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Habineza Pascal & Irakarama Joselyne 

Story Number: 0102 

 

Irakalama Joseline : My name is Irakalama Joseline. This is my uncle and I want to 
ask him a question I’ve had for a long time. As my uncle already knows I have lived with 
my grandparents as long as I can remember. They had big cattle herds. There was 3 
children at home. Sometimes when we were going home some of us would point at a 
cow and say that cow is mine. He was given to me by my grandfather when he died. I 
didn’t know my grandparents. After a while grandma died and I had to bury her  and 
after,  the burial people gave me cows as gifts. I know the benefit of a cow but I wonder 
why we like using cows in so many ways in our culture. 
 
Facilitator: Thank you, I think we understand your question and you can proceed with 
the answer. 
 
Pascal: Thank you, I think your question is in two parts. The first part is how she found 
herself at her grandfather’s house and the second part is about the use of cattle in out 
culture. 
 
Facilitator: No, I think the main question she had was about the cattle, if she want to 
she will ask about it too. Am I right Joseline? 
 
Irakalama Joseline : Yes you are right. 
 
Facilitator: So she wants to know why we attach so much value to a cow. 
 
Pascal: Thank you, as you said. At home we had a big herd of cattle. Your grandfather 
also love people so much that he would give neighbors cattle all the time. You also said 
that the person who buried your grandfather received a cow. You know him, he is your 
cousin Emmanuel. Your grandfather’s name was Semarunduru and your grandmother’s 
name was Kambibi, you were also given cows when she died. I think a cow was given a 
high value and signifies giving value to a person. It was called “taking a child out of the 
forest” which involved giving them a cow. How this happened is a small committee 
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would convene and we would ask ourselves what should we give to this child now that 
they lost their grandparents? We know that her grandfather liked giving cattle to people 
he loved so they give you cattle to show the same kind of affection. It was also used to 
give value to a girl, and not just boys in situations like these where they may have lost a 
parent/guardian. 
 
Facilitator: So we heard about the purpose of giving cows. Were you curious about this 
because you were given cows or do you have further questions? 
 
Irakalama Joseline : Another thing I always wonder is, everywhere I go I see cattle so I 
wonder where all this cattle came from because we are able to drink milk all the time. I 
would like to know how he got so many cows and what made you want to have such a 
big herd of cattle. 
 
Pascal: Thank you, that is a good question. Inheritance sometimes follows people. I 
have always loved cattle. I remember since I was about 6 years old I would shepherd 
cattle before going to school or in the afternoon after school. I remember when I was a 
shepherd I used to tend to the cattle as if they were mine.  
 
Pascal: There was this one time I gave someone some of my grandfather’s cows and 
they asked my  grandfather, “what are you going to do, Pascal has given me one of your 
cows!”  
 
Pascal: My grandfather said,”I can not revoke what he said. The cow is yours if Pascal 
gave it to you.” The whole family loved me for my love of cattle. Your other question is 
how everywhere you go you find that we have cattle, even after coming to the city you 
still find us cattle even here. The cattle I have is from me having the thought of buying 
one cow. I bought cow because I was already buying milk for the children and paying 
9000FRW(approx. $18) every month. I thought this was too much because even the 
milk we got was only enough for the children. So I bought my cow in 2005 and that is 
the only cow I bought. It was a jersey cow and it still gives us enough milk for the whole 
family to this day in 2009. We only stop milking it for 2 to 3 months during and after 
pregnancy. This cow made me think about buying more cows, and it also had young 
one so they grew this way. So to this day whenever I have very close friends or my 
children I can give them a cow. And we also know milk is very important to the human 
body. I think you should also think about your cow and put it into your schedule. You 
should go back and say this cow was given to me and I would like to do this with it. I 
would encourage you to think about this more, if you are done with your studies and you 
want to get married. After you get married you should get a cow like mine and say,”let 
me try and do what my uncle did”. You would even be an exemplary figure to other girls 
because this would be a very smart thing to do.  
 
Faciliator: Thank you. Joseline, I think you’ve heard how you should take your cow and 
get a good jersey cow out of it. Do you know how you can do this? 
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Irakalama Joseline : I think that after my education I may get a job with a monthly 
salary. I would save up money and maybe sell my other cow. Later I can put these two 
funds together and buy a better breed of a cow. 
 
Faciliator:Thank you, I wonder if your uncle has another method of getting a better 
breed of a cow? 
 
Pascal: Thank you, it is also possible to not get a job once you are done with your 
education.  You can use the cow you have to get fertilizer for farming either on my farm 
or on your other uncle’s farm and grow crops. You can then sell these crops and get 
money from them. The money you get can be used to cross breed you cow with a better 
breed and keep doing this until you are satisfied with the results. Because what you 
feed both breeds is the same while the amount of milk you get is very different from the 
new breed. You can combine milk from all your cows and grow from there. With this you 
can encourage other kids such that they can want to be like you and they would emulate 
your actions and say ,”I want to be like Joseline.” 
 
Faciliator: As you have heard from your uncle  on the importance of a cow, you can get 
a lot of things from a cow including milk and manure for farming. 
 
Irakalama Joseline : Yes, I already knew those benefits of having a cow even from 
school. It is all true, but in our culture as Rwandans we use cows all the time. For 
example when a boy loves a girl, and they want to get married they talk to their parents. 
And after the two families have met dowry is almost always in a certain number of cows! 
So a boy cannot take a girl and make her his wife unless he has cattle. So the question I 
had is whether that cattle is the cost of the girl, is that her worth? 
 
Pascal: Alright, that is a hard/good question. A long time ago, a cow was a very special 
thing. So much that during dowry parents would decide based on the types of cows 
offered. Meaning if there was more than one young man asking for a girl’s hand in 
marriage the girl’s father and his family would compare the types of cows being offered 
to them by the two families and make a decision based on this. These days we have 
replaced the cows by money and we still talk about the received amount of money as a 
number of cows.  
 
The cow is not a bride’s price, it a sign/symbol representing a bond between two 
families. A sign showing a new love between two families, meant to be nourished to 
grow and develop. 
 
As an example in the current government we have a program called one cow per family 
in which the President gives a cow to poor families not just to improve their standard of 
living but also to give them back their dignity in society. That cow will create a bond 
between the President and the most poor person and a sign that he wishes this person 
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well. This system helps fight poverty in a community, malnourished children get 
healthier. Thank you for asking me a question regarding cattle because this is a subject 
I am truly passionate about. 
 
Facilitator: Thank you, Joseline we have seen that the cow is a sign of friendship and a 
unique union between two families. Even the money exchanged in place of the cow is 
called dowry to make it clear that it is not pricing a bride. 
 
Pascal: Another thing I would like to mention is that if a marriage went wrong the 
husband’s family can request to bride’s family to return the dowry (Cow) saying that the 
exchange was not fair and they want their gift back. In this situation the two families will 
make an effort to resolve the differences between their respective children and a calf 
from the previous cow which was given as dowry will be presented to the in laws as a 
sign of rejuvenation and re starting a new relationship on a clean slate. 
 
Irakalama Joseline : What about if two people loved each other and decided to live 
together without them giving a cow to either side. Would you as parents see this as 
unacceptable? 
 
Faciliator:  Thank you, that is a question regarding dowry.  
 
Irakalama Joseline : Yes, I want to know if two people can still be together if they do 
not have dowry. 
 
Pascal: In the old times love and a good relationship between two families was how 
marriages developed. If I had a friend I trusted, in those days I could have said,” I will 
give you my daughter to be married to your son when they are both of age.” And this is 
how marriages came to be, even years later. 
 
These days young people meet and have a relationship without their parents being 
aware of it. But even lawfully, the government wants to know what dowry was paid to 
have a wife. This is also an option because it is lawful should the  families decide and 
find it an agreeable situation. 
 
Faciliator: Thank you for explaining all that, we have seen a lot of benefits of having 
cattle, from health reasons to building a home and marriage. Cows are also used after 
funerals to signify an end to one era and the beginning of a new one. 
 
How does this discussion make you feel? What have you learnt in regards to your future 
after getting the answers to your questions? I am sure your uncle would be very heppy 
to hear this. 
 
Irakalama Joseline :  After hearing all the benefits related to a cow, I will do my best 
and have a cow stay behind when I leave. I will do this so that you can look back and 
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say that you taught me well and you did a good job in raising me to become a 
responsible adult. 
 
Pascal: I am very happy for the good questions, which all children can learn from and 
make good decisions for their future. These are things you can leave with your parents 
so it is a symbol of your good behavior. It is also very important to keep in mind the 
health facts we talked about because children need to grow up with healthy bodies. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


