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Improving Life for the Maasai
(published in V Magazine for Women “V Around the World” section, June 2005, p. 21)

There are no drums beating, lions stalking, or wildebeest galloping by. In fact, I trudged through Chicago snow to get here—not exactly how I imagined my first “glimpse of Kenya.”

Two Maasai warriors, visiting from their homeland of Kenya, greet me. Joseph Ole Koyei is the Maasai Cultural Ambassador, a government-approved honor bestowed upon him by his tribe’s council of elders. One definition of the word “Maasai” is “beauty,” and when I look at Koyei I am not surprised. A tall, lean man in his early thirties, he is strikingly handsome, dressed in traditional attire. His smile radiates warmth and welcome as we shake hands. At Koyei’s side stands Edwin Mag’uai, his government-appointed deputy. Tonight ends their three-month visit to the U.S., during which they have worked to educate Americans about their culture and to promote the Maasai Indigenous Projects of America, a nonprofit organization founded and coordinated by Koyei.

The organization dispels misunderstandings about the tribe’s culture by teaching others about their people, community, and nation. The project’s five-year plan of action includes education for and about the Maasai and poverty eradication. The mission is to improve the tribe’s standard of living, not to change the culture. “I thought education is the best weapon to improve the lifestyle of our people,” Koyei notes.

Education does appear to be the answer to many problems. For example, when a Maasai girl reaches puberty, she is circumcised and enters into an arranged marriage. Often, the same knife circumcises 200 to 300 girls, raising the risk of AIDS and other sexually transmitted or blood-borne diseases. While uneducated girls believe genital mutilation should continue, as it is a sign of adulthood and childbearing ability, education has begun to eradicate this potentially dangerous practice. 

We watch a video depicting the wedding of a young girl to Koyei’s stepbrother. “Polygamy is a long-standing tradition in our culture,” Koyei explains. Having many wives and children signifies wealth. His father had six wives; he is one of forty-eight children. We learn about marriage traditions, watching as hair is dyed red, a requirement before participating in any Maasai ceremony. The bride weeps. The symbolic slow walk to her new husband’s home may take two days—the only way to demonstrate her unwillingness to marry. She has no say in the matter. Educated women are perceived as wealthy, and they therefore have more power in their families. Then they can make their own decisions more freely. 

The Kenyan government provides no educational funding. Koyei’s organization raises money to build more schools and pay teachers’ salaries. 

Donations also help train health care professionals and provide mobile health clinics. Fortunately, AIDS is not rampant among most Maasai, who live far from the cities. A larger health issue is malaria, endemic in much of southern Kenya. Improved water management and irrigation may help control malaria vectors; Koyei’s initiative aims to build systems that will also provide employment opportunities to local people.

At the end of the evening, the men gather their possessions and prepare to rest for their long journey home. Tomorrow they will fly twenty hours, then take a bus to the nearest village and walk the remainder of the way to their families’ huts. The sun beating on their backs, they will drink milk to cool themselves, spears in the opposite hand should they come across a lion along the way. In two days’ time, their reality will be half a world away.

For more information about the Maasai Indigenous Projects of America, visit www.4maasai.com. Donations may be sent to the project at P.O. Box 6902, Chicago, Illinois 60680-6902.

