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This paper discusses the Elmenteitan pastoral
subsistence system of south-western Kenya. In an
attempt to explain variation in the size and structure
of these sites, Robertshaw (1990) devel oped amodel
of Elmenteitan economy and socio-political struc-
ture. This model postulates the development of a
socio-political elite who were wealthier and occu-
pied larger sites than other ElImenteitan pastoralists
in the same region because they were ableto control
the obsidian exchange and re-distribution networks
and use their economic and political power to accu-
mulate more livestock (Robertshaw 1990:296-298).
This paper outlines a series of potentialy testable
markers developed from this hypothesis, and dis-
cusses their archaeological expectations. This in-
cludes a consideration of the features of the fauna
assemblages from two Elmenteitan sites located in
the Lemek-Mara area that might yield information
about the postul ated presence of asocio-political hi-
erarchy.

The appearance of pastoralists in south-west-
ern Kenyacan betied to the appearance of the Ol dishi
tradition, which is established in the Lemek Valley
from around 2,700 BP (Robertshaw et al. 1990:45).
Around 2,350 BP, the Oldishi is replaced by the
Elmenteitan, atradition also found in other areas of
Kenya (Robertshaw et al. 1990:45). Because
Elmenteitan pottery, stoneartifact industriesand lithic
sources are markedly different from those of the
Oldishi tradition, Robertshaw et al. (1990:45) pro-
pose that the beginnings of Elmenteitan settlement
around 2,350 BP in the Lemek Valley were due to
“theimmigration of peoplewho replaced, or absorbed
into their culture, their Oldishi predecessors’.
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While the density of artifacts on Elmenteitan
sitesis variable, the size of sites appears to show a
bimodal, or possibly trimodal, distribution
(Robertshaw et al. 1990:42-43). Four of thesix larger
sites are located in the Lemek Valley and two are
situated on the edges of the Mara Plains close to the
Oldorotuastream (Robertshaw et al. 1990:43). Only
two of these large sites, Sugenya and Oldorotua 3,
contain extensive deposits of animal dung indicative
of central livestock enclosures (see Figure 1 for site
locations). None of the other Elmenteitan sites, small
or large, have major dung deposits, although smaller
dung accumulations were found at Ngamuriak and
GuJf28 (Robertshaw et al. 1990:43). Therefore,
Elmenteitan sitesin the Lemek-Mara area are either
small, with little or no accumulations of dung, or are
large and contain extensive dung deposits
(Robertshaw et al. 1990:43). Robertshaw et al.
(1990:43) arguethat this patterning coul d reflect eco-
nomic specialization, and view “the sites with cen-
tral livestock enclosures as the settlements or camps
of those who specialized in the management of live-
stock, whiletheinhabitants of other settlements pur-
sued a more agricultural way of life, even if, asis
evidenced by thefaunal remains, they obtained asub-
stantial part of their subsistence from livestock pro-
duce’. It has also been suggested that EImenteitan
society may have been hierarchical, asonly two sites
have extensive livestock enclosures and thelocation
of these sites does not seem to be tied to ecological
or land-use concerns (Robertshaw et al. 1990:43).

Information about the size hierarchy of
Elmenteitan sites, the presence of dung depositsrep-
resenting central livestock enclosures, shiftsin set-
tlement patterns and associated changesin the use of
stone raw materials was used by Robertshaw
(1990:297) to formulate amodel for the development
of Elmenteitan economy in the Lemek-Mara area.
Elmenteitan pastoralists settled the Lemek Valley
about 2,350 BP. Initially, they may have been agro-
pastoralists, cultivating tropical cerealslike sorghum
and finger-millet, as well as herding domestic live-
stock (Robertshaw 1990:297). By amassing larger
herds and therefore wealth, a few communities no
longer needed to cultivate to supplement their diet
(Robertshaw 1990:297). The ability to control the
obsidian exchange and redistribution network may
have been the means through which these communi-
tieswereableto accumulate morelivestock than other
groups (Robertshaw 1990:297). Robertshaw
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Figure 1: Location of archaeological sitesin the Lemek-Mararegion (adapted from Robertshaw 1990)
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(1990:297) suggests that elders within these com-
munities were able to control the distribution of ob-
sidian through “the exercise of authority invested in
them, perhaps as a result of ascribed rather than
achieved status’, and they may have acted as “mid-
dlemen” in the movement of obsidian from the quar-
riesto the rest of the EImenteitan region, aswell as
specifically between Elmenteitan settlements in the
Lemek Mara area (Robertshaw 1990:297).

Around 1,800 BP, iron-working agricultural-
istssettled in neighbouring areas and may havetraded
their surplusgrain to Elmenteitan groupsin exchange
for small stock (Robertshaw 1990:297). The ability
to obtain grain through trade would have eliminated
the need for cultivation among Elmenteitan groups
and they could then have engaged in specialized live-
stock production (Robertshaw 1990: 297). Thisshift
in subsistence patternsis “based on the assumption
that Elmenteitan peoples placed a strong cultural
emphasis upon livestock such that their economic
idealswererooted in the possession of livestock and
inadiet consisting entirely of domestic animal prod-
ucts’ (Robertshaw 1990:297).

According to Robertshaw (1990:297), the shift
in subsi stence to specialized pastoralism would have
had many consequences. It would have, for exam-
ple, enabled the diffusion of Elmenteitan peoplefrom
the Lemek Valley acrossthe MaraPlains, and settle-
ments would have been more temporary as special-
ized pastoralistsare likely to have been more mobile
than their agro-pastoralist predecessors (Robertshaw
1990:298). In addition, the probableincreasein the
total numbers of livestock may have resulted in a
decreasein the differencesin wealth between settle-
ments (Robertshaw 1990:298). Combined with the
diffusion of iron tools and weapons into the region,
this would have led to the breakdown of the obsid-
ian exchange network, eventually leading to the col-
|apse of the Elmenteitan political system (Robertshaw
1990:298). Following the decline of the obsidian
exchange network but prior to the widespread use of
iron technology, Elmenteitan pastoraistswould have
experienced difficulty in acquiring stone raw mate-
rials, and this explains why later Elmenteitan sites
do not exhibit apredominance of green obsidian, but
contain a mixture of raw materials, including sev-
eral varieties of obsidian which might have been ac-
quired by collecting discarded artifacts from aban-
doned settlements (Robertshaw 1990:298). Once
iron implements had superseded stone artifacts, a
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transition which may not have occurred until 800 BP,
many pastoralist groups became archaeologically
invisible (Robertshaw 1990:298).

Robertshaw (1990:298-299) suggestsanumber
of different waysin which future research can serve
to refine his model of Elmenteitan social and eco-
nomic organization. He identifies a number of fea-
tures, which might be suggestive of the presence of
asocio-political eitewithin Elmenteitan society. One
of the ways in which he suggests the model may be
tested is through the analysis of the faunal remains
from the sites with large livestock enclosures. He
suggests that these sites may contain different pro-
portionsof cattleand caprinesand exhibit differences
in culling practices to those observed at other
Elmenteitan sites in the Lemek-Mara region. He
notesthat “if the accumulation of cattle wasthe hall-
mark of the elite, then one might predict a greater
predominance of cattle over small stock and possi-
bly also different slaughter patterns’ (Robertshaw
1990:299).

Robertshaw suggested that the presence of a
hierarchical socio-political structure during the
Elmenteitan might be tested through detailed com-
parative analysis of siteswith large dung accumula-
tionsthought to represent the settlements of wealthy
‘dlite’ pastoralistsand siteswith small, scattered dung
accumulations that were probably occupied by less
wealthy groups. At the site of Sugenya, located in
the Lemek Valley, Robertshaw et al. (1990) recorded
the presence of large dung accumulations, which
Robertshaw (1990) argued were likely to represent
the presence of wealthy pastoralists at this|ocation.
Therefore, the site of Sugenya was excavated in or-
der to determine if the material remains from this
site could be distinguished from those recovered from
other previously excavated sitesin the Lemek-Mara
region at which dense dung accumul ations were not
identified. Oldorotua 1, an Elmenteitan site located
on the edges of the Mara Plains, only contains small
dung accumulations and is not thought to represent
the settlement of wealthy pastoralists. The faunal
assemblagefrom Oldorotua 1l was analysed so that it
could be compared to the faunal assemblages from
Sugenyaand other Elmenteitan sitesinthearea, such
as Ngamuriak, the faunal remains from which were
analysed by Marshall (1990). The aim wasto deter-
mine whether there are any indicators that different
subsistence practiceswere pursued by inhabitants of
sites of different size and with different amounts of
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dung accumulation, and between those located in
different areas of the Lemek-Mararegion.

Drawing on Robertshaw’s (1990) characteri-
zation of the Elmenteitan system and his suggestion
of asocio-palitical hierarchy, a number of archaeo-
logically testable hypotheseswereformulated. These
structuretheway in which the siteswereinvestigated
and the analysis and interpretation of the faunal as-
semblages recovered from them were undertaken.
The first of these is the relative numbers of cattle
and caprinesin thefaunal assemblages. Robertshaw’s
model predictsthat thefaunal assemblagefrom asite
with alarge dung accumulation, like Sugenya, should
contain a predominance of cattle over small stock.
In addition, reconstructed herd compositions should
reveal larger cattle than caprine herds. On the other
hand, it might be expected that siteswith small, scat-
tered dung accumulations, such as Oldorotua 1 and
Ngamuriak, will reveal different taxonomic abun-
dances and herd compositions.

In fact, none of these assumptions are sup-
ported by thefaunal data. Caprineremainsare more
abundant than those of cattle at Sugenya, and the
faunal assemblage actually contains a smaller pro-
portion of cattle remainsthan the Ngamuriak assem-
blage. Oldorotua 1, which was expected to exhibit
similar proportions of small to large stock as
Ngamuriak, actually produced a faunal assemblage
containing amuch smaller proportion of cattle. Herd
composition cal cul ations have shown that, while both
Sugenyaand Ngamuriak have ahigher proportion of
cattle in their herds than caprines, the proportion of
cattle at Ngamuriak was slighter higher than at
Sugenya. Herd composition at Oldorotua 1 differs
dramatically, with caprine herds dominating over cat-
tle herds.

Taken at face value, these data indicate that
the pastoralistsat both Sugenyaand Ngamuriak may
have been wealthy, maintaining large herds of cattle
and small herds of caprines. It also suggeststhat, in
terms of cattle, the inhabitants of Ngamuriak may
actually have been wealthier than those at Sugenya.
Thedatafrom Oldorotua 1 seemto indicate the pres-
ence of poor pastoralists or perhaps an economy
based mainly on caprine herding. However, anumber
of alternative scenarios can aso be offered that fit
the observed patterning (Simons 2004), and issues
of equifinality mean that the information generated
about taxonomic composition of the herds at these
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sites is not sufficient to assess Robertshaw’s model
at present.

The second testable hypothesis involves the
ages of offtake of domestic stock. Culling patterns
at Ngamuriak suggest that both cattle and caprines
were allowed to reach maximum meat weight be-
fore laughter, suggesting a late-offtake strategy in
which resources were not in short supply (Marshall
1990). Robertshaw (1990:299) arguesthat different
offtake strategies, such asthe conspi cuous consump-
tion of juvenile cattle, may have been employed at
wealthy settlements such as Sugenya, whereas simi-
lar patternsto those seen at Ngamuriak might beiden-
tified at Oldorotua 1. Analysis of the faunal assem-
blages has shown that more juvenile cattle were
dlaughtered at Sugenyathan at Ngamuriak. Further-
more, of al the cattlethat died asjuveniles, only 12%
of the cattle at Ngamuriak died in the first year of
lifecompared to almost 46% of the cattle at Sugenya.
Because of thelow numbersof cattlein the Oldorotua
1 assemblage, this site has not been included in this
discussion.

These differences could result from a number
of different herd management practices. The pres-
ence of large numbers of immature cattle may re-
flect aform of conspicuous consumption by an elite
at the site. However, eventhoughit isclear that the
inhabitants at Sugenyawere slaughtering moreyoung
cattle than at Ngamuriak, they were still slaughter-
ing more prime age adults than animals of any other
age, indicating that young cattle were slaughtered
relatively rarely. The relatively small numbers of
juvenilesin the Sugenyaassemblage do not indicate
that the slaughtering of young cattle was a regular
and continuous activity, and may therefore not rep-
resent aform of conspicuous consumption.

Thereareanumber of other scenariosthat may
explain the observed patterns at Sugenya, including
the establishment of abimodal pattern of rainfall, a
focus on milk production rather than meat produc-
tion, the absence of castration, site size, and the pref-
erence of an early-offtake strategy in times of stress
(Simons 2004). However, none of these alternatives
provide an adequate explanation for the difference
between the age profiles of the cattle from Sugenya
and Ngamuriak. Thislends some support to the hy-
pothesis that the presence of larger numbers of im-
mature animals at Sugenya compared to Ngamuriak
results from differences in status and wealth of the
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two settlements. Therefore, it isargued that the higher
numbers of juvenile cattlein the Sugenyaassemblage
do provide tentative support for the presence of an
eliteat thissite.

Thethird testable hypothesis generated by this
project involved the analysis of butchery and culi-
nary practices. If the possession of large herds of
cattle was the means by which some groups within
Elmenteitan society differentiated themselves from
therest of the population, it is reasonable to propose
that wealthier settlements may have treated the car-
casses of cattle in different ways to those employed
by theinhabitants of |esswealthy settlements. Over-
al, there are many similarities in the butchery pat-
ternsthat were practiced at all three sites. However,
there are some differences and these do have impli-
cations for Robertshaw’s model. The bones at
Sugenya were less intensively processed than those
at the other two sites. The assemblage from
Ngamuriak shows a much higher frequency of cut-
marks on the cattle bones, especially those with high
meat content, and more effort was made to disarticu-
late cattle limbs here than at the other sites. At
Oldorotua 1, there is evidence to indicate that more
effort was made to remove meat from caprine bones
than was made at the other two sites. The assem-
blage from Oldorotua 1 is more fragmented than the
other assemblages and there are morelarge fragments
at Sugenya than at Ngamuriak, indicating that bone
grease may have been moreimportant to the inhabit-
antsof Oldorotua 1 and Ngamuriak than it wasto the
inhabitants of Sugenya. All of this suggests that at
both Ngamuriak and Oldorotua 1, more effort was
made to remove meat and to extract grease from bones
than was made at Sugenya. This may indicate that
the inhabitants of Sugenya were lessinclined to ex-
tract all the nutrients potentially available from the
bones of the animal sthey butchered, perhaps because
they were richer and under less economic or food
stresses and could therefore afford such incomplete
processing of carcasses.

In conclusion, the aims of this project were to
generate fundamental information about Elmenteitan
subsistence practices and economy in the Lemek-
Mararegion and to use this as a basis from which to
assess Robertshaw’s model. The data from the
comparativefaunal analyses have added significantly
to our understanding of Elmenteitan pastoral adap-
tations. In particular, while suggesting abasic cohe-
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sivenessto Elmenteitan economy, asreflected in fun-
damental similarities in subsistence activities, herd
management strategies, butchery and culinary prac-
ticesat different sites, they have also highlighted the
heterogeneity that existed within the EImenteitan
pastoral adaptation. However, the possible expla-
nationsfor the observed variations are numerousand
their potential interactions complex. Issues
of equifinality mean that the identification of the
presence of a socio-political hierarchy amongst
the Elmenteitan, while not disproved by the data, and
indeed potentially supported by it, remains equivo-
cal.
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