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GEOG, 2nd Sem, Unit I, Masai 

Masai 

The Masai are an indigenous African ethnic group of semi-nomadic people located in 

Kenya and northern Tanzania. Due to their distinctive customs and dress and residence near the 

many game parks of East Africa, they are among the most well-known African ethnic groups 

internationally. The Maasai Mara game reserve in southern Kenya is named in honour of the 

tribe which still lives there. Their main activity was raising cattle, but the Maasai have also been 

known for centuries as fearsome hunters and warriors. By the mid-19th century Maasai territory 

was at its largest, extending over pretty much the entirety of modern-day Kenya and half of 

Tanzania. 

 

Where do the Maasai come from? 

 

According to their oral history, the Maasai originated from the lower Nile valley north of 

Lake Turkana (Northwest Kenya) and began migrating south around the 15th century, arriving in 

a long trunk of land stretching from what is now northern Kenya to what is now central Tanzania 

between the 17th and late 18th century. The Maasai (or Masai) people are an East African tribe 

who today principally occupy the territory of southern Kenya and northern Tanzania, and who 

speak the language of the same name. The Nilo-Saharan Maasai migrated southwards to that 

region in the 16/17th century CE, and they thrived thanks to their skills at animal husbandry, 

especially the herding of cattle. Their main 

activity was raising cattle, but 

the Maasai have also been known for 

centuries as fearsome hunters and warriors. 

By the mid-19th century Maasai territory 

was at its largest, extending over pretty 

much the entirety of modern-day Kenya and 

half of Tanzania. 

 

https://www.ancient.eu/Animal_Husbandry/
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Ethnicity  

 

They are the tallest people on earth. With their long limbs, they belong to the tallest 

people of Africa. It's because of their rich calcium diet that they are so tall. They 

seem taller because of their world famous high jumps. Maasai warriors are particularly famous 

for their height, stamina, and striking red hair and their success in warfare brought them 

domination of the Rift Valley grasslands. 

Language 

The Maasai speak a language known as Maa and their shared Nilotic origins link them in 

various ways to the Kalenjin tribe of Kenya which is famous for producing some of the best long 

distance runners in the world.  

House 

The traditional Maasai house was designed for people on the move and thus their houses 

were very impermanent in nature. The houses are either circular or loaf-shaped, and are made by 

women. Their villages are enveloped in a circular Enkang (fence) built by the men and this 

protects their cattle at night from wild animals. 

 

Maasai faith and religion 

 

In their monotheistic traditional beliefs, the Maasai god (Enkai or Engai) was manifested 

in two forms: the black god, who was benevolent; and the red god, who was vengeful. Today 

most of the Maasai tribe are Christians and a minority are Muslims. 

Food/Diet 

Traditionally, the Maasai rely on meat, milk and blood from cattle for protein and caloric 

needs. People drink blood on special occasions. It is given to a circumcised person, a woman 

who has given birth and the sick. Also, on a regular basis drunk elders, ilamerak, use the blood to 

alleviate intoxication and hangovers. Blood is very rich in protein and is good for the immune 

system. However, its use in the traditional diet is waning due to the reduction of livestock 

numbers. 

https://www.ancient.eu/warfare/
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Cultivation 

More recently, the Maasai have grown dependent on food produced in other areas such as 

maize meal, rice, potatoes, cabbage etc. The Maasai who live near crop farmers have engaged in 

cultivation as their primary mode of subsistence. In these areas, plot sizes are generally not large 

enough to accommodate herds of animals; thus the Maasai are forced to farm. Our people 

traditionally frown upon this.  Maasai believe that tilizing the land for crop farming is a crime 

against nature. Once you cultivate the land, it is no longer suitable for grazing. 

Economy 

The Maasai economy is increasingly dependent on the market economy. Livestock 

products are sold to other groups in Kenya for the purchase of beads, clothing and grains. Cows 

and goats are also sold for uniform and school fees for children. It is now common to see young 

Maasai men and women in major towns and cities of Kenya selling, not just goats and cows, but 

also beads, cell phones, chacoal, grain among other items. The entrepreneurial spirit is something 

new in our society 

Social Status 

They also consume a lot of meat at these celebrations, although meat does not 

traditionally dominate their diet. However, there were no Maasai celebrations while the scientists 

were in Kenya for their study. Maasai status in their society was dictated and measured by how 

many cattle a male owned. Livestock was an indicator of prosperity and animals were commonly 

offered as part of a bride price, but the Maasai did sometimes lend their cattle to kinsmen in 

difficulties, too. In a certain sense, cattle held communities together by providing a common and 

mutually beneficial bond of ownership. Animals were herded by specific members of kin groups, 

but the whole belonged to the wider social unit irrespective of their actual geographical spread. 

The emphasis on cattle and the large number required to support a family did have unfortunate 

repercussions for the poorer members of Maasai society. In times of drought when milk was in 

short supply or animals even died, those with only a small herd were forced to farm or hunt for 

themselves, which as we have seen above, was regarded as the ultimate failure.  
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Ceremonies 

Throughout the year the Maasai also have a number of ritual celebrations as part of which 

they engage in high intensity jumping during dancing. They also consume a lot of meat at these 

celebrations, although meat does not traditionally dominate their diet. However, there were no 

Maasai celebrations while the scientists were in Kenya for their study. Maasai believe that the 

blood makes them strong. But they don’t drink it as a regular meal but consume it during special 

ceremonies or at special times such as births, circumcision, excision and while recovering from an 

accident.  

Lion Hunting 

Facing a lion in the African savanna was an experience of a life time. From that day your 

life would change forever. Hunting a lion was traditional, fun, and dangerous.  

 


