
 

 
GENDER DYNAMICS IN PASTORALIST 
LIVELIHOOD SYSTEMS IN AFRICA 

 

Introduction 
If asked to describe gender roles in pastoralist settings in Africa, many development practitioners and policy 
makers might state that men control the livestock and women control the milk and/or the cultivation. These 
descriptions are accurate to a degree, but the intersection of gender and dryland livelihood systems is—and 
always has been—more complex than these dichotomies imply. This briefing paper summarizes some of the 
nuances that exist and the shifts that are occurring within gender dynamics in pastoralist livelihood systems in 
Africa. 

 
Understanding gender in pastoral settings requires first acknowledging the multiple identities that may be equally 
as, or more important than, the male/female binary. A gender analysis is an analysis of power, and power dynamics 
in pastoral contexts occur along lines of age, ethnicity, wealth, marital status, education levels, rural/urban, and 
initiated/uninitiated, to name just a few. These categories—and the power that inhabiting these categories 

 



bestows—are in a constant state of change, contestation, and negotiation. Within these relational categories we 
see differences in the experiences of men, women, girls, and boys and differences in the relationships both among 
and within these demographic groups. 

 
Livelihood systems in pastoralist areas of Africa today are diverse and dynamic, extending beyond control over 
livestock and milk or animals and gardens. This paper first briefly covers broad trends in gender roles and 
relations in the region and then examines several processes of change within dryland livelihood systems that 
have shifted gender dynamics. To note, Africa is home to a wide range of diverse groups that engage in pastoral 
production. This briefing paper focuses on East Africa while recognizing that many of the issues covered apply 
to pastoralists in Central and West Africa. The paper should be read alongside Pastoralism in Africa: A Primer, 
which provides an overview of pastoralism in Africa, and its ecological and economic rationale.1 

Gender roles and relations in pastoralist societies in East Africa 
A simplified analysis of gender roles in traditional pastoral production systems yields the following distinctions: 
men bear primary responsibility for livestock management, with important distinctions according to generation 
and wealth group. Customary leadership systems primarily follow rules of seniority, meaning that older men 
wield most of the decision-making power. Younger men, although deferential to their male elders, are the 
economic pillars of traditional pastoral communities as the caretakers of the herds and protectors of both 
animal and human populations. Males (both herders and elders) decide on herd management strategies, including 
seasonal mobility, access to resources, breeding, and purchase and sale. Women’s decision-making is confined to 
the domestic sphere, and women have little direct involvement in herd management. Women engage in market 
activities to sell surplus items (such as milk and crops) primarily to generate cash to support household needs, 
including the purchase of cereals, nonfood commodities, and medical care. 

 
While broadly accurate, these descriptions mask complexities based on the variables listed above (wealth, age, 
location, marital status, etc.) and hide nuances in intrahousehold and community interactions. For instance, 
women in many pastoral societies do have more control over milk than other livestock products,2 but their 
decision-making around milk goes well beyond the sales of surplus product. Women allocate available milk for 
home consumption, sale, barter, and social exchange.3 In some locations, women’s groups have expanded milk 
sales into larger, successful businesses. One such example is women from camel-herding groups in Isiolo County, 
northern Kenya, who first developed and then successfully retained control over a profitable trade in camel milk, 
including for trade to Nairobi.4 

 
The camel milk business in Isiolo County is an example of a pattern in which female commercial enterprises 
often differ from those of men in dryland contexts. Evidence shows that women may be more willing to 
experiment with options for entrepreneurship and diversification.5 In another example, women from West Pokot, 
Kenya, set up a business in response to the arrival of teachers in the area who required a supply of firewood, 
milk, vegetables, and other foods.6 Research from both Kenya and Ethiopia shows that women are more likely 
to form collectives and cooperative groups than men; such groups can dissipate risk and increase profit margins. 
Despite these innovations, women often face greater difficulties in accessing resources, credit, and assets than 

 
1 Hesse and Catley, 2023. 
2 Little, 1994. 
3 Flintan, 2011. 
4 Anderson et al., 2012; Noor et al., 2013. 
5 Hodgson, 2000 
6 Karmebäck et al., 2015. 

 

 



their male counterparts.7 These barriers explain, in part, the high prevalence of women-only or women- 
dominated village savings and loans schemes across much of the region; these mechanisms increase women’s 
access to financial products, albeit on a small scale. 

 
Women at times struggle to control their earnings, including from milk sales,8 with variations between 
households and based on the source of their profits. Evidence shows that Borana women in Ethiopia have less 
control over profits from grain trade than over those from petty trade.9 Many women in Karamoja in Uganda 
have expanded into poultry rearing and sales; women are able to dominate this niche due, in part, to cultural 
aversions to poultry and associated male disdain for this sector. The embrace by females of this opportunity is 
another example of their greater willingness to experiment with investments. 

 
Children have important and gender-differentiated roles and responsibilities in pastoral societies in Africa. A 
girl child’s labor is valued highly for its versatility; she is expected to take on domestic tasks from a very young 
age but can also care for smaller animals, either at the homestead or the mobile livestock camps. In households 
with livestock, firstborn boys are likely to start training as herders from four or five years of age. If there are 
additional boys or few animals, boys may assist with domestic tasks, serve as hired herders for other families, or 
be sent to school. Female school enrollment is on par with that of males in the primary level in many pastoral 
regions, but girls often drop out at a higher rate and are less likely to complete secondary school than their male 
counterparts. These discrepancies are due in part to the versatility and value of girls’ labor within households, as 
well as to a perceived low return on investment for educating girls.10 

Processes of change and associated gendered shifts 
Diversification of livelihood activities in pastoralist areas has numerous implications for gender dynamics. 
Engagement in diversified activities by household, season, and year has always been a characteristic of pastoralist 
systems. As described in the primer on pastoralism in Africa, increased livelihoods diversification is evident 
across the drylands due to combinations of long-term trends such as population growth, commercialization and 
declining access to rangelands, and shocks and stresses.11 Common diversified activities outside of pastoral 
production include wage labor in towns, cultivation (if and when possible), short- term economic migration, and 
exploitation and sale of natural resources. Expansion into these sectors differs by age and gender. Increased 
inequality in livestock ownership, barriers to pastoral production, and climate and conflict shocks have translated 
into a decreased contribution to household food and income from livestock sources in recent years. As men—
and particularly young men—are the dominant actors in livestock production, the shift away from this sector 
means a greater role for women as household providers.12 Women are also often more adept than men at 
moving into new sectors, which further contributes to their expansion into diversified activities. However, 
most of the activities pursued specifically by women are highly labor intensive, with very small financial returns. 
These include local resale of food and nonfood commodities, collection and sale of natural resources, and 
brewing: all of these generate extremely minimal profits and require large time investments. 
 
Women already bear a disproportionate load for domestic and reproductive duties; the additional effort on 
multiple small-scale economic activities further increases their time burden and may decrease their availability for 
caregiving of young children.13 Women’s greater economic role at the household level in many East African 

 
7 Flintan, 2011. 
8 Mcpeak and Doss, 2006. 
9 Gemtessa et al., n.d. 
10 Stites et al., 2022. 
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12 Caravani, 2019;Wangui, 2014. 
13 Catley et al., 2018; Iyer and Mosebo, 2017. 
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pastoral regions may strengthen their independence and social status, but some research indicates that domestic 
violence against women may increase along with their growing economic responsibilities.14 

 
Men who are no longer engaged in animal husbandry are also diversifying their livelihood activities. This may 
include working as hired herders or engaging in casual labor on a regular, seasonal, or ad hoc basis, either within 
the livestock sector (e.g., herders, butchers, livestock traders, brokers, transporters, etc.) or outside of it (e.g., 
fishing, motorcycle taxi businesses, etc.).15 Like women, men take advantage of new or lucrative opportunities, 
including some that typically fall within the female domain. Men in some agropastoral areas are increasingly 
cultivating alongside women, engaging in natural resources collection and sale (especially charcoal but at times 
even firewood), and in non-Islamic communities, capturing sectors of the female-dominated brewing industry 
(i.e., transport of both traditional brew and alcohol). Men are particularly likely to push into traditionally female 
activities when profit margins from such activities are rising.16 

 
Commercialization and monetization are longstanding and gradual processes in African pastoralist areas 
driven by the expansion of markets, economic development, penetration of the cash economy, a greater reliance 
by households on purchased food and nonfood commodities, extension of road networks, and technological 
innovations, among other factors. The extent and nature of commercialization and monetization— and their 
gendered impacts—vary by context and location. For example, women in West Pokot, Kenya, were found to 
engage in the commercial economy to generate cash for children’s school fees. This responsibility was viewed 
as falling squarely within the domestic—and thereby female—realm, and men were reportedly generally averse 
to selling animals to meet educational expenses.17 In northern Unity State in South Sudan, displaced Nuer 
pastoralists around Bentiu and Rubkona had taken up fishing despite historic social ostracization of fisherfolk 
in the area. Traditionally a male activity, displaced women around Bentiu had expanded into fishing due to the 
market demand for dried fish, although gender norms still determined where and how fishing took place, with 
women fishing in shallower water closer to the shorelines than their male counterparts.18 

 
Commercialization has allowed new actors to engage in various market transactions.Young men have moved 
into service provision (transport, trade, butcheries, etc.). Women are increasingly active in livestock markets in 
some areas, both as a means of generating cash to provide for their households and to build their own capital 
and/or herds. Women often build capital gradually through natural resources sales, brewing, or rearing poultry. 
Income from these sources is then used to move into ownership of goats. Women interviewed in various 
pastoral settings explained that they were happy to continue raising small ruminants as opposed to moving into 
cattle; this, they explain, is because goats can always be sold when needed for food while also providing milk 
for household consumption. In addition, men are less likely to challenge women’s ownership of goats. Women 
in some settings are also increasingly engaging in livestock markets as more than customers: in Isiolo County 
in northern Kenya, more than 50 women from Ngaremara ward have reportedly become livestock brokers, a 
traditionally male-dominated occupation. 

 
Despite providing new opportunities, commercialization can also have detrimental effects, with variations along 
gender lines. Evidence from different areas shows that strategies of market engagement by pastoralists differ 
according to wealth, and that commercialization is associated with increased inequality. Better-off pastoralists use 
markets to build and improve herds and usually have flexibility to take advantage of low prices caused by 

 
14 Stites and Howe, 2019. 
15 Caravani, 2019; Iyer and Mosebo, 2017. 
16 Anderson et al., 2012;Tavenner and Crane, 2018; Dolan, 2001. 
17 Karmebäck et al., 2015; Stites et al., 2022. 
18 Krystalli et al., 2019. 
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distress sales. In contrast, the poor are more likely to sell animals when in distress, meaning they either sell when 
prices are already depressed, or they accept low sale prices.19 Selling or losing an animal has a greater impact for 
small herd owners who lack financial capital and breeding stock to enable herds to recover. Gender does not 
always align with wealth, but female-headed households are generally disproportionately situated within the most 
destitute segments of communities. In addition, although women in many countries are legally able to inherit 
assets (including animals) from deceased husbands, informal norms mean that widows often lose control of all 
or part of their herds to in-laws or other male family members. These factors combine to make female-headed 
households in these areas more likely to own small herds, to engage in distress sales, and to face difficulty in 
rebuilding decimated herds. 

 
Women may also lose out when markets shift from female-dominated barter transactions to those defined by 
cash and controlled by men. For example, milk has functioned for generations as an important commodity within 
female-controlled networks of social exchange and reciprocity, but research from Kenya demonstrates how men 
sought to gain influence and exert control over milk marketing once it became formalized and more profitable.20 

Men may also lose out as commercialization increases. As discussed earlier, women are often more adept than 
men at diversifying into new and varied livelihood activities, including opportunities offered by commercial and 
urban economies. This means that men often become seen as “idle” in comparison to women following the loss 
of livelihoods due to animal loss, displacement, conflict, and other factors.21 The loss of their role as provider and 
protector and associated decline in social status can have profound impacts on male identity, gender dynamics, 
and household livelihood systems.22 

 
Sedentarization of previously mobile pastoralist populations also has gendered impacts. Reasons for and 
impacts of sedentarization differ widely and can include both push factors (such as loss of livestock, decreased 
access to or availability of natural resources, and insecurity) and opportunities (including education, employment, 
and diversification into more urban-based sectors). Evidence on the impacts of settling is mixed and at times 
contradictory. Research in the 1990s and early 2000s in northern Kenya pointed to generally negative economic 
and nutritional outcomes for those who settled compared to those who maintained a pastoral way of life.23 In 
contrast, other and some more recent analyses find that gains can occur for women following sedentarization, 
including around nutrition and economic independence. Such gains are more likely when cultivation and crop 
sales are possible, as women often have greater control over profits from crops than profits from livestock.24 In 
addition, limited evidence from Marsabit, Kenya, shows that when settling corresponds to greater engagement 
in crop agriculture, older people and male youth may increase their involvement in farm activities normally 
performed by females in order to free up women’s time for other income-generating activities.25 However, 
many pastoralist households that settle are doing so in more urban areas where most economic opportunities are 
in the casual wage labor and service sectors; these areas are dominated by females and are likely to add 
substantially to women’s already heavy labor burden.26 Men are often better positioned than women to take 
advantage of the higher-value economic opportunities in urban areas, whereas women are more likely 
to engage in less-profitable activities with lower barriers to entry, such as sales of wild products.27 Interestingly, 
other evidence shows fewer divisions in roles and responsibilities between males and female who settle, which 

 
19 Catley and Aklilu, 2013. 
20 Little, 1994. 
21 Gardner and El-Bushra, 2016. 
22 Stites and Akabwai, 2010; Stites and Howe, 2019. 
23 Fratkin et al., 1999; Fratkin et al., 2004; Campbell et al., 1999; Shell-Duncan et al., 2005. 
24 Coppock and Desta, 2013; Karmebäck et al., 2015. 
25 Smith, 1997. 
26 Iyer and Mosebo, 2017. 
27 Achiba, 2018. 
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may increase intrahousehold sharing of responsibilities and decision-making.28 On the other hand, more time 
together may contribute to the domestic violence that is already ubiquitous in many areas.29 

 
Sedentarization in pastoralist areas is neither linear nor uniform. Gendered impacts are similarly varied and 
inconsistent. Motivations for settling are key determinants, as is household wealth and whether all or part of the 
household settles. Better-off pastoral households may establish an urban base to facilitate commercial engagement 
and access to services such as schools. In these instances, women (or one co-wife) and children may settle in a 
town while other household members pursue transhumant livestock production. This is a very different model 
than one in which a household settles in or near a town because they have lost all of their livestock; such 
“pastoral drop-outs” are usually destitute and may have limited skills, capital, or assets required to integrate into 
urban markets. Data are lacking on the differences (including intrahousehold differences) in the impacts and 
outcomes between pastoral households who settle as a unit upon losing their livelihoods and those in which one 
portion settles to take advantage of opportunities. 

 
The impacts of climate change in East Africa’s drylands differ by gender and generation. Some of these impacts 
are captured in the above discussions around livelihood shifts and adaptations associated with diversification, 
commercialization, and sedentarization. Others remain to be seen and require additional investigation. Just as 
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the arid and semi-arid drylands inhabited by pastoralists are by definition a highly variable and nonequilibrium 
environment, the effects of climate change will also differ greatly by location, season, and year. Much of the 
existing research on climate change in pastoral areas focuses on livestock loss. While central to male livelihoods 
and identity, this may not be the most important variable in understanding changes and challenges for women in 
these settings.30 Cultural norms in many areas mean that pastoral women are likely to have fewer transferable 
skills and access to resources (including credit and capital) than their male counterparts; these characteristics 
may make the longer-term adaptations that will be required in response to climate change more challenging 
for women. On the other hand, women’s greater ability to diversify and to innovate in response to changing 
opportunities may ultimately mean they are much more adept at responding effectively 

Conclusion 
Gender dynamics in pastoralist areas in Africa vary by group, location, season, and situation. This has always been 
the case. There are some clear and consistent differences between genders and generations regarding distribution 
of power and influence; these differences historically fell along lines of control over livestock. Today, livestock 
ownership and management remain central to pastoral livelihoods and identities at the same time that many other 
competing and complementary aspects are also important. This greater diversity of engagement, opportunity, 
and outlook has increased the space for involvement by women and young people to diversify their economic 
opportunities and take advantage of new opportunities. The increased space has also brought challenges 
along gendered lines, such as the time burden for women who engage in numerous low- return activities to 
provide for their families and the risk of negative impacts on caregiving practices. Another challenge is the 
growing inequality of livestock ownership caused, in part, by the expansion of markets that contributes to a 
wealth divide as the better-off profit more than poorer small-herd owners. These gains are mostly by well-
established men and male-headed households, with younger men and female-headed households finding 
themselves increasingly unable to amass livestock wealth. 

 
Uncertainty and unpredictability define Africa’s dryland areas. The people who inhabit these spaces have adopted 
and adapted livelihood systems in response to these characteristics. Like the environments in which they 
function and—at times—thrive, these systems are highly variable and must constantly adjust and adapt. Gender 
roles and responsibilities in these settings are guided by broad principles, but they too are dynamic, variable, and 
in flux. 
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