might not include major changes compared to the current life. All 

these different nuances can be invisibly built into the words good life. 

The discussions about aspired futures gave valuable information outside the livelihood 

concept. It is natural that people want life in the future to be good, but the meanings 

of good life tell what pushes and motivates people to act and what is there to achieve. 

The aspired good life meant wellbeing gained through children’s education and it 

seems to relate to necessity, practice and reality, similar to Appadurai’s (2004) and 

Ray’s (2006) theorisations. However, families need funds in order to get the good life 
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and women often mentioned struggles to pay school fees. This quite naturally led to 

discussions about future aspirations regarding livelihoods. The discussions about 

future livelihoods included pastoralism but also possible livelihood diversification. A 

question, whether the women want to continue pastoralist livelihood still after 10 years 

produced clear responses. The women explained that in the future they see themselves 

as pastoralists, but they aspire to diversify their livelihoods. The exact answers about 

diversifying and reasonings behind proceeding livestock keeping varied.   

All of the women wanted to practice pastoralism in their aspired futures, and for Agnes 

this aspiration simply included hopes to obtain more cattle and continuing the practices 

as it is now. Beatrice stated, that she would prefer pastoralism, because she does not 

have knowledge to do anything else, therefore I interpret that her future aspirations 

were affected by limitations which related to knowledge and skills. Sophia had not 

considered practicing anything else than pastoralism, but when asked about casual 

labour, she noted that she would like to keep on practicing it as well. Layla saw 

pastoralism as a livelihood, which provided income for children’s school fees. She 

preferred concentrating on pastoralism, because that is the instrument with which she 

can achieve the aspired good life. The reasoning behind aspirations about pastoralism 

was broadened even further by Cynthia. She stated, that she wants to continue to be a 

pastoralist, but she doubts if it will generate sufficient income for her family in the 

future. These thoughts opened space to discussing about possible livelihood 

diversifying practices. 

Even though all of the women wanted to continue pastoralism, Layla, Cynthia, Sophia 

and Martha also expressed their interest towards diversifying livelihoods. Cynthia, 

Sophia and Martha saw the seasonal work on the farms outside home as a good 

opportunity to earn additional income. Although it increases their work burden, 

Cynthia and Sophia wanted to continue the casual labour. Martha further explained, 

that she wants to save money by working at the farm in order to open a shop. However, 

she had not gone to school and she would need education before she can start a 

business. For me, her aspiration for business seems to have nuances of hopes and inner 

desire, which is similar to Mausch et al.’s (2021) theory of aspirations.  

Aspirations towards farming were also expressed by Layla and Cynthia. Layla was 

hoping to have a farm and become agropastoralist, but she indicated that she does 
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currently not have possibilities to access a land area for farming. She said she was 

actively searching for tips and information on how to engage it. Cynthia was more 

positive about shifting to agropastoralism, but pointed out that it inquires a shift in 

location, which was happening for her family in nearby future. In Layla’s household 

the women asked me for ideas how to start farming, which led to discussion about 

drought-resistant crops. Carr et al. (2016) and Liru and Heinecken (2021) say that 

diversifying would be smart and could offer security for the women if they have full 

ownership to the income they earn. Diversifying livelihoods into farming would be a 

step out of traditional pastoralism. 

In addition to education, women mentioned only few other tools to achieve the 

aspirations and good life. Regarding the hopes to practice crop farming, Layla 

mentioned she would need a borehole, because rain is nowadays unpredictable. Sophia 

mentioned that she would need a farm, meaning that she does not possess a land for 

farming at the moment. Cynthia and Sophia mentioned that they need bigger houses 

for their families. Now, this does not seem like it has direct connection to achieving 

good life, but the women most probably have a reason why they think that 

accommodating their children in a bigger house would be better for the family. Here I 

have mentioned a few artefacts which the women need, and gaining these would 

require money. Additionally, Cynthia and Sophia mentioned that to achieve the aspired 

future they just need money, which could indicate that overall there is need for 

additional income and pastoralism does not provide the families everything they need 

or that the women do not have access to husbands’ funds. The other women did not 

mention that money would solve some of their challenges. 

When I tried to ask the women, why they are aspiring about such future and livelihoods 

and what are the push and pull factors, their answers were practical and simple. 

Wanting a good life and aiming at educating children would mean a life in which 

women survive without struggles. The answers to questions about future hopes 

regarding livelihoods were not what I had expected. After reflecting on why the 

answers were not similar to mine even structurally, I would argue that the main reason 

is the different ways of thinking between the women and me. People tend to think and 

talk about subjects which are familiar to them, or to which they have access and interest 

in. In one way it could be argued that for them a life where there’s no struggling is 

enough. I think they looked at the future from their point of view and did not mention 
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desire for certain personal achievements because for them life is about the family and 

community, not individuality. 

It seems that outside of all the theorisations of aspirations, geographical location 

determines what type of aspirations people have. The shared thoughts about future 

aspirations are closely related to what the women’s lives are like now. It determines 

what they know and why, and what are the social, economic and environmental 

frameworks within which they move and act. Thus, the aspirations of the women could 

be argued to be close to Ray’s (2006) and Appadurai’s (2004) conceptualisations, 

which include economic status, necessity, social connections and places as 

determinants of what one ends up aspiring. This differs from my aims to explore 

aspirations which are specifically driven by inner desire and hopes, inspired by  

Mausch et al.’s (2018a) theory.  

I have interpreted that the strongest influencer of the aspirations is pastoralism itself. 

All of the women wanted to continue pastoralism, even though they knew the 

challenges in it, and Cynthia even did not see it as a secure future option. Their 

traditional knowledge which is gathered through social connections and experienced 

realities is affected by pastoralist and patriarchal traditions among other possible 

factors such as individual characteristics. I think that the women know that they are 

going to be responsible for the household maintenance also in the future, and thus 

everything else they possibly do, would increase their labour burden. It might hinder 

the women from seeking livelihoods which take substantial amount of weekly time 

because their days are already full of chores and labour. 

Within this specific age cohort of women, another factor which seems to determine the 

aspirations is lack of education. It has led to lack of diverse knowledge, skills and 

channels which are often needed if one aims at creating a successful business or 

adopting new crops to farm. If the knowledge about livelihood diversification or 

climate change adaptation does not come within the pastoral society it can only come 

from outside. An example of how the lack of education affects these women’s lives, is 

not knowing how to write. Sophia mentioned, that she would be interested in engaging 

a position in the Compassion foundation, but she could not undertake any assignment 

which requires writing, and that rules out various opportunities. Only one of the 

women has gone to school and she has been exposed to broader set of knowledge. 
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However, even education does not guarantee diverse livelihood opportunities for a 

woman in her thirties, if the household structure is systemically impeding her activities 

outside the home compound. 

Theory-wise, I had expected to hear more about women’s dreams, because aspirations 

are defined by Mausch et al. (2021) as having influences from hopes and individual 

desire. Martha had a dream of opening a shop, but besides that the aspirations of the 

women are driven more by necessity and realistic possibilities than dreams and hopes 

which might not be achievable. In that sense, the conceptualizations of aspiration by 

Appadurai (2004)  and Huijsman et al. (2021) are more suitable to this certain context. 

The livelihood aspirations of the women are also connected to Carr et al.’s (2016) 

argument, that the aspirations are driven by the global climate change and need to 

adapt, because the future livelihood hopes were affected by drought-induced 

challenges in pastoralism.  

5.4 ESSA and Tavetan Maasai women, theory versus reality 

One objective of this research was to analyse, how ESSA project’s objectives align 

with the six Maasai women’s opinions about beekeeping. This research question is 

driven by ESSA’s aims to identify promising livelihood diversification options among 

pastoralists in arid and semi-arid lands which could empower women and youth 

(ESSA, 2021). Within the overall objective of the ESSA project are seven work 

packages, which include aims to understand pastoral and agropastoral landscapes 

through a system-wide view of food security, diversified livelihoods and ecosystem 

sustainability and improvement. The work package number four includes the 

objectives which relate to pastoral women the most, grounding on stingless beekeeping 

as a viable livelihood option for pastoralist women and youth. The families in Taveta 

are in need of additional income due to challenges in pastoralism, and beekeeping 

could provide it through selling honey and other beehive products.  

5.4.1 Opinions on beekeeping as livelihood 

I first asked the women about their aspirations towards pastoralism and any other 

livelihood before entering the topic of beekeeping. This way I did not give the women 

any suggestions that I would expect or want them to say something about beekeeping. 

The interviews included questions related to beekeeping, because one of my research 
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objectives is to evaluate whether ESSA’s objectives directed at pastoral women are 

similar to women’s actual aspirations in the context of Taveta. The main 

interpretations of this exploration were, that women were not interested in beekeeping. 

The reasons behind this varied: Cynthia said that she does not have knowledge on or 

need of beekeeping but added, that it was because she is a pastoralist. She was not 

facing major challenges in pastoralism due to the family’s wealthiness, and thus she 

claimed that keeping livestock is enough. Beatrice did not reportedly have any ideas 

or thoughts about beekeeping, although she knew that people in towns might practice 

it. In similar way, Sophia had never thought of beekeeping as an income opportunity 

and was not interested in learning more of them. During the fieldwork I did not see 

any beehives, which supported the discussions by indicating that the households are 

not practicing beekeeping.  

Overall, the discussions about beekeeping were challenging. We did not share a similar 

knowledge base on beekeeping, which hindered the depth of discussion on the topic. 

The research participants’ knowledge about bees based on experiences of their own 

and community members’, whereas my knowledge based on own experience but also 

on Western science. We all have received parts of our knowledge from other people 

and that knowledge is connected to culture and location. The women’s knowledge on 

bees was limited to the fact that bees sting, which makes them scary. In this specific 

Maasai culture bees have traditionally not been more than insects, which should be 

avoided. In fact, bees were considered so scary that women had negative reactions to 

my questions of whether they would like to get more information on beekeeping. The 

whole topic of beekeeping was often laughed off, which indicated a common 

disinterest towards the practice, also after I told that there are also stingless bees. Even 

if there was a lecture about beekeeping in the area, my translator assistant hinted that 

these women would not partake it, because their negative perspectives towards bees 

were extremely strong and they would not use their limited time for it.  

From my point of view, it seemd that the knowledge about bees was strongly 

connected to pastoralism: beekeeping has never been a livelihood practice for them, 

and thus different generations have not produced deep information on the species or 

its benefits and possibilities. The knowledge might be limited to the faint interactions 

that Maasais in Taveta have had with bees. If those are most commonly connected to 

stinging, it can naturally lead to spreading of a narrative that bees should always be 
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avoided. The generational interest to find more information on a species could stay 

low because it seems to have no beneficial traits and is harmful. The interest towards 

bees was also affected by necessity. Sophia expressed, that she did not want to start 

beekeeping, because she did not have the need. Her income was collected through milk 

and casual labour, and therefore she might not even have time to take upon beekeeping. 

The participants of my research were in a positive situation at the moment by having 

casual labour which increases their income. 

It is interesting that these Maasai communities, or at least these women did not have 

knowledge about beekeeping as a livelihood is in contrast to Mpondo et al. (2021) 

research about beekeeping in Simanjiro rangelands, Northern Tanzania. Simanjiro and 

Taveta are approximately 130km apart, and I wonder why the knowledges between 

Maasai communities are this divergent. Is it because of different environmental or 

other reasons, or is it a coincidence that my research participants happened to not 

consider beekeeping as a possible livelihood option? This could be explored through 

further research. 

5.4.2 ESSA’s suitability to Taveta  

Because the bee-related knowledge among the women was narrow, I see the women’s 

refusal towards beekeeping as a coin with two sides. On the one hand, the women 

made their opinions based on the facts they have about beekeeping and it was true to 

them, but on the other hand their opinions are based only on a fragment of knowledge. 

Their knowledge could be argued to be as biased as the results of western studies, 

because it is knowledge influenced by subjectivity. At this point it would be most 

ethical to revise the questions about the attraction of beekeeping after the modern 

knowledge about beekeeping reaches these communities without western interference.  

Even though the women indicated that they are not interested in beekeeping, I agree 

with the studies by Golicha (2012) and Mugo (2015) that beekeeping is a beneficial 

option in diversifying pastoralists livelihood, also in Maasai communities. While 

climatic variations are affecting livestock keeping, it will also affect the commercial 

farm production in the area. The women indicated that the casual labour is seasonal, 

and increased temperatures and severe droughts will also threat the continuity of the 

farm works. However, beekeeping is not immune to climate change either, as has been 

researched in Ingram’s (2016) study. She found in Cameroon, that climatic variations 
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affected the environment in which the bees live, thus affecting the wellbeing of the 

beehives. Considering all the uncertainties relating the income generation, it would 

strengthen the capacity of the women to diversify the incomes even more. Beekeeping 

would be a feasible option in Taveta’s pastoral environment in theory due to its small 

requirements and suitability to women. Beekeeping would also increase the women’s 

ownership on their livelihoods compared to the casual labour on the farms, because 

they would have more responsibility on the practice, which could then lead to various 

skills developments (Brockington, 2001).  

The ESSA project concentrates strongly also in honeybees’ and stingless bees’ impact 

on environment, as they are dependent on quality and diversity of available melliferous 

plants, while also pollinating and benefitting the local flora. Since the women of my 

research have almost no information about stingless bees, there would be space for 

such sharing of information. The Tavetan pastoralist communities could be a suitable 

target group for the ESSA project, however it should be taken to consideration, that 

these communities have already come up with livelihood diversification plans through 

casual labour. The casual labour came as a surprise to me on the field and it is possible 

that in other target groups, in which ESSA will be implemented, the households are 

already using all available time in different income generating practices. They might 

not have extra time or assets for new livelihoods immediately. Additionally, as Mugo 

et al. (2015) found, in Kajiado County beekeeping was mainly constrained because of 

lack of credit access which should be considered in implementation of the ESSA 

project. 

Finally, there are different kind of answers to whether ESSA project should or could 

be implemented in these Tavetan pastoral communities. Beekeeping as practice is local 

to Kenya which is supportive to the project, but inserting Western knowledge into 

these communities would not have decolonizing nuances. The fact that some women 

and youth can be strongly against it can hinder ESSA’s objectives. If the ESSA project 

was implemented in Taveta, it would have not gotten a positive welcome from the 

women who contributed my research. However, people who have the knowledge about 

beekeeping, its mechanisms and benefits, should be allowed to teach others about it if 

it increases the quality of their lives without disrupting or dislocating cultures. In 

Taveta, development actors of a project who aim at increasing beekeeping practices in 

the area could cooperate with the Compassion foundation. Compassion could act as a 
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platform which facilitates lectures about beekeeping and it could support the 

development actors in understanding the local reality. Despite the negative reactions 

towards beekeeping, Taveta could be a suitable location for development projects 

empowering women as showed in the soap-making project (Mkanyika, 2021). 

At the moment, the aspirations of these women in Taveta are not in line with ESSA’s 

objects to empower women through beekeeping. Maybe supporting the women in crop 

farming or casual labour could be a more suitable way to diversify livelihoods and 

adapt to changes in pastoralism in Taveta. Hopefully the women who will take part in 

the ESSA project, will be more positive towards beekeeping. The pastoralists in Taveta 

are facing challenges in livestock keeping due to climate change and in theory the 

ESSA project could offer them a lot of new information in diversifying livelihoods 

sustainably. Still, as Mausch et al. (2021a) argue, development experts must be 

sensitive and include the target group in the planning process. Only through asking 

locals they can know if their plans would be suitable and needed, which can predict 

the successfulness of a project.  
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6. Conclusions  

In this research I have broadened the imagery of what it is like to be a pastoral woman 

in Taveta Sub-County by collecting information in the field and showing the many 

sides of livelihood aspirations. I have explored the hopes and needs of six women, who 

live in pastoral Maasai communities and whose roles are framed by traditional Maasai 

culture amid the systemic change of pastoralism. The casual labour at farms supports 

the women’s ownership and agency, which hopefully someday guarantees them the 

good life they want.  

The shift in the women’s roles can have an important impact for future wellbeing for 

these communities, when the lack of lavish pastures might lead to considerations about 

how to continue livestock keeping, how to feed the family and pay for school fees? 

Pastoralists need support now, because former policy making has ignored their 

importance as a social group which supports national food security and cultural 

diversity. I chose to study women’s aspirations because knowing what the women 

want and need can lead to better targeted development projects and policy making. An 

example of such development project is the ESSA project which, among other goals 

such as plant-based product development, aims to empower pastoral women through 

beekeeping. 

In January 2022, the women’s aspirations included pastoralism and diversified 

livelihoods, which they hoped to lead for a good life. The good life was mostly seen 

as a situation where children have been educated and they can lead the family’s way 

to a more secure future. All of the women expressed that they want to continue as 

pastoralists in the future, even though they know it would mean occasional struggles 

in the livestock keeping. Additionally, they were interested in diversifying their 

incomes. Three of the women were interested in crop farming and two were interested 

in casual labour. When I analysed the aspirations by comparing them to former studies, 

I noticed that the aspirations are mostly driven by necessity with hints of hopes and 

dreams, thus they seem theoretically a combination of Appadurai’s (2004) capacity to 

aspire, Ray’s (2006) aspiration window and Mausch et al.’s (2021) desire to aspire.  

As I observed the daily life of the women, I interpreted that the framework of the 

aspirations appeared to be the women’s pastoral identity, because it determines their 

worldviews, social networks, daily spaces, skills and practices. However, this is my 
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interpretation, and my subjective position influences how I have seen the aspirations 

and compared them to former research. Comparing the aspirations and livelihood 

diversification mechanisms to former studies about pastoral women shows that reading 

former research does not provide sufficient information on what the reality in certain 

location or among certain tribe or gender actually is.  

Interestingly, none of the women was curious about beekeeping, which is one of the 

ESSA project’s ways to empower pastoral and agropastoral women. The lack of 

interest towards beekeeping indicates, that if ESSA project was implemented in this 

location, women would not have been welcoming towards the planned practices. It is 

impossible to say, whether the women could become interested in beekeeping if they 

got new information, but at least the start could be troublesome. My analysis resonates 

with Mausch et al.’s (2021a) argument that development projects’ success depends on 

the interest of the target group. I would say that in this location crop farming or 

developing casual labour system as adaptation mechanisms could be more suitable due 

to the aspirations, although the environmental factors and the social system of 

pastoralists would give good starting points for beekeeping.  

The topic of pastoral women is full of research potential and it could lead to 

improvement of their social status. The information that I collected during the 

fieldwork, but did not use as research material, could have some value in the future 

research for example in anthropology. Thematically, the lack of education among the 

research participants left me with interest towards the importance of adult education 

among rural and marginalized communities. This topic could be explored also through 

diving deeper into the construction of aspirations or concentrating on men’s 

experiences in these communities, as with this study I have created a new information 

gap about men’s aspirations. Finally, the world is not finished and geographers have 

plenty to give on studying pastoral societies.  
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7. Final thoughts 

As this was my first time conducting research in the Global South, this was also one 

the most educating times of my life. I experienced support which increased my 

motivation towards going through this process, but most of all this research taught me 

to accept the uncomfortable feelings of facing my privileges and global injustices.  

During the fieldwork I had to reflect on my knowledge, emotions and constantly 

consider the consequences of my actions. Seeing what life is like for Maasai women 

in Taveta changed how I see the world. This experience increased my skills as a 

researcher and if I went through this research again, I would do some things differently 

in order to be more inclusive, understanding and sensitive. However, I would also 

reconsider if this was my project to do in the first place. My translator assistants 

showed me that Kenya is full of women who have the potential to research feminist 

topics, but the society cannot support them in it at the moment.  

Exiting the field left me with feelings of responsibility and hope. I’m forever grateful 

for the women who took part in this research and opened their homes for me. I know 

that I cannot change the women’s lives, but I hope my research gave the women some 

food for thought about their futures and what they want and need. I hope that by 

expressing interest towards their lives and opinions, the women would feel that their 

opinions are valid and they matter. As I am finishing this research I have planned to 

contact the local County Government and some development NGO’s, to disseminate 

the collected information about women’s possible aspirations. 

I want to thank all the people who have helped and supported me during this process. 

First I want to express my gratitude to my supervisors Pia Bäcklund and Tino 

Johansson for always being encouraging and guiding in this challenging process. 

Secondly, this research could not have become what it is without the skills and effort 

of my research assistants Mwadime Mjomba, Eunice Metuo, Ann Namjei and Hellen 

Mombi Kimare. All of the staff of Taita Research Station had my back during the 

thesis research. Thirdly, many thanks for the ESSA project for funding my fieldwork 

the most. Being far from home during the heaviest of moments of the process, the 

connection to fellow students, friends and family never faded - thank you for the 

technical assistance, discussions and cheering on. 
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Annex 1: Interview guide 

1. Life now 

- Could you tell me about your average day? 

- What are the tasks that are your responsibility? 

- What are the places where they happen?  

- With whom are you in contact in your everyday life? 

- What do you think about your social life? 

- What kind of roles do you have now? (head of 

household/mother/farmer/sister/wife/etc…) 

- Can you tell me what you think about these roles?  

- What do you think of your life as a pastoral woman now?  

 

2. Life in the future 

- What would you want your life to be like in 10 years? 

- What is the place where you see this life happening?  

- What would be your livelihood in it? 

- One or many/diversifying? 

- Why would you want your life to be like that ? 

- Is there something in your life now that makes you want to pursue this 

future? Pull/push factors from within/outside. 

- What challenges could come up when you pursue that future? 

- How they could be overcome? 

- Who should do what? 

- What would you need to achieve that future? 

- Tools, resources (such as social connections and support, 

representation, economic assets, education, natural resources).  

- Do you think such aspirations are common among women your age in here?  

  

- Do you want to add something or go through some of the answers? 

- Do you have questions for me? 

 


