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 Abstract. Evidence of change in cattle rustling practice among pastoralist 
communities worldwide has been noted with globalisation, education, and 
modernisation, among other factors. However, there is little known about 
transformation in men and women's involvement in this practice in the wake of 
easy accessibility of small and light weapons and breakdown of the traditional 
leadership and control systems. This paper examined the transformation in cattle 
rustling practice among the Pokot community in West Pokot county. This study's 
target population included adult residents of the Pokot community, community 
elders, opinion leaders, political and administrative leaders, and local and 
international NGOs dealing with cattle rustling issues in West Pokot County. A 
multi-stage sampling technique was used to recruit 350 respondents. An 
unstructured questionnaire, a critical informant interview guide, a focus group 
discussion guide, and an observation guide were used to collect primary data. 
Qualitative data collected was analysed using patterns and critical themes of this 
particular objective. Quantitative data analysis was organised using the SPSS 
software version 2.0 and analysed using various descriptive statistics. The 
findings indicated that transformation in cattle rustling had seen a cultural activity 
for the young people to demonstrate their courage and wit and become a 
murderous criminal endeavour. The community no longer benefits from cattle 
rustling, but only a few are driven by greed to reap where they never sow. Illiteracy, 
poverty, unemployment, community conflicts, possession of firearms and 
insecurity were identified as the leading causes of cattle rustling. Access to formal 
education has seen many in the school-going age among the West Pokot get 
exposed to literacy, which has gradually recorded a positive transformation about 
its cattle rustling practices. Based on the findings, the paper makes the following 
recommendations to address the problem of cattle rustling among the people of 
West Pokot County: Enlightenment on contemporary ways of life; formal education 
among the Pokot to be advocated for; enhancing Security in West Pokot; opening 
a platform for peace talk and persuasions and operationalising the Eastern Africa 
Police Chiefs Cooperation Organisation protocol. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Cattle rustling is a practice that is common in 
many communities globally. In many ways, it has 
altered gender roles and negatively impacts the 
family set-up, undermines development and dis-
rupts the livelihoods of households. Studies show 
that families that have lost men (fathers or elder 
brothers) no longer had someone to provide for 
and protect them, while those that have lost 
women (mothers and/or sisters) have to do with-
out caregivers their lives.  

Pokot traditions enforce a well-respected hierar-
chy in the family where men (as husbands) are 
considered heads while women (as wives) are ac-
corded authority and respect in chronological or-
der. The first wife has the highest authority among 
the wives, which helps maintain social order. This 
implies that regarding cattle rustling, both men 
and women benefit from the proceeds of cattle 
raids by the relationship they share, mainly as 
husbands and wives. The proceeds of a cattle raid 
would then be used as a source of food and wealth 
for the family and benefit the man, his wives, and 
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children [14]. However, individualism rather than 
communal ownership of land and wealth in the 
modern-day West Pokot means that there is a 
high likelihood that a woman will demand equal 
rights and control over family wealth as provided 
in the customary law of the Kenyan constitu-
tion [1].  

As the practice of cattle rustling changes, the im-
plications on gender relations to control and own-
ership of cattle are inevitable. It is noted that in pa-
triarchal societies, the relations between men and 
women are unequal. Observably, in all societies, 
male domination and female subordination define 
such relations, thereby disadvantaging women. 
Scholars have noted that such subordination of 
women is a global phenomenon that is pegged on 
their universal roles and responsibilities as both 
mothers and homemakers. Gender roles and rela-
tions are diverse and are determined by contex-
tual factors and change over time. Consequently, 
the need to interrogate issues affecting women 
and men due to the changes in gender roles de-
serve the attention of scholars. 

Cattle rustling was historically perceived as a 
masculine oriented practice as it needed in its ex-
ecution a degree of brutality, courage and perse-
verance, attributes that are associated with men 
in the practising communities. Traditionally, 
women were not allowed to carry out any cattle 
raiding. They were required to stay at homes, take 
care of the children and wait for their men who 
had gone out for raids. This is because women suf-
fered more for, they are weak and needed protec-
tion, unlike the men who were able to run or 
fight [3]. 

Among the Pokot and other communities in which 
cattle raids are common, women play active roles 
in the practice. Observably, they transport and 
hide guns just like the men and depend on cattle 
rustling as a source of livelihood for their families, 
often resulting in some competition between the 
two genders [3]. This has been identified as a pos-
sible cause of breakdown in the family and a de-
terminant of domestic violence in communities. It 
is worth noting that by the marital contract, men 
expect that women should look after them. How-
ever, when these men cannot perform society's 
roles, women may take them up, thus reversing 
the role plan in society. The men who cannot go 
for cattle raids to support their families are sub-
jected to staying with their wife's family because 
they are not men enough to take care of their fam-
ilies. This has an emotional effect on men, who in 

turn lose self-esteem and respect in the commu-
nity. In most cases, if a woman is married to a man 
who does not have enough cows and cannot raid, 
the woman has a right to leave him and go and 
marry someone else considered stable. This has 
changed marriage practices by giving women 
more power and freedom to choose a marriage 
partner who best suits their needs, yet this was 
not the practice [3]. 

Extreme conditions and changing spectrum in 
gender power relations have, over time, radical-
ised cattle rustling. Although there is plenty of lit-
erature on cattle rustling, previous scholars have 
hardly interrogated how gender roles have histor-
ically affected cattle rustling. Even with moderni-
sation, both men and women have continually 
played interchangeable roles in the practice, given 
these roles are not static. The intensity, destruc-
tion and killing of women and children being wit-
nessed in the wake of cattle rustling were unheard 
of traditionally because of the various taboos and 
customs that guided the practice [17].  

Of interest, however, is the active involvement of 
both genders in cattle rustling. Observably, this 
has remained invisible, resulting in gender-blind 
approaches in tackling cattle rustling, which ulti-
mately poses a severe security risk. This paper ar-
gues that the notable transformation in men and 
women's involvement in cattle rustling, com-
pounded with a breakdown of traditional leader-
ship and control systems; easy accessibility of 
small and light weapons (SALWs), pose a security 
threat that compromises meaningful efforts to 
curb the problem. The paper is hived from a doc-
toral thesis on a summary of a study that sought 
to interrogate gender transformation in cattle rus-
tling and its implications on security management 
in West Pokot County. 

 

Theoretical framework  

To understand the complexity of cattle rustling, it 
is fitting to approach it from social cubism per-
spective. As a theory, social cubism has been uti-
lised to identify challenges experienced in places 
where violence has erupted and assess the appro-
priateness of the interventions initiated to allevi-
ate the problem. According to [2], Social Cubism 
Theory was predominately used in analysing ter-
ritorial conflicts.  

This approach is critical in understanding the cat-
tle rustling related to conflict(s). As applied in this 
study, social cubism, as postulated by [2] seeks to 
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explain conflict from historical, demographic, eco-
nomic, psychological, religious, and political per-
spectives. According to [2], social cubism contains 
six interrelated aspects. 

1. Historical Aspect of Social Cubism. Authors [2] 
argue that history is a robust frame of under-
standing almost everything about human exist-
ence. As one aspect of social cubism, understand-
ing historical factors and/or events helps people 
understand some of the reasons behind inter-
group dynamics and relationships. In essence, cat-
tle rustling practise has roots in all pastoral com-
munities because of livestock and their quick mo-
bility and as a store of wealth and value. In most 
African societies, most ceremonies involved spill-
ing blood, fat or/and milk to appease spirits and 
gods or general appreciation or blessings before a 
significant activity like a raid or praying for rain. 

2. Religious Aspect of Social Cubism. Religion is one 
of the most polarising aspects known to human-
kind. For centuries, societies have fought, and mil-
lions of people have died because of religious dif-
ferences. To social cubism, exploring religious dy-
namics helps people understand how religious 
beliefs affect intergroup relationships. Communi-
ties that were predominantly pastoralist were 
highly religious and involved the spirits of their 
forefathers and gods in everyday activities. In this 
respect, cattle raids were highly charged but a 
structured religious ceremony. It would involve, 
in most cases, burnt ceremonies being offered. A 
slaughtered goat, sheep, would have vital organs 
removed, and religious leaders' read' from them. 
Good omens could be interpreted from the pat-
terns and singularities of the ligaments, among 
other signs in the heart, kidneys, intestines, 
among others. The neighbouring communities 
also had their diverse religious beliefs, occults and 
totems who defined good times and bad seasons, 
including predicting when a raid would be exe-
cuted and why a raid targeted a community, espe-
cially when it had gone against their ways for-
bears, ancestors and gods. 

3. Demographic Aspect of Social Cubism. Demo-
graphic factors are important aspects of exploring 
ethnic conflict. At the centre of demography is 
population compositions – especially about who 
is superior and inferior? Which ethnic group is 
more influential? Who controls wealth? Answer-
ing these questions allows people to understand 
how demographic issues affect the way ethnic 
groups view each other. Most pastoral communi-
ties have experienced high child mortality rates 

because of the ecological and environmental con-
ditions surrounding them. Many children, espe-
cially boys, preferred to have enough defence 
against warring neighbours and a tremendous 
mobilising mechanism for raids, war, or other mil-
itary excursions. 

4. Political Aspect of Social Cubism. The political 
landscape in any given society affects how people 
and societies see each other. This is also true when 
it comes to understanding ethnic dynamics. In 
countries where a particular ethnic group domi-
nates politics, there is always an ethnic suspicion 
by those who see themselves outside the political 
spectrum. In other words, countries where ethnic 
politics dominate political institutions run the risk 
of ethnic divisions that could eventually degener-
ate into inter-ethnic conflict if not dealt with 
properly. Most pastoral communities had a de-
fined structure with elders' council, and decisions 
had to be filtered meticulously. Others had an 
anointed chieftain which influenced their ap-
proach to conflict and its resolution. 

5. Economic Aspect of Social Cubism. Economic dif-
ferences among ethnic groups significantly affect 
any society's political stability and security. It is 
known that economic disparity exacerbates ten-
sion among people, communities, and societies 
and even nations, particularly among political in-
stitutions that practice favouritism and/or ethnic 
patronage. In such countries, ethnic competition 
between different ethnic groups over who man-
ages national resources usually affects peoples' 
perception of the government. In a nutshell, a 
country in which people from a particular ethnic 
group control economic institutions is likely to ex-
perience ethnic discontent or a sense of ethnic 
marginalisation. In contrast, a country in which 
economic institutions advocate for ethnic inclu-
sion in all areas of its economy discourages ethnic 
discontentment. A large herd of livestock was a 
measure of the economic well-being of a commu-
nity or individual. Loss of livestock through 
drought, natural attrition or theft and raid could 
precipitate conflict and worsen it. 

6. Psychological Aspect of Social Cubism. Ethnic 
tension and emotions escalate during conflict or 
crisis. Regarding ethnic conflicts, psychologists of-
ten try to analyse how changes in people and/or 
societal behaviours and/or actions affect inter-
group perceptions of others during tense mo-
ments. It is not surprising that political psycholo-
gists often find that groups or societies portray 
negative attitudes about each other. For example, 
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promoting hate speech or bigotry, stereotypes, 
and prejudices highlights important ethnic tradi-
tions, symbols like ethnic identity, religious differ-
ences, heritages, and belief systems to inflame an 
ethnic or sectarian tension, resulting in an out-
burst of a physical or violent confrontation.  

However, the authors [2] did not suggest that 
every conflict could be analysed using these six 
metrics of social cubism. Instead, they recognised 
the fact that different situations contain factors 
that relate differently. However, the use of this 
theory in the study conducted on the cattle rus-
tling in West Pokot County ensured that conflict 
exploration was approached from different 
frames of analysis that exhibit traces of the six 
perspectives. The dynamics of gender in cattle 
rustling was therefore approached from these dif-
ferent directions and viewpoints. Gender serves 
as an underlying force whose transformation has 
shaped cattle rustling and its role in fostering con-
flict in the region. 

With the transformation in gender roles that have 
taken place over time, the study found evidence of 
historical, psychosocial, political, religious, eco-
nomic and demographic factors underlying the 
progression of cattle rustling. Therefore, the the-
ory was instrumental in facilitating the interroga-
tion of the various variables and themes of the 
study. 

 

Gender relations on cattle rustling  

A study by [14] revealed that traditionally men 
were charged with hunting, raiding/rustling ani-
mals, grazing cattle. At the same time, the women 
stayed home and took care of household respon-
sibilities like building the huts, gardening (small-
scale), preparing meals, and looking after the chil-
dren.  

However, as noted earlier, gender roles are not 
fixed, and they vary considerably over place and 
time. With the persistence of the cattle rustling, 
the men have been killed in raids, leaving many 
widows who have to fend for themselves and their 
children. The widows and other women have 
adopted new economic activities like brewing lo-
cal beer, selling it, prostitution, and hawking. 
Men's roles have also changed over time due to 
the reduction in their cows and the restrictions to 
cross over to other territories to execute cattle 
raids. Consequently, they have started building 
houses and doing some gardening to supplement 
the relief food offered by the government. 

Studies show that inability to carry out cattle raids 
may not change the identities of the men and 
women. However, there are few instances where 
gender roles have been transformed, thereby 
blurring masculinity and femininity identities 
among pastoralist communities. A case in point is 
alterations in men's roles as overall home provid-
ers in conflict and animal loss changes. Studies 
have shown that conflicts have rendered some to 
be dependent on women for virtually every-
thing [16]. 

Authors [10] observed that women are most af-
fected when sexual assault and exploitation are 
employed as tools of war. Moreover, women in 
conflict zones suffer from victimisation, aliena-
tion, prolonged emotional trauma and unwanted 
pregnancies. The author further notes that many 
communities had definite gender-segregated 
roles. Most of them discouraged their women 
from using weapons or engaging in any means of 
travel as they engaged in warfare. As culturally 
designated caregivers, women were expected to 
struggle to support their families and keep their 
households together even when conflict occurs. 
This is worsened by the fact that husbands and 
sons who are co-opted into wars cannot provide 
for their families in their absence. 

Consequently, women are contemporarily shed-
ding off the idea that only men can provide and 
protect communities and families. The changes 
are also a result of the introduction of machines 
that make work easy. Examples of these include 
vehicles that dissuade the need for walking long 
distances, thus lower tibial or leg endurance and 
weapons such as guns that do not require upper 
body strength like drawn bows, arrows, spears 
and machetes to utilise. The fact that SALWs re-
quire minimal strength in using has redefined the 
role of women. Cattle rustling has also become a 
lucrative commercial activity that has attracted 
women as 'middlemen' and financiers of the activ-
ities and as viable buyers of stolen stock. In a 
Western Australia Police Media release (March 20 
2021), the police formed a special task force that 
identified a criminal enterprise and web that com-
prised of women and men and companies linked 
to the business of cattle theft, including aerial and 
ground musterers, livestock trucking companies, 
truck drivers, stock agents and feedlots. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

The study adopted a descriptive survey design. 
According to theory descriptive research design 
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aims to collect detailed and factual information 
that describes an existing phenomenon. This re-
search design also facilitated the use of a mixed-
methods approach hence; questionnaire, an inter-
view guide and an observation checklist were 
used to collect both quantitative and qualitative 
data for the study. The study sought to describe 
the gender relations on cattle rustling among the 
Pokot community in West Pokot County. 

The target population included all adult men and 
women of 18 years and above in West Pokot 
County. The key informants included both women 
and men, community elders, opinion leaders, po-
litical and administrative officers, community 
members, and local and international NGOs. A to-
tal of 350 research participants were targeted, a 
sample size determined based on gender roles 
and biological sex, whether male or female.  

The study employed both probabilistic and non-
probabilistic sampling techniques to identify 
study participants. Purposive sampling was used 
to identify National Government administrative 
units, including sub-counties, divisions, locations, 
and sub-locations based on reported incidences of 
cattle rustling. Cluster sampling was used to select 
villages. Within these, stratified random sampling 
was employed to ensure the representation of 
women and men in communities since gender 
was a critical variable that was investigated. The 
unit of analysis was the household. Therefore, 
based on the Kenya National Bureau of Statistics 
census of 2009, 14% of the households were used 
for generalisation, and this was above the mini-
mum 10% recommended for such a descriptive 
study.  

Both quantitative and qualitative data were col-
lected. Structured questionnaires containing both 
open and closed-ended questions were used in 
collecting data from women and men members of 
households. An interview guide was used to col-
lect data from key informants who included the 
County Commissioner, the Deputy County Com-
missioners, the National Police Commanders, 
community leaders and representatives of both 
local and international NGOs operating in the 
study area.  

Qualitative data were analysed using thematic 
analysis, while quantitative data were analysed 
using descriptive and inferential statistics. The 
study participants were not only assured of pri-
vacy, confidentiality and anonymity but were also 
voluntarily recruited to participate in the study. 
There was a written form for guaranteeing 

privacy, confidentiality and anonymity, where the 
respondents were to sign to confirm. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

This paper aims to assess the effects of changes in 
cattle rustling on gender relations among the 
Pokot in West Pokot, Kenya. The study examined 
various subthemes among them; the gender roles 
and raids, the role of women, involvement of un-
married young men and women; knowledge and 
responsibility for various stages of cattle rustling 
and how the practice of paying bride wealth is re-
lated to cattle raids. 

 

Gender roles and cattle rustling 

This section considers gender roles, responsibili-
ties and cattle rustling among the Pokot of West 
Pokot, Kenya. Focusing on the gender roles in in-
digenous and contemporary cattle rustling re-
veals the progression of the practice over time 
and how these changes influence gender rela-
tions. Data from the study reveals that the respon-
sibility of sanctioning, managing and utilising pro-
ceeds of raids varied significantly by gender both 
in the past and today, as in Figure 1. 

 

 

Figure 1 – Gender Roles and Cattle rustling 

 

Men Alone. According to the study established that 
to a large extent, men (71.5%) were solely respon-
sible for planning, executing and managing live-
stock acquired from raids. Among the Pokot, a 
man is the head of the family and hence, entitled 
to the ownership or control of wealth in the fam-
ily. 

In furtherance, men were responsible for design-
ing and making weapons, developing raid strate-
gies, and carrying out raids. Men and women in 
the study also explained that since cows are a 
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virtual currency and a sign of wealth and power in 
the region, livestock was essential to men. Thus 
Pokot men aspire to accumulate cattle which they 
use to pay the bride price (kandin) before marry-
ing, among other uses.  

Men and Women. Some 27.7% of the participants 
stated that men and women were jointly respon-
sible for managing, controlling, and using pro-
ceeds of cattle raids. This means that cattle rus-
tling was a joint mission in which men and women 
play significant roles. The findings affirm that each 
member of society plays a role in cattle raids to a 
certain degree. However, the extent of the involve-
ment differs by gender, with men taking more ac-
tive and visible roles while those of women are of-
ten passive and concealed.  

Among the Pokot, a girl who had undergone cir-
cumcision was considered ready for marriage by 
a potential husband. He, however, had to have the 
capacity to pay a bride price. Consequently, young 
men would go to raids to acquire livestock to af-
ford the bridewealth price, or they would risk be-
ing seen as outcasts according to the traditions of 
the Pokot. The bridewealth was paid to the girl's 
father, who then began arrangements to marry off 
his daughter. Consequently, both men and women 
benefited from the proceeds of cattle raids. The 
proceeds of a cattle raid would be used as a source 
of food and wealth for the family, which com-
prised the man, his wives, and children.  

It is worth noting that individualism rather than 
communal ownership of land and wealth in the 
modern-day West Pokot means a high likelihood 
that a woman will demand equal rights and con-
trol over family wealth as provided in the custom-
ary law of the Kenyan constitution [1]. As cattle 
rustling changes, the implications on gender rela-
tions to control and ownership of cattle are inevi-
table. 

Women. According to the study findings, only 
0.7% of the men and women indicated that 
women were responsible for executing and man-
aging the proceeds of a cattle raid. These findings 
correspond to the discussion by [15], who ob-
served that traditionally, women were protected 
and not involved in the practice of cattle raids. For 
instance, the men and women in the FGDs unani-
mously agreed that women and children were not 
supposed to be hurt during cattle raids. Therefore, 
women's involvement in cattle raids was limited 
in the traditional Pokot culture and demonstrated 
in the views below: 

During a cattle raid, women and children hide. It is 
the men that go out to fight and chase away raiders. 
Young Morans also protect the community at night 
when there are rumours that a raid is imminent 
(FGD Pokot North on 19.01.2019). 

 

Active Roles of Women in Cattle Rustling 

The study noted that women were key players in 
the sanctioning of a raid. Therefore, the various 
roles played by women were further probed by 
interrogating the data to illustrate this. In a single-
gender FGD, it was noted that there are actions 
undertaken by women that instigate cattle raids. 
Given this, elder Kamket informed the study that: 

Our women wear this Loketio (pregnancy support 
belt) as an honour to us. We use Loketio to prevent 
conflicts between communities/tribes. Loketio 
stops terrible acts. When a mother removes Loketio 
and just as the womb opens in childbirth, it is be-
lieved a woman who does this exposes her sons to 
the elements, which include curses or even death. 
When a mother passes on, beads or cowrie shells 
from her Loketio is sawn into the son's belt, hat or 
bangle. He will wear this at all time for his protec-
tion and safety. Women wear it to keep their fami-
lies at peace. In cattle raids, when women are in 
support of the invasion, they wear Loketio. It reas-
sures men that they are protected and will be suc-
cessful in their raid (Kapenguria-Makutano, KII  on 
18.01.2019). 

The findings align with [3], who points out that 
women were identified to initiate or escalate cat-
tle raiding directly and indirectly. The author pos-
tulates this through actions like celebrating suc-
cessful rustlers with a song while using mockery 
against those who did not participate in raids. 
Women, therefore, actively instigated raids 
through song and dance, a popular mode of com-
munication among the Pokot. The women also 
highly regarded men with vast herds of cattle, 
while those without are seen as poor cowards 
who would not possibly take good care of a wife.  

The study identified the various ways through 
which women were actively involved in modern-
day cattle rustling. These included praising warri-
ors with song and dance, honouring brave warri-
ors, supplying food and water to warriors in their 
hideouts, acting as spies, hiding raiders, nursing 
wounded warriors and going to raids. These roles 
are illustrated in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2 – The active role of Women in Cattle Rustling 

 
Praising and honouring Warriors. Praising and 
honouring warriors was the most famous role 
played by Pokot women to cattle rustling. The 
study gathered that women used songs to encour-
age and congratulate men while going and 

returning from a raid. These findings cohere with 
the observations made by [15], who acknowl-
edges that songs among the Pokot were powerful 
instruments for influencing behaviour. This is il-
lustrated in the song below: 

 
Pokot Translation      English  
1-Leli pi Lokorio Lonapa a    1-People are saying Lokorio Lonapa  
2-Kamunyaita Chemalima     2-Of Kammunyaita Chemalima  
3-Nyo nyokiyaat lalwa na nya   3-Who opened that river from the enemy  
4-Oh Kamina        4-Oh Kamina  
5-Itepa Cherelkut a Kamina      5-Ask the white mouthed beast  
6-Nyo kirya Lokotoro a kipel ko    6-Who went to Lokotoro and burned a house 
7-Lokotepa wero Tulyany     7-Lokotepa the son of Tulyany  
8-Irwenye ngo oyu nya Kabelo?    8-You are sleeping up to when Mr Kabelo?  
9-Kipitei susweku koro Chepleng!    9-Your grass has already grown in Marakwet land! 

Extracted in June 2015 from Audio Recording of Pokot Praise Songs by Paul Kipchumba. 

 
This is a typical example of a song prompted by 
Pokot women in adong'o and joined by the young 
men in unison. It incites the Pokot cattle rustlers 
into planning for a raid against the Marakwet. 
Therefore, praise songs by Pokot women contrib-
ute a lot towards cattle rustling. 

Supplying food and Water to Raiders. According to 
the study findings, a significant number of men 
and women, 48.5%, stated that supplying food 
and water to raiders was the second most critical 
role that women played in the process of cattle 
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rustling. The women facilitated the actions of the 
warriors by ensuring that they had supplies. 

Elder Mangat reported that: 

Women and children did not go out to raid. They 
supported cattle rustling by taking part in comple-
mentary roles such as giving them food and water. 
Warriors would be met with milk on return after a 
successful raid (Kapenguria-Makutano, KII on 
18.01.2019). 

Acting as Spies. The study findings revealed that 
young women and girls actively served as spies in-
forming warriors about the plans and strategies of 
other communities. Information about the pre-
paredness of the neighbouring communities was 
essential in ensuring that the warriors were not 
caught off guard. Women and girls travelling to 
fetch water would watch out for approaching 
raiders from higher grounds. While it was not a 
designated role for women and girls to spy on 
other communities, they had an obligation to relay 
any information on potential threats if they came 
across any.  

In a KII an elderly lady, Lucy reported: 

Women have a lot of information. I always knew 
when my husband was preparing to go on a raid. 
Sometimes I would overhear men discussing their 
strategies. I understood the proverbs, sayings and 
metaphors they used when discussing matters of 
war (Key informant interview in Pokot North on 
15.01.2019). 

An important aspect that facilitated women's 
roles as spies is the fact the Pokot marriages are 
exogamous. As a result, women are married out-
side their birth clans but cared deeply about the 
welfare of their kin. Thus, they would warn their 
tribesmen or women of an upcoming raid, espe-
cially when they met in the forest while gathering 
firewood or water pans. The information would 
be passed on to an eligible confidant, such as an 
older woman, who would then pass the message 
to the elders. The elders would then make deci-
sions on how to defend the community or attack 
the aggressors.  

These findings align with findings by [16], who es-
tablished that women served as valuable inform-
ants for the warriors. Precisely, this meant that 
women, although not actively involved, we're 
keen to gather intelligence on the raids, which 
they passed on to warriors through well-estab-
lished channels. 

Hidings and Nursing Wounded Warriors. Accord-
ing to the study, women played an active role in 
hiding and nursing wounded warriors. As illus-
trated in Figure 2 above, a third of the men and 
women, 33.8% and 33.1% stated that women 
were actively engaged in hiding warriors from 
law enforcement agents and nursing wounded 
warriors, respectively. A key informant in the 
study reported: 

Women alert their husbands to go and hide when 
there is an imminent operation. They take food to 
the hiding places (Chelangat, 21.01.2019). 

Moreover, a key informant in the study reported 
that women still serve as informants for their hus-
bands and sons whenever there is a disarmament 
operation. Jared, a KII reported: 

Women and children transport guns from Kenya to 
Uganda when there is a mop-up or operation. They 
will also talk to the police and inform their hus-
bands if there are signs of danger. Often, they can be 
heard saying, let me leave. I feel like there will be 
trouble here today (Key informant interview in 
Kibichbich on 17.01.2019). 

The qualitative data gathered through the various 
key informant interviews indicates that women 
also helped the men transport guns. These find-
ings are coherent with [8] observation that 
women are accomplices in propagating cattle rus-
tling in Northern Kenya. In addition, the study ob-
served that women and children in the commu-
nity did not speak to strangers, making them good 
confidants for the men or warriors. 

Going to Raids. The study established women's ac-
tive involvement in raiding cattle was minimal, as 
indicated by 6.4% of the participants. In new cat-
tle rustling, wealthy women are the masterminds 
and financiers under the guise of businesswomen, 
of rogue warriors (FGD Pokot North on 
19.01.2019). Thus although women and children 
were majorly left out of the indigenous cattle rus-
tling, some play an active role among the contem-
porary Pokot of West Pokot. These findings align 
with those by [3], who reports that in various pas-
toralist communities such as the Amazon, women 
were allowed to go on raiding sprees if they had 
the necessary skills and training.  

 

Roles of Young Unmarried Men and Women 

To further explore the impact of cattle rustling on 
gender relations, the study examined the tradi-
tional roles of young unmarried men and women 
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in the Pokot community. As shown in Figure 3 be-
low, young unmarried men and women had dif-
fering roles in cattle rustling. Women took prece-
dence in specific roles while men had more signif-
icant responsibility in others. Some roles involved 
men alone, while in others, both men and women 
had a part to play. 

 

Figure 3 – Roles of Men and Women in Different Raid 
Stages 

 

Performing Rituals to Protect Warriors. Figure 3 
above shows that the majority 22.9% believed 
that men assumed a greater responsibility than 
women in performing rituals to protect warriors. 
On the other hand, only 6.4% of women were in-
volved in performing rituals to protect warriors.  

These findings were collaborated by insights 
gathered during FGDs in Kibichbich. In consensus, 
the FGD participants – both men and women ex-
plained: 

Unmarried men and women do not perform rituals. 
Those are particular roles and can only be per-
formed by older women or men (wilkoyong or lai-
bon-pokot), especially past childbearing age. This is 
because a spiritual leader acquired the necessary 
skills for the trade upon many years of learning by 
doing, that is, by performing alongside the older rit-
ual practitioners as they engaged in rituals aimed 
at cleansing warriors.  

In Kibichbich, a KII reported that:  

A spiritual leader had to observe certain precau-
tions such as secrecy. Seers and prophets who 
blessed the warriors before they would leave for 
battle kept the secrets about planning and strate-
gies of a cattle raid to their graves. Such responsi-
bility could not be left to a young person. So, it takes 

many years for one to become a spiritual leader and 
to be able to perform rituals (Kapenguria-Maku-
tano key informant interview on 18.01.2019). 

These findings corroborate the observations by 
[15] that elders and spiritual leaders such as heal-
ers and seers conducted rituals before and after 
the raids underwent many years of training. 

Making a Pre-visit or Spying. The study established 
that men were mainly responsible for making pre-
visits and spying on neighbouring communities 
before a raid. The results shown in figure 3 above 
indicate that 30.7% of the men and women 
thought that young unmarried men were charged 
with conducting pre-visits and spying. According 
to [7], the treatment of young unmarried men and 
women varied within the community. This is be-
cause women were protected from harm, while 
young men were expected to protect their com-
munity even before circumcision. This explains 
why none of the men and women associated spy-
ing and conducting pre- visits to unmarried young 
women in the community. However, the study 
gathered from the FGD that older women spied 
and passed secrets to their clans as demonstrated 
in the qualitative data below: 

A woman married off to the Turkana or Marakwet 
shares secrets with her clan about the plans and 
strategies. This helps her clan or community to pre-
pare before a raid. However, young girls cannot 
travel long distances to go spy on the Turkana or 
Marakwet (FGD in Pokot North on 19.01.2019). 

These findings agree with the views put across by 
[5], who stated that while women do not actively 
participate in cattle rustling, they often suffer the 
aftermath of the practice. For instance, in recent 
years, women and children mainly fall victim to 
the practice, with many having to pay the price 
with their lives. 

Making Weapons. The study established that mak-
ing weapons was solely a man's duty in the tradi-
tional Pokot culture. A majority of the men and 
women, 27.1% stated that young unmarried men 
in the traditional Pokot culture made most of the 
weapons used during cattle rustling. These find-
ings are in line with [12] concluded that while 
women are involved, they conducted or executed 
the raids. Consequently, they developed craft and 
experience in practice, which included the devel-
opment of weaponry. Jared, a KII reported that: 

Young boys learnt the art of making arrows and 
bows from a young age. They would use them as 
play toys while grazing. Those that had special 
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skills would graduate into making sophisticated 
weapons such as spears and swords (KII in 
Kibichbich on 17.01.2019). 

Evidence from the focus group discussion indi-
cated the life of s girl before marriage was steered 
in a different direction. The men and women 
unanimously agreed that: 

A young girl was prepared for marriage since birth. 
The mothers taught their daughters the various 
roles of women, such as caring for children and the 
husband (FGD in Pokot North on 19.01.2019). 

Ratemo, a KII, also supported the position. He re-
ported that: 

The Pokot did not value women. They force them 
into a marriage where a group of young men kid-
napped a girl and took her to her husband's home-
stead without her consent. If a lady sees cattle being 
brought to her home, she knows it is not good and 
that her consent or denial thereof will not matter 
(Key informant interview at Kapenguria-Maku-
tano on 19.09.2018). 

In essence, making weapons was not aligned with 
a girl's destiny as a wife. Consequently, the girls 
were not allowed access to skills that were 
deemed manly. However, there is increased ac-
cess to Small arms and light weapons in recent 
times, making cattle rustling more violent and 
radical. Women own guns and help men transport 
the guns, and this has encouraged women to par-
ticipate in cattle rustling actively. In later years, 
[8] observed that the same justification was used 
to bar girls from attending school. Although many 
girls in Pokot attend school today, practices such 
as circumcision and early marriages still prevail in 
remote areas. 

In summary, from the findings, it has been ob-
served that there are changes affecting cattle rus-
tling, mostly on gender relations among the Pokot. 
Although highly undervalued in the community, 
the study indicated that women had a significant 
role in steering cattle rustling. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The findings pointed out that as the practice of 
cattle rustling changes, the implications on gender 
relations to control and ownership of cattle are in-
evitable. Therefore, the limited coverage of the in-
volvement of women-only reflects the high likeli-
hood of being overlooked in developing strategies 
and interventions against cattle rustling. The 
study concluded that the gender interface directly 
affects cattle rustling because each one has a de-
fined role, and a change affects the outcome and 
relations in practice. However, as noted, women's 
roles in cattle rustling are likely to be overlooked 
by security personnel to prevalent gender percep-
tions. Both men and women have had a role to 
play in the transformation. Men engaged in roles 
such as planning, making weapons and carrying 
out raids. 

On the other hand, women participate mainly by 
influence, where they encouraged the men to pur-
sue the practice and served complementary roles 
such as spying and secretly reporting. Elderly 
post-menopausal women with children who have 
married, similarly with men, could perform rituals 
to protect warriors. The gender interface directly 
affects cattle rustling because each one has a de-
fined role, and a change in one affects the outcome 
and relations in practice. 

This study examined the effects of gender rela-
tions on cattle rustling among the Pokot commu-
nity in West Pokot County, Kenya. The findings 
provide scholarly literature on gender relations, 
gender transformation, security management in 
cattle rustling and their relationships in West 
Pokot County. This literature will help research-
ers and scholars because it will help them increase 
general knowledge on how the variables are re-
lated. This study has also provided empirical evi-
dence that will be useful to policy practitioners to 
formulate policies and undertake the right actions 
to promote social and economic justices. The 
opening of multiple comprehensive peace forums 
that are friendly, participatory, and involving both 
genders should be explored. These forums should 
be permanent and cascaded to all levels of Admin-
istration and their views and solutions funded. 
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