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I

3 U M M A R Y

Mau Mau was a nationalist movement which spread
in Central and Rift Valley areas of Kenya between 1948
and 1956.

The aim of the movement was to fight against

colonialism.

The movement had a strong religious factor
I
which v/as expressed in various beliefs and practices,
including songs, prayers and oaths.

This study addresses

itself to this religious factor, with special reference
to ilau Mau oaths.

The oaths were used in the movement

so as to initiate members as well as to strengthen their
commitment to the liberation struggle.
The organisation and format of the study is quite
simple due to the nature of the work covered.

In the

first chapter, some views on the Mau Mau movement are
analysed.

Most of the material in this chapter is col

lected from written work.

Three views are looked at.

First is the view that Mau Mau was a religion; second
is the view that Mau Mau was more of a nationalist move
ment ; and finally is the view that Mau Mau was a syncretist
movement.

Mach of the views is discussed here in the

way that it relates to the religious factor in the Mau
Mau movement.

Chapter one ends with an assertion that

tliere was a religious factor in the movement, a factor
whose nature and s igu 1 rj.oa.nce luv; net been thoroughly
investigated.

After the first chapter, the study narrows

down to the question of Mau Mau oaths.
Chapter two looks at three somewhat isolated issues
of the movement and each of them is shown to be connected

(iv)

to Mau Mau oaths,

The first part deals with the possible

origins of the name 'Mau Mau'.

The second part deals

with the initial target or aim of the movement, and the
third part looks at the religious factor in Mau Mau
ideology.
Chapter three explores the nature and religious
significance of traditional Kikuyu oaths and curses.
The ceremonies are described and 3ome examples given
where possible.

This chapter gives the basic background

information which is useful in a study of Mau Mau oaths.
An attempt is made to show the link between the tradi
tional oaths and curses on the one hand, and the Mau Mau
oaths on the other.
Chapter four surveys the two main oaths used by
the Kikuyu Central Association (KCA).
is seen to havo been syncretistic.

The first oath

The second oath is

seen to have been of a similar nature to traditional
Kikuyu oaths.

The relationship between the second KCA

oath and the first Mau Mau oath is here examined.
Chapters five and six concentrate on the two main
Mau Mau oaths, the oath of unity and the oath of war.
In these two chapters, great emphasis is laid on the
description of the nature of each oath.

An analysis of

the symbols and rituals In each ceremony is attempted.
The ways in which these two oaths differed from tradi
tional oaths are also explained.
The concluding chapter analyses the relationship
between the nature of Mau Mau oaths, KCA oaths and

traditional Kikuyu oaths.

The effects of Mau Mau oaths

on the movement are also explained.

And finally, the

questions raised at the start of the study are here
looked at in line with the conclusions which have been
reached at the end of each chapter.
The study ends with an appendix in which some of
the Mau Mau songs quoted in this study are written in
full.

Both the Kikuyu version of the songs (as sung by

informants) and the Inglish translations (by the writer)
are given.
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INTRODUCTION

Before I set out on this research,

I thought

that it was possible for me to investigate the nature
and significance

of most of the religious aspects con

tained in the Mau Mau Movement.

At that time,

I had

only read Barnett's book, Mau Mau From W ithin in which
there is a strong argument to the effect that there
was a strong religious factor in the movement.

The

ma.jor aim of my research was to investigate whether
there was evidence of a religious factor in the move
ment as v/ell as the actual nature of that religious
factor.
But when I entered into actual fieldwork,

I

found out that the task before me was too wide to be
covered thoroughly in a field research of six months.
I therefore decided, with the help of my supervisor,
Dr. Kibicho, to narrow down the task and only cover
cue religious factor in Mau Mau oaths alone.

I had to

put aside all the other aspects contained in the
religious f actor in tne Mau Mau Movement including the
Mau Mau conception of God, the Mau Mau songs and prayers,
Mau Mau seers and prophets, Mau Mau ceremonies as v/ell
as the r< lo of Christianity in the movement.

My choice

of oaths was based on my own conviction that the oaths
had a very vital role to play in the movement, a con
viction that was confirmed by field research.

I also

chose the orths because no detailed study has been
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carried out on flau Mau oaths so far.
I

carried out nost of ray fieldwork research

between August 1373 and January 1377.

The fieldwork

took place in Murang'u, Kiambu, Nyeri and li'yandarua
Districts, but most of my informants were to be found
more* easily in Nyandarua District where the ex-Mau Mau
freedom fighters have been resettled in large numbers.
Fewer persons were contacted in the other three districts.
The method I used in ny fieldwork was mainly
interview, and all i.\y interviews wore taped and the tapes
preserved.

I conducted the interview sessions at nights

because this was the only time that the informants were
available.

In each session,

ten persons together.

I had groups of three to

The sessions took place in the

homo of one of the informants, most preferably the one
who had *~ood relations with the neighbours.

Ho was also

the person who aided me in selecting and calling to
gether the other informants.
I did not know my informants to start with.
What I did was that I contacted friends who knew the
famous ex-Pan Mau freedom fighters.
mo to the homes of the informant,

These friends took

and if the informant

was willing to help, ho called together some other in
formants and introduced me to them.

This way,

able to arrange for the first interview session.

I was
After

this first cession, the present informants selected
other informants and brought thorn to the next session,

o

a few weeks later.

In this way,

from several centres.

I was able to work

I had three centres in Nyandarua,

two in tiurang'a, two in d'yeri and two in Nairobi and
Liaaibu.

Towards the end of the fieldwork,

I narrowed

down the number of informants and 1 was left with the
key informants.
In my field research, the xnain problem that I
faced was one of choosing the reliable informants.
Before I had decided on group interviews,

I had faced

the problem of knowing whether or not an informant was
an ex-freedom fighter as he claimed to have been.

I

decided on group interview when I discovered that one
of my very first informants, who had told me that he
had been a Brigadier in the forest, had actually not
entered tue forest.

It is true today that many Kikuyu

claim that they fought in the liau Liau war.
of them did not.

Yet some

Further, no one today accepts that

he was a loyalist home guard against tne Mau llau move
ment.

And neither does anyone declare freely that he

surrendered and aided the government in the hunt for
forest freedom fighters,

i.iany of taoso who boast of

having been nau Liau no doubt belonged to tne above
categories of surrenderors and loyalist homeguards.
iiany oi the mau Liau did not continue with the struggle
to the very end.

borne wore detained, some wore arrested

while most surrendered and became* loyalists.

Today,

most of the Kikuyu who were loyalists and those who sur
rendered are ready to come forward and give information
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on how the Mau Mau war was fought.
problem a researcher faces.

This is the greatest

The problem was greatly

reduced in this particular research by the group inter
view technique.
It should, however, be stated here that the above
problem has led to a lot of misinformation on the Mau
Mau Movement.

Our present government has had to deal

with the same issue.

As one informant stated,

"Today,

it is hard for the government to do anything for the
ex-Mau Mau freedom fighters because when they are called
together, many who did not fight come forward.

When the

government gives a piece of land for the ex-freedom
fighters,

it is allocated to some who did not fight.

This problem started at the end of the war.

Waruhiu

writes that after independence in 1963, the freedom
fighters were asked to come out of the forest by the
new government.

Waruhiu states at length that:

Men and women, bearing various ranks and
titles, came out in large numbers, carrying
imported and homemade guns, clothes and
other personal belongings; and bringing
their sheep and cattle with them.

Many

of the local Nyeri people who had come
to watch the ceremony were astounded to
see, among those claiming to be forest
fighters, people who had been their neighhours up until a few days before.

2

I must also admit here that the literature covered
in this study is inadequate,

first because there is little

relevant material written on the religious factor in the
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movement, and also because much that has been written
is the work of persons who were not part of the move
ment.

My main aim was to carry out a field research

and bring out the ideas of the actual freedom fighters.
It is therefore clear that some of the details which may
be of particular concern to people like historians are
only slightly touched upon here.
The Aims of the Study:
It is my contention here that the views pre
sented to us by some of the writers on the Mau Mau
Movement do not give an adequate treatment of the re
ligious factor in the movement.
in the next chapter.

These views are covered

They are inadequate in the sense

that they do not give a proper and thorough treatment
of the traditional Kikuyu beliefs, practices, rituals
and symbols in the way that these traditional elements
were used in the Mau Mau Movement.

The place and role

of these elements in the movement has not been properly
presented in the views.

It is in the area of Mau Mau

oaths that these traditional elements were mainly con
tained.

A study of these oaths gives us a wider know

ledge of these traditional elements.
A major concern of this study is to answer various
questions that can be raised with reference to Mau Mau
oaths in general and to the religious elements in the
oaths in particular.

Of particular importance is

a description of the nature and content of Mau Mau oath
ceremonies, with particular emphasis on the nature
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of the rituals and symbols contained in the oath cere
monies.

The writer has not come across any other lite

rature which has addressed itself mainly to this area
of the movement.
This study also looks at the question of the
origins of Mau Mau oaths.

In this area, emphasis has

boen laid on the relationship between Mau Mau oaths
and tne oaths that were there among the Kikuyu before
Mau Mau.

These other oaths included the traditional

Kikuyu forms of oaths and the oaths of the KCA, both
of which are carefully looked into here.
Thirdly,

it is the intention of the writer to

analyze the religious significance of the rituals and
symbols contained in the oath ceremonies.

An important

question in this area is whether the religious factor
in the oaths can be termed as either African traditional,
Christian, syncretistic or a new religion.

It is only

after understanding the religious factor that we may
be able to answer this question.
A study of the relationship between Mau Mau
oaths, KCA oaths and traditional Kikuyu oaths, also
helps us to see the deviations and disparities that
Mau Mau and KCA oaths contained as compared to the
nature of the traditional oaths.
An attempt Is also made in this study to assess
the role played by the Mau Mau oaths towards either
the development, or hindrance of tho development, of
Kenyan nationalism during colonial times.

In this case,

(

a study of the effects of Mau iiau oaths has been attempted
Finally,

I must state here that a thorough re

search needs to be carried out on tuo other aspects con
tained in the religious factor in the movement.
aspects have oeeu mentioned above.

These

It is mainly after

such a research has been dene that a complete assessment
of the religious factor in the iiau Mau movement can be
made.

The present study only addresses itself to just

one aspect of the religious factor, the oaths.
The basic Findings:
After carefully studying the Mau Mau oaths, the
KCA oaths ana the traditional Kikuyu oaths, various
findings have been observed.

First,

there is evidence

in the oaths to show that there was indeed a religious
factor in the Mau Mau movement.

This religious factor

was largely, but not solely, based on traditional
Kikuyu beliefs and practices,

Christian elements were

also contained in the religious factor, but as far as
i.iau Mau oaths were concerned, there was very little
syncretism of both Christian and tradicoual elements.
Secondly, this study reaches the conclusion
tnat Mau iiau oaths were an adaptation of traditional
Kikuyaf oaths.

Those traditional oaths were first applied

by the KCA, eoioro the Mau Mau .sovo.ioi t.
and hau

both the KCA

iau oaths however differed in various ways from

tho traditional oaths.

But these deviations from tra

ditional oaths were more in I!au Mail oaths than in EGA

oaths.

It is also observed here that these deviations

were deliberately made by the oath organisers and
administrators when they found it necessary to do so.
Thirdly, the study of the effects of Mau Mau
oaths shows that to a great extent, the beliefs under
lying the oaths strengthened the people's unity and
commitment to the movement.

No doubt there were people

who took Mau Mau oaths and yet did not share these
traditional beliefs e.g. some Christians.

But many of

them were also instructed during the ceremony and they
were made to understand that the cause of the movement
was a just one.
Finally,

this study of oaths has shown that

there was no 'religion' of Mau Mau.

What was there was

the adaptation of various aspects of Kikuyu traditional
beliefs and practices.

These aspects comprised a strong

religious factor in the Mau Mau movement.
In my own opinion therefore}, this study is im
portant in several respects.

First, there is here a

description and analysis of the nature and significance
of oaths among the Kikuyu, both in traditional society
and in the twentieth century.

The relationship between

traditional Kikuyu oaths on the one hand, and KCA and
Man Mau oaths on tiie other hand is shown.
tailed .study has not been done so fax'.

Such a de

Secondly,

thi3

study has emphasised the adaptability of traditional
Kikuyu symbols and rituals to a national crisis situ
ation in the Mau Mau movement.

This greatly helps us

to understand the role of Mau Mau oaths in the movement.

r
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Thirdly, this study is greatly useful in trying to
answer the question as to whether Mau Mau was a
'religion' or a nationalist movement.

The study

asserts that there was indeed a religious factor in
the movement,

a factor which greatly influenced the

people's commitment to the movement.

The factor cannot,

however, be defined purely as a religion of its kind.
Finally, there is here, a description of the Mau Mau
oaths by the Mau Mau themselves which in itself is an
important achievement of this study.

V
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FOOTNOTE o
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CHAPTER

VIEWS

ON

1

IvlA U

MAU

Much has been written about the Mau Mau movement,
especially with regards to its causes, background and
effects.

Most of these details will not be concentrated

upon here.

But it should be noted here that after

reading some of the literature on the movement, the
writer noticed that three interpretations have been
made about the movement.

It will be found in this

chapter that some of these interpretations were made
by some European writers even before the Mau Mau war
was over.

Each of the three interpretations is closely

discussed, and the examples of some of the writers who
held each view will also be given.
MAU MAU AS A RELIGION
The group of writers who viewed Mau Mau as a sort
of religion was among the first lot to study the Mau
Mau movement.

This group concentrated on the ceremonies,

rituals and other practises of the freedom fighters.

The

presence of these aspects in the movement led these writer
to conclude that Mau Mau was mainly, though not solely,
a religion.

Some of the religious practises which they

cited as prominent in the movement were oaths, prayers
and songs.

But while some of the writers in this cate

gory saw in the movement a revival of the Kikuyu tradi
tional religious beliefs and practises, others saw in
the movement a syncretist religion that was similar to
the religious sects that had mushroomed in Kenya in
the thirties.
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In emphasizing the idea that Mau Mau was a religion,
the writers in this category underestimated the fact that
Mau Mau was a nationalist political movement.

Some of

their ideas are briefly discussed below.
The person who championed most the view that Mau
Mau was a religion was L.S.B. Leakey.

Leakey had spent

many years studying the Kikuyu people, their language
and culture.

He was the white man who was chosen as an

interpreter during the famous Kapenguria trial in which
the first people arrested for organising Mau Mau were
tried.

One of the accused persons in that trial, Bildad

Kaggia, describes Leakey as "a 'Mzungu' who had demonstrated
his animosity against the Kikuyu and particularly against
Mau Mau."

It was however this Leakey who tried more than

any other white rnan to get at the roots of the Kikuyu tradi
tional society in an attempt to answer the many questions
that troubled the white population in Kenya with reference
to the Mau Mau movement.
In answering the question

'what was Mau Mau?', Leakey

suggested that, "Mau Mau, while to some extent synonymous
with" earlier political parties, "was in fact a religion and
that it owed its successes to this fact more than to anything
2
else at all."
He added that "it was this new religion, of
which tho oath ceremony formed only a small part that was
the force which was turning thousands of peace loving Kikuyu
into murderous fanatics."^

According to Leakey, Mau Mau

was a religious doctrine of utter wickedness that was
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introduced by the leaders of the movement so as to
deceive the masses.

Here, we find that Leakey saw

Mau Mau as a religion.

But he called it a 'new' re

ligion that was not there in traditional Kikuyu society.
By showing it as a 'new' and 'wicked’ religion, Leakey
aimed at showing both the Kikuyu and the Europeans thq.t
it was necessary to fight against Mau Mau.
Leakey blamed the leaders of the Kikuyu Central
Association, for creating this religion.

He argued

that these leaders created the religion due to their
dissatisfaction with missionary Christianity.

In this

light, Leakey viewed what he termed as 'Mau-Mauism' as
an independent church that v/as comparable to 'communism',
4
which he also saw as a religion.
He therefore accused
the KCA leaders of their inability to adjust to modernism,
and he argued strongly that "It is probably because the
speed of progress has been too rapid that it has made a
part of the population unbalanced in their outlook and
thus paved the way for movements like Mau Mau, in the
5

hands of an unscrupulous few."
Leakey found that there was evidence of a religious
dimension in the Mau Mau movement.

In this study, con

centration will be laid on one aspect of this religious
factor, the Mau Mau oaths.

It will, however, be found

that the religious factor in Mau Mau oaths was not some
thing new to the Kikuyu society, but was based on the
traditional Kikuyu symbols, rituals and other practices.
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On the other hand, Leakey emphasised the fact that KCA
leaders were to blame for the Mau Mau movement.

But

he failed to stress that had it not been for the evils
of colonialism,
all.

the movement would not have started at

Finally, Leakey alluded to progress which was not

there in the black sector of the society.
v/ere fighting

for

The Mau Mau

their rightful share of this

progress which had been denied them by settler government.
Leakey also noted that Mau Mau as a religion, was
a "very strange blend of pseudo-christianity and utter
paganism."J

This point should be kept in mind because,

as it will be seen later, Mau Mau oaths did not contain
such a blend.

However, other religious aspects in Mau

Mau, such as prayers and songs, which will not be covered
in this study, contained some Christian elements.

These

other religious aspects are equally important in a conside
ration of the significance of the religious factor in the
Mau Mau movement.
In trying to decipher the complex nature of Mau Mau
as a religion, Leakey came up with the idea that while KCA
leaders tried hard to oppose Christianity in its onslaught
on traditional customs, these leaders realized that,
if they could set up a religion which would
fulfill the need for a faith, and fill the
vacuum, they could achieve much that they had
never achieved before ...

People, once they

have a faith, will fight for that faith and
die for it ...
7

Mau was born.

And so the religion of Mau

1C

Another interesting issue that Leakey raised was
one of the relationship that existed between the KCA,
the Independent Schools and Churches, and Mau Mau.
Leakey observed that they had some connection with
each other. '

In this study of Mau Mau oaths, it will

be seen that this idea was correct to a great extent.
Included in the ’Mau Mau religion', Leakey recorded
such aspects as oaths, prayers and songs, as well as a
creed dedicated to the "true children of Mumbi and
9
Gikuyu, the Eve and Adam of the tribe."
It was a
creed that affirmed faith in God, Ngai, and his chosen
Mau Mau leaders.
Finally, in his advice to the Christian churches
and to the colonial government, Leakey proposed several
cures for the Mau Mau movement.

These cures also reveal

to us the kind of view that Leakey held on the movement.
lie warned them that "very serious consideration must
also be given to the fact that

'Mau Mau' became a religion

and that other beliefs must now be made available to
take the place of Mau-Mauisia."

' Leakey doubted whether

the missionary churches could solve this problem, and
he therefore suggested instead, that the best solution
would be that of encouraging the growth of more inde
pendent churches among tho Africans.

In Leakey ' 3 view,

these independent churches, which would be guided by
white leaders, would, he hoped, attract most of the
people who were following Mau Mau.

As Leakey states,

many such churches had been started by Africans, but

IB

the move had been frustrated by the Europeans.

Leakey

therefore suggested that if some of these independent
churches had been helped and advised,

"instead of being

shunned and attacked, I/iau llau as a religion could never
have obtained the hold it did."

11

To end this section on Leakey,

it should be stated

here that though we might differ witn Leakey in his
interpretation of tho Mau Mau movement, nonetheless we
should commend him for having seriously considered the
religious factor in the movement.

Leakey's work is of

interest here because Leakey showed that there indeed
was evidence of a religious factor in the movement.
Ho did not, however, study critically and objectively
the origin and actual nature of the aspects which he
found in what he called Mau Mau 'religion'.

But Leakey

was not the only person who saw evidence of a religious
factor in the movement.
Writing in 1953, Bewes described llau Mau as a
revival of the old 'pagan' religion, and he found that
this religion was adapted for political and national
goals in the Mau Mau movement,

he states at length

that:
Until recently, many people thought that old
Kikuyu religion was a back number, outmoded
either by Christianity or by western materialism.
The Mau Mau movement has suddenly shocked the
world into the realisation that pagan religion
is still very deeply ingrained and can be adapted
to political and national aims.

It is no longer

irrelevant to study the old Kikuyu religion
since Mau Mau are deliberately trying to revive

Bowes therefore observed that there was a religious
factor in the vaovera*.'nt and that this religious factor
’ rl something to do with the trauitional Kikuyu religion
Tao relationship between the traditional Kikuyu religion
and the roil ions factor in the *-iau «au movement will
be carefully loohxl at here, with special emphasis on
the

.an oau oaths.
btoneham, ca the other hand, was inclined to think

that "dau hau has some particular meaning connected v/ith
the early religion and tradition of the tribe, and in
some form the society has existed since long before the
white man was seen in kikuyuland.' '

here v/e notice

that although Stoneham found the evidence of some form
of religion in the movement, nonetheless ho went a bit
too far in guessing that

•,1.» ban was there lo

colonialism and that the religion of that

before

'old' Mau Mau

was revived os the religion of the Van ‘h u movement of
the 1950s.

It should be stated here that contrary to

Stoueharn, there never was Mau lean b fore colonialism
among the Uilcuyu.

But it will be found that the re

ligious aspects in the raovenw nt were there among the
Kikuyu even before the start of the colonial period.
Cor fie Id a 1 ’
.) ompuasiaed the view that Tfau EJnu had
some roii 'ions dimension.
government on mau

Iu his resort to tho colonial

an, Cor field argue-cl that Mau Mau

"was the evolutionary child of the first subversive
1
Kikuyu political organisation, the Kikuyu Association."*'
e defined mau inau as a "pseudo-religious cult" of the
golden age, a cult, whose exploitation gave Mau Mau
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"the false cloak of a religion."

i i3

Like those writers

cited before, Corfield saw the evidence of a religious
factor In the Mau Mau movement.
Majda'iany and Velbourn also noticed the presence
of the religious factor in the movement, but in their
interpretations, they referred to this factor as a
’tribal manifestation' which portrayed a return to
'tribalism' and 'paganism!.

Id

Carothers went even further in his explanation of
the movement.

He saw in Mau Mau, the revival of the

'old Kikuyu paganism' and he saw this revival as a ne
gative response to modernisation.

In his view, the

Mau Mau were trying to 'turn the clock backward' to
the golden age before the white men came, an age which
Carothers described as having been full of plagues,
.
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pestilences and death.

Carothers thought taat the

Mau Mau movement was the symptom of a sick society, a
society in which men tended "to turn from the ways of
God to tnose of Satan and to find perverted pleasure
1U
in a reversal of the religious rituals." ' Carothers
saw this sickness as being both spiritual and psycho
logical.

He viewed Mau Mau as a sickness that resulted

from the failure of the Kikuyu to adjust to modernisation.
In tnis sense, Carothers thought that Mau Man arose
"from tue development of o.n anxious conflictual situation •
in people who, from contact with alien culture, has lost
l

supportive and constraining influences of their own

culture, yet had not lost their magic modes of thinking."
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Like Leakey, Carothers suggested various methods
that could be used to 'cure' the society from the 'sickness'
of Mau Mau.

He requested the government to increase the

rate of villagisation, to speed the process of christianisation and to make the people

'confess' the oaths.

In

line with these measures, Carothers helped to organise
oath-cleansing ceremonies.

In a later part of this study,

a discussion of these cleansing ceremonies will be attempted.
The views of Carothers on Mau Mau were also expressed
by the Sociological Committee that was set up by the govern
ment to investigate the sociological causes underlying
Mau Mau.

The committee was led by Harry Thuku and Leakey,

and its special advisor was Carothers.
vised the government that,

The committee ad

"To overcome this obsession,

mere argument and persuation is not enough, and an attack
must be made on (the) feelings and emotions."
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The ar

gument implied in this decision of the ocmraittee was that
Mau Mau was a sin, an evil, and a corrupted pagan religion
that had to be confessed.

Those persons who possessed this

obsession had to be isolated in detention camps so as not
to contaminate the other people.

Detention was intended

to take the patients through many screening camps on their
journey home and also to prepare them for reabsorption into
'normal'

life.

This whole process came to be termed

'rehabilitation'.
A closely similar view to that of Carothers was
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viewed the movement as a piimitive movement

-that was

opposed to western civilization.

s a vv it

They also

as a product of the Kikuyu peoples' failure

-t0 adapt

to the demands of western civilization.
Through the writings of persons such as

one3

quoted here, the attitude spread among many Vvhite people
both in Kenya and abroad, that Mau Mau was nc^>t basicall
born out of social, economic, political and Qi U ituralreligious grievances.

Instead,

the idea was

preached

that Mau Mau was born out of a "perverted nateionalisiu
04

and a sort of nostalgia for barbarism."

Ar*^ those

who admitted that Mau Mau was the result of S o c i a l
economic, political and cultural-religious g r i e v a n c e s
narrowed the movement down to a tribal organ! N a t i o n .^
The colonial government's view on Mau Ma.^ waa
greatly influenced by writings and utterances
the ones quoted on the previous pages.

suca as

The government

felt that there was indeed enough reason to a ^ res)- ail(j
to detain many Kikuyu for being suspected as &jau jiau>
The first and mo3t pronounced official statemont on
Mau Mau was uttered by the prosecutor during t h e famous
Kapenguria trial in which some leaders of the Kenya
African Union - (KAU), Were accused of organi^inp. jjau
Mau.

He said:
Looking at Mau Mau quite dispassionately and m
quite objectivelyj

there can be no one

can cay that it does i>ot do the most O-ppallii
criminal things and that it appears to

a

purely barbarous movement3 negative in eyerz.
every

®

y
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does and accompanied by circumstances
2 5
of revolting savagery. J'
HAU MATJ AS A NATIONALIST MOVEMENT
A second group of writers has emphasised the fact
that Mau Mau was a nationalist movement.

But as will

be seen here below, some writers have referred to the
nationalism in Mau Mau as Kenyan nationalism, while
others have referred to it a3 Kikuyu tribalism.
In seeing Mau Mau as a Kenyan nationalist movement,
emphasis is laid on the grievances of the Kenyan Africans
from the time that the white men came, to the time of
Mau Mau.

Writers in this category have traced the develop

ment of Kenyan nationalism through the period of the
political associations that were prevalent in Kenya from
the early twenties.

The associations,

like the East

African Association and the Kikuyu Central Association
are seen by these writers as forming part of an evolu
tional process in the development of nationalism.

The

Mau Mau movement is then viewed as the peak in the develop
ment of natinnal consciousness in Kenya.
By emphasizing the nationalist nature of the Mau
Mau movement,

less importance is laid on the movements'

religious aspects.

As an example,

the songs,

prayers

and oaths of the movement are viewed only as tools of
the movement.

A disregard is here evident of the fact

that some of these aspects including the oaths, songs
and prayers had a deep religious significance.

The oaths

in particular are seen as a tool of unity.

The writers

in this category show little effort in trying to under
stand that the religious aspects contained in the
movement were being viewed by most Mau Mau as necessary,
if the goal of unity and freedom was to be achieved.
Two of the writers in this category are Rosberg and
Hot tIngham.
The two writers have state! that Mau Ilau was the
climax of nationalism in Kenya.

This nationalism

started mainly in the lD20s and it was centred mainly,
but not solely, in Central Kenya.
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As evidence for

this, the two writers have stated that there was a
continuity in the leadership of all earlier political
associations and that this leadership continued till
the time of Mau r.iau.

The two writers have therefore

concluded that "Mau i.Iau was indeed an integral part of
an ongoing,

nationally conceived nationalist movement."
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Rosberg and Nottingham have also discussed the con
tribution of independent schools and churches to the
development of 'cultural nationalisin' . Though the issue
cannot be discussed hero, nonetheless it should be
noted that the relationship of these independent schools
auci churches to li'au Uau in general and to the religious
factor in Mau Man in particular,

is of some concern in

this study.
In their study of Hail Uau oaths as a tool of unity,
-jsborg and Mottingham did not go deep enough to decipher
the nature and actual origin of these oaths.

However,

the book was written as a historical text and was not
intended to cover the religious factor in the Mau Mau
movement.

Much use will be made of the book in this

study.
Venys has presented us with a view of I.lau Mau that
is closely similar to that of Rosberg and Nottingham.
He has argued that Mau Mau was an unplanned spontaneous
uprising which had a political nature.
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Venys saw Mau

Mau as probably an offspring of KAU or KCA.

He emphasized

the grievances of these earlier political associations
and claimed that they were the same for Mau Mau.

In

this light, he saw Mau Mau as a product of social, eco
nomic and political ills which were aggrevated by British
«■»a
measures against the movement.0
It is important to notice here that Africans had
voiced their grievances in Kenya for many years before
the Mau Mau movement.
which started in 1919.

They had done this in associations
Yet these earlier associations

had not grown into anything close to the Mau Mau move-:
mont.

These associations had not established a unity

and a commitment to the movement of liberation, such
as that which was to be observed in Mau Mau.

It was

mainly in Mau Mau- oaths that such unity and commitment
were encouraged.

This shows that the oaths, which formed

only one aspect of the religious factor in the Mau Mau
movement, had a vital role in the start of the Mau Mau
movement.

It also goes further to show that the movement

was more complex than what we would call a nationalist

movement.

It can be said that though the aims and goals

of the movement were nationalistic, nonetheless these
goals would have hardly been achieved at that time with
out the- application of such aspects as Jau Mau oaths.
In these oaths, the masses were instructed in political
matters and were united in a common task of fighting
against colonialism.

Tho rolo of these oath3 cannot

be ignored in any study of the Jau Mau movement.

Venys

himself saw evidence of a religious factor in the I.Iau
Mau movement, but he argued that it was "too hypothetical
to be given much credence."' '
It should also be noted here that despite the above
two \:orl:s which assert that iiau Iiau was a Kenyan nation
alist movement, some historians today, such as the ones
cited below have expressed doubts as to whether Iiau Iiau
represented Kenyan nationalism.

These contemporary

historians have tended to look at iiau i'au as a purely
Kikuyu affair.

I aina wa Kinyatti has expressed the views
a1
?
of some of these historians .
As I,’aina has stated, those contemporary historians
have interpreted tlau Mau as a primitive Kikuyu movement
and as a tribal

organization.

They have described

the nationalism in Iiau Mau as Kikuyu nationalism and
have argued that this nationalise is opposed to Kenyan
nationalism.

They have mainly argued that the movement

was not a Kenyan nationalist movement because the songs,
oaths and other rituals in tuo movement were typically
those of the

likuyu, hciou and ,hra.

They have also

argued that the movement did not spread outside Central
Kenya.

Come of their arguments can be cited here.

Ochieng is quoted by Maina as having stated that
"duu Mau was definitely not a nationalist movement

...

It is therefore important to correctly evaluate Mau
Mau as primarily a Kikuyu affair."

*

This view that

Mau Mau was not a Kenyan nationalist movement is also

GTipressed by Ogot.

After studying Mau liau hymns, Ogot

strongly asserted that, "In conclusion,

I would like

to state that what emerges from a study of these hymns
is a strong souse of Kikuyu nationalism as opposed to
rj a

Kenya African Nationalism.""^

No doubt some IJau Mau

songs lead to Ogot's interpretation, but wo cannot con
sider only such songs alone, as Ogot does.
The view of Fan Mau as a purely Kikuyu affair is
not supported by tile evidence which is given in this
study.

I?ven the songs of Mau Mau, which the writer of

this work has collected, do not wholly support Ogot's
conclusion.

No doubt the Mau Mau movement was concen

trated among tho Kikuyu but the wiaer goal of the move
ment was a unity of all Kenyan peoples in an endevour
to get rid of colonial rule,

before such wider unity

could be achieved, a unity ox all tho Kikuyu people had
to bo fostered first.
oaths canto in.

This is whove the function of

This unity of tho Kikuyu people, that

was to act as a first step towards Kenyan unity, has
been wrongly conceived of as the final end result of
the Movement.

The major goal of the movement has been

clearly stated by Mathu:
Our principle aim was to footer an ironclad
unity among the people of Central Kenya ....
and all other Africans whose support could
be won ... so that we might take action as
a single body to achieve our national objectives
In emphasizing his own opinion, Llaina argues that
the idea that the movement was less nationalistic, due
to its having been based in Central Kenya, does not
hold, for nowhere in the world did a revolutionary move
ment start with the whole population.

It is the most

politically conscious sector of the society which starts
the revolution and then brings in the rest.
the case with Mau Mau.

This was

Its oaths were first of all

intended to make all the Kikuyu people conscious and
aware of the fact that they could free Kenya from co
lonial rule.

The oaths v/ere intended to foster complete

unity among: the people involved.

The idea that the

symbols and rituals present in these oaths made the
oaths opposed to Kenyan nationalism is incorrect.

The

advantages and disadvantages of Kau Ilau oaths, as well
as the influence of these oaths upon the development
of Kenyan nationalism will be briefly looked at in this
study so

i.i to clarify some of the above generalisations

But the view taken in this study is that Mau Mau was a
nationalist movement and that the nationalism in Mau
Mau was closely linked with a strong religious factor
in the movement.
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The views put down at the beginning of this chapter
have been shown to indicate that there was evidence of
a religious factor in the Lau I an movement.

But some

of the interpretations they gave on L'au Kau v/ere aimed
at showing that the movement was barbarous, atavistic
and evil.

The rituals in the movement were seen as

evidence of the fact that Kau Man was atavistic.
The second group of writers discussed above show
Mau Mau as a nationalist movement but while some termed
it as 1Manyan nationalism', others termed it as 'Kikuyu
nationalism'.

This nationalist view argues that the

religious factor in the movement, especially the oaths,
was detrimental to the nationalist causes of the movemeat."

Their reason for suggesting this was because

the oaths, songs and even prayers of Mau Mau were
basically those of the Kikuyu society and as such,
these aspects restricted the organisational basis of
the movement to Central Kenya,.

TJ'iat needs to be stressed

here is the fact that the symbols, rltuo.lf5, songs and
prayers used in tac movement, which ./ere mainly Kikuyu,
v/ere regarded by the U p.a M p.u as the only means available
for cot djlishing a firm unity among the members of the
iiioveuon L.
The third view of ffau Mau combiners tiro elements
contained in the two views discussed so far.

This view

suggests that Mau Mau was a. nationalist movement which
was syncretist in nature, and that the movement contained
a syncretist religion.

Barnett and Njair.a have argued at

n r'

length iu support of this view."

Barnett has argued

that the ideology of liau tiau was syucrctistic iu nature
iu that the Mau Mau did no ’
; only fight for the retention
of some traditional values, but also fought hard in
demand oi some western cultural aspects like formal
education.

The author has also argued that the religious

factor in the Mau Mau movement was syncrctistic in that
it had elements of both Christianity and Kikuyu tradi
tional religion.

A deeper examination of these ideas

is necessary Here.
Barnett and Hjana's book is the most comprehensive
literature produced so far with regards to the religious
factor iu the L"au Mau movement.

Barnett, the author,

uses the oral evidence of Iljatua, a freedom fighter, and
h e .come3 up with the conclusion stated above, that Mau
Mau was a syncretist movement,

Me calls it syncrctistic

because lie saw in.it botu elements o t r a d i t i o n a l Kikuyu
culture and religion as well as those of western culture
and religion.

The book supports the view of Eosberg

and Nottingham that Mau Mau was a nationalist movement,
but Barnett goes further to show that there also was
syncretism in the movement.

The author closely looks

at some aspects of the religious factors in the movement,
like oaths, sougs and prayers as well as belief and trust
in God, and he considers them to have been important
to the movement.

By relating the nationalistic and the

religious aspects of the movement,

the author is partly

able to explain the unique response, of the Kikuyu to
colonialism.
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But although the author went deeper than all the
others discussed here in showing the evidence of the
presence of a religious factor in the movement, nontheless he did not assess the particular significance
of the traditional Kikuyu rituals and symbols that
characterised most of the religious aspects in the Mau
Mau movement.

The author did not also go deep enough

to assess whether or not the rituals and symbols la the
movement were part of the traditional Kikuyu beliefs and
practices.

As an example, the author did not explain

the deviations that Mau Mau oaths contained as compared
to the traditional Kikuyu oaths.

It will be shown in

this study that the religious factor in Mau Mau was
partly syncretistic.

But although most aspects of the

religious factor will not be covered here, a study of
the Mau Mau oaths reveals that the oaths were to a
great extent based on traditional Kikuyu beliefs and
practices related to oaths.

However,

it will also be

shown that the Mau Mau oaths contained various deviations
from traditional Kikuyu oaths.

An attempt will be made

to account for these deviations.
In writing his book, Barnett expected to present
"the hopes, fears, frustrations and expectations of a
people whose actions and outlook ta life have been
shaped in largo measures by the double-edged sword of
Op
tradition and colonial rule."'"
liie 'double-edged sword'
referred to here may also partly explain why the Mau
Mau movement waa syncretistic in nature.

With regards

to the religious factor in the movement, the author has
argued that the religious factor "contained a syncretic
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quality with various aspects of Old Testament Christianity
found interwoven with their Kikuyu counterparts."39

An

important point which Barnett observed was that though
the religious factor in Mau Mau was of a syncretic qua
lity, nonetheless the religious factor was largely
framed in terns of traditional beliefs and concepts of
40
the Itikuyu.
This point, that Kikuyu traditional ele
ments were predominant in the religious factor in Mau
Mau, will be greatly emphasized in the following chapters.
It will be seen, for example,

that Mau Mau oaths did not

contain the kind of syncretism described above.

The

oaths contained only the rituals and symbols that were
mainly traditionally used by the Kikuyu.

It is to these

rituals and symbols that a great part of the present
study is directed.
It was not however in oaths alone that there was
an emphasis of traditional Kikuyu religious elements.
Traditional Kikuyu beliefs and practices were also
emphasised in the Mau Mau conception of God, in their
prayers, as well as in their other ceremonies.

In ex

pressing this fact, Kibicho states that the Mau Mau
"held daily morning and evening prayers and made sacri
fices to God under sacred trees in the traditional
Kikuyu way.

They fa.cod Mount Kenya when they prayed,

again according to Kikuyu tradition."^
In trying to explain the presence of traditional
elements in the Mau Mau movement, Barnett saw these
elements as 'continuities' of traditional Kikuyu
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religion into the present.

Barnett has stated at

length that:
The magico-religious beliefs prevalent
within the ranks of the guerilla fighters,
therefore, and the widespread acceptance
of the legitimate military role and pro
phetic powers of the

'm u n d u m u g o a r e

bast understood as continuities in traditional Kikuyu culture.
This idea of 'continuity'
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is also brought out by

Kibicho whose v/hole thesis discusses the 'Radical
Continuity of the Kikuyu Conception of God into and
through Christianity'. ^
In this study of Mau iiau oaths, the writer has
found it incorrect to state that the concept of 'syn
cretism' best describes the I.Iau ilau movement in general
and the religious factor in the movement in particular.
In Barnett's book, we find that this syncretism which
existed in some aspects of the movement, caused strains
and conflicts in the minds of some freedom fighters.
Karari Ifjama himself, a Christian and a freedom fighter,
described the effect of the Laau i.au oath on himself as
follows,

"As a Christian I had undergone a contrary faith,

for the oath I had taken was mainly based on Kikuyu reAA
ligion, belief and s u p e r s t i t i o n ^
It is correct to
state here that those freedom fighters who were educated
and who ha.' gone through the teachings of Christian
missions were mainly the ones who underwent most strains
in their attempt to adhere to the duties of the movement

o
U.n)

which each member had to perform.

Yet even they adhered

strongly to the movement.
It should be emphasized here that three conclusions
can be arrived at from the views discussed so far.

First

is the idea that there is enough evidence of a religious
factor in the Mau I.'au movement.

Included in this factor

were aspects such as oaths, prayers, sacrifieces, pro
phecy, songs, belief in God, and other religious practices.
Secondly, the religious aspects cited have been shown
to contain both Christian and Kikuyu traditional elements.
The combination of the two has been referred to as syn
cretism.

Anithirdly, there is the observation that the

traditional Kikuyu elements were to a great extent pre
dominant in the religious factor in the movement.

The

assessment of the above remarks as well as the examina
tion of the significance of the religious factor in the
movement will form a great part of this work.
will concentrate,

The study

especially on Mau Mau oaths, which

comprised one of the main aspects of the religious factor.
In concluding this chapter, it will be necessary
to state some of the ideas which have been cited by
living ex-freedom fighters in reference to the religious
factor in the movement.
Elsie Mukami, the wife of Dodan Kimathi, the
acknowledged loader of the forest freedom fighters, had
this to say:
The freedom fighters were highly religious
people.

They knew and prayed to the God of

Glkuyu and Mumbi.

They had their own Kikuyu
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commandments.

Christianity did not bring

any new conversion to the Kikuyu.

Neither

did it bring a new creed or a new code of
ethics.

The Kikuyu had their own.

And the

freedom fighters followed the beliefs and
commandments which their forefathers had
followed for long. 45
Another informant, Muchunu Oachuki,

.vho was an

oath administrator at the time of Mau Mau had this to
say:
Religion consists of vows and commandments.
People who have no sacred vows cannot be
said to be religious.

The Mau Mau had vows

and commandments just like the Christians
have their

'creeds'.

Our

’c r e e d s ’ in Mau

Mau were organized in accordance with those
of KCA which existed before Mau Mau.

The

’creeds ' used in KCA were in turn based mainly
on the traditional beliefs of the Kikuyu.
As suchj
liefs.

the Mau Mau did not create any be
They relied on those which had been

there among the Kikuyu for long.

Those be

liefs and commandments comprised a great
deal of our religion in the movement.

We

also had prayers in which wc continuously
emphasized the unforgettable and bitter
.fact that, "lle are praying to the God of
Gikuyu and Mumbij who gave to us this country}
a country that was alienated by white
foreigners."
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TIES OEIOIiiS OF TiiC liAidJ IIAU MAU,

yni; INITIAL

AIM AMD THE IDEOLOGY OF THE MOVEMENT

The Name ' 'au Mau '
Since the middle of this century, the ua;ao 'Mau
Mau' has been used to refer to the revolutionary move
ment that s t r u t t e d so hard against colonialism in
Kenya in the years 1950-1903.

It is the intention of

the writer to show hero that when the name was coined,
it had no meaning among the Kikuyu for whom it was
applied, and even today, the meanin■p of the name remains
a matter of controversy.

It is also the intention here

to trace the possible origins of the

.ame, its date of

appearance, tne names that the freedom fighters used
to refer to themselves, as well as the name that should
be used to refer to th e movement to l av.

In this section,

it will DO found tnat the origin of the name Mau Mau
is importan t for this study becau S3 the name was at
first used in connection with activities at an cathing
ceremony.
Tup research information that tne writer has boon
able to gather points to the fact that

'Mau Mau' as a

name was forged by the European co inanity and admini
stration in Konya to refer to those bi i.clcs, especially
Kikuyu who were anti-government and whose intention was
to put an end to colonial rule.

The same name was applied

to the whole movement of liberation.

Put the white people

started using this name as a form of abuse directed to
the free flew fighters.

The aim of the white people who

:J9

used the name was to show the Kikuyu society that they
should not side with the so called 'Mau Mau' because
the 'Mau Mau' were •criminals' and 'wrongdoers'.

The

whites also used the name as evidence with which to
convince tae British government that the movement was
a bad one and should bo crushed.

The name 'Mau Mau'

did not therefore start from among the freedom fighters
themselves.

As Padwore states, "The very term 'Mau

Mau' was invented by the settler press to discredit the
Africans and justify the white man's legalised terror
against a once peaceful and long suffering people."*
Many authors and commentators on the Mau Mau move
ment have tried to formulate theories as to the origin
of the name, but no satisfactory theory has been produced.
Barnett records many theories of the origin of
the name and he concludes that the name 'is a misnomer'.

2

Barnett records one of the theories which suggests that
children may have been the makers of the name during
their talking.

lie notes that children among the Kikuyu

say "umu uinal", meaning 'get out, got out', and that
from this anagram,

'Mau M a u ' may have originated as a

warning sounded by children to freedom fighters.

Secondly,

Barnott notes that the murmurs of "mumimurau" during
oathing ceremonies may have been overheard by outsiders
and these outsiders may have hear! as if the murmuring
sounded as 'mau m a u ' .

Thirdly, Earaett suggests that

the name 'Man M a u ' could also have beeu used as an
abbreviation for "Mzungu Arudi Uingereza, Mwafrika Apate
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Uhuru", which means 'Europeans have to go back home so
3
that Africans can become free.'
Cut none of the above
names has been mentioned to me by my informants as a
possible root of the name Mau Mau.
Stonekara himself suggested that though the name
is not related to the Mau Hills in Kenya, nonetheless
the name 'has some particular meaning connected with
the early religion and traditions of the tribe, and in
some form, the society has existed long before the first
A
white iiian was seen in Kikuyuiand." ‘

Btoneham tried to

trace the meaning of the nano from among the

vikuyu

themselves and he arrived at the conclusion that,

"what

gods they had before they migrated we do not know; per5

haps Mau Mau was one of them."

Stoneham therefore thought

it was probable that if Europeans attended one of the
Kikuyu ceremonies under a tree, he would hear the words
"Mau Mau."

Stoneham then concluded that "if Mau Mau is

as old as the Kikuyu tribe, it is only recently that it
has assumed the principles of a murderous political
society.It

will bo seen below that these ideas of

Stoneham are incorrect.
The literature written by freedom fighters shows
clearly that the name originated from among the whites
in Kenya.

The only exception here is Wachanga, who is

quoted as showing that children were responsible for
the origin of the name, which they used as a code word
7
or anagram.
But this claim is not supported by other
freedom fighters.

It is hardly likely that children

had anythin" to do with the movement at such an early
date, knowing that the movement was secret.

This raise

doubts as to whether T/achanga himself, who claims to
have been a freedom fighter, was the one who supplied
such information to the editor, or whether the informa
tion ho gave was correctly used by Whittier.
Kaggia says that the words '’’au Mau' started to
appear in the press after a meeting was surprised by
g
the police in Haivasha.' It was in this meeting, he
says, that one guard noticed the police coming to the
meeting,

the wuard shouted to his comrades to ’get

out', hence using the words 'uma uma!'

Cut the guard

used the children's anagrams so that what he indeed
shouted was

'Mau Mau!'

It is important to note here

that the oat!), ceremony, which haggle. refers to as a
meeting, was connected to the root of the name; and
further, that ilaivasha may have been the source area of
the name.

This idea is supported by hariuhi who says

that the name arose from an oathin" ceremony which was
conducted one evening at Naivasha.

Kariuki states that

the guard at the ceremony had been instructed by his
comrades to shout

'Mau ’lau!' as an anagram to mean

u m a !', in case he saw the enemies coning.

'uma

Kariuki says

that v:hon the police came to the scone, they only heard
'fiau Mau', and then found the paraphernalia of an oathing ceremony.

The police then reported ; ack to their

headquarter that all they heard was
they found no one on the scene,

'mau mau' but that

'.ariuki concludes that

4'J

"From thou on, the oath of unity was p;iven the name
0
haU

i.

c+\A

•

It is however very unlikely that the paraphernalia
of the ceremony would have been loft behind at such an
early date,

lut Plariuki implies that the oath ceremony

and the area of Ilaivasha may have been connected with
the origins of the name.
Njoroue Kacunda, who was an acknowledged leader
of the I.CA in Rift Valley and Western Kenya, and a man
who was on'' <">f the earliest dir'set err, of Mau •i-'au oaths
h a c* t LiJ.L» to say in reference to the origin of the name
iau Mau:
We had called together all KCA and KAU leaders
from Kisii, Olenguruone and Ilaivasha areas.
Our work was to oath all the workers in the
settlers' farms and one such ceremony took
place on a ground in the reeds around Lake
Ilaivasha.

All the workers in the area had

attended.

But the government diccovered3

through a man named Fermcnao Kir itu, ^
we had a meeting.

that

During this particular

ceremony 3 we slaughtered and ate eight goats.
The police besieged the area during the day
and unaided not to attack then for they
hoped that our leaders would attend the
meeting at night.

When we knew we were

beciegedj we held oui1 meeting early in the
day.

Dome of the workers in the meeting

had cone with their masters ' fishing boats
with the excuse that they were coming to
fish on the lake.

It was their boats that

we used to escape in the evening.

We landed

at the farm of a white man called Nyathole.

The police attacked the
ve had already left.
heaps of bonce.
escaped.

<irca of meeting when

Du ~t all they fou n d were

They d i d

but Kiritu had

tiat ” these people cat
7*?: ouch c. hurry

not know h ow we
warned them before

'f ziau mau matt mau \

that yen

oa.nnot eatoh them.

The white men who were p r e s e n t with
used this name

’Man M a u ’

Kiritu

to describe

nature of the freedom fi^yhtevs,
whites went to report b a G k
quarter.

the

when

these

in their

head-

That was some -&ime around

1948.

Irciu the above information,

it

name was first used to refer to the

i.e.

is clear

11

that the

manner in w h i c h the

freedom fighters had eaten during tl~iis particular oath
ceremony.

Njoroge is, however, not

the only o a o who

has noted that the name had its s o u T ’ce in iJaiva.sha,
during an oathiug ceremony, and t h a t Liritu was in a
IJTj
way implicated. " It is also most p»robable that the
squatters from Hift Valley,

western

and Nyanza. areas

were connected with the oathing cororuony referred to
above.

It is probable too that Perruenas Kiritu was the

man wno first spoke the name to the
started using it.

whites, who

in turn

There is enough 1 dterary evidence to

support -the above probabilities.
llosberg and Nottingham associ site Pcrmenas Kiritu
with the use of the name Mau Mau.
Pcrmenas Kiritu,

Tliey state that:

an V.ngli- joh-svoaking

shopkeeper,

later head of the Loyalio t Torehbearora Associa
tion in the area during tPie emergency * and the
person to whom many Afric<rxn sources ascribe
the first public use of t r ze words3 gav e evidence
that he had known of the & x i 3 t e n c e o f

the Mau
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Mau Association since 1948.

13

It should be noted here that the charges in the
above case to which Permenas was giving evidence were
those of giving a MCA oath and not a Mau Mau oath.
This implies that the so called 'Mau Ilau Movement' was
there even before it acquired that name.

The movement

of liberation did not begin with Mau Mau.

Kariuki also records having been told that Permenas
l.iritu of Mi ft Valley, a protostunt Christian of the
Africa Inland Church, ilijabe, when he heard of the move

ment, began to preach against it, calling it anti-christian
and childish.

11

Iliritu's loyalty is also recorded by

r
l
15
Leakey.
It can then be concluded here that there is strong
oral an 1 literary evidence in support of the theory that
Mau Mau as a name had its origin in the white sector in
Konya, and that Miritu, a loyalist, was greatly connected
with the root of the name.

Also, the name was associated

with a society whose only evidence available at that time
was the oath ceremonies.

The oath ceremony as such con

tributed much in the making up of the opinions about
the movement, by the settlers and the administrators.
The name Mau Ivlau was, however, used as a term of abuse
and degradation.

It was used to show that the members

of the movement were greedy eaters, evil doers and antigovernmont.

The name itself had no correct reference

to or meaning among the people to whom it was applied.
And

the name cannot be said to refer correctly to the
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nature of Mau Mau oath ceremonies.
The date in which the name Mau Mau was coined can
hardly be known.

Njoroge Kagunda dates the first use

cf the name between 1946 and 1948.
dates it in 1948.

17

1C

Mukarni Kimathi

Most writers claim that 1948 was the

date when the name was first used. ^
dut the first official usage of the name took place in
1950.

19

It can be stated here that though instances of

oathings had been reported before 1948, this date has been
cited by most informants as the date when the name Mau Mau
started being used.

Further, the name was first used in

reference to activities that had been performed in oath
ceremonies, and these oaths were directed by mainly the
XCA and KAU leaders.

It will become clear in this study

that the leaders of KCA and KAU were greatly involved
with the emergence of the movement that came to be known
as Mau Mau.

They were also involved in the organisation

and direction of the first Mau Mau oaths.
Research evidence reveals that the freedom fighters
themselves did not use the name Mau Mau to refer to
themselves.

This finding is contrary to what some writers

nave stated belore.'

The names that freedom fighters

used are briefly summarised below.
The freedom fighters useu the name “Uiguano wa
Muingi" meaning the 'Unity of the People'.

The unity

referred to here was the unity of ail the people who had
'taken the Mau Mau oaths.

In many of their prayers, the

freedom fighters asked God to help them to maintain this
unity.
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Another name that they used was 'Gikuyu and
Uumbi'.

These two personalities are believed to

have been the ancestral founders of the Kikuyu nation.
In calling themselves by this name, the freedom
fighters referred to two things.

In t.he songs of the

freedom fighters, the name Gikuyu and Mumbi mainly
referred to the unity of all the descendants of Gikuyu
and Mumbi.

But in prayers,

the names Gikuyu and Mumbi

referred to the first Kikuyu ancestors to whom God gave
the land.

In some cases, however, the two meanings of

the name could be found in either prayers or songs.
By calling themselves

'Gikuyu and Mum b i ' or 'children

of Gikuyu and Mumbi',

the freedom fighters meant that

the movement was for all the Kikuyu people, both men
and women.

However, members of other ethnic societies

like ?.Ieru and Erabu were also included in the above name.
It should be noted here that all those people who refused
to take Mau Mau oaths and who collaborated with the
government were regarded by the freedom fighters as
traitors of their own people.
Another name used by freedom fighters was
ngoro', meaning 'those who do grievous damage'.

'Ageri
This

name was only used to refer to the actual forest fighters
who had the permission to kill or loot in the name of the
movement.

This permission was granted only to those

people who had taken the Mau Mau oath of wsr, the 'ngero
oath'.
Freedom fighters also referred to themselves as

'Ihii cia Mutitu', which can he literary translated
as 'the Uncircumcised Forest Dwellers'.

This name

was also used in reference to the forest fighters
alone.

But the loyalists also used the name as an

abuse tc the fighters.

Among: the Kikuyu, a 'ltihii'

is a big;, but uncircumcised boy.

The word 'kihii'

was used by loyalists in reference to forest fighters
whose activities were considered similar to those of
boys.

Such activities included the killing of animals

and removing their eyes.
used the name 'kihii'

But when forest fighters

to refer to themselves, they

meant that the life they were living was similar to
that of uncircumciaed boys, because,
did not have any property like land.

like boys,

they

Among the Kikuyu,

property, especially land, was mostly acquired by a
man after he was circumcised.

This was the time that

the mau began preparations lor marriage

& Cl

The forest

fighters also used tlie name 'ihii' to show their youth,
vitality and strength.
The forest fighters were also referred to a.3
'IljiWRba. cia ita', a name which generally meant

'worriers'

in the traditional Kikuyu society.
Cut of the above names, the name that was mostly
used by aJ 1 the members of the ,'au 'rau movement was
'Gikuyu and dumbi'.

The movement as a whole was referred

to as 'The Household of Gikuyu and L’umbi' i.e. "ilyurnba
ya Gikuyu na liurnbi."
freedom fighters,

The name represented the forest

the spies as well ao the passive

supporters among the masses at home.

The name was also
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the only one that had appeared in the songs and oath
ceremonies of the freedom fighters before the fighters
had entered the forest,

but should this name be used

today to refer to the movement?
Surprisingly, most ox-freedom fighters today
feel that the name Sau ?.Iau should be retained but that
attitudes to the name should be changed.

They claim

that one of tlio reasons that constantly motivated them
to fight so courageously was to show the whites that
the freedom fighters did not deserve to be abused by
the name *?Iau Mau'.

The freedom fighters themselves

did not possess the bad qualities that were associated
with that name.

The forest fighters also wanted to

prove to the white people that what they called 'Mau
*Inu• were a force to reckon with.
The ex-freedom f iguterr, also Insist that the
name '<ii! uyu and kumbi' should not bo maintained be
cause many people who belonged to the movement at
first foil back and turned against the movement.

T7hen

the writer o.skcd them the name that should be used for
the movement, two informants expressed these views:
Mau Mau ao o. none should he retained,

but

it should ha highly p r a i s e d a n d the earlier
attitudes to it should he made positive.
The name should not bo abandoned because it
is the only remaining sign of the people
who were abused, killed, uetaitied and jailed
by colonialists in the struggle for freedom.
But after all the abuses, blessings came
down upon us in forts of victory.

These
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blessings cleansed the abuses contained in
the name Mau Mau.

The name Mau Mau should

therefore be retained as a name of victory.

2?

Another informant expressed the feeling that:
The name should be preserved today because
it means the
colonialism.

'saviour' of this country from
The whole world today knows

that it was the

’Mau Mau' who fought for

freedom in Kenya.

The name has now acquired

a glorious meaning which should be celebrated^
We should retain the name so that we can
always remember to beseech God as we promise$
to do after victory.

24

In the study therefore, the name Mau Mau will be
to refer to both the people who fought against colonialiSrn
in the movement, and also refer to the movement itself,
this sense,

I wholly agree with Barnett and my informant^

that the name is difficult to avoid using.
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In any case

it is unnecessary to avoid using the name.
The Initia1 Aim of Mau Mau
Perhaps the most forgotten aspect of the Mau Mau
movement is its initial aim of expelling the white man
from Kenya on one single day.

The aim was to massacre

most of the whites, especially those who occupied
large farms on the highlands and tho se who !leld governmen t uositious,
.

The rest who would survi ve the on-

slought would be left so ioscoa-e that they would
pack u p and go home.

The failure to understand this

initial aim has probably led many people,

among them

writers, to refer to the movement as an unplanned and
spontaneous uprising by the peasants.

On the contrary,

research

evidence reveals that the movement was

carefully planned, and that these plans were kept
secret even to the majority of the Kikuyu rural
population.

To a groat entont, it was the failure

of this initial target that paved, the way for the
movement' : becoming engage - 1 in

». prolonged war.

The

fact that the movement spread to all the Kikuyu popu
lation, among whom the ileru and
and the fact that peculiar Pan

lbu v.or ; included,
iau oaths appeared,

were partly tue consequences of the failure of this
initial aim.

Also, the divisions that arose among

the Kikuyu themselves, as well as the drift by many
Kikuyu into the forests to conduct guerilla attacks
were also not unrelated to the failure of this initial
target.
The mlaterial da y ha; ; been referred
r>
people as 1The Day of Tion • bv/ords ',
nnu
nu by other;
as "the Gro at Itwika"

'A7

The initial aim

Pau is of importance in this paper when we consider
the fact that the first intention behind tho original
i.Iau jdau oaths,

tho Oath of Unity and the Warrior or

"ligero" oath, was to unite all the black people who
wore employod on the settlors'

far ns and in government

offices as well as .all the black people who had any
dealings with the white n o n .

: •.on-

the people to bo

oathod wore also all those who wore held in high res
pect among the ..ikuyu, especially the loaders.

but

•groat care was taken not to reveal the secret plans
to the government-employed local administration, in
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eluding the chiefs and headmen.
The original aim was one of conducting a 'coup
je etat' during which most of the white men would
be massacred by their own employees who outnumbered
them greatly.

All those people who were expected to

carry out the massacre were given both the oath of
unity and the oath of war.

Their neighbours and

relatives were only given the first oath of unity so
that they would passively participate in the massacre.
This they could do by not revealing the secrets to
the whites or to other blacks.

It is important to note

hero that these plans were organised and directed Ly
both ICCA and XAU militants though not all the members
of these associations knew the secret plans.

This move

came as a consequence of the failure by the earlier
constitutional associations, to free the country from
colonialism.
The Mau Mau oaths, which contained many rules in
form of vows, -were at first intended to make that particular day a success.

On this particular day,-1

the

oatlied warriors would rise up and take over the govern
ment functions.

As stated earlier, this coup was com

pared to the traditional "Itwika" ceremony in which
the new generation was handed over the social, political
ana religious authority by the elder generation.
-*2 case of the Mau Mau, however,

in

the handing over was

^tended to be in form of a battle because the white
men who held authority were not considered the rightful
Rulers.

The main wish and prayer by the blacks was that
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"if Cod willed, freedom would come after the success
29
of that day." ' Unfortunately, the colonial government

discovered this initial aim even before the plans could
be finalised.

r,h.e government did all it could to make

the plans fail.

Various reasons have been attributed

to the failure of the plans.
1irst, sane of the oathed people confessed the
oaths,

’bst of the earliest people to confess the oaths

were Christians, especially catholics during their weekly
confessions.

Tie churches then alerted the government,

which in turn started arresting all those people who
were mentioned in connection with the giving and taking of
the oaths.

At that early stage in the movement, the

oaths were referred to as 'T'A oaths.
Secondly, sane Xikuyu seers and traditional
diviner-doctors prohibited the people frail perfonning
their functions according to the laid down plans.

Tie

seers and diviner-doctors advised the oeople that mass
acres should lie carried out Iran tine to tine and frcm
place to place.

Tne seers and diviner-doctors convinced

many iieople that a

one day massacre would fail.

Tne

strong spirit of success which was inprinted one every
person during the oath, was there Core weakened in .seme
people due to their adherence to the advice of the seers
and diviner-doctors.
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Up learn iron this initial aim oC the Mau Mau that

the movement’s first plan was to concentrate their activities
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on the white-occupied areas, and to try as much as
possible to avoid the spread of war to the rural areas.
In the light of this, we gather that the Mau Mau oaths
spread first in the White highlands, and that only
later, when the initial plans failed, did the mass
oaths penetrate deep into the Kikuyu reserves.
We also learn here that the initial aim of the
movement was. seen by the Kikuyu as a time of 'itwika',
when the warriors would take over the power from the
whites.

Traditionally among the Kikuyu, there were

two ruling generations which operated alternately,
the Maiua and the Llwangi
tho 'n jama ya itwika', i.e.

In traditional practice
'the special council of

the handing over ceremony' rose up and celebrated

was ready to take over authority from the retiring gene
ration.

The 5!n.u Mau initial ain was to force the

British

ovoranent to hand over power to the black

people.
The plan stipulated that during tho coup, the

forced to

rightful authority from the white men.

uch a view was

r*4

very easily understood by the Kikuyu of that time.
The idea that the Mau Man initial aim would mark
the start of Maina rule was strengthened by the fact
that the normal preparations for a traditional handing
over edremony had failed in around 1930 as shown above.
A short account of this last handing, over ceremony which
aborted will be given here.

It should be remembered

that these activities wore very fresh in tlxe minds of
the Mau Mau in the middle of this century.
The elders of the Mwangi generation recollected
in Nyeri (Gaki) and started celebrating the
handing over ceremony (Itwika).

They scoured

the whole area, collecting all their fellow
Mwangie until they arrived in Murang'a
(Metumi), where they ,-joined the Mwangi
from Murang'a.

They all toured the two

districts, eating goats in all the homes of
the men of the Maina generation.

These goats

acted as inducements by the Maina generation
to the Mwangi, so that the Mwangi would advise
them on natters related to ruling and other
social and religious functions.

The two

groups reached Kiambu (Kabete) where they
were similarly entertained with much feast
ing and they ware welcome to bed with the
wives of the Mwangi from Kiambu.
brations were completed,

When cele

the whole group

started together on their way back to Nyeri
whore the actual handing over ceremony was
to take place.

On their way back,

they

collected representatives of the Maina gene
ration who would receive authority on behalf
of their generation.
but when they all arrived at Thika, a member
of the Nyeri-Murang'a group started this song:
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"When we cross the Chania River
Anyone from Kabete should know
that we are going to the central
home of sorcery."
This threat of sorcery by a greedy man scared
off the Kiambu people who returned to their
homes and started to prepare their own handing
over ceremony.

The Nyeri-llurang 'a people

went home joyfully3 knowing that the Kiambu
people would not consume their goats and would
not sleep in their wives' beds.
The Nyeri-Murang'a people sung the following
song:
"Kabete people you are fools
You slaughtered fat heifers for us
And allowed us to enjoy your
wives' breasts."33
The colonial government prohibited the actual
performance of the handing over ceremony, either at
Kyeri or at Kiambu.

It is therefore easy to understand

from the above accounts and comments why the Mau Mau war
was at first conceived of as an assertion by the Maina
generation of their right to take over power from the
Mwangi generation.

Taking over from the Mwangi meant

taking over from the whites who had dethroned the Mwangi.
It will be shown later how the Maina generation,

that

was most responsible for the Mau Mau war, saw themselves
as "iregi," "the revolters", against the rule of whites.
The ruling generation according to the Kikuyu is
the rightful controller of all properties including
land.

The idea of getting back the land from the whites

was also a strong aim of the Mau Mau.

The traditional

5 •

idea that land ownership was a sign of authority was
strongly emphasized by the. Mau Mau.

One of.their songs

stated that:
"Since ike very beginning Kikuyu
have ruled.
Through their ancestral lands
And he-goats tiith bells
And gardens full of bananas.” *
The Mwangi generation lost both authority and
land to tlie British colonial government.

Also, the

British government employed the members of the Mwangi
generation who were fully grown up when the British came.
Many men of the Mwangi generation became chiefs and
headmen in colonial times.

It was these collaborators

who were kept in the dnrk with regards to the initial
plan of the Mau Mau.
Various authors also record that the initial
intention of the Mau Mau was of an immediate and whole
sale massacre of whites.

But the authors have only

mentioned it in passing.

Dclf records that such a
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rumour was there in Murang'a as early as 1947.'
Leakey writes about an original Mau Mau "intention of
a wholesale attack on the European population,"

3 (3
and

he states elsewhere that the loyalists led to the
failure of the p l a n . ^

Venys writes that "On July 10th

(1952) Sir Phillip Mitchell the governor, claimed that
the target of Mau Mau Organisation was to overturn the
government within nine months,"^'

and lie argues that

Mau Mau activities intensified at the beginning of 1953.
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As shown below, tho failure of this plan greatly in
fluenced the developments within the Man Mau movement.
Gome time around 1950, according to Muchunu
Gachuki, the government learnt about the Initial plan of
Mau Mau.

By then, the name Mau Mau wp .3 in common usage.

But when the Mau Mau learnt that their plans had leaked,
and that their two oatlm had been confessed, tho decision
was taken by the high ranking officials of KAU and KgA
to start planning for a war.

Thin planning for a war

could not have been done before total unity of the fcikuyu,
both in rural areas and the reserves as well as those in
urban centres had been attained.

The only means avail

able for achieving unity was the oath.

Tho practice

involved oathing of all available men, women and children,
and instructing them on tho need to fight for land and
freedom.

It should be mentioned here that prior to this

decision of embarking on a long war, tho oath of war,
In J.ts sixth vow, prohibited tho recipients of the oath
from revealing the secrets to women anti children.

But

when the need to oath all people arose, this rule was
eliminated and tho o s *h itself was given to women and
children.

Further, with the confession of the original

Mau h":»u oaths, other new versions of those oaths were
formulated to replace them, and the people who had taken
the confessed oaths wore '’
.ado to take the now versions.
This was mainly ho.v peculiar

oaths started to appear.

Many onthJnc centres started arid many oath administrators
were recruited.

The aim behind these mass oaths was to

recruit and instruct as many people an possible before

IS

war broke up.
A second observation is that as early as 1950,
many freedom fighters had started to associate the
church with the failure of the initial plan of Mau Mau.
They claim it was through the church that their secrets

reached the government and that the church aided the
government to recruit spies from among the Mau Mau

followers.

These spies became the first loyalists who

were against the movement.

Most of these loyalists

sided with the government in declaring Mau Mau a bad
thing, an evil movement, and

sin against God.

word confession in its Christian meaning of

The

repentance

shews clearly that taking a Mau Mau oath was regarded
by many white and black Christians as a sin.

Many govern

ment officials regarded it as a crime.
The first loyalists to appear were those who re
vealed the first Mau Mau oaths to the government.

These

ones greatly contributed to the failure of the Mau Mau
plan.

These loyalists acquired the name Homeguards, and

the Mau Mau later referred to them as "Kamatimu".
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The

first homoguards were employed by the government and they
got government protection against freedom fighters.

The

first cruel acts by the Mau Mau were directed to such
loyali s ts.
The failure* of the original target also led to
the need to oathe all the available Kikuyu.

The Idea

was not to make them fighters, but they were expected
to be passive Mau Mau, to help the freedom fighters who
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may be in need of help, and to hide the fighters in case
of danger.

These instructions were given during the

oath ceremonies.

The passive masses acquired from the

government the name of the Rural Passive Wing System.
Another group that also arose at the same time
were the "komerera", the

'hiders'.
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These were the

people who, when the initial plan failed, expected an
immediate end of the Mau Mau war.
one or both Mau Mau oaths.

They had taken either

They ran away from their

homes and hid in local bushes in anticipation of a quick
end of the war.

However, when war continued for long,

many more people became "komerera" as a result of other
factors such as the fear of entering into the forest.
At first, all those people who entered forest
had begun

by hiding in local bushes like the "komerera".

As said before,

these were the people who had been

mentioned in connection with the first oaths.
them were Kimathi and Mathenge,
of the forest fighters.

Among

the two main leaders

But when dangers in local bushes

increased, and when the need to train more fighters arose,
these people entered into the forests and only came home
for foods at night.

It should bo stated here that

entrance into the forest was not at first planned by
the Mau Mau.

It was a consequence of the failure of

the initial aim of the movement.
In concluding this section then, we find that
around 1950, many Kikuyu people had agreed to take Mau
Mau oaths.

At that time, the major aim was the unity

GO

of the 'house of Gikuyu and Murnbi ' , a unity that was
emphasized in oaths.

We also find that when the initial

plan failed, the Mau Mau movement began to take a new
shape.

Groups arose as seen above.

Many acts of arson

directed to both whites and loyalists occured.

And most

important of all Mau Mau oaths spread to more people
and new versions of the earlier Mau Mau oaths started,
both to cater for the needs of the war and to compensate
for the confessed oaths.
The Significance of Land in Mau Mau Ideology
The two main demands of the Mau Mau were freedom
and land which were expressed as "wiyathi witu na ithaka
ciitu" i.e.

'our freedom and our lands'.

But whereas

'land' had been an issue in the development of Kenyan
nationalism for more than thirty years before Mau Mau,
the Concept of freedom became emphasized only in the
Mau 'tail movement.
In their earlier political protests,

the Kenyan

blacks demanded for bettor wages, less taxation, re
presentation in the Legislative Assembly, return of
alienated lands and for higher education.

The concept

f r eodom was used in the Mau Mau movement to represent
e r ight of tin' black people to have all these things
!>

they hud demanded

for so Ion!1; from the eo Ion ico rs.

Among the Kikuyu,
«»nq

however,

tfin question of land

|*

Lbe greatest issue in the development of nationalism.

The Ktlvuyu Association of 1920 had requested the colonial
goverrlment to stop more land alienations and to issue

1

land rights to the people in the reserves.

The RCA

went a bit further and requested the colonial govern
ment to compensate the Africans for their alienated
lands.

When the Mau Mau movement started,

the major

demand of the movement was that the alienated lands
be returned to their black owners.

The idea behind

this demand was that alienated lands could only be
attained after the expulsion of tiie white men.

We

therefore find that in the ideology of Mau Mau,

the

concept of land was a more sensitive issue than that
of freedom.

The Kikuyu especially could not conceive

the idea of self-rule without land, because for them,
land ownership was one of the qualities of a prosperous
man who could manage to control

all his i'amily and the

use of a'LJ the land that the family possessed.
The following section surveys the significance
of land among the Kikuyu, with special emphasis on their
traditional beliefs about land.

Laud is a significant

aspect in this paper because it vum used as an important
symbol in Mau Mau oaths.

It will be seen that the

traditional beliefs about land wt. re very clear in the
minds of the freedom lighters, and that land as a symbol
was an important element of the religious factor in
the ik 'VC'ihmi I .

Land was represented by the presence

of soil in the Mau Man oaths.

Less emphasis will how

ever be given to the concept of freedom, although both
aspects oL the ideology were conceived of as inseparable
in the Mau Mau movement.

(i

Tho unity of the two elements in Mau Mau ideology
has been expressed in various ways by freeJom fighters.
One informant had this to say:
When we took the oath, we had been deprived
of our rights.

We had no lands, no goats,

no cows, and we worked as squatters on the
white men's farms.

We used the word

’wiyathi'

to represent our right to own these things.
Members of KCA at first thought that they
could get land before freedom, that they
could live with the white men.
failed.

But they

We in Mau Mau decided to expel the

white men out of our lands so that we could
have rights to our lands and the products
,,
4B
grown tnere.
The same unity in Mau Mau ideology was also expressed
in one of the Mau Mau songs:
We shall never,

ever keep quiet

Bo long as we have nowhere to
cultivate
And a freedom of our own
In this country of ours, Kenya. ~°
This song emphasizes that the main goal of the movement
was freedom and land for all Kenyan -blacks and not only
for the .Kikuyu, Embu and Meru who formed the bulk of
the Mau Mau movement.

This nationalist aspect in Mau

Mau ideology will be referred to now and again in this
study.
The unity between tho aspects of Land and freedom
in the Man Mau ideology was also emphasised by Kimathi,
a significant leader of the forest fighters.
quoted a ” having stated that:

He is

J do not lead rebels, but I lead Africans
h'Jin want tfieir self government and land.
My people want to live in a better world
than they found wheti they were born.

I

lead them because God never created any
nation to be ruled by another nation
forever.
In the section below, the significance of land
is discussed because laud was one of the main symbols
contained in Man Man oath ceremonies.

An understanding

of the significance of land to the Kikuyu will greatly
liolp us to grasp its meaning as a symbol in the oaths.
The Kikuyu believe strongly that they got their
land from Cod, "Ngnl", also referred to as "Mwenenyaga".
One of their myths of creation expresses the belief
that Ngai called Gikuyu,

the ancestor of all Kikuyu,

and took him to the top of Mount Kenya,

lie showed

Gikuyu all the laud between Mountains Kenya, Aberdares,
Ceng Hills and Kilimambogo.

Gikuyu was given this land

to be used by him and all his descendants. °

It should

be noted here that this myth has been believed in by
the Kikuyu for a long time.

The myth lias acted as a

reminder to them that the land that "Ngai" gave to
them is their own right, a divine gift which no other
human being should pester with.

The presence of this

land acts ns a sign of God's revelation to the Kikuyu
ancestors and of His daily guidance to them, because Ho hears
their cries whenever they turn to him 'facing Mount Konya'.
The statement that best expresses the Kikuyu gratitude
to God for His gift of land states that "God gave the
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Kikuyu a good laud that never lacks yields, water, or
new pastures;

therefore,

the Kikuyu should praise God

always for being so generous to them."40
Tills belief that Kikuyu got their land as a
gift from "Ngai" was strong in the minds of the Mau
Mau, and the belief encouraged them to fight for these
lands.

They fought for these lands with the belief

that God was with them wherever they were because the
land they were fighting Cor was His gift to them.

They

fought with the belief that "God helps men who are in
the process of helping themselves" (Ngai ateithagia
witeithitie).

At the stnrt of the Mau Mau war,

the

Mau Mau made a declaration to the effect that:
Tukuhuthiva. kihooto 3
Kihooto kiarema tuuulhire hinja,
Ha wavo-ina tuikirie M w e n e m j a g a .

nieani ng
We a r e

g c ’n g

to f i g h t

with appeal to justice

If it faits we ahull use force
And if force fails3 we shall take the case
to God. ^^
It should, however, be understood here that the
concept of land had a double meaning to the Mau Mau.
On the one hand,
lands.

land referred to the traditional Kikuyu

Rut. on n wider leveL, land re Ierred to the whole

country of Kenya.
and prayers,

We find mostly that in Mau Mau songs

the idea of Kikuyu lands was developed

to one of the whole of Kenya, and the Mau Mau started
to refer to the country as a gift of "Ngai", not to
the Kikuyu alone, but to all the black people of Kenya.

G!j

A few examples of verses which illustrate each of the
two meanings of land are given here below.
In reference to land as the traditional Kikuyu
lands, the Mau Mau sang:
This land of ours Kikuyu
God blessed it to us
And declared that we shall never depart from it.
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Another song expresses the same sentiment that:
Gikuyu was called by Muenenyaga
And was taken to the top of Mount Kenya
He was told,

"All the land that you can see,
49
I have given to you for your descendants."

,

The two examples above express the same beliefs contained
in the creation myth mentioned earlier, namely, that God
provided the land.

This is clear evidence that the Mau

Mau were conscious of the traditional Kikuyu beliefs about
land.
On the other hand, the concept of land in the Mau
Ilau movement was used in reference to the country of Kenya.
The idea that it was the sane God who gave the whole land
of Kenya as a divine gift and as a right to all Kenyan
blacks is expressed in the verses below:
God gave us this soil
Since long., long, ago,
The land of Kenya
'Jhieh is now grabbed and kept
80
By the white children.
Mo also find the same sentiment in the song:
If Kikuyu you were asked,
What would you say?
I would reply that Kenya is ours
Left to us by Mwcncnyaga.

The above examples show clearly that in their re
ferences to land, the Mau Mau not only meant the tradi
tional Kikuyu lands but also the whole of Kenya.

Of

great significance is the fact that the belief in God
as the giver of these lands to all Kenyan blacks is very
clear.

This belief is emphatic of the traditional Kikuyu

concept of one universal God.

It is the failure to re

cognise that the cry for land by the Mau Mau was a nation
alist aspect that has led some people to claim that the
Kikuyu should not have fought for land because their total
alienated land was

'infinitcsnal' as compared,

for example,
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to the ficlclsai alienated lands.1

IJo ono expresses the deep significance of land to
the Kikuyu better than Kenyatta when he states that "the
earth is the most sacred thing above all that dwell in or
on it."
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I-io elaborates this point further and emphasizes

that "tuo harmony and stability of the African's mode of
life, in political, social, religious and economic organi
sations was based on land, which was, and still is, the
soul of the people."
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Kenyatta cautioned the colonisers

and advised thorn to consider the significance of land
among the Kikuyu:
... to anyone who wa?its to understand Gikuyu
problems, nothing is more important than a
correct grasp of the question of land tetiure.
For it is the key to the people 's life, it
secures for them that peaceful tillage of the
soil which supplies their material needs and
enables them to perform their magic and tradi
tional ceremonies in undisturbed serenity,
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facing Mount Kenya.
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The Mau Mau movement arose partly because of the
failure of the British government to take notice of advices
like the one of Kenyatta, which had been voiced for half
a century by the Africans.

Senior Chief Koinange of

Kiatnbu, who was an ardent supporter of KCA had advised
the British government on the seriousness of land alie
nation.

lie stated that:
When someone steals your ox, it -is killed and
roasted and eaten.

One can forget.

When

someone steals your land, especially if nearby,
one can never forget.

It is always there, its

trees which were dear friends,
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It is a bitter presence.

its little streams.

It is clear from our discussion above that the
traditional Kikuyu beliefs related to land were very much
expressed by the Mau Mau.

It is a strong assertion in

this study that these traditional beliefs related to land
formed a very significant aspect of the religious factor
in the Mau Mau movement.

The significance of land in

the traditional religion of the Kikuyu, which has been
emphasized in this section, similarly became a major as
pect in the religious activities of the Mau Mau movement.
The traditional Kikuyu beliefs related to land played a
great role in the oaths and other religious practices of
the movement.

Some of the practices in which the Iviau Mau

used coil as a symbol are given below.
In some of their prayers, the Mau Mau prayed while
standing, holding a damp ball of soil to the navel with
the left hand, holding a knife high with the right hand,

G8

and facing Mount Kenya. )<?

Soil, held on the navel, was

symbolic of the main source of livelihood.
soil upon which all things depend.

It is the

Men feed on foods

grown on the soil, men live on the soil and when they
die, they are buried in the soil.

In the above prayer,

the navel is symbolic of the passage through which an
unborn infant receives its supply of food from the mother.
In the prayer also, the knife was used as a symbol of
war.

To the Mau Mau, this war was a just war which was

intended to help them regain their main source of liveli
hood.

The prayer was one directed to God who gave to them

the land.

In the prayer, they asked God to help them

fight for this land.

The significance of land in Mau

Mau prayers cannot however bo exhausted here for lack of
space.
Land as a symbol was also a significant element in
Mau Mau oaths.

In almost all Mau Mau oaths, the symbol

of soil was present.

Whore there was no soil as a symbol

in the oath ceremony,

there were instead the products

which arc grown on the soil.

As wo shall see in the next

chapter, soil was a very significant symbol in the tradi
tional oaths of the Kikuyu.

Also, the KCA used soil in

their oaths.
It has been slightly shown above that soil was re
garded as highly sacred by the Kikuyu in traditional society
When soil was used in an oath ceremony, the recipient of
the oath normally sipped the contents in the oath which
included soil.

In such an oath, a person swore to the

effect that he will do what he had sworn to do.

In the

oath, the recipient invoked a curse on himself to the
effect that,

'If I do not obey what I have sworn, may

this soil (or these foods) consume m e . '
then sipped the contents in the ceremony.

The recipient
It should be

mentioned here that soil as a symbol of land, and as the
main source of livelihood, was used in Mau Mau oaths in
an apparently similar way that it had been used in tradi
tional Kikuyu oaths.
Mau Mau oaths were intended to increase the people's
consciousness of the fact that the white men had to leave
the lands they held to the black people.

The oaths also

increased the people's commitment to the cause of the
struggle for land and freedom.

When used in tiie ceremony,

soil as a symbol was intended to make the oath more bind
ing and long lasting.

It will be shown in the next chapter

that swearing while using soil in the ceremony was regarded
by the Kikuyu as an everlasting oatn.
Most of the people who either refused to take Mau
Mau oaths or who confessed the oaths to the government
were severely dealt with by the Mau Mau if they were caught.
The reason for such a punishment was explained to me by
one informant,

"It was "thahu" (defilement, uncleanness)

for any Kikuyu to refuse to fight for our Cod-given land.
When a man refused to do so, we did not wait for the effect
of "thahu" to kill him.

Instead, we killed him so that

he may not reveal more secrets and cause the deaths of
other Mau Mau."
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In this statement there is the suggestion

70

that the effect of a broken oath is "thahu" on the victim.
The concept of "thahu" and its relationship to the oath
in general, and to the symbols of the oath in particular
will be clarified in the following chapter.

Emphasis

will also be laid on the Mau Mau adaptations of traditional
beliefs and practices, e.g. killing a person rather than
waiting for the effect of the oath to do so.
We also find that when a freedom fighter was about
to die, he made sure that he put
held it firmly with his palms.

soil in his mouth, or
This was also followed

with a curse by the dying person to all traitors against
the Mau Mau, a curse to the effect that, "may this soil and
the foods grown thereon consume the traitors,"

At other

times, a dying Mau Mau uttered the words "For this I die",
and he held soil in his palms.

The practice of putting

soil in the mouth by the dying Mau Mau led some people to
accuse the Mau Mau of eating soil.

This was, however, not

the case as the following song illustrates:
When Matenj agwo was dying
He put soil in his mouth and said
"I have died as a great Kikuyu warrior;"
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In another song, the Mau Mau sang:
I will he buried in this earth while holding
soil in my hand
Gripping tightly this country of Kenya.
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Many more Mau Mau practices could be cited in which
land was used as a symbol.

The significance of soil in the

beliefs and practices of the Kikuyu, and the traditional
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Kikuyu beliefs related to land, continued into tho Mau
Mau movement.

The Mau Mau fought hard with the conviction

that "God will surely hear our cries because we arc
fighting for the thing (land) that lie gave us."
In concluding this section, we should emphasize
the fact that land, which was an important aspect of Mau
Mau ideology, and which was also a continuing clomand in
the development of Kenyan nationalism, had a strong signi
ficance in the religious beliefs and practices of the
Mau Mau.

This religious factor contained in Mau Mau

nationalism shows us that the statement that "Nationalism,
particularly in Africa, is a religious as well as a po
litical force",'1 is wholly right with regards to the
Mau Mau movement.

The rest of this study addresses it

self to the nature and significance of Mau Mau oaths
among the Kikuyu.

The traditional Kikuyu oaths will

first be briefly discussed, before moving on to the MCA
oaths and finally to the Mau Mau oaths.
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TRAUlTIOiiAI,

OATHS
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AMONG

THE

KIKUYU

liiiG chapter deals with Kikuyu traditional oaths.
The traditional oaths arc considered important in this
study because they help us to understand the origin, the
nature and the religious significnuoe of Isau liau oaths,
ihe view nc. ld in the study is that t lore is an apparent
similarity between the nature of Kikuyu traditional oaths
anu Mau bar oaths.

Eut before loot in;

a t the traditional

oaths, it would be necessary first to define the concepts
of "muriro", "kirurai", and "thahu", because tho Kikuyu
beliefs in the effects ul oaths l/ero to a great extent
based upon their beliefs in the powers underlying these
throe concepts.
ItV!ipj.ro1

h.'irtv ;.i" , and "i'hahu'

"Mugiro" is. a ilikuyu word which primarily means a
'prori'uition1 .

In his dictionary,

sou describes it

as "a ban, ritual prohibition, doiilomeut, taboo; sowetUin ’5 for hi iis

un lor throat of deliics lent.

hero that Eonuou oquates "mu? iro" with "t 'boo".

V.’e notice
But in

daily un"•o, ' u 'iro" refers to a bus or a prohibition,
olioctod

-c. .-' 0 0 1 1 1 0 object or

ict, wnich some or all

people in the society are not supposed to have or to do.
In this sense, "up'iro" is a rule sit up for members in
tiio soclet. .

f. ». ,>0 rsou bre-ans tme-: a rule, several

con son iicue. \s . e.y iollov.1.
knimnls r
ut .sues sic-

11 , ■ i l hi ; f:

c may J. >.11 sic.", or die, his
,

also be affected,

sc, if detected ana -.ii iguosod early, could
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be cured by a diviner-doctor by means of a purification
ceremony.

However,

"mugiro" cannot be correctly termed

defilement, even though the violation of a "mugiro" could
cause defilement.
In relationship to oaths, we find that "mugiro"
is any act that the person taking an oath has been pro
hibited to do, and this prohibition is announced by the
administrator of that oath.

The aim of such an oath is

to make the person swear ritually that ho will not act
contrary to the prohibition.

In other oaths, a person

who has been accused of having broken a prohibition
swears in defence that he is innocent.

In swearing, a

man binds himself to the effect that he will keep the
promises he has made in the oath.
"Kirumi" is another Kikuyu word which is derived
from the verb "ruma", which means

'abuse'.

Benson des

cribes it as a "ban imposed by an ancestor on his des2
cendants.
According to the Kikuyu, to 'leave a curse'
means to 'announce a prohibition', especially when the
person v;ho did it has died.

vVe see here that a curse

is also sometimes announced as a kind of prohibition and
in this case it is similar to e. "mugiro".

But in most

cases, a curse is directed to relatives because it is
mainly they who can be affected by the curse.

"Mugiro"

is broader because it is in most cases a rule affecting
boro people who nay not necessarily have blood relation
ship with each other.
If a person in a family prohibits the family members
from using an object e.g.

From oat.inr the fruits of a

7.°.

specific tree,

this prohibition becomes a kind of "mugiro"

to those people.

lint if the per sou 'who uttered the pro-

hibition happened to die bei’orc recalling that prohibition,
i.o. before bl fJcJ3 ing the tree ho had banned, the prohibition
becomes an everlasting one, and acquires the* meaning oi
a curse.

fJuch a curse only alio cts the members of that

family vho are aware of i t .

A person who is not aware

of ouch a curso cannot be affected.

this w a s , however,

rare in traditional society because all members of a
family wore constantly reminded about the curses by their
seniors,

it was a common practice among the kikuyu that

a dying person was requested to recall the curses he had
uttered during his lifetime,

but in most cases, a man

utt re i the curses because of some ilitio it.aouts that
ho had boon given, iii most cases by close relatives.
.■won ; the nikuyu, tuo ")jtuaga,; clan members were
greatly f.oared because tuo curses Lucy pronounced were
very effective.

fhoir words wore feared because they
»>

could pray for rain aim .it would fall.

The kthaga clan

members were called by olnor see, ? * to prohibit the use
of certain tilings or oven to prouoUiic:> prohibitions against
sono activities.

Th ey were ai ;e uses to pronounce curses

on Unknown criminals

Gathigiru yiv. s an illustration

of such a curse:
I'hc man who a a s . 1 t o 1 Oil is/.c isi’ofrC-i'Ly Oj go a n d
•»S. Si* is.'n' n a n n to ,w •• J.ono .-.non o.nn c u e a a
t h i n e , >ni}' itv-g l / .v e r a

Loor.t.-i . may hie, /la n ds

vither/

If

I?o e a is.

Lay u e b e u n a b l e

ho t n .n o

t o c a t , ra.ry h e h e u n a b l e
to d r i n k w a t e r ,

may

the water loathe him.
A
aim. “

And. may he net with the

An important point to note here is that in both "taugiro"
ani "kirumi", the spoken word is si'nificant because it
causes an effect oven after the death of tuo speaker.
Once a prohibited act is done, whother tho prohibition io a "r.iuriro" or a "kirumi", this act brings "tkahu"
on the doer, for wiiom the act was prohibited.

In other

words, a person's acts which contravene a "inugiro" or
"kiruud'

nake the door got "thahu".

dais "tnanu" enters

tiio person, and may cause sickness to hi--.
sense therefore,

in tnis broad

"taahu" can bo seen ns the consequence

of ai*. act, perforuiod in contravention of a "kirumi" or
"mugiro".

It is believed by the

ikuyu that "thahu"

enters tho body of the person vno creaks a prohibition
and this "tiin.hu" may load to one or many misfortunes,
mostly, tao victim m u / "either v'uy" in sickness, and
this is calls.1 "gutUahu".
"thahu" is

in c o i H' mi usa-'o, the word

lorivod from "uuthauu".

out "r;uthahu." cau

be also termed as general deterioration in a person's
woll-bcin .

is health way weaken, His flocks may die

and. got loss, sis children way die an i oven ills crops
nay fail to yield.
"thahu".

xuese are ail seen, as too effects of

If the "thahu" is dot sotos early, it can bo

cleansed by the diviner-doctor in a ceremony called
"ndahikio", i.o.

'ritual vomit in"- cere. o n y ' .J

but ve also find that a person »m y invoke a curso
on himself during an oath.

In ta i

an oath, a person
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Bay swear as follows, "If I do not obey these rules,
may tills soil kill me."

The last part of the statement

is a curse directed to the self.

In such an oath as the

one above, soil is one of the symbols with which the
person swears.

In the swearing statement above, there

is both a prohibition i.e.'not to break the rules', and
a curse, i.e.

'may this soil kill me'.

The meaning of

the curse is that the soil and its products, which the
person feeds on daily, should bring "thahu" to him if
ho ever breaks the prohibition.

Such an oath, in which

a man invokes a curse on himself by swearing with the
products of tiic soil becomes an everlasting oath because
the man must of necessity feed on those products.

Most

IJau Mau oaths made use of soil and its products.
The above Kikuyu traditional concepts of "kirurai",
"mugiro" and "thahu" were very pronounced in the ceremonies
performed by the Mau iiau.

At the time of death, a free

dom fighter tried hard and gripped soil with his hands
as he died, and ho announced a curse to his betrayers
in the following manner;

"May the person who betrayed

no be killed (or consumed) by this soil."

Much an

utterance became a true curse with the death of the
freedom fighter.

We shall find, out later that the Mau

Mau mounted animals on trees and these were intended to
be curses directed to their enemies.

The writer was also

tol-l that after the Lari massacre, many Kikuyu were arrested
in connection with the incident, and that the horaoguard
loyalists aided the government in its arrests.

Those
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arrested were hanged at Githunguri.

On their way to

death, they uttered the following curses to their com
rades:

’’May any member of our movement who happens to
7

marry or get married to a homeguard die like us!"

In

one of their songs also, the ?Iau Mau recalled an old
curse:
Our people^

Waiyaki died and left a curse on us

Never to sell this land of ours
And you are jiving it away freely.

8

I noted earlier on that Denson equates "mugiro"
with taboo.

But is this equation correct?

My study of

t.he meaning of ’taboo' shows that this equation is in
correct .
Scholars have given theories on taboo and some of
them will be briefly sketched below.

Freud saw taboo

as connected to neuroses.

He saw taboo as a result of

psychological conditions.

Ho argues that taboo originated

from ambivalent social attitudes out of which men estab
lished prohibitions.
a forbidden action,

For Freud, the basis of taboo is
for which there exists a strong un-

conscious inclination.

0

Among the Kikuyu, such prohibi

tions were established by society for the individuals
to follow, and each member of the society was aware that
such prohibitions oxisted.
Other scholars give a sociological interpretation
of taboo and claim that the taborvethat are present in a
s -exoty tend to bo related to objects and actions that

are significant for the social order and as.such, taboos
act as part of social control. 0

In this sense, taboo

can correctly be equated with "nugiro", but cannot be
equated with "thaiiu" because "thahu" is a consequence
of "mugiro" that has been contravened.
Radin associates the developneut of the concept
of taboo with the priests and shamans in a society,
and he argues that they develop these rules so that they
may gain from the work of curing and cleansing those who
break the rules.**

But we find among the Kikuyu that

whereas the diviner-doctors gain from the ceremonial puri
fications that they perform on all people who have "thahu"
nonetheless these doctors are not the formulators of the
prohibitions.

Instead, it is the society that is said

to have formulated the prohibitions, so as to govern the
activities of each member.

As we can see then, the term

taboo cannot be equated with the Kikuyu term "thahu".
The scholar who comes closest to the Kikuyu con
cepts of "mugiro" and "thahu" in his definition of taboo
is Radcliffe-Brown.

He calls taboo a 'ritual avoidance',

or a 'ritual prohibition', and he says that the moaning
of the term cannot be universalised.

lie argues that

after a prohibition is broken, the status of the victim
gets disturbed and this leads to some degree of misfortune
This misfortune may fall on him alone or even affect his
iamily and his property.

This is closely similar to the

situation among the Kikuyu.

Radcliffe-Brown also notes

correctly that taboos symbolise social relationships
and function as a moral code of the society.

Among tho

Kikuyu the fear of "thahu" acts as a check so that people
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do not contravene the moral values.

The concept of "thahu"

however cannot be equated with taboo.
The concept of taboo can be equated with "mugiro" in
a way because both of them stand for prohibitions.

In

line with this, we can argue that "thahu" can be termed as
the effect of a broken taboo, in as much as "thahu" is an
effect of a broken "mugiro".
According to Gathigira, "thahu" is anything that harms
the person who does it.

13

He equates "thahu" with "mugiro"

but we have observed above that "thahu" is the consequence
of a broken "mugiro".

Kenyatta also uses the word 'taboo'.14

But Hobley noticed correctly that "thahu" results from act
ions that are performed in contravention of a prohibition
or a curse.

15

Hobley, however, associated "thahu" with

the curse of ancestors alone and argued that a person cur
ses by invoking the powers of ancestors.
case among the Kikuyu.

This is not the

Instead we find that "thahu" re

sults from an ancestor's curse only if that ancestor pro
nounced the prohibition when he was alive.

In the act of

pronouncing the prohibition or curse, there is no reference
to ancestors whatsoever.

Hobley perhaps thought of an

cestors' curses because among the Kikuyu, the curse mostly
functions among the relatives of the deceased.
Among the Kikuyu, a man can also contact "thahu" from
other people or objects unknowingly, and the effect of this
kind of "thahu" may be seen in form of sickness.

The cause

of the "thahu" is the action of coming into contact with a
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person who has "thahu" or an object which has been
prohibited.

In this case also, we find that "thahu"

is a consequence of man's actions against a prohibition.
The possibility that a person may get "thahu" unknowingly
necessitates ceremonial purification of persons even
when they may not be aware of having broken any pro
hibitions.

As ouch, we find that "thahu" affects the

person who gets it unknowingly, and it also affects the
l
one who, after breaking a prohibition, keeps his action
secret.

If a person confesses that he has acted contrary

to a prohibition, he is purified and the "thahu" inside
him is removed.

"Thahu" could therefore be said to have

many sources, in contrast to a curse which only comes
in form of the spoken word.

Even a curse itself is one

cause of "thahu".
It is true to say that "thahu" acted as a basis
of morality among the Kikuyu.

This is because to a

great extent, "thahu" controlled the behaviour of persons
in the society.

Rules in the society v/ere defined in

terms of "thahu".

One of my informants emphasized this

point:
It was normally said, that the government of the
Kikuyu people was based on "thahu"*

This was

somehow true because there was o,n extent to
which a youth could not go in his approach to
the elders.

Women too had to observe their

relationships with men.

"Thahu" created

boundaries for all men3 women and children.
If a person over-stepped these boundaries3 he
got "thahu"3 and had to pay a fine to those

whom he had wrongedj and then get cleansed by
a diviner-doctor.

In most cases, however3 a

man wronged those who were senior to him.
The person who was wronged usually stated
what he wanted a3 payment.

The elders decided

the fine.

The victim was then helped by his
13
family and his agemotes to pay the fine.
To aui'u up this section., it would ho .good to state again
that " tka.au'' was the consequence of cither a contravened
’’ mgiro'' or "kirumiM .
the

It should, however, bo noted that

thahu" resulting from a broken "nugiro" could be

purified, and such a "nugiro" could also be stopped from
operating,

hut whereas the effects of a broken "kirumi"

could be purified,

the ’’kirumi" itself remained, because

it was beJ loved to be everlasting.

One informant expressed

this fact when ho stated that "there was no permanent
cure for an established curse.

„17

The irLkuyu have many prohibitions but they cannot
m
be dealt with acre.
These prohibitions cannot, however,
be referred to as ''thahu" because "thahu" comes in when
taoy are broken,
she Connection Between Tuahu and the ^ath
iilO connection between ’’thahu" and the oath was
expressed to no by some of my informants as follows:
In an oathing ceremony, there are three things
which bring "thahu'1 to the recipient of the
oath.

One source is the curses pronounced by

the administrator of the oath.

He curses the

recipient if he ever breaks the rules he had
sworn in or if he had lied in the oath.

The

second source is the contents used in the oath

ceremoyiy , called "migerwa".

These were

mainly foods mixed with coil, blood and even
milk.

The recipient of the oath invoked

curses on himself if ha ever contravenes the
oath e.g.

"If I ever steal, may this food

kill me. "

The third source of "thahu" is

the vows that the recipient himself takes
and the articles he swears with.

The recipient

sips come of the contents in the oath to
symbolise eating.

It means that since the

person feeds, and has been feeding on the
foods,

he must abide by the vows he has taken

under oath.

If he fails to d.o so, his curse

on himself, as well as the curses from the
19
oath administrator, would kill him.
Another informant expressed the relationship as follows:
By acting contrary to the oath, a person gets
"thahu" because he has broken a rule set up by
his agematas.

As an example,' in the Mau Mau

movement, we all saw ourselves as members of
the same age-grade.

All of uo were equal.

During our first oath, each man swore infront
of the others.

lie cursed all the people who

broke our rules and this we did in a ceremony
in which we ''struck the he-goat", in the
tx'aditional manner of cursing the enemy.

We

cursed the enemy to the effect that "may he
die!"

But later on during the war, we found

out that we had to kill o n' betrayers rather
than wait for the effect of the oath to kill
P.0
them.
Ajiiorif, the Kikuyu, it was said that people 'drunk'
the o a t h , (kunyua rauuiua) rather than that they 'ate
the oath'.

Hut there was no actual driukiug during

the ceremony.

All that there was was the sippino; of a

■'>7

liquid, and at times spitting it out; or biting at a
piece of meat which was used in the ceremony.

The reason

given lor calling the action 'drinking' is that this was
the traditional way of expressing the act of taking an
oath.

The mention of drinking during an oath suggests

tnat something is taken in by the oath-taker, and this
is nothing other than the oath.

During the ritual

vomiting ceremony of cleansing a person from "thahu",
the word used was "tahika" i.c. "vomit".

It suggests

that the person being cleansed vomits out the illness,
and this illness vomited out is a result of "thahu".
nothing is vomited out.

In the same way,

Yet

'drinking the

oath' is symbolic of taking in the oath, while 'vomiting'
is symbolic oi "thahu" removal.
But it should be noted that if a person does not
contravene the oath, "thahu" does not affect him.

"Thahu"

only affects the person who acts contrary to what he has
sworn in an oath.

Again here, wo see "thahu" as a con

sequence of man's actions.

But the oath ceremony could

sometimes be prepared in such a way that some of its
contents included objects prohibited by society.

The use

of such objects, even in an oath, would bring "thahu" to
the recipient of the oath.

This "thahu" would affect the

person only if ho contravened the o a t h .

however, taking

an oath in which some prohibited objects and acts are
present mal.es the effect of such an oath stronger.
Lx a- iplos of L ikuyu Traditional O aths and Curses
Among the Likuyu, "amiuna" moans a solemn oath taken
in a ritual ceremony before the elders.

But there were

other casual forms of swearing among the Kikuyu which
did not invoive a ceremony.

In such forms of swearing,

a person swore with the source of "thahu" closest to
him.

In most cases,

this source of "thahu" was a person

with whom the swearing person could not go to bed with,
for such an act would bring "thahu" on both.

A man swore

with the daughter of his agc~nate, called "kaana ka
murikawe"; a woman swore with her father or with his
clothes, because they would bring "thahu" to her if she
touched them; a daughter swore with 1■.or father, because
playing sex with him would bring "thahu"; and similarly,
a boy swore with his mother.
If two men quarcllod, and one of them swore in the
words "I swear with ray mother that I will beat you", this
acted as a sign that the two men would fight.

In such a

case, the first man to swear was caught by the bystanders
in a bid. to stop the fight.

.
rJucn a form of swearing cannot

be correctly termed 'oath' because it is not solemn and
it does not involve a ceremony.

But such forms of swearing

aided people in judging who among two people was a liar,
because a person could not swear falsely.

Some of the

traditional Kikuyu oaths will be dealt with below, to
help us understand the true meaning of "rmurna".
"Kurina a Then go11 (Striking the 1,‘o-goat in an Oath)
In traditional Kikuyu society, the he-goat, called
"tnougo" was used in many ceremonies.

ft was the animal

that, was used in oathing ceremonies as well as in cursingceremonies.

When another animal was used in a ceremony

instead of "thongo", the animal was referred to as "thongo"

A female animal was, however, never used in aa oath
ceremony, and neither were female animals used in any
other major ceremonies.

uenge" belongs to the class

of animals collectively called "mburi" i.o. goats, and
the sheen are here included.

In some traditional oaths

where "thonge^ was not used, other objects were used in
its place, and tney were also referred to as "thonge".
Such objects included u sun-dried not and a stone called
"githatni".
"Luringa thengo" can be literary translated as
to 'strike the he-goat', and this act was performed in
aa o.-.th ceroii.ony.

The person taking this onth was made

to break the be uec; of the ' then e" with seven blows,
hith each blow, the person uttered the statements he was
swear in; in.

.'he case recorded below will no ip to explain

the actual coiociuny.
In the case recorded by Ku..< tu,

i
' two men are un

able to satisfy tUo cld< rs as to who arapng thorn was a
liar in a case involving goats.

nr. oi thorn an a accused

at ho had his goats while J-he ok
this was ials c .

Th o el aJT s asij

t
»y ’strik in:; the ho -goat

The

were as

c cos trato all tae.ir male dair i.1

t-iV

ath •;o tuat ti)•* anii i'•.Is 1*> Illy1, >l:
c Ciio men wore oath bouu ■> ,* ;
1;y ■' "thahu " on the ;> .i.■■■vi

U.

»uch mat-

T he

i* iu ;vc al so ror,u ire .1 to :•»istain
th-

sou,

.ach one of the oath takers produced
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two goats to be eaten by the elders who officiated during
the ceremony.
a "thenge".

After eating the meat, the ciders mounted
They first tied the goat with a rope around

its neck and then they hanged it on a branch of a tree
such that the goat died slowly.

The elders then called

upon the two contestants to coine forward and strike the
"thenge".
The first person to swear was the one who brought
the charges forward.

In the ceremony, he struck the goat

seven times after each clause that he swore in.

At the

end of each clause, he invoked a curse on himself to the
effect that, "If I am lying that so and so has refused
with so nany of my goats, may this "thenge" kill me.
my bones be broken in this same manner".

May

After this, the

accused also struck the "thenge" in a similar manner and
he invoked a similar curse on himself to the effect that,
"If I owe so and so any goats, may this "thenge" kill me."
Both persons taking the oath also invoked curses directed
to the home whore the disputed goats might be.
It was a strong belief among the Kikuyu that the
liar in such a ceremony would be affected by the "thahu"
which comes from the curses he invoked upon himself, as
well as the curses from the elders.

In such a case as

the one above, the effect of "thahu" was expected to occur
before seven years were over.

If either of the two per

sons died or became seriously sick before the seven years
were over, he was considered the liar, for it was said
that the sickness or death was a result of "thahu" which
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he contracted from the oath.

But if none of the two men

was affected by "tliahu" for the period of seven years,
it was concluded that there was no case to be answered
by the accused, and the matter was dropped.
An interesting finding here is the use of number
seven.

The Kikuyu refer to it as "mugwanja muuru" i.e.

the "ominous seven".

The Kikuyu believe that the number

seven is a sign of ill luck or misfortune.

Doing an act

seven times or possessing seven objects, animals etc. is
believed to bring "thahu" on both the person ana his pro
perty.

When the number was used in an oath ceremony, it

was believed that the number would increase the seriouness of the effect of such an oath.
’nu vinga Githathi" (btriking the_"Git11athi" in an Oath)
"Githatlii" is a roundish stone with one big hole
through its centre, and seven other small holes on the
sides of the big hole.
the stone.

All the holes are drilled through

The stone was used in tin oath to curse an un

known criminal, mainly a murderer.

The stone was used

in an oath by a member of the lithaga clan, and he did it
on behalf of the clan whose member had been killed.

The

act of using the stone in an oath was referred to as
"kuringa githatlii" i.e. striking the "githathi", in the
same way as striking the "tiienge".
The stone is placed on sticks cut from a plant
called "mugere".

It was beiievou that when the sticks

of the plant were used in an oath or cursing ceremony,
the effect of the curse increased.

The significance of

»»irsueere" will be elaborated in chapter four.

In this

particular caso, the "mugere". sticks wore used as mounts
ou which the stone was placed.

Trie person to 'strike'

-the stone did so when he was nako t.

The act of striking

the "rithathi" is symbolised by the act of passing a piece
of grass stem through each hole.

As the person is pass

ing the grass stern through each hole, he invokes curses
to the unknown murderer in the following manner;
oath kill the murderer.

"May tills

If he ever eats food, may this

oath consume hi a.

If he ever sloops in a ’lOU 30 , nay this

oath consu to him.

If he ever steps on the soil, may this
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oath consume him."

The same curses were also directed

to t 1 o famil y and tue r o datives o i the m u rdor e r .
In the above example, we find that the "cithathi"
is equated with both the "thougo" an 1 tho "oath".
of then arc; equated in tho curses.

All

They all are considered

equally capable of consuming the criminal, by death, and
at times by sickness.

In this sense, it is correct to

n a y that striking a "tiiengo" and striking the "rithathi" are
equivalent to 'drinking an o a t h '.

AH

r/hich involve prohibitions and curses.
performed in a ceremony of invokin'

They are actions

curses as well as, in

a ceremony of announcing prohibitions.
J.s cursed

of them are actions

n y -tie, or ho may get sick

Tbs person who
is a consequence

o f "thahu".
23
U s i ng tho HI_gata'_ of the blophant in an bath

Tu

’o s.) traditional cases dealing with theft, the

"lignta" of an elephant was used as •>. symbol in swearing,
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and the "ngata" wa3 referred to as "thence".
was accused

If a man

of theft, and he denied the charge, he wa3

asked to 3v/ear in a ceremony so as to prove his innocence.
In taking this oath, the accused used "raigere" sticks
just as in the "githathi" oath.

He passed each stick

through the hole in the "ngata", and he did this seven
times, invoking curses on himself in the process.

The

words he used were, "If I have stolen the property of so
and so, may this oath kill me."

The elders administering

the oath would also curse him with the words,
oath kill the liar."

"May the

As stated above, the effect of the

above oath could either kill the victim directly, or it
could bring "thahu" in form of sickness on him.
In this oath, we find a similarity between the func
tions of the "ngata'’, and the "thenge" in an oath.
effect on the victim is the sane.

Their

Hone of them wa3 be

lieved to cause death or "thahu" on a person except when
they were used as symbols of swearing and cursing.

Strik

ing the "thenge", or breaking its bones, passing some
"migere" sticks through the holes of a "githathi" stone,
and 'drinking' an oath, when they are performed and a c 
companied by prohibitions and curses, they cause "thahu"
to the offender and the effect of this "thahu" was either
death or sickness.

It does not matter whether the offender

is the one who pronounces the prohibitions and invokes
curses on himself or whether someone else does it in place
of him.
It should be stated here that the above three forms
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of oaths, which correctly come under the term "kuringa
thenge", were performed by men alone.
perform them.

.omen did not

Instead, women had their own form of curs

ing in a simple oath.
was no ceremony.

In this form of cursing, there

A woman smashed tao cooking pot while

at tie came time invoking curses on her victim, mainly
a thief. "

In daily life, brealcin ; a cooking pot was

believed to bring "thahu" on a whole household.

And when

such a "thahu" bringing object or act was present as a
symbol i.o a ceremony, the effect of the ceremony became
more serious,

however, women rarely porformod those

activities of swearing and cursing.

Instead, their hus

bands or relatives did it for them.
fjoveral points can be summarised in reference to
the examples already given.

First, we can conclude that

the main symbols used in the cursing ceremonies were
generally referred to as "thenge".

secondly, the curses

which were pronounced in the ceremonies were believed
-itiier to kill the victim directly or to bring "thahu"
and hence sickness to him.

Thirdly, the forms of oath

described so far, were the ones which dealt with crimes
committed in the past e . .

murder or theft.

This does

not mean that there were no oaths which dealt with future
actions o.

. prohibiting an action.

The best example of

a future oriented oath was the warriors' oath.
Xir rior:;' Ca th
Th.

warriors' oata was gi/on to the young men, who

wore newly circumcised, so as to introduce then to the
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class of .junior warriors.

The oath was taken by the

junior warriors under the command of a senior warrior.
An animal was killed and its blood was used to bless the
weapons of the junior warriors.
ling the weapons with

This was done by sprink

the blood of the ceremonial animal.

Then the senior warrior administerim;: the ceremony directed
thorn to say tuc warriors’ resolution which ran as follows:
lie brandish our spearsj which is the symbol of
our courageous and fighting s p i r i t n e v e r

to

retreat or abandon our h o p e o r run away from
our comrades.

If ever we shall make a decision3

nothing will change usJ and, even if the heaven
should hold over us a threat to fall and crash
U3j we shall take our spears and prop it.

And

if there seem to he a unity between the heaven
and the earth to destroy us, we shall sink the
bottom part of our spear on. the earthy prevent
ing then from uniting: thus keeping the two
entities3 the earth and the sky, though together3
apart.

Our faith and our decision never chang
'd,5
ing shall act as balance.''"'

This fox--1 of oath, contrary to the other three,

tried to

encourr o or prohibit some actions in the future rather
than curse people who performed actions in the past.
shall 1 ter come to see that
nature.

lau

We •

'au oaths were of this

Also, this oath differs fro i the others in that

it has u j time limit.

The other on.tus ' ad a period during

which the effect of the oath could be expected.
was expected to Inst for as loan as a

This oath

inn was a warrior.

Tap hath t.t1.:so in a Case Involving .'oreery
if ; man '..'as accused of having bewitched another
man and he.vine- caused his death,

and the accused denied
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the charge, he was asked to take an oath.

The oath he

took was more elaborate than the ones given above.

In

this oath, the action ol striking the "thenge" was absent.
The following explanation ani example were given to me
og
b y o ne informant:°'J
The accused person was required to contribute
two goat 3 , one for the officiating elders to
eat, and the other one to be used in the cerenony.

The ceremony was conducted, at a place

where many paths crossed, i.c. where many
people passed.

The

’chest meat' of the goat

was carefully removed3 starting from the tongue
and ending at the sex organs, which were in
cluded.

It was a thin strip of meat.

A hole

was made at the bottom part o ) the meat, and
the oath taker inserted
hole.

his penis into this

He held the meat close to his body,

from his sex organs to his neck.

He was naked.

Seven elders sat facing him, each holding his
'staff of o f fic e ’ (mithigi).

One of them

conducted the ceremony.
Inc recipient of the oath chanted the following
statement:

"If I happen to know what ate so

and sOj may this oath hill me."

He then bit

a piece of the chest meat and swallowed.
the elders replied in unison.
consume the liar.:

Then

Hay the oath

The recipient continued,

’If I know any type of harmful witchcraft,

may this oath kill me. "

The elders repeated,

their curse an above.

The process was repeated

for all other curses.

After the curses,

each

of the elders took the staffs of the others,
hold, them together with his, and passed them
around the head of the recipient seven times,
each time dropping then ail on tne ground and
repeating the same curses.
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When the ceremony was completed, the oathed
person was taken to the home of one of the
elders, where he was guarded for seven days,
so that he might not try to be cleansed by a
diviner-doctor.

He was released after the

seven days because the effect of the oath on

If such

him could not be averted any longer.

a man was a criminal, he got sick and died
before seven years were over.
The example given to me by the above informant and which
I relate below is of particular interest here because it
occurred after the Mau Mau movement:
Hyambura Gichunja accused Waimiri that she
saw him going round her house some time after
the death of her husband Gichunja.

She there

fore suspected that he was performing some
witchcraft, and that he could have also been
responsible for the death of her husband.
Waimiri denied the accusation, and he was
asked by Mukunyiy Gichunja'3 brother to take
an oath and prove his innocence.

Waimiri

took the above oath at the bridge of Mathioya
River.

After he took the oatht he was taken

to Gitugi Chief's Camp where he was guarded
for seven day3.
was in 1957.

Then he was released.

Seven years elapsed3 but nothing

happened to Waimiri.
Mukunyiy
court

That

In 1964, Waimiri accused

Gichunja's brother3 in the Kangema
of

law.

The charge wa3 that he3

Mukunyiy and his brother's wife, Hyambura,

had

defamed Waimiri's name by accusing him of sorcery,
and they had made Waimiri take an oath which
had proved him innocent.

Waimiri won the case.

Attention is drawn to several aspects of the above
form of oath.

First is the presence of the chest meat,
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called "nyaraa ya githurl".

The chest meat was a very

important feature in the second Mau Mau oath, the " B '
Batuni" oath.

The chest meat in the above oath was used

as a symbol, similar to "thonge".

Secondly, the curses

in the above oath were pronounced by the elder and
repeated by the oath taker to ensure that the curses were
correctly spelt out.

This was also the case in Mau Mau

oaths. Thirdly, we find greater application of the number
seven in this oath than in the cases dealt with before.
The significance of this number will be elaborated later.
And finally, the oath was taken in the daytime and in
the presence of senior elders.

These points will help

us understand the nature of Mau Mau oaths.
The Oath in a Pregnancy Case
When a mother noticed that her daughter was pregnant,
she asked tiie daughter to name the man who was responsible.
The mother reported the matter to her husband, who in
turn reported it to the father of the accused man.

If

the accused man denied having impregnated the girl, a
case was arranged and the senior ciders listened to the
charges and the defence,

however,

if the elders found

the man guilty, and at the same time the man continued
to deny tne charge, he was asked to take an oath and to
swear that iie was not ttio one who irnprog
But before such an oath could bo taken,

the girl.
the two ai’fectod

families must have tried all ways possible to reach a
compromise.

The oath was taken as the last resort.

girl herself did nob take the oath.

The

The accused man produced one goa t .
tered, and its heart was carefully removed.

It was slaugh
The tip of

the heart was carefully inserted into the vagina of the
pregnant girl.

This was done by the senior elders officiat

ing in the ceremony.
accused.

Then they gave the heart to the

lie bit and chewed pieces of meat from the tip

of the heart.

As he did so, he invoked curses on himself

to the effect that "If I have ever slept with this girl
and played sex with her, may this oath kill me."

If the

man had played sox with the girl, and even if that was
not the time the girl got pregnant,
take the oath.

the man could not

The seriousness of this oath made some

innocent men admit t" the charges so as to avoid taking
the oath.

If the man took the oath when he was guilty,

he either became seriously sick or even died before seven
4-,
months
were over. 27

It should be noted here that among the Kikuyu,
touching anottier person's sex organs was believed to
bring "tnahu".

In the above oath, the heart got defiled

after it was inserted into the vagina.

The man who con

sumed such a heart brought "tliahu" on himself and his
belongings if he was guilty.

The man therefore either

died or became seriously sick as an outcome of the curses
lie invoked on himself.

As in the above cases therefore,

we notice that the effect of the oath an an offender is
a consc picnce mainly of the curses that he invokes on
himself in an oath.

As such, we can rightly state that

a person who dies or gets sick due to the effect of an
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oath can be said to be partly responsible for these mis
fortunes.
Oath of the Coil:

Taken in a Case Involving Land Ownership

If a man tried to deprive another man of his piece
of laud, or if two men disputed among themselves each claim
ing the ownership of a certain piece of land, the senior
ciders tried their best to resolve the dispute.

But if

all the judicial channels were exhausted, and compromise
not yet reached, the two disputants wore called upon to
take the oath of the soil.
2<$
is given below/' "

One example of such an oath

Each of the disputants produced a goat which the
senior olders slaughtered.

Coil was got from the piece

of land in question, preferably from the centre of the
piece of land.

A hole was dug in tho ground on the same

piece of land and a banana loaf was spread in the hole.
Tiic soil was put in tho banana leaf and it was mixed with
tho blood of tho goats.

The content v.as stirred.

Each

of the disputants squatted near the contents, and, under
the supervision of the elders, slowly sipped the liquid
content.

Before each sip, tho oath recipient invoked a

curse on himself; "If this piece of land is not mine; and
if it be not true that my neighbour is sc and so, and that
nobody else has a share in this land, may this soil kill
ino."

The elders then uttered their curse,

kill the liar."

"May this oath

The liar in such an oath was expected

to got sic]: and die before seven years were over.
One example of the above type oC oath was given
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to me as follows:
Jairus Gachuhi and Ko.gwaini Kimotho had a dis
pute over the ownership of a plot of land at
Githunguri in Murang'a.

This was a few years

prior to land demarcation in 1558.

The two

men could not agree between themselves, and the
elders decided that the two men should take an
oatiL.

Jairus refused to take the oath3 giving

the reason that he was a Christian.

In place

of him3 his elder brother3 Kirobi3 took the oath
described above.

After several years3 Kirobi

fell sick and died.

For the time he was sick3

Kirobi remained indoors.

When his relatives

found that he was going to di e , and that the
death would be attributed, to the effect of the
oathj

they decided to burn his hut after he

died so that 'Kirobi would be said to Jiave died
when the hut burnt down.

It is now known that

Kirobi had died a, few days before his hut burnt
down.

Yet his hut was only a few yards away

from that of Jairus,

and -Jairus did not shout

for help when the hut was burning.

Jaii'us

still holds to the disputed land3 despite the
fact that people nave known that Kirobi died
from the effect of the oath.

Kagwaini lived

to his old age and died, this ycar3 1976.
This oath ceremony differs from theoaths dealt with above
in that in this ceremony,

there is the use of banana leave

into which the articles to be used in the oath were p u t .
The use of banana leaves duriuf; coi emouics was a common
practice in traditional Kikuyu society.

The Kikuyu had

a purification ceremony in which the paraphernalia v/cro
arranged in manner similar to that of this oath ceremony.
In chapters five and six, we shall see that the Mau Mau
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used parts of the banana stem in their oathing ceremonies.
It is also clear from the above example that the oath was
taker in an attempt to reconcile the people involved in
a land dispute.

The examples cited before were also

used as attempts to reconcile two or more people.

The

»,!au Mau regarded their oaths as a major tool of unity,
in their attempt to get the whites to restore land and
freedom to the black people of Kenya.
Another significant feature in the above oath was
the use of soil.

Among the Kikuyu, swearing with soil

was taken very seriously.

An oath,

in which soil was

included as a symbol, was considered as an everlasting
oath as has been stated before.

Men live on the soil and

they feed on products grown on the soil.

In an oath

ceremony where soil was used as a symbol, a person swore
to the effect that he was speaking the truth.

He also

invoked curses on himself to the effect that "If I have
lied, may this soil and its products consume me."

This

swearing implied that if the oath taker was lying, or if
he happened to contravene the oath, the effect of the
oath would either kill him directly or bring "thahu" and
sickness to him.

The effect of the oath wa3 believed to

come from the symbol used in swearing.

In this particular

example, soil was the symbol used in swearing and it was
believed that soil and its products would bring death or
"thahu" upon the person who contravened an oath.

In re

ference to the symbols used in the other oaths, we can

lo;$
then cay that both soil and 'thence' served sirailar
functions in an oath ceremony.
According to the Kikuyu, the use of soil in an
o< th symbolised the divine gift which comes from ilgai,
for Ilgr.i was believed to bo the giver of soil to the
Kikuyu.

la emphasizing the significance of soil in an

oath, one informant had this to say:
During land disputes between elans, the clans'
leaders took a soil oath in which they swore,
"That truly this land, marked by this boundary
which I was shown by my father, is ours by
right, we of "Ambui" clant

And we shall not

release it to anybody gust because va have
no power or material strength.

Me shall hold

on to it because wc have the strength of
,'justice which comes from God, who gave this
land to us.
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As to the significance of the soil when used in an oath,
the came informant argued that "soil is our life, our
food and out grave.

Whoever eats food from trie soil

and

at the same time contravenes a .soil oath causes his own
death.

he eats himself to death because by swearing with

soil, a man swears with particles of the bodies of his
dead relatives."0

Another informant put it more clearly

tuat, "An oatii in which soil was used was very drea iful
because soil is an everlasting symbol.

Soil

is the

symbolic mother of ail people nnrl swearing with soil was
re gardod

as tantamount to swearing with ones mother.

Swearing with soil means swearing with something that is
31

highly s uscopt ib1e to "thahu".0 ' Kenya!ta emphasizes
the same point when he states that "an everlasting oath

is to swear by the soii."0^
Before concluding this section on traditional
rikuyu oaths, we need to

juoto one example of an oath

which vas taken in a case involving land dispute.

The

Oiitu was taken an i.inmbu in 1d.>! at a ti■jo when the ivlau
tlau oathings were at choir height.

O i l y an outline of

the ceremony is recorded.
"A ihuumaJlath Ceremony"00
Tho cere aony was conducted c m :larch 57th 19:12
during a land ease concerning throe poo, lo.
had t o

ta le

sen io r

elders hut oil women speck '.te-i.

throud t tie
(a)

the

oath .

All of them

Tho o a t h v:v-.t t when i n f r o n t o f

fo llo w in g

.1 W

The c h e s t

bone o f

The cerem ony

*i.0v_.. •
O

the

■ ■ oat w h i c h w as a o i

of meat running from the neck to the stomach,
was tied round the neck of each litigant as
c n eck lace
such
of

(•>)

lo r

th at

w ith
the

"a

s.u c i a i

grass

con * site d

the

grass"
two ends

th o m oat.
each

litig a n t,

th ere

presenting the ciders'
hho b u n d le

(c)

typ e o f

was p a s s e d

litig a n t

and t h e n

o p ro sito

sid e.

.is

a b u n d l e of sticks,re

staffs of office (tnithigi),
around

throw n

the head of each

over h is

head to tne

d'-cn litigant cl.to >)i tS of roasted moat and as

he did so, ho repeated a formula.
('!)

Inch litigant drank tn o blood of the goat mixed
with soil fro • the land in dispute.

The blood

and soil were contained in a banana stem which
was scooped to lora a one foot trough.

lie

l!'5

repeated the formula.
(e)

bach litigant held the eye of the goat and
■ricked it with a thorn from a special plant.
1, 0

(C)

then Ginned tne liquid from the eye.

file litigant pierced tie stoma on of the goat
which he was sitting on.

He pricked it with

a bundle of coven thorns from a "special
hi Allt ."
(g)

The litigant then broke the cliect bone of the
eat which was liangin:

on his noca . lie used

his hands to break the bo;;o.

After brcal.ing

it, an elder removed it and the person sstood
up having completed the ceremony.
In relationship to the forme of oaths described
in the early part of tuis chapter,
elaborated and complicated.

this oath seems more

The oath contains more symbols

and rituals than the oaths dealt with before.

It should

be pointed out here that the presence of all these rituals
and symbols in one oa.thing ceremony was, as evidence shows,
a common feature of Pan Man oaths.

The fact that the above

ceremony tool: place at a time when IJau Hau oathings were
at their height may help us to understand this oath iu
the context of t?au Ilau oaths.

The interpretation of this

oath will therefore be understood in chapters five and
six which deal with Kau Llau oat

.

delationshlp botv^eon Traditional kljkuyu Oaths and Tau

^au Othr

''in' view held in this pancr is that there are many
areas of ni .tilarity botwoon the traditional T.ikuyu oat is
anl Hau I'iau oaths.

This does not, uovevor, mean that tnere
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were no contrasts between them.
A close analysis of the traditional Kikuyu oaths and
the Mau Mau oaths leads us to the conclusion that the Mau
Mau oaths were to a great extent based on the traditional
Kikuyu oaths.

Some points of agreement will be outlined

below, but they will be elaborated upon when we come to
look at the nature of Mau Mau oaths.
We notice first that most of the oaths discussed in
the early part of this chapter concerned activities that
occurred in the past e.g. pregnancy, theft and murder.
The function of the oaths was to ensure that justice was
arrived at.

In these oaths, a man called upon the power

of the oath to kill him if he was guilty.
invoking a curse on himself.

This he did by

We found that in swearing,

a person first declared the act that he claimed not to
have done.

lie then invoked a curse on himself in which

he stated the penalty he expected to receive if he wa3
guilty.
oath.

This was not, however, the case in the warriors'
As we found out, the warriors' oath was not con

cerned with past activities, but with the future conduct
of the person who took the oath.

In the oath, a warrior

S”/ore to the effect that he would remain loyal and faith
ful to his duties as a warrior.

This oath aimed at en

suring that the warrior would be committed to his task in
the future.

The functions of this warriors' oath resembled

those of Mau Mau oaths.
We then make the observation here that Mau Mau
oaths contained the symbols and rituals that were
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there in traditional
’lau 'tan oaths

Ivilruyu oaths.

.

However,

the

aimed at ensuring that the recipient

of the oath remained loyal and committed to the vows he
took in the oath.
movement.

These vows reveal the goals of the

In the Mau Mau oaths therefore, the functions

of the traditional Kikuyu oaths were adapted to encourage
and to ensure commitment to the movement.
Secondly, we should note that the spoken words in
an oath were considered as very significant in the cere
mony.

These words contained a swearing statement or de

claration, which in some cases was a vow, as well as a
curse directed to the recipient of the oath.

The aim of

the oath was implied in the swearing statement, while the
effect of the oath was emphasized in the curse.

Any

activity performed by a person in contravention of an
oath he had taken brought "thahu" or death to him.
make the oath effective,

To

the swearing statements or the

vows, as well as the curses had to be spelt out correctly
in the ceremony.

Similarly,

the rituals in the ceremony

had to be performed according to the formula laid down by
the senior elders.
Thirdly, we have also found that in some oaths, some
objects were used and some activities performed which
were believed to bring "thahu" in form of sickness
when they were used or performed in daily life.
objects or actions are 'prohibited'.

Such

But when some of

these objects or actions were present in an oath cere
mony, they strengthened the effect of that oath, by
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increasin'; the "thahu" element in the oath.

It is there

fore true to say that the greater the "thahu" that some
0f these objects and actions can bring on their own when
fjey are used or performed, the more effective is the oath
in which the vows and curses are uttered while using these
objects and performing these activities.

In the llau liau

oaths, more objects ami actions of this nature were used
to strengthen the effectiveness of the oaths,
in ouch oaths as the Mau Mau oaths, the sources of "thahu"
and death included the curses that the recipient of tne
oath invoked on himself, the curses directed to him by
the oath administrator, as well as some of the objects
and actions present in tae ceremony, which strengthened
the seriousness of the oath,

but the effect of the oath

only fell upon tae person who contravened tao oath.
Fourthly,

it has been observed, before that tradi

tional oat.is wore administered by the senior elders in
the society,

in cases of oaths which dealt with major

issues like ;turner, only the elders were present in the
ceremony.

la less serious oaths,

to witness the ceremony.
the Mau
oaths.

the public was invited

'.Vo shall eo,

to see that in

Tau movement, there wei’j both private and public
At the beginning of the movement, tae oaths wore

administered by elderly members of k C A .

hut when it

became necessary to aotho many young men so that they
could join the war, persons

other taan the elders were

initiated a 3 oath administrators.

Young men were also

initiated as oath administrators when it nocame necessary
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to have strong men as administrators who could escape v/ith
less difficulty if the centre of the oath administration
v/as attached by the enemy.

We shall see later that such

deviations from the nature and
a

,

W'ntcnt of traditional oaths

evi lout in xlau </.au oaths hut they occurred out of

access! ty.
fifthly, I have iudicPted that in traditional Kikuyu
oat nr, there was a close similarity in the functions of
the symbol* used,
"u1 •*.tt>’!,
a

oat.

dues symbols included the "thence",

xtef tui", soxi,

the notirt auu the chos tineat of

xi pursou swore oy these symbol:j ia the cath.

A1 o, the ritual activities conneoto.:, with the above symbols
.in the iiLio.uii oatns v.ore similar.

tri;;in;-; the "thence",

w.. siu;;. ;,rass stems tnrougn tho holes of the "yithathi”
or thruuyu the hole ox a "u^ata", oiupin;; some soil solvent,
biting tho heart of Luo j;oat or tno chostmoat, wore all
symbolic acts of iavo-du:; "tuahu.'' to uo;. m-ue the person
to contra v
i -Oil

a

i the declarations .no >•\ k
11

v./. {jt.i out tv

and rituals t

contain';

other, contrary

to

i.». tiio o a t h .
o 1 tnosc s^ iiiijuio

t traditional oaths

in "/wick t ■ :re were oxily a, few symbols and rituals.
Iu traditional oaths, the cur-sow emphasized the
fact that tho out a v.ouJ. * kill tho 1.1 -r.
an

/ill ho

tional oatas.

it tiio cur- <> v, . the
hut the

Iu Han

lau oat h s ,

.
* ns that of tra ti-

".u J n.u ii - not wait for the effect

of tho oath to i.iii the "or:/o« who contravened tue vows
he had made.

»•.<.;

m

. au killc >< hi

this ii .it that wo &neaid 'inJ-..retan

in ■

.

J t is in

tr.e j au : au acts of

arson against tlio loyalist homeguards, and against those
people who refused to take the oaths.

,/nether a man was

killed by the effect of the oath or whether the Mau Mau
killed him is loss important here.

More important is

the basic traditional Kikuyu belief that a person who con
travened his declarations in an oath received the penalty
of death or of serious sickness.

This penalty was defined

in the oath by a curse to the effect that "May this oath
kill roe.1'

In Mau Mauoaths, however, the person taking

the oath was warned that he would be killed by the Mau
Mau if he violated

the.oath.

Another important point to note in line with the
above is that in traditional Kikuyu society, no person
was forced to take an oath.

If a man refused to take an

oath, it was assumed that he was guilty, and he had to
comply with the judgement of the elders.

But no man

could refuse to take an oath and at the same time refuse
to meet the fine decided upon by the elders.

Looking at

Mau M a u , we find that it was a movement which was intended
to restore the rights of the black people to their land
and freedom.

Tula was a just cause to fight for.

Any

Kikuyu who refused to fight for this justice, and the
first sign of tais refusal was a rejection of Mau Mau oath
v/as regarded as guilty by the Mau Mau and he was punished.
As one Informant put It, "there was no reason as to why
a Kikuyu, who refused to take the Mau i iau >ath or who
contravened the vows of the oath could not be punished
or forced to take theoath."

34

in dealing with Mau Mau

m
oaths, wo shall see more reasons that led to forced oaths.
finally, we noted earlier on that there was an
extensive use of the 'ominous* number,
tional Kikuyu oaths.

'seven' in tradi

T7e have found out that the number

of times a symbolic act was performed in an oath was
mainly seven,

further, the period in which the effect

of the oatu was considered operative could bo seven days,
seven months, seven seasons or seven years.
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Seven as

a unit was believed to be a cause of "thahu" among the
Kikuyu.

la the examples of oaths discussed in this

chapter, we observe that in cases of serious disputes,
more severe oaths were given.

The seriousness of the

dispute, therefore, greatly determined the nature of the
oath to bo taken.

Serious and controversial disputes in-

cluued those that involved death and land ownership.
The degree of severeness of the effect of an oath
could be told from various things, including the number
of "thahu" bringing objects used in theoath, the number
and seriousness of the curses proclaimed in the oath, and
the period ia which the effect of the oath was considered
operative.

The more severe the oath, the longer the time

during which its effect could be expected.

For minor

disputes, a less severe oath was used, and the period in
which the effect of this oath was expected was shorter.
For pregnancy oaths, the period was seven months.

But

for major disputes, a more severe oath was used, and its
effect could be expected to occur in a longer period.
For land disputes, the effect of the oath used could bo
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expected to occur as much as seven years later.
This leads to the conclusion that the more severe
the oath, the longer would its effect be operative, and
the more serious v/ould this effect be.

In the light of

this conclusion, we notice that Mau Mau oaths were used
go

as to unite and to bind together the Kikuyu people

for as long as the struggle for land and freedom would
last.

These ilau Mau oaths were therefore organised in

such a way that their effect would be considered long
lasting.

This partly explains why Mau Mau oaths were

more severe and more elaborate than traditional Kikuyu
oaths.
In concluding this chapter,

it should be repeated

here that soil was a very significant symbol in the Mau
Mau oaths.

It has been explained earlier that an oath

in which soil was used as a symbol v/as believed to be
everlasting.

In the Mau Mau oaths, a person swore while

using soil and he started his vows with the statement,
"I swear before God and before this movement

..."

The

power behind such an oath was believed by most people to
be God, the source of all justice, and the giver of all
human rights to all man.

In' tho traditional oaths dis

cussed here, we have noted the fact that the functions
of the symbols used in thorn, including "thenge",
soil and chostmeat wore similar.

"ngata",

The oaths, in which

these objects were used, were taken with the belief that
God would punish the olfender.

The effect of the oath

was believed to bo a sign of supernatural penalty.

3 0

113

This belief, that the power behind an oath was God, is
an important indication of the religious significance
of the oaths.

This religious significance of oaths is

rooted in the traditional Kikuyu beliefs and practices.
These beliefs and practices to a great extent were pre
sent in the Mau llau oaths in the middle of this century.
The examples of oaths cited earlier on in this chapter,
and ones which tool: place just before and even after the
ivlau Mau movement show clearly that the traditional Kikuyu
beliefs and practices related to oaths had continued up
to the middle of this century.

Most of the Kikuyu who

took Mau Mau oaths were aware of these beliefs and these
beliefs greatly influenced their loyalty to the movement.
The fact, however,

that Mau Mau oaths differed in

various ways from the traditional Kikuyu oaths cannot
altogether bo dismissed.

Some of these deviations and

variations wore evident in the nature of oaths that were
used by the MCA.

In its organisation, KCA used oaths,

which, to a groat extent v/ere of a similar nature to the
oaths discussed in this chapter.

These MCA oaths as it

will be seen in the next chapter, nad their roots in the
traditional oathing practices of the Kikuyu.
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CHAPTER

[V

THE OATHS OF THE KIKUYU CENTRAL ASSOCIATION
Before discussing the Mau Mau oaths, it is necessary
first to deal with the KCA oaths because the Mau Mau oaths
were to some extent of similar nature to the KCA oaths.
In this chapter, various points will be emphasized.

It

will be found that KCA was a nationalist political as
sociation in which oaths were used for the initiation of
members as well as for maintaining allegiance to the as
sociation.

These oaths used by KCA were based mainly on

traditional Kikuyu symbols and rituals especially those
that were related to the traditional Kikuyu oaths.

The

first KCA oath was syncretistic in nature, containing both
Christian and Kikuyu traditional symbols.
oath contained no such syncretism.

The second KCA

Instead,

it contained

only traditional symbols.
This second KCA oath became the first Mau Mau oath
of unity.

The Mau Mau version of the oath was however

more complex and contained more deviations from the tradi
tional oaths than the second KCA oath.

However,

the emphasi

here is that though these KCA and Mau Mau oaths contained
various deviations from the traditional oaths, nonetheless
the oath3 were to a great extent based on the beliefs,
symbols and rituals underlying the traditional Kikuyu oaths.
The development of nationalism among the Kikuyu
people will not be surveyed here but it should be mentioned
that the oaths were mainly intended to inculcate in people
a feeling of unity and a sense of commitment, and also
to make them understand the need to support the
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political associations.

As this nationalism developed,

the oaths were elaborated so as to serve many other func
tions.
nature.

Further, the oaths became more traditional in
In other words, more and more symbols and rituals

related to traditional oaths were included in these latter
oaths,

to make the oaths more effective.
Through the study of KCA and "an Mau oaths, we

find that the i'au Ilau movement was the peak of a long
chain of political developments in which the symbols and
rituals of traditional Kikuyu religion wore used.

The

‘lau Mau oaths were developed from the KCA oaths which in
turn were developed from traditional Kikuyu oaths.

Before

dealing with the KCA oaths, a brief survey of the develpment of KCA is necessary.
Before the KCA was formed, other political associa
tions had boon started but had declined.

They included

the Bast African Association, the Kikuyu Association and
the Young Kikuyu Association. *' The KCA was a direct
successor to the Young Kikuyu Association, and it was
started by persons such as Joseph
and Janes Peattoh.

ding'©the, George Hdogwa

The KCA deman led representation in

tho Lo-'co, the abolition of the
increase of African Education.

/omen's Hut Tax and tho
They demanded that title

deeds he issued for tho lands owned by Africans to avoid
future alienation.

They also demanded that Africans be
2
left free to maintain their good tribal customs.
Of
groat significance in this study Is the fact that KCA as
a political association was also n supporter of traditional
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K ik u y u c u l t u r e .
p o in t

T h ere

a n d som e o f

First,

th e

is

a m p le e v i d e n c e

re a so n s v /ill

be

to

c ite d

su p p o rt

th is

b e lo w .

it has been mentioned above that KCA preferred

selective social change as regards the Kikuyu traditional
customs and beliefs.

They wanted to maintain the good

aspects of Kikuyu culture.^

In this issue, they opposed

some of the teachings of missionaries especially the idea
that the traditional customs were

'pagan' and 'bad'.

The

KCA expressed their grievances through both the new values
and the traditional ones.

They felt it was necessary to

reject those aspects of the new culture that did not suit
them.

Rosberg and Nottingham have noted that the members

of IICA "were groping for an ideology that would bring the
Kikuyu into the modern world without abandoning their
independence, both politically and also in social and
4

cultural terms."

As such, what KCA wanted was freedom

to select for themselves the good aspects of both the
traditional and the modern culture.
Secondly, we also find that the demands of KCA re
flect their support for traditional culture.

As an example,

they demanded an elected and educated Paramount Chief who
could rulo them in accordance with tribal c u s t o m s . Y / e
also notice that the association required t h a t a l l

its
/•»

members had to be married men as well as heads of families.
This was one of the main qualifications of an elder in tra
ditional Kikuyu society.

The requirement in KCA that they

elect an educated Chief goes further to show that KCA was
in favour of syncretism of the good aspects of traditional

l. ' O

and rnodorn cultures.
Thirdly, the syncretism in KCA v/as also evident
in their prayers.

These prayers were observed in the

independent churches that they started in the 1920s in
Kiituyuland.

As one informant put it,

Our prayers in the KCA wave similar in content
to the Christian prayers.

But our prayers were

led by pe2>son3 who were qualified to lead tra
ditional prayers among the Kikuyu.

Such people

were members of "Aceera" and "Agaciku'’ clans.
Members of the ''Anjiru" clan could not be allowed
to lead our prayers because they are famous
for sorcery.

The "Ethaga" clan members could

not also lead our prayers for they were believed
to bewitch people by simply speaking.

Me be

lieved that such people would bring "thahu" to
8
our prayers.
Fourthly, the stand taken by KCA during the female
circumcision controversy in the late 1020s points to the
same fact that KCA was iu favour of the maintenance of
the valuable aspects of traditional Kikuyu culture.
S'
tails of the controversy will not bo given here."'

Do 
hut

it should be understood that KCA was opposed to the mis
sionaries in their attempt to stow the custom of female
circumcision.

The stand of KCA with regards to the con

troversy was clearly stated by dev. Dr. Arthur who asso
ciated ■'<:/' with all the people who favoured the maintenance
of the custom.

The Reverend is quoted as having stated

that;
I gave reasons why both circumcision and KCA
must go.

There could be no discussion.

It
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was an order.

The church had made its laws:

it would not go back.

The KCA had made the

law the test of the allegiance of its followers:
it had Joined issue with the church and there
fore they must now choose the church or the
KCA.10
The major result of the controversy was the starting
of independent churches among the Kikuyu.

These churches

were started mainly, so as to welcome all those people
who preferred to leave the missionary churches rather than
abandon the custom of female circumcision.

Another effect

of the controversy was that the Kikuyu population was
divided into two.

Some supported the missionary churches

and were referred to as the "Kiroro", meaning 'finger
print'.11

Others supported KCA and called themselves

1°
"Karing'a", meaning 'pure Kikuyu'. ‘J

These distinctions

continued to exist among the Kikuyu up to the time of the
Mau Mau movement.
Gome leaders of the KCA were also directly responsible
for the running of the independent schools that started
roughly at the same time as the churches.

These schools

and churches became major centres of political education
among the Kikuyu.

It was partly in these schools that some

people were secretly told about the aims of KCA.

More im

portant here, however, was the fact that the schools and
churches were used by KCA as centres for oathing ceremonies
up to the time of the Mau Mau movement.

The close relation0

ship that existed between KCA and the independent schools
and churches has been cited by many informants such as the ones cited
below.

12

12 2

(a)

"The KCA oaths and early Mau Mau oaths were
given in the independent churches and schools."

i. b)

"The people who started the independent churches
had political motives besides the religious ones

(c)

"Members of the iudependent churches and schools
were secretly instructed in political matters
up to the time that the Mau Mau Movement started

(d)

"It was the churches and schools that became
centres of Mau Mau oaths.

The leaders of the

oaths were distributed from these centres.
That was why the government banned them all."
In concluding this section, we need to note here that it
was mainly in the oaths of KCA that we are able to see
KCA as a champion of traditional Ifikuyu customs and be
liefs.

KCA used oaths in the recruitment, of its followers

and in maintaining their allegiance to the association.
These oaths were therefore used by KCA for political ends.
The First KCA O ath:___'Bible and Boil O a t h '
It is still not known for certain when the first
KCA oath was started.

Rosberg and Nottingham have dated

the oath in the year 1926,
start of KCA.

14

about two years after the

Whittier has dated the oath back in 1919.

The oath however could not have existed in 1919 for we
know that KCA itself was formed in 1924, and none of
the associations before KCA used any oaths.

Informants

have dated the oath in 1924, the same year that KCA was
formed.

Njoroge Kagunda cays that he was given the oath by
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Joseph Kang'ethe.

17

It is therefore possible that the

KCA oath was started immediately after the association
was formed and the oath was first taken by the leaders
of the association such as the ones mentioned above.
oath continued up to the end of the decade.

This first

Kenyatta took

this oath before he went to Tjondon to present KCA grievances
T O

in 1923. 5 Tie oath was given to more

people during the years

of tiie female circumcision controversy, a time when KCA gained
many folia,vers.
The o a t h was taken in t h e offices of the KCA and was
referred to as "muuna wa KCA", meaning 'the oath of KCA'.
Kariuki calls it "muuna wa cuba", meaning 'the bottle oath',
and he gives no reasons for calling; it so.
claimed no 'nowledge of that name.

19

Informants have

In the present study,

the oath is referred to as the 'Bible an d Coil' oath because
the 'Bible' and the 'Soil' were the two synbols used in the
oath. Tie name 'KCA oath' alone cannot be used because KCA
had two oaths, and because both oaths were referred to by
the same name of 'KCA oath'.

In this study, the oath lias

been referred to as 'the first KCA oath'.
In this oath, the Bible and the Soil were held each
with one hand.

The soil was dam-rened and made into a ball.

There was no rule as to which hand hold either the
soil or the Bible.

YJhile sane jxeople took, the oath with

the Bible in the left hand and the soil in the right hand,
others too': it with the Bible in the right hand and the
soil in the left.
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The oath was first given to the leaders of KCA who
had to bo heads of families, and it was given by the
founder members of KCA, Joseph Kang'ethe and George
Ndegwa.

The oath was aimed at strengthening the loyalty

of the KCA members.

At first the oath was not given to

all members but to leaders alone.

The vows that each

person swore indicate that the oath was given to per
sons who were already accepted as KCA members.

Examples

of these vows will be briefly given below.
Njoroge Kagunda, who was a KCA leader in the Rift
Valley and Nyanza Provinces in the 1930s and 40s took
the KCA oath in 1924.
him.

Ndegwa administered the oath to

He was made to swear in the following manner:
He repeated the following vows after the
administrator:
Admin istrator:

If you tiVer reveal, or confess,
or betray our people,

Njoroge:

Except the thief or the robber,

Adminietrator:

If you ever ace a person who
can make our nation suffer,

Njorog e :

I will not spend a night before
revealing to our people, about
the presence of such a man.

And

if I do tfir.se things, may this
4l kill
1 '17 me. 2d
oath
James IJeuttah took the same oath in the same year.

He swore

after the administrator with the following vows:
1 will be loyal to this association of KCA.
I will obey all the rules of the association.
I will never collaborate with the enemy.

I

will never betray our association to the enemy.
I will contribute generously for the association.
I will never sell land to a foreigner.
21
I do these things, may God kill me.

And if
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As can be seen above, the vows changed from person to
person, depending on the responsibilities that a person
had in the association.

Some people also took the XCA

oath twice, each time using the same symbols but swear
ing with new vows.

As an example, Kenyatta took the KCA

'Bible and Soil' oath in 1928 before he went to London.
He swore before KCA members to the effect that he "would
remain true to his people even when he was abroad; that
he would never forget what he was sent for; and that he
would never forsake the customs of his people."

2?

The above vows show that the oath was uot intended
to initiate a person into KCA, but rather to strengthen
his loyalty to the association.

Rosberg and llottinghara

record that a person swore to remain loyal to KCA,
and

' also

fully,

to Kikuyuland, to serve the people faithr-

to contribute for the association, and to look

after peoples' money.

23

Similar vows were recorded by

,
24
Kaggia and Coriield,
but Corfield wrongly attributed
the oath to the Kikuyu Association cf 1219.

As has been

stated before, the Kikuyu Association did not use any oath.
The significance of the above oath can he found from an
analysis of the two symbols used in the oath, the Bible and
the Soil.
With the c o m in g of C h r i s t i a n i t y
sation o f

an d

the christiani-

the Kikuyu people, the Bible was introduced as

the symbol of swearing in lawcourts.

It is a sacred book

to the Christians, and swearing with it m e a n s swearing in
God's name.

Many of the early KCA members were people

who had received some western education and were also

people win> belonged to the Christian churches.

genuinely c o n v e r t e d i n t o

tiie C h r i s t i a n

was a iii lily sacred b o o k .

used in the f i r s t

BA oath.

of Local native Council

3

th e

B ib le

It w as because t h o s e e d u c a t e d

people coLiurised t h e g r e a t e r part of
w as

fa ith ,

M ost o f

./ A t h a t t h e B i b l e

O ne informant h a 3

arg u ed

wearit

and to foru their own independent churches and schools

one infer- aut argued, the

\ idle j.i» the CCA oat
, ’. i o l o
tie

ol in the oath, after

continued belli-; used

format ion of i

endent caurcii

; because:

2-he independent churches bdat (started were

Christian churches and they used the Bible
as their sacred took.

1‘he Bible continued

t() tee used as a sgi>uou uti- Li.c oast to represent
a symbol of swearing b y

those of us in RCA

who become members of the independent churches.
'1‘hesc churches were indeed KCA churches and
tnvir members were supported by RCA in running
/: .7 O .7

Aft s t a t e d

b e fo re ,

th e

o y u b o l of swear in n ; v/hon i t

B ib le

w as o n l y

w as u s e d by

vore converted to C h r i s t i a n i t y

an o f f a c t i v e

t h o s e p e o p l e who

and who believed it w as

To such oeo le, sweafinn. falsely in s u c h

a T;oly Boot.

an oath v-;.s a sin arainst Fori.

But there wore many more

people, who, though educated, wore not cor.eiitt e d Christians
or who did not strongly believe i>. the saoroduoss of the
Bible.
all.

There '.’ore also so'-io who wore not Christians at
For the i, the biblo was nonuis. loss as a symbol of

si/oariuy.

ere below we find, sever >.l o li.uioas t.s to the

effective 1

of the

ib.l ?

*! •

\T

particular refern>cs to the first

l-'-l

of rv., T i n

, with

f." oath.

*-• - iafot sit ar u ■ that the !"i?>lo was i.icl'u lod
in the? fir.it it", oath not bocauso of: any intrinsic value'
that it had ii

tradition •l

i

>at'-.e.

Instead, ho in

sists .1 t at, ’ ;c ii.o o ?: the . able boenwr-e of its
to t iO/W '/to covo chriwti ».no a.!sir vs.

sauiur

The diblo was n o t

•V r i

a tra lit.is-a -•L

vol of

:v

■aria ."

ft a as boon stated

above that the Bible v:as not a. m s auinr f ill symbol of sv/cariny when used by those who were not cormittod Christians,
liiis view i.> supported by such ovideace.
la rofcrrin,v to the ebristi an for”, of swearing
t■ibis is u s o.l >.s a syiaocl, Tonyatta states
v/ucreby 1ii.! ,
that "F t C n ;i no dr f j.ait'. L.y said that t •j.s Fora of oath
It has no binriinr
| <Xt all to tito Afric a'-.
lias no ir h.!allU,’
2a
Co icc, hoi^I ox reill* ious. ' ' 1m/ov-v , l enynttn bore dis
rciyar'le i the fact tiU'.f ti e ];lf.lo had . f'ooi- i*olir ions and
moral si -uifioance amorr

taoso Africans who wore devout

hristians.
In expressing his opinion on the use of tho Bible
as a

°t in an oat*’
., Baggie*. states at Ion th that:
a in a a the
Bible^

tiazunnii''1

had no faith in their ovn

teaching a Bible oath could have no

no an ina to the Kikuyu who vevc daily losing
their j aith in the Christian preachers and
tnc upholucre of Christian beliefs.

It vac

the tribal traditional oath that could be
meaningful to Africans. J^
i -, iio.'/cvor, ;■moralises incorrectly that all " /azuugu"
non no i ti th in t rj p.iblo ati'i that the Bible oath could
novo no .;ea il ; , to cue Kikuyu.
diolo has a moaning
or white.

As state! earlier, the

to the devout c nriati.ano, he they black

Che opinion of Latvia is hov/evor clear, that

the Bible >ots no t very effective as a symbol of swearing
' <'>ng many Africans.
i./ d ' O L i

.or-

no suggests that the traditional

ere *:ioanin;;ful.

It v/rs these traditional

symbols t'i tt Co-ituro-i greu tly in tee oat ns tnat came after
tu« fir. A;

: :n

o'.to .

1 inally, f need
>ti

to mention uoio tnat to those

> wii.O \icrc only

Or.tx*i;; LI;a:.i;} ;r.

.vf.

-ft

jO'iriaJ. Christians and not uovout
ti o iifbr . i-rto meaningless.

In

cur i ,/cour bo L»t' 111. ^ y 1.'•-ii'.

m i ft*.»traitt.» hjco

'•It), tho . i h i'

>nlu not Speed. lieu in court,

!.

oi

Li.',

iOVe.'.uOa t , ja:».uy
..
' < i'

that tney

,i .. i ■ t >

Lie; to

joaid.an

luo t:au i.iau

ihuyu win
iLuyu
'..no ui i-uorto 1 to nave been Christians
■•■■'I 'vitu
r i Lu the 1 rnlc: to tho effect that they

no t i. 11 ; .rtu.

i<jlo, .joon

court.

swearing

;'"oh
uc.n couple
i
swore

to thou,

falsely using the

2 oibit was not

the sacred symbol

1,29

It is supposed to bo.

Karari, for example, admits that

jje swore with the Bible that he wasn't a Mau M a u . Yet
OO
kc was lying, for we know that he w a s / "
In some cases,
tae colonial government in Kenya allowed the Kikuyu to
decide some controversies on the basis of traditional
3a
oaths rather than having such people go to court.
'this shows an understanding by the colonial government
of the effectiveness of traditional Kikuyu oaths.

The

examples of traditional oaths which were cited in the
last chapter took place In the middle of this century.
At the time of the first KCA oath the devout
Christians among the Kikuyu were few.

For the majority

the Bible could not have been effective as a symbol of
SY/oarinp, with.

The ineffectiveness of this first oath

was realised quite early by the KCA, and another oath was
introduced.

As one informant put it, "The first oath was

dropped because it failed to make our members loyal to
the association.

Bomo of the members sided with the
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government when the issue of circumcision heated up."°
•owover,

the presence of the Bible in the first

KCA oath is of vital interest here because it'shows us
beyon-l doubt that KCA, besides being a champion of Kikuyu
culture, was also at first In favour of syncretism between
the traditional elements and the Christian and western
elements.

Jo shall notice that this syncretism in KCA

‘M s to decline slowly as the movement of liberation deve
lops! to include more and more of the uneducated people.
The presence of the Bible also shows u s .that KCA members

felt the nec-ci of a religious factor in the inculcation
of loyalty among its Members.

This religious factor

continued to play a major role in the development of
nationalism among the Kikuyu.

As this nationalism deve

loped, more and more emphasis was laid on traditional
symbols in oaths, hence making the religious factor more
traditional in nature.

One ouch symbol was soil.

The s i g n i f i c a n c e of soil among the Kikuyu was
emphasized in the last chapter.

It was stated that soil

is regarded as a right given by God to the Kikuyu.
priving a man of his land is unjust.

De

It was also stated

earlier that soil was considered the spiritual and material
food of the Kikuyu people, and that swearing with soil
meant swearing with a highly sacred symbol.

Lying in an

oath that used soil as a symbol was feared by the Kikuyu,
mainly because it entailed supernatural penalty.
Ia the first KCA oath, a person swore while hold
ing a damp ball of soil next to his navel.

The navel is

the remnant of the umbilical cord which connects a mother
to a baby in the womb.

It Is through the navel that the

unborn baby receives its nourishment from the mother.
Holding soil next to the navel is symbolic of feeding
because soil represents the foods that grow on it.

In

the i-CA oath, a person swore in the n a n o of God, "dgai",
who was represented by the two symbols of soil and the
bible.
Coil was meaningful in the above oath to all those
Kikuyu who regarded it as highly sacred.

One informant

state* that "oven a Christian cannot swear falsely while
using .'toil because soil is an everlasting symbol of our
divine right.” 1

This was stated by a converted Christian

i’or those Christians who took the first KCA oath, swearing
with soil was a highly sacred ritual also.
In the first KCA oath, emphasis was not placed on
the killing nature of the symbols but rather on the curse
that God would punish the liar.

In traditional oaths,

it was shown that a person swore to the effect that, "may
this soil kill me if I lie."

This meant that if he lied,

the soil and its products which he feeds on, would cause
death or illness on him.

But in the first KCA oath, the

effect of soil on the liar was implied iu the curse;
"may 'ilgai Kill wo."

It should, be stated hero that coil

continued to bo an outstanding feature in. all oaths that
'.••ere devised after the first KCA oath.

The traditional

vikuyu beliefs and practices related to soil and other
symbols comprised ouo of the major aspects of the religion
factor in the. liberation movement.
In concluding this section on the first KCA oath,
vo need to empUasizo again that the oath was cyacrotistic.
ft was partly Christian because most of the early founders
of FCA wore educated and wore at least nominal Christians.
3G
nicy were baptised.
But the oath was also traditional
in that no unmarried persons could take it and neither
could women.

It was also traditional because it used a

sacred symbol amon

the Kikuyu, soil.

Yet the oath dif

fered from the traditional Kikuyu oaths in various ways.
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First,

the oath lacked some important traditional

symbols and rituals such as the use of the number seven.
The oath also used the Bible, a symbol that was not
traditional.

The oath also was paid for.

Members who

took the oath paid sixty-two shillings and fifty cents.
In traditional oaths, a man only produced two goats to
be used in the oathing ceremony.

It will be seen later

that the oaths that were used after the first ICCA oath
deviated more and more from traditional oaths.
It was mainly the first KCA oath that assured KCA
leaders that loyalty to the association could be inculcated
by using oaths that contained highly sacred and feared
symbols.

Some such symbols were used in the second KCA

oatn.
The Recond ICCA Oath
Literary evidence supports the view that the second
37
KCA oath started around 1 9 3 0 /

But informants have claimed

that the oath started during the circumcision crisis of
1923-1929.,

They have argued that during the crisis,

many Kikuyu supported the government and the missionaries
in opposition to the practice of female circumcision.
Some of those supporters were KCA members.

The KCA branded

all supporters of the government as "kirore".

But KCA

leaders felt the need of another oath because some of the
people who had taken.the first KCA oath had violated it.
Most of them were Christians.

The new oath was administered

in homes of elders as well as in KCA offices, just like the
first KCA oath.

In this oath, vows similar to those of the

first oath were taken, but the symbols ami rituals in
the oath vero different from those of the first oatli.
/hen this oath started, only a few people took it.

But

during the second world war, the oath was made more
complex in nature and was taken by more people.

As such,

the oath had two phases, both of which will bo described
below.3"
The first phase of the second KCA oath was taken
in secret and the particular home or office where the
ceremony took place was guarded by spies of the i£CA who
were not armed.

When the oath ceremony vac to take place

in a hone, an arch was constructed at tile entrance to
the home.

The arch was not there at the entrance of an

office, in which an oath ceremony was taking place.
The arch was made of banana stems and sugarcane
as well as arrowroot stems planted on each side of the
entrance.

The leaves of the banana stems on one side of

the entrance wore joined with those of the stems on the
other side such that the leaves completed the top part
of the arch.

buck an arch was not unfamiliar in the

Kikuyu society at that time because it was also used to
indicate to a stranger the homo where a ceremony or a
party was taking place o.g. wedding parties.

Similar

stems are planted even today at places whoro social ga
therings take place during functions such as wedding
ceremonies, parties and political rallies.

The arch used

by m j A could not have boon suspected as a sign of an
oatiiing ceremony.

But the significance of the arch to

the ceremony was far deeper than this as will bo shown
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in a later part of this chapter.
In preparation for the ceremony, a male rain was
slaughtered.

Its blood was collected and put into a

half calabash, the main traditional container for serv
ing foods and drinks anion;* the Kikuyu.

The stomach con

tents of the animal were removed and thrown away to a
place far fro.-n the home whore the ceremony was to take
place.

Tiio rest of the meat of the animal was eaten by

the officiating elders and leaders in the ceremony.

In

the same half calabash, small samples ox traditional
Kikuyu foods were put and mixed with the blood.

These

foods included yams, arrowroots, bananas, meat, sweet
potatoes

.

Cereals were not included here.

The oath was taken by one person at a time.

The

taker of the oath passed through the arch and went straight
into the bouse where the oath was to be taken.

In the

house, he was greeted by the oath administrator and by
other elders an i leaders of KC.A v ho were present so as
to witness the ceremony.

The oath administrator held

the half calabash, with its contents, vith the left hand
and he held v. "mugere"
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stick with the right band.

One

end of the stick was chewed in such a way that it looked
like a brush.

With this brush, the oath administrator

stirred the contents in the half calabash.
The person taking the oath stood in front of the oath
administrator.
oath,

He had ail hie clothes on.

In taking the

the recipient was made to sip the contents in the

half calabash from the "mugere" brush which the oath-

i ir>

. h i i n i o t r e t o v a a holding.

\.j he ax ;'Gi the contents,

re.?t ?toi vc- .'o alter the odriiaivtrator.

io

Ono informant

inscribed t ie ceremony:
The administrator stirred tie contents in the
he. If calabash seven tinea for each vow that
he read.

Then he fed me with the contents

from tue brush of a ‘'muyere ’ sties..

before

I n if:pod the c o n t e n t s J rc] eat ad the vow
after him.

After I had ei.iLed. he invoked

a eur.ee on me to the effect that "may. this
oath kill yon if you disobey any of these
■41
vu le e
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13G

An analysis of the rituals and symbols contained
in this phase of the oath will be covered in connection
with the second p.unse of the second KCA oath.

Hut it

siioul t be emphasized here that the first phase of the oath
'il/ given to a fev/ people who wore already leaders

t vs

of

CA.

first
'’A.

Like the first KCA oath, the second oath in its

Kiaso i/.u: not intended to initiate persons into the
ft was intended to bo an oath of loyalty aud allegiance,

ut the oath

/as developed into a second phase after KCA

v/ao banned in 1910, aud in this phase, the oath served
the function of initiating persons into KCA.
This second phase of the second KCA oath could be
referred to as the third KCA oath.

but on closer obser

vation of the rituals and symbols in the oath, we find
that they were similar to those of the first phase.

The

Main difference was in that the second phase of the oath
vms intended to serve more

functions than the first, as

will become clear in the vows that wore ovorn in.
j;
m a t s have c l a m e d that tuo oath was tao same.

Infor—

Ft would bo important .hero to understand the circunr; t i/ices nador which tiio oath developed into a second

phase .

f irst, ..C \ was banned in i

the start of tne second word 1 w a r .

Immediately after
3o.no of tao* KCA

loaders wore also detained.

iiul.

*3 an undov.-round movement.

The oath developed into a

continued to operate

second phase with the aim of keeping KCA as a secret move
ment, ;;n«l in itiat.i.n; more members into the association.
Kith Ibe ban of JT.CA also,

the loaders found out

that it would take them too long to achieve their rights
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through constitutional wean ; only.

They started thinking

more on lines of uniting many people in a struggle for
freedom.

The second phase of the oath v/as intended to

unite many people in

CA.

i.'umy

of those ;»»>«• *lo had to

je x’ecruitoit ire i Lne rural areas.
The second phase of the oath starteu to spread just
uefore the second world war came to an end.

hosberg and

Pottinghai.j have stated that the oatn was devised ey the
hCA leaders when they came from detention, towards the
end of the second world war.*"’ Whereas the date suggested
by the two authors is correct, nonetheless the authors
were wrong in saying that the oath was devised by k CA
leaders when they left detention.

One informant has argued

that:
When the second world war broke out KCA was
proscribed and many of our leaders were detained.
While they were in detention„ some of tuem were
converted into loyalists and ware made to sur~
render and denounce the second oath of KCA.
One of tuem was Joseph Kauy'abhc.
leaders at home learnt about,

When tuose
surrender3

they decided to alter the oath and to make it
more secret and more binding.

It mas this new

version of the oatn that was given to the KCA
leaders when they came from detention at the
end of the second world war.

It was this

oath also that Kenyatta took on the very day
he arrived from Loudon in 1 j 4 u .

Each of the

released KCA leaders was oaihad in his own
t

house on the day he left detention.

4 4

According to tiio same informant, the oath started
in i'.iambu, in the home, of tic late Ccuior Chief hoinanyo.

1
OQ
1JO

Beuttah added that the oath spread from Kiarnbu to Githunguri
College from where the oath administrators were distributed
vc:
to other local centres.'
The preparations for the ceremony started with the
slaughtering of a ram.

This ra.ro was contributed by the

person who was to take the oath.

When it was slaughtered,

its blood was collected in a small trough of about one foot
in length.

The trough was made from the stem of the or

dinary banana plant.

Into the blood in the trough, samples

of the main traditional foods of the Kikuyu were put.

These

were the same foods used in the first oha.se of the oath.
A piece of the chest neat of the goat was also removed
for use in the ceremony.

A brush, made from the "mugere"

shrub was also prepared for stiring the contents in the
trough.
The oath was taken indoors like in the first phase.
A similar arch was present at the entrance of the home.
Each recipient of the oath entered tin1 area of the ceremony
alone.

When he entered, he met the oath administrator and

other elders.

One informant explained the procedure:

The oath administrator held the trough with the
left hand.

The recipient of the oath held a

"llugere" brush with hie right hand and the meat
with the left hand.

Thr oath, administrator

read the vows and thr recipient repeated them
after him.

For each voWj

the recipient stirred

the contents in the trough once.

He concluded

each vow ly invoking a curse on himself to the
effect that "may these foods consume me. "
c.laving sworn with eo.oh vow3 the recipient sipped
the contents of the trough from the brush and

took.
all

a

bite

the

f^-ou

vowGj

brush;,

and

the

with

the

trough

the

forehead

the

to

piece

meet.

administrator

it*

mark
of

oj

he

use a

the

the

sign

oj

the

recipient.

After

took

the

contents
the

in

cross

this

on

the

was

j.■ ceremony. t C
era.7 cj' the
The vows contained in the oath differed frcii one
recipient to the other.

Persons who './are leaders swore

with r c -e v o v . t h a n the other peon If .

it is clear, for

example, from tne vows listed below that toe last two vows
were only sworn by persons who were leaders and who were
qualified is oathe other people.

The following list of
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vows has been collected from three informants.
(a)

If t ever hnow or see anycue who could. bri:vs
trouble upon riy nation from the coloniser,
and i l l

a i d e tuis iuioruiatici), may these

ic» Uv loath

i;:o.(w-irothura.o si ici) .

bay

th.i s oath 1 j J .I i,o .
\ /

/ c< f t

fo r

ti

thief <)I vc 'h e r ,

revo i 3 an y tlijior about

<

t hos e 1i o.is loath p.e.

if I cv

ilV one of us, r;ay
■
'<"•T
/ this oath 1.111
.)

il■o-.
(c)

T sm ca l i e d

If

at any t l

and i i e J.uc e , way these
t : i.
( J)

ioodr; l o a t u me.

i hov

oa th T i l l

X ■l i s o s cy ii)y l e a d e r s , , my Isuose roods l o a t h
f
i. i. With w i l l
1.0, i i»)
•
1

.

(O)

•: t o a s s i s t my j100,1/'

y

>j i 1

Jo I o v e r c o n c e a l o r st<* 'J anythin?-- b e lo j <(. in?’.
t ? O' ■r o f ns, ’ iny fi.es..:

■ l o a t li

-•

hy

t '■i " os t . h i l l mo.
(i)

7

i e v e r add anythin-- o

1

c-: fujL’C* Of t i s c e i e/cui , i -w

own t o t h e ; r o 
CiiO C 10 {/ii

l e a cii
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(

in*?.

Hay this oath kill me?.

(p,)

IT I over subtract anything from the procedure
in this ceroioony, may these focus loath me.
Hay this oath kill me.

Fx similar oath as tills KCA oath has been recorded

in varying details by Corfield and he states that it took
»,
place in Of';.
It should bo noted that tuo oath he
records was a

an i au oath, which, as wo shall see, was

very similar to this phase of the second .•CA oath.
^t tuis point,

various comments can bo made witn

r-ifct'-tico to tne second. .CC.'A oath, in its first and second
hia.ja •>•

list we note that it was in t.io first and second

phases of the

■ ; i that an arch v/as introduced at the

c ?trance to tno
Pb

lucre m s

■round on wiiien the coi’emony './as to take
no arcii in the first ivC/l oath.

The signi

ficance ox the arch is of particular interest hero.
traditional

In

ii.uyu society, an area, similar to the one

described in tuis oath, was constructs 1 at tJio entrance
to the iiel ’ where the great cere, en.i.a l. dauco, called
"matuuno", /as hold on the eve of the circumcision cere1 ' XJ •

• 2 Cu i u 1
.tin.to passed through the arch and v/as blessed

by the older..? and ills parents as no entered the dancing
groun

e-v. ral interpretations can in? oitou with reference

to tito moanin' of t.
’io ai’ch.
honyatta has argued that "the
r,',
‘5 a
harmonise

e. H; in considered

' through .'iric i the ancestral spirits can ’.o
ii, i t i . "irtvi" (initiation ceremony of cir—

jcu'/tci.iioii) an■i ay '.eased

;o as not to bring any misfortune

on t h e

cerem o n y

s a c r ific e s
^ r o ta tio n
it

d ocs

th o

s u it ;;

not

cerem o n y ,
way n o t

to

th e

tr a d itio n a l

c e r e m o n ia l
'

c ir c u m c is io n

ta e

o a th

of

h ere

on t h e

th a t

v e n e r a tio n
fre e d o m

W h ereas

of

in

th e

c o u n c il o i l e r s
th is

c e j’em ony,

cerem o n y

a p p e a s in g

m is fo r tu n e

by t h e

th e

God " I P r a i " .

id e a

b r in g

w h ic h

th e

s u it

s h o u ld b e n o te d

s to p p e d

in

becau se

in te r -

n o n e th e le s s
in

th e

o a th

tho a n c e s t o r s s o t h a t t h e y
c o ro m c ny is a b s e n t .
i/a u Gnu m o v e m e n t,

a n c e s to rs

It
th e

w as d e l i b e r a t e l y

fig h te r s .

habotu aas stated that the arch v/as made at tne
entrance t<> the home where the circumcisiou ceremony was
to take place, and that tho arch was made of hanging plants
which were intended to touch each entrant to the home so
that bo nmy not outer the ceremonial home with any kinds
r.;>
of ills.
In t d o sense, the arch acted as part of the
process of cleansing the initiate before he v/as circumcised
Tho arch was also symbolic of a passa;e through which the
initiates passed during their period of transition from
boyhoo

•

to an/wood.

It was ■./1th tuis deeper moaning that

the arch was used in AGA oaths and -;au hau oat ns.
cue informant has stated,

As

'A..? second *>.CA eat.; v/as one

of initiation into the association.

All who passed through

the ax on au i tool

the oat a were Lz’oe to know tho secrets
5f
and tuo activities of tho association."
dut wo also find that in traditional Aikuyu society
the arc i was

i.esent in tho

‘ arena, guild1, circumcision

'J

ceremony.'

It was only present in the cerercouioo of tho

hiku a guild '.

.t'iia.t can be said here is t h a t tlx c s e c o n d
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KCA oath, by its emphasis on the arch as a symbol of pas
sage, was devised in line with traditional symbols and
rituals of the Kikuyu.

This was in contrast to the first

ICCA oath which was syncretistic.

It would be necessary

to note here that the arch was absent in all the traditional
forms of oaths that have been discussed in the last chapter.
The arch in the KCA oath was therefore symbolic of
a passage from one status to another, and persons who en
tered and took the oath were accepted as true members of
KCA.

However, not all former KCA members took this oath,

especially in its second phase.

Also, many people took

this second phase of the oath so as to become members of
KCA, in contrast to the first KCA oath.

It should be

noted that before the second KCA oath, there was no initia
tion ceremony into the KCA.
The second point we can make in reference to the
second KCA oath is related to the vows.

Like the vows

in the traditional Kikuyu oaths, and

also

; in the

first KCA oath, the vows in the second KCA oath had to
be pronounced correctly by each person taking the oath.
This was done with the guidance of the oath administrator.
The need to spell out the vows correctly was indicated
in the second phase of the second KCA oath whereby KCA
leaders swore never to add anything of their own or to
subtract anything from the procedure of the ceremony.
In this procedure, the vows were included.

The vows

taken in an oath acted as rules of conduct to
taking the oath.

the person

Such a person had to know all the rules
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correctly g o that lie could abide by them.
to bo effective,

For an oatli

the vows in the oath had to be spelled

out correctly to each recipient.

In the Mau Mau oaths

the vo- 3 were repeated time and again in the ceremony.
Wo notice further that in phase two of the second
JCCA oath, the question of land was not included in the
vows.

In both the first KCA oath and the first phase of

the second oath, there was a vow prohibiting oath recipients
from selling land to foreigners.

It is true that by 1940 -

1944, when the second phase of the oath started,

there

was a general acceptance by most people among the Kikuyu
who took the KCA oath that KCA was the association that
was fighting for the return of alienated lands.

The

question of land was continued in the first Mau Mau oath
of unity, an oath which was apparently similar to the
second KCA oath.
The curses in the oath indicated tho effect of
the oath upon tho person who contravened the vows in the
oath.

The curse was invoked to the effect that "May this

oath kill no.

May these foods loath me."

This curse was

invoked by the recipient of the oath at tho same time as
he sipped the oath contents in the ceremony,

including

meat and the contents in the trough or half calabash.
Sipping is hero symbolic of actual feeding.

The meaning

of tho curse is that if the recipient of the oath con
travened tho vows ho took in the oath, tho foods ho had
eaten and lie continued to eat would cause an adverse
effect on hin In tho form of serious sickness or death.
This was the expected effect of tho oath upon the person
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correctly so that iic could abide by them.
to bo effective,

the vows in the oath had to be speiiod

out correctly to each recipient.
the vo

3

For an oath

In the Mau Mau oaths

were repeated time and again in the ceremony.
Wo notice further that in phase two of the second

KCA oath, the question of land was not included in the
vow's.

In both the first KCA oath and the first phase of

the second oath, there was a vow prohibiting oath recipients
from selling land to foreigners.

It is true that by 1940 -

1944, when the second phase of the oath started, there
was a general acceptance by most people among the Kikuyu
who took the KCA oath that KCA was the association that
was fighting for the return of alienated lands.

The

question of land was continued in the first Mau Mau oath
of unity, an oath which was apparently similar to the
second KCA oath.
The curses in the oath indicated the effect of
the oath upon the person who contravened the vows in the
oath.

The curse was invoked to the effect that "May this

oath kill me.

May these foods loath me."

This curse was

invoked by the recipient of the oath at the same time as
he sipped the oath contents in the ceremony,

including

meat and the contents in the trough or half calabash.
Ginning is here symbolic of actual feeding.

The meaning

of the curse is that if the recipient oi the oath con
travened the vows he took in the oatii, the foods he had
oaten and he continued to eat would cause an adverse
effect on him in the form of serious sickness or death.
This was the expected effect of the oath upon the person
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who co n trav en ed th e vows.

I t may b e q u e s tio n e d w hether

th e p e o p le who to o 1; th e second KCA o a th r e a l l y b e lie v e d
t h a t d eath o r s ic k n e s s would fo llo w i f th e y co n trav en ed
th e vows th e y had sworn i n .

One in fo rm an t argued t h a t

" I knew and b e lie v e d t h a t sw earin g f a l s e l y o r b re a k in g
th e r u le s o f an o a th was a s in a g a in s t God and would b r in g
"th a h u " upon m e ."
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T h is view i s c o r r e c t c o n s id e r in g th e

f a c t t h a t th e second KCA o a th was v o lu n t a r ily ta k e n .
P e rso n s who d id n o t b e l ie v e in th e e f f e c t i v e n e s s o f such
an o a th would n o t have ta k e n i t .
who to o 1 th e Fan

One o f th e Christians

au o a th s corrmented, " I d id n o t have t o

b e l ie v e t h a t th e e f f e c t o f 'h e o a th was d e a th .

Out I

b e lie v e d t h a t a c t in g in c o n tra v e n tio n o f an o a th was wrong
e i t h e r in Christianity o r in Kikuyu t r a d i t i o n s . " 0 ^

It

sh o u ld bo h e re s t a t e d t h a t th e e f f e c t o f th e second KCA
o ath was s t a t e d a s a c u r s e s i m i l a r t o th e e f f e c t s o f t r a d i 
t i o n a l o a th s .
In c o n n e c tio n w ith th e above, we a l s o n o te t h a t th e
second KCA o a th , u n lik e th e f i r s t o a th , c o n ta in e d th e m eat o f
a g o a t,

h h is was n o t th e f i r s t o a th , among th e

h e r e , t o c o n ta in t h i s sym bol.

o a th s s tu d ie d

The o a th in a c a s e o f s o r c e r y

and th e "muuna" o a th ceremony d e s c r ib e d in th e l a s t c h a p te r
c o n ta in e d t h i s s y n b o l.

P ut in th e KCA o a th , th e m eat th a t

was u sed was a p ie c e o f th e c h e s t m eat o f th e g o a t,
o r m eat was h e lb in th e l e f t hand
a t th e end o f each vow.

and was

'hie

P iece

b itte n

In. th e l a s t c h a p te r , i t was

a l s o sho”/n t h a t th e g o a t (tb o n g e ) was th e main anim al used, in
t r a d i t i o n a l Kikuyu o a th in g and c u r s in g c e re m o n ie s , and t h a t when
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other symbols or animals were used in an oath ceremony,
they were similarly referred to as "then-go",

"Theuge"

was therefore the moot significant symbol of swearing.
In the above iXA oath, the meat of the "thenge" represented
the traditional Kikuyu symbol of swearing.

The significance

of this meat will be discussed in depth in chapter seven.
It is also important to note here that the second
kCA oath, unlike the first, contained the use of the number
seven.

In this KCA oath,

the contents in the half calabash

or trough were stirred seven times.

In the last chapter,

we saw that the number seven was believed to be an ominous
number In traditional Kikuyu society,

'i'lie number was used

in traditional oaths and curses, whereby a ritual act was
performed seven times.

This performance was believed to

increase the effectiveness of the oath.

The significance

of the number in traditional oaths was also discussed,
however, the significance of tlio number for the KCA oath
will also be dealt with fully in chapter seven in connection
with the iiau uau oaths in which there was more use of that
number.
Another important symbol contained in the second
KCA oath was the cross sign.
the first KCA oath.

This sign was not there in

lu tuo second _„CA oath,

the sign of

the cioi.s was marked on the forehead of the recipient of
the oath.

The sign was marked, using the "mugere" brush,

and was made with the contents of the oatu.

It was the

cross sign that concluded the ceremony.
bene authors have asserted that the cross sign

146

uoed in the oaths of KCA and Mau Mau was adapted from

Christianity.

Barnett has claimed that the sign was a

Christian symbol.' '

Its presence in the oath was quoted

by Barnett as evidence that the oath was syncretistic.
Leakey also held the view that the cross sign used in the
oatn was a cjiristi.au symbol.

He stated that, "Occasionally

... the people taking the oath were marked with a cross
upon their foreheads in imitation of baptism, but it was
a cross made in blood."

’ The first question that comes

into ones mind is why the first KCA oath, which was indeed
syncretistic, did not contain the sign of the cross.

This

raises doubts as to whether the cross sign used in the
oath was an imitation of Christian baptism.
The cross sign was not new among the Kikuyu.
various occasions, the sign was used in ceremonies.

On
As

one informant argued:
When a boy was several years old3 he underwent
the ceremony of second birth which was intended
to cleanse him from all the ”thahu” he may
have acquired since birth.

To conclude this

ceremony 3 a cross sign was marked on the boy 'o
forehead.

Secondly 3 when the boy got circum

cised.3 a similar sign was marked on the initiate’
head, to conclude the ceremony.

In both these

two occasions, "ira"3 a white powder3 was used
5

to mark the sign.'
In the above two cases,

7

the sign of the cross was symbolic

of cleansing "thahu" from a person,

'inis idea is supported

by the fact that the oross sign was marked v.ith "ira." on
the forehead ox each person who underwent the traditional
"thahu" cleansing ceremony, called "ndanikio" i.e.

'ritual
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K,o

vomiting of "thahu".
Gnd of the ceremony.

The cro«s was marked at tho
But a*3 shown below, the oi;_rn of

the cross used in the oaths of i'.C\ "u . *7au Mau was not
symbolic of cleansing.
J.; niiother sen so, the sign of the cross was used
j.n t:radition al -society as a form of wish or prayer,

’/hen

icer, lie first put water into the brewa man was b revirr; beer
-ou ndua).
calaba S'l, (called
in a '

Then ho put into it sonic

liratina".' v
hone,y and sc-me "mirati

Tt then placed the gourd

near the f jre .

joint, ho took cold ash from

A t th i

;;i •;.cs of the heart
the ,

and with it, ae marked a cross

s i.a a on t;ir\ rour-i pnd

tered tbs followj a.-; statement,

>ro riv.i-.vo na Mbu", .loaning, "pay
;,ih ie ih it O n;.., ..re, or
the boor iO )•"lent early before the guinea fowls wake up,
;uioh that >r:1o?vt->r take :i one horn of the vine he nay rseroau
ou t of drunk •'.uiiK-r;s."

Till : statement was a form of a' wish

or p rayer t i: t the boo r nay ferment •.piles!./ and become
U’i vex j into

a. strong

X x•omi the above

so e x a m p le s , s o
ol

trad j.tion?,1 filmy u oOO

ty .

th?. t v/es r

c- o a t h s

thes c oat’i , 1. a sign

It

i.a

7 his func

wit ic-li ’./HS 11 ;ed in the
of the si: .;i o l the ore
the sign

; symbolic

So vv'as j.t

i :dJil and :

conclude

th." s traditional s i g n

of / :Mi s a i l a n d iCCA.

In

rvod a n cv r 1>1s e t i o . . a l t o g e t h e r ,

yid j >I, o f i ’l i t l n t i oi'
It. ,v'\r u>».,* as a syr-ibo
30 cj at ion:

h ere

aore t h a n o n e function in

tilat tlia cireto j r>xi'\,w rjo

.etc ! into

can

o n of
th s

th o

Into

the

secret

as~

f r a l i t ional Kikuyu sign

is similar to the function

is Christian baptism.
•i new b i r t h

lau.

But i t

into

In baptisi

a new community

should be understooi

a w e r e similar in
that th o u g h t h e functions of the
tho si u

baptism and in the KCA oaths, nonetheless the sign itself
was a traditional Kikuyu symbol, although some Christians
who took the oath may have seen the cross as a Christian
symbol.

It should also be mentioned hero that the symbol

’.as not used in traditional oaths.

The cross sign would

have bad no function in those oaths.

There will be further

discussion on the cross sign in the concluding chapter.
Another point that can be made here in reference
to the second KCA oath is that the second phase of the
oath was an elaboration of the first oath.

But in its

second phase, the oath was given to more people than in
the first

.'base.

Yet even in the .second phase,

the oatn

was much in li so with the traditional rules concerning
oaths a m e n > the Kikuyu.

The oath was not . ivea to youtas

and women, and the oath was voluntary.
oath however

The second KCA

lifCored from traditional rules of oaths in

that this oath was secret.
and senior ’ J/V 1eudors.

It was taken infront of elders

in the next oh oto.v, it will bo

seen that noru and more rules concerning the traditional
oaths were broken in T.!au Mau oaths.

fkeso deviations

occurod v/hon It became absolutely necessary to give the
oath to women and children.
In co’rearin''' the first '.'Mi. oath with the second,
wo f.in:! t hat tun fir •-t oil;ii can bo described as synovotiotic
in nature.
traditional.

But to a great extent, the second oa th was
It contained symbols an l rituals that wore

present in traditional oaths.

Tt

as this second KCA

oatn that was adapted to become tuo first Mau Mau oath.

me

becoud KCA Oatn and Mau Mau Oaths
As has been shown in the vows of the second KCA

oath, the oath was one of loyalty to the KCA.

But when

the need for mass unity was found necessary by KCA and
LLAU, there developed,
of unity.

from this second KCA oath, an oath

This was the first Mau Mau oath.

In this Mau

Mau oath of unity, the trough which was used in the second
phase of the second KCA oatn was dropped.

Instead, a

larger trough was used, to enable more people to take the
oath at the same time.

The contents put into the trough

of the second KCA oath were included in the Mau Mau oath
of unity.

But more contents were added and more vows

included to make the oath more militant.

There is enough

evidence to show that there was a close relationship be
tween the second KCA oath, especially in its second phase,
and tne first Mau Mau oatn.
The second KCA oath was of the same nature and
intention as the iiau Mau oaths.

Inis is true considering

the fact that similar symbols were used.

The trough

which was used in the second phase of the second KCA oath
was also used in tae first Mau Mau o a c a .

Also, the half

calabash which was used in tne first phase of the second
KCA oath was later used in the second Iiau iiau oath.
Barnett noted

that the first iiau Mau oath was

like an initiation ceremony into the iCA and that the
oath made a person both a member of the iiau Mau movement
aim a newly born member of the trine.

hibicho also

saw the close relationship between the second KCA oath
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:md the first Man ?.?au oath.

Ho wrote that, "The KCA oath

of allegiance was adapted to become the ban Ifau oath ox
rn
initiation, allegiance and unity."
From the above
references, wo can conclude here that KCA was greatly
connected with the start of the dau *Iau movement.

Yet

this view is still a controversial one.
ariuki. wri to;’ that the for field's report was
.t-a•: • in its ci!
hA'J, and ■ nu

i l

sic on the relationship between KCA,

au.
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started in the same year that the detained KCA leaders
were released.
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On release, those members were intro

duced to the new association.

They were also given the

second phase of the second KCA oath.

This shows that

both KAU and KCA continued to co-exist for some time be
fore the Mau Mau war.

The relationship between KAU, KCA

and Mau Mau oaths will become clearer in the next chapter.
The close relationship that was there between KCA
members and KAU created various problems related to the
KCA oaths.
at first.

KAU did not use an oath in its organisation
The members in it were young as compared to

the older KCA members.

The KCA members in KAU supported

the idea that youths should be oathed.

This idea raised

many problems in connection with the rules that were
followed in the KCA oaths.

Women and young men were not

allowed to take KCA oaths.

On the other hand, the inter

ethnic nature of KAU made it more difficult to spread the
oath among KAU members.

Further, we noted that KCA oaths

were not enforced on any person,

These rules, which were

in line with traditional Kikuyu rules that governed oaths,
had to be altered if the oaths were to be given to the
young militants in KAU.

But some KCA members were opposed

to the alterations in these rules.

The conservative persons

in KCA had to be convinced that the rules and restrictions
in the KCA oaths were incompatible with a mass movement of
unity.

When these differences were resolved, the first Mau

Mau cath was given.
Karing'a, KCA, and Mau Mau
It was shown earlier on in this chapter that after

L.J.3
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General Ueraaxic^ on jMau_ Mau O a ths
In chapter three, we surveyed the nature and sig
nificance of traditional forms of oaths among the Kikuyu.
And in the last chapter,

it was shown that the KCA used

o a t h s of loyalty and allegiance which were to a great

extent based on the traditional rituals, symbols and
beliefs related to oaths among the Kikuyu.

An attempt

was a;.so made to show some of the ways in, wuioli the KCA
oaths differed from the nature ami ruins of traditional
Kikuyu oaths.

In the following two chapters,

the two main

;iau Mau oaths, the oath of unity, and the oath of war,
will be discussed.

However, several r e v vas aee l to bo

emphasised f 1 rst.
From the information that the writer has gathered
from informants,

it comes out a; a fa c t that there were

initially only two Kau *UiU oaths,

I. . <>.La of unity, and

the oath of v.vr, ■>nic.h t . ; called the :h'i datimi” oath.
.'•any other type.: >i oaths -./ere ho'/evvr pigment in the Can
;!au wioveiaout, bu t these others artv.-o
above two c m l i >.

variations of the

These variations are iu due to circumstances

that i.’oro inevitable.
It will coco so clear in this chapter chat the first
au Pan o a t h , the oath of im.1.ty, was i
to the

-A oa t h .

ft

1

many ways similar

/il I. be •• >. nil.-.

1

hero that

the .similarity i t those two oaths j. : o.;o of the main reasons
for ur oi.i i.g tnat the K.CA was greatly :>evolved with the
start of Man bait oaths.

The.first Can Ran o a t h , like the

second KCA oath before it, will bo studied in the light of

tr.uiit.Lo i >.i

inayu forms of oaths.

inis first oath will

be shown to differ in v«arioua way .: from tiio traditional
ways of administering oaths, and thc.ro deviations v/il.l
also be discussed.

Emphasis will be laid ou the fact that

the ei'foctivouoss of tho iiau Man oath of unity and the oath
of war, greatly helped to educate the m&uoos in political
matters and that the oaths greatly helped in the development
of nationalism.

It was mainly the effectiveness of Man Laa

oaths that made the Lau Mau war possible on the part of the
Kikuyu,
buractt 1 as well as most informants have agreed
that tuo oaths "/ere the
to the secii't
chxptcr two,

first evidence to be cited in relation

issociation that was called iiau Lau.
saw that the name " m

.m

In

itself was snoot

li „oly use x initially to describe the wanner in which people
haul onto;: •taring an oath ,
civile; ovr.<:i.ony and that the name
v/a . latci' v ?e • to refer to tho part Lei •••uts in tho orvthing
cere :eui ; ; a u .> iloo to refer to t: all. . > v ’int.
it should bo mentioned hero that Lae exact nature
of the original *lau Iiau oaths is hard to t 11 today due
mainly to the variations which were

‘o on these earlier

oatns in •• >. attempt to maintain sex ;

h i

,. .

. erne oi tho sy

mbols I’.r.d ritual:: union wore contained in the earlier oaths
v/erc dropped nuri roplactsu */itu now ones in an attempt to
rsaho the oaths more binding.
is uueie to decipher from

Jn thi,

infer tIceu IJ tiivj initial nature of

Iiau hau o-itas, and where necessary,
oaths have been given.

study, ?.u attempt

too variations of tuose

Our main coacera however will bo with the nature
aud i olij.-.iou'j sigaificuncs of the )atu;.i and yroat emphasis
will bo laid on tne symbols and ritual.- contained in trio
care, lorries.. wo should be aware of tho v m i r r

by dosbern;

and ->ottj.n-aat'i that "it io part el the myth of ?-au hau to
fail to sistin uisa bo tween the for i su .' ...eauins of the
oath", and that, "Preoccupation with ti e ritual and trauitioual aspects of tho oatniur procedure obscured, tho deeper
aio.xiifi'caucc of the oatu an an organise. tional v/oaoon in a
h)
context of
a s mobilisation"J .but t.ose rituals aad symbols
of tne

-ovo wnt'i! oath ; ire tan ine rt Misinterpreted elements

ail' the rnai'i nil • hero is to m o .
as

t nr nr tare of the oaths

ell !■••• t.>)o.ir si nil'ic uico fro.i

the pee l. ’ . ’
• too.

them.

t mo

oint of view of

ilouotli >los ; the a. tional is tic

fuactio * : of the oat is cannot

,o overloosei because this

tile oaths
Or tb 3 to
was a ba ;ic contribution of tno
i.'.au .aui aovetuout
to tho
t
•iOV ; t lit t ier
tw O

■111 ..-.an oat hs.

T t is uoco:

ca■
.i.•i var io.ue a atnors
wore th la L o .
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arose

t. understand this bo—

i vo tended to ■ ;iov that tho:ro \/ore

hoahey .and Corfield
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3
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tac fact that

.

er«

11

l;.vo recorded at leas n
.•ration pros ably

person oo aid ta.ae the s:n.ie oatu
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.voi’o initially
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There were onlj two i-’eu h.u oat!re.

Ail the

others were variation;, ov the two, but with
',i/fevent jparai herno.lia end f if ferc.it vows,
tin

' . \. n

e-'aani'g'ie ,

my first task in the movement

n j

uias t'° reoru.it young men and take them secretly
to tiie oath ceremony.

Hack time I took a

person whom it was hard to convince of the
significance of the oatn., I had to take the
oat.i before him and pretend I had not taken
tiie oath before.

I took tue first oath more

t .ati ten times 3 and I took trio second oath
more than four times.4
lu reference to variations that v/oro ironic on an oath,

tue

iniori taut explained that:
Each time we knew that the government had
u.iccovoraa the nature of our oath through
confessions3 me uttered tne oath a bit by
adding more vows and noj‘c symbols.

We then

re-oa tried tne people in the s p e d fie locality
wncre. confessions were dona.

This new version

Uj

tne oatn did not however spread to other
-•>
5
unaJ/ acted areas.
It is nJ.no important to no to uo.ro tint variations
i

xtuni" on tii occurred b-oc. u.-_* •vLtli ever j now
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to iiiriie tit

m.i
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committod to the no;/ responsibilities

a result o.C i nor cased responsibilities.
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Out of the two original Mau Mau oaths, there arose
many oaths which were severe and which can be shown to
have been non-traditional among the Kikuyu.
variations arose due to unavoidable factors.
factors can be mentioned here.

Some of these
Two such

As has been noted above,

when the original oaths leaked to the government through
confessions, the need was felt to formulate new oath3, us
ing other symbols and rituals.

Secondly, when the govern

ment started oath-cleansing ceremonies,

the Mau Mau were

forced to formulate other oaths and to give them to the
cleansed persons and their neighbours.

It will be seen

here that a confessed oath or a cleansed oath is less bind
ing.

In general, however,

it should be noted that the

development of 'severe' oaths was at first a direct res
ponse to the government activities against Mau Mau.

Such

government activities included screening and ceremonial
oath cleansing.
Another aspect which should be mentioned at this
stage is the relationship that was there between Mau Mau
oaths and circumcision as an initiation ceremony among the
Kikuyu.

Rome writers have compared the oath with initiation 0

and it would be good to know the sense in which this com
parison arises.

In one sense, Mau Mau oaths could be said

to resemble initiation rites.

There were several rites

of passage among the Kikuyu, including the rite of second
<7

hlrth and the circumcision initiation ceremonies.

Mau

Man oaths can only be said to resemble initiation rites
in the sense that the recipient of the oath was initiated
into the community

of

all

those

people

who were fighting for land and freedom, tiie community that
was branded 'I!au Man'.

This idea in supported by the fact

that some a imiuistra tors of the "B iiatuni” oath, like
•ucixunu Gachuui, started tiie ceremony with the following
statement directed to tiie recipient of the oath, "You are
now ontoi.la

"B

iatuni",

!;

council of the people whose

./or.-: is to perform acts of grievous harm."
. a t u u i ’, hiauia

ia aj.eri ngero) .sJ

(Uratonya "B

This statement, which

was spoken at the time that the recipient was passing
through !'.'i area, shows that tiie ceremony was initiational.
In the first i.«au hau oath,

the ceremony noted as an ini

tiation e£ all h.i’ uyu pco_ 1 c of both "’nasal and jvikuyu
cireuj’Ci jLun - uilds, iueu ana wom e n , aimed at uniting them
into one com,malty that could share in the same ceremonies.
It is important to note here that as an initiation
core. »ony, the oath tried to eliminate some traditional
iLupu cv.sto

s tnat prohibited the co nunaf. sharing of

seme core ionics and activities between men and women and
betwooa person.; of different circumcision guilds.

The

ceie •.).lies' aud activities peri’or od by the Mau Mau could
not ha v■. .jisji successful if these traditional prohibitions
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teat l,.e iiau ilau
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t h r o u w w h i c h tho oath reci
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of the cross.
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however,

is

that t h o u g h t u x oath contained evi

circu m cisio n ,

it

c i r c u m c i s i o n ceremonies,

cannot b o c o m p a r e d directly with
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tli'j ciro1
.. :c ’ j. .n ceremony.
of initiation.

Both of the i however are forms

The fact taat Ila.u i-iau talked of the oath

a:; eiicu’.tei: Lon (hurua) should b e seen a s

the oat i secret.
;

.. is t,ot A j

a sroup of !.iau

. now-comer and they wanted to know if lie

hr..’ tnk.cn the oata,
ho had ta*.cn* l.

they ashed him what his name was.

If

oath, he replied "I am a pure Kikuyu and

oirou si.

1

Tor instance, if

a Method of

I
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jucii an older.

3

Cireu; icisiou uoio referred to taking the oath.
.. ^ a .,..y then taat iiau
sc... 'initiator, .
l it > th
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Tuc first oata initiated men and women

cove /sit, while Lnc screen

oath Initiated men

prri so. .. ! i:. to tuc 'council oi i'i-'htors'.

it is mainly

ic t *.is s use that we car. call the oata au initiation
ceremony .
nothor aspect of i au ikuj on.the. that needs consi .’
.crc tic,... is the one rol to i to tm? tails- of the oaths
iu lostor in', u.iity.

,.o

veil in cua^ ter one tiiat Man

iliij oath.-.; have soon shown to ijs.vu niuuored the unity or
a1 L

oaf oi ; in the war of liberation and the reason ta it
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advocated constitutional means
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to that end.

But some members of those associations

realised that constitutional means would take too iong
to achieve their poal of freedom,

That v/as the tine

that so;ac of tuouo members decided t.iat a ”/ar v/ao inevitable
They decided to apply oaths so as to unite as many people
us possible and to make them c o ! iitt„d to the task of
fighting against the white men.

As sues,

the idau "iau oaths

were decided upon by members oi the two nationalist associat
ions, and tiie functions of the oaths were intended to be
nationalistic.

While it was mainly some members of KCA

ivho organis'd and supervised the oaten, it

/ns the younger

and more militant KA'tJ mo.' ibers who took the oaths and started
the war.
it

as :ilr.ro shown in the las!. c‘»inter that the

first F.CA oath was given in offices of the i>OA but that
the second jfCA oath was mainly given i t the homos of
senior elder-.:.
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From tiie above information, it is clear that KCA leders
like iljoroge were involved in the start of Liau Mau oaths,
rhe involvement of KCA with liau ilau oaths is also evident
in the C'loucuruono affair which will bo outlined below.
It is important to note hero that tno hand of KCA
was there in Olonguruonc, where an o a t h , similar to the
lirsf j r u i.;au oath in nature and purposes was first applied,
liio successful application oi this oath at 'Jlonguruone was
wno oi tno

main reasons that finally convinced the con

sol native members oi LCA that a mass oath of unity was
necessary.

It has been recorded, that all men, women and

children at

;lenjuruone had taken the oath in 194G, a date

waion coincides very closely with tue date in which the
first *iau i.*au oath atarted.

The Olenguruouo settlement

is of so. 10 interest here if we are to understand the acti
vities o.l the ho A at the time llau kau out us started. *'*
In lb:J4, some people were moved out of Lari in
o'utii^iii

d i y . ’j u

so

as

to g iv e

Thu

-.!•->rj > u r u o n c s e t t l e m e n t

all

t h e i.j

mo

y o v e ra ; at

b asis,
'•’a s

but

L’ . u / u

tno

freeh old

ior Inc eiau

.i -u / u
th at

from

t.uom l a n d

in sisted
it

t o Viiite settlers,

created

w ere e v i c t e d

a llo ca ted

uid
1

vmo

was

room

th at

was g i v e n

i.u.is tiicy had lost.

at

so as to cater for
their clan lands.
Jlon ’uruone on lease

t h o land given
to

to them

tnem to compensate

iae government, however,

vonl further usi started to control tue use of the lan l
by rostrictin; tue number of livestock to oo kept, by
enforcing tno digging of terraces and by prohibiting the
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growth of some crops like maize.

These rules were estab

lished after the people had settled at Olenguruone for
one year.
So as to demand their right over the land, a right
similar to the one they had over their former clan lands,
the people of Olenguruone decided to hold a united front.
In order to attain unity, they adopted the oath in about
1944.

In their petitions to the government, they demanded

either to he granted land rights or to be returned home.
They refused to comply with government rules and they w**r<?
given eviction orders in 1947.

They refused to quit.

On

refusal, some were forcefully taken to the dry Yatta Plato*
while most of their leaders were imprisoned in Nakuru In
1949.

Ail their properties were either burnt or c o n f i s c a t e

During transportation, the Olenguruone people sang songs
in which their true feelings were expressed.

It is from the

songs they sang that we learn of the involvement
KCA and idVu momheis in the Clenguruone activities.

of both
In one

of their songs, they sang that,
A telegram vae eant
From Cithunnurij
To inquire whether
We had arrived safely.^ J
In

this

song

Kenyatta, who was a member of

both KAH and the underground KCA, was Hie one who sent the
telegram from Oithunguri.

It should also be noted here

that the songs which the Clenguruone people sang were
nationalistic.
length that:

Rosberg and Nottingham have Garmented at

An they travelled., they sang the Olenguruone
songs . . . and raised the tdaasai g lace name
of Olenguruone into a national symbol of
sacrifice and matyrdom.

They also brought

with them a tradition of unity and defiance
of (government on the pari of nen3 women and
chilaren3 all of whom had seen oathed and
,
7
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Id
stoo^
jzvm.

i ••

L

•;

a sonjjs In.ter became

lau ?.iau songs.

" -real. importance hero is the 9] ca-ruruorio oat a
v.aic’.i .as iutsn'o’ to unite al] the people on tue settleir‘Out.

XL vy i -ui oath of unity.
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Xt i s

that it was partly due to the success of

tue Olen .-(.•ruoao math in unitin ’: to.; people that hAU and
iv'JA loaders

are convinced about the need for the applica

lion o.r -v’t ’i ; for un,so lrobilisation.

Tne nationalistic

a ture • l t » Olen uruone oath wns evident in the first
ian "‘in oath.
Thou-h t h e a c t u a l p r o c e d u r e o f t h e O len gu ru o n e

oath is u-'r.i to toll, n o n e t h e l e s s t o o c o n t e n t s used in
the sit./, c<-re! louy i n d i c a t e
s i ; ii, v r
site o u t'
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second .-.CA o a t h

ana e . ie s t went o f a

.oat, and there was an a rc h at t h e e n t r a n c e o f the a r e n a ,
vho o a t h was h i g h l y s e c r e t , and i t

wo:'ion rsid children.

was g i v e n

They swore never to soil land to tiie

whites vad never to co-operate with then.
, i.u

to* a l i men,

Line the first

oath, the Olenguruone oath was an oath of unity,
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oaths with the purpose of uniting as many people as possible
Yet not all tho members of both associations took tae oaths.
The oaths wore organised mainly by those who felt desperate
of constitutional nationalism.

The decision to give mass

oat ns however had. far reaching repercussions.
The Problems hncoun ter eel Jfoforo the: Giving- of the First Mau
Mau. Oath
The decision to give oaths to all tnc people,

in

cluding women and children, raised two major problems.
The first problem concerned the fee for t.o.e oath and the
second problem was related to the niJ.uyu traditional customs
governing the givinr of oaths.

Come

XJ& menders opposed

tho giving of a free oath, while so,.r senior

.ikuyu elders

opposed the oaths on the grounds that tho oaths contravened
the traditional rules which prohibited the giving of oaths
to women and children.

The t o

and. Lucy were solved together.

problems were interrelated
The solution to these

problems greatly led to the possibility that J'au Mau oaths
had to contravene some rules that sore observed among tho
Kikuyu in their daily life in general ana also to deviate
from the traditional rules related to coins in particular.
This

rcement was reached after a prolonged controversy.

The organisers of bau Mau oaths Co m i t iat there was no
alter us t.ivc 'oxcoi.t to break th-> l.ra II Lional custom: and
rules.

The information below i.s selected from a first

hand account ,jy a person who participated in the discussions
lucre ./ore many prohibitions among the Kikuyu which
prevented women and children from trivia

oaths and which

also prevented them from doing some of the activities that

2

\

wore involved in an oath.

As exapples,

it was a tradi

tional prohibition anon:, the Kikuyu that women should not
eat in the nrosenee of M o n .
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the women should not shop
mo

iea the food

utii (kuoaia a n r w i.utamiLo),

pro ibition that •••on and

oura

It

sick was .in their

;

iso a traditional

; o-.rll not chow each other

tuc secret parts of taai.r ooviios.

;ou.:;n and ' ven child

ren wore also forbidden fro: i to ftchi op t o
older

It was said that

’an, especially if those men

parmonts of

zero in-lawn.
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-.duere oca *•>jv *' ?lau uhterin
animal "as for

1

a n . ■ i.:/'l, especially if the

;■articular coresoup.

uu-ro wore many
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hod to so overlooked.
0l i -in ltau oat ha.

This is what happened in the case

The giving of the oath to women and

children was necessary if they wore rcoin ; to help iu the
liberation w a r .

It was also necessary that the prohibition

which held tart women should not eat in the presence of
ir.en be broken because once the war was started, the people
caw the possibility that both men and women would be
arrested and put together in temporary enclosures while
awaiting imprisonment.

If this were to happen, the women

wo ul d find it bara to toed in the presence of their fellow

men.

It oooo os olwur then that lor the Man Mini movement

to suocrtoo.l, uecd vas felt to brea** tacts traditional
prohibitions

.

ait it /a j hard to break thee. ■
iu a whole society by word of nouth.
difficult for a

rll or prohibitions

It > as especially

m u to convince his wives and his child

ren that those earlier traditions and

to be aban Jon ■I for the sahe of unity.

-ro vibitioas had

Aa such, need v/as

felt txiat the ousts as Lie broIcon by the mo sees, and the
best t.iilic. t<> do so 'vas in an orthin• core r>ony.
on a of the primary

X

oals of the first

This v/as

hiu iiau oatn.

Goth

mon, '.vonon a:a l childrcu were called ason secretly to
attend the cor ? icny, without prior V.'.icwle,hre of what was
nappe ii*i .
'1

a

•»*h*4y ‘■
} '! J'au o ■ th V."TS ia 1,(.i..!.<1 to lie a mass

1 A
r- f■
.l..1

Oath o.i. unit. .

»>

1

>.

l i t his on tli, there h •
.1 t.o be neat and

other t.in •itieni'l hi isiyu h v ■>>■•;.

In i.- j■« the oath, tuc

Participants, both men, women and youths, were to eat the
foods and tno meat infront of each other.

All the parti

cipants consumed parts of the same piece of meat and sipped
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the contents of the oath from the same container.

In

tho same oath also, a skin strip from the ceremonial
goat was used to surround all the participants together
so that they touched each other, body to body, when tak
ing the oath.
It is clear from the account above that it was
mainly for the sake of unity that women and children
were given the ilau Mau oaths, an act which was contrary
to Kikuyu traditional practices.

It was felt by the

organisers of tho oatli that the strict adherence to the
traditional prohibitions and tho adherence to the tradi
tional "thahu" purification ceremonies resultant from
tho breaking of the prohibitions, were to have some serious
adverse effects on the movement of liberation.
Once the earlier prohibitions were broken, tney
were replaced by new ones which the oath recipients swore
to observe.

The new prohibitions were the vows contained

in the oath as well as the rules given to the oath takers
after they had taken the oath.
A mass breaking of prohibitions v/as not a totally
new thing in Kikuyu history.

We have the legend that in

the past, women ruled the Kikuyu society and that their
rule was very harsh.

At the time, the men performed all

the duties which are today performed by the women.

Though

the story cannot be given here in full, it 3houlu be noted
that the men of tho time swore secretly to overthrow the
rule of women and they planned to do this at a time when
most of the women leaders were pregnant.

When the men

succeeded in dethroning the women, they decided to change
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all the traditions and prohibitions that the women had
established during their rule.
forbade

One of the prohibitions

men from commanding w o m e n .

of the women's rule was successful,

Once the overthrowal

the men established

their own government system, based on new prohibitions,
Most of the new prohibitions were directed to the ^e_
haviour of women in their relationship to men.

The new

prohibitions forbade women from talking rudely to men, and
from going so close as to touch an older man's garment.
Men had sworn never again to be ruled by women.

The

generation that succeeded in overthrowing the women's
rule was named "Iregi", the revolters.2^
It was the new prohibitions that governed the social,
economic, political and ethical institutions of the Kikuyu
up to the time of the Mau Mau movement.

It was these

new prohibitions that were broken in the first Mau Mau
oath so as to allow the Kikuyu to unite together in a bid
to overthrow the rule of the white men.
Another reason that necessitated the giving of the
oath to women and children was the fact that the Mau Mau
movement was planned to work on secret plans and all the
activities of the movement had to be kept secret.

The

Kikuyu have for long accepted the fact that women and
children cannot be trusted to maintain secrets.

This is

emphasised in the Kikuyu proverbs which state that "muici
na kihii akenaga o kiarua" and "muici na mutumia akenaga
o akua", meaning,

"one who goes stealing together with

an uncircumcised boy gets relieved only when the boy gets
circumcised",

and "one who goes stealing together with
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a woman gets relieved only with the death of the woman."
The only way the men could trust their women and children
to maintain secrets at the time of Mau Mau was by giving
them an oath prohibiting them from revealing any secrets.
The oath ceremony was the first secret that all partici
pants swore to k e e p .
Finally, the women and children had to be oathed
because they were expected to assist the freedom movement.
Most important, however, was the fact that they had to be
oathed so that they might not enquire as to where their
husbands and fathers went at night
activities took place.

when most Mau Mau

They had to take the oath so as

t.o assist the movement with foods, clothings and other
facilities.

They had to take the oath also so that they

might not scream or cause alarm when they saw the fighters,
some of whom might be their fathers, either hiding in
bushes or being chased by the enemy.

The oath ceremony was

used as a medium of instruction to them, aimed at showing
them how to conduct themselves during the war.
It is then clear as to why the question of oathing
women and children was treated by some ECA and KAU members
as a question of great importance.

It was very necessary

that women and children be oathed, although such an act
was contrary to traditional Kikuyu customs that governed
oaths and other social isolations.
wa 3 taken,

Once the oath of unity

the Mau Mau movement came into full swing, ac

quiring members who were fully committed.

But before the

women and children could be given the oath, another problem
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had to be solved.

This problem was related to the fee

for the oath.
We observed in chapter three that iu most cases,
a vian who took an oath in traditional Kikuyu society was
required to contribute two goats.

At the time of KCA,

oaths were given, and the people who took them contributed
sixty-two shillings and fifty cents, aid a goat.

It was

not required of such a man to pay any more money if he
took another oath of the same association.

When the decision

was reached that a mass oath of unity was to be given, many
KCA members insisted that those who

7/ere

to take the oath

should contribute the same amount.

It must be understood

that sixty-two shillings and fifty cents was a lot of
money at that time, considering the fact that the amount
of money a man could earn was as little as twenty shillings
a month.

Most people had no jobs.

The working fathers

were the solo supporters of their families.

The decision

by itCA members tnat people pay for the oath should be
leokad at with these economic wardships in mind.

It should

be remembered that the oath of unity was regarded as a KCA
oath, and v:as similar in many respects to the second KCA
oath.

The KCA members therefore had a cause to demand

that peopl
the oath.

pay for cue ouen Decause they too had paid for
Cut the young KAU militants, wao had little

source of income, felt that KCA members were creating an
•uniecescary barrier to unity.

One of the KCA leaders ex

plained at length hew this problem was solved:
We in KCA refused the introduction of a free
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oath, because we had paid when we took it.
On refusal3 Kenyatta called us all3 as branch
chairmen3 to attend a meeting at Githunguriy
in the Kenya African Teachers College.

That

was about 194 6 and KCA wais an underground movementj working within KAU.

In the meeting,

Kenyatta told us that Musa Thuo3 a seer from
an independent churchy had prophesied that we
of KCA should go and catch a living antelope
without shedding its bloody and that only after
this would our controversies be solved.

But

this was a trick by Kenyatta because there was
no such a prophecy.

We hired six oars and

went to the area around Lake Naivasha where the
antelopes were in plenty.
in number.

We were twenty six

We chased after one antelope for

a whole morning3 but every time we tried to
catch it, it attacked us with its long horns.
At mid-dayy when all of us were tiredy James
Beuttah told us to go home and request per
mission that we be allowed to cut the legs
of the animal.

We went back and met Kenyatta

who told us not to return to Naivasha.

He

called us into a room where there was a cat
and he told us to kill it instead.

We argued

that we could kill it3 but that it would
scratch some of us before it died.

Kenyatta

then explained to us that the cat and the
antelope were comparable to the white men in
Kenya, whom we needed to fight.

He told us

that though the whites were outnumbered, they
would fight back and kill some of us.

He

warned us that we in KCA were old men who
could not fight.

So he asked us to allow our

youths in KAU to join with us in a free oath
for all.

We agreed3 and the oath was first

taken by a man called Kibunja infront of us.
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We also agreed then that Kenyatta should join
KAU leadership3 which he did in 1947.
But the problem of the fee for the oath was never
solved completely because each person who took an oath
was asked to contribute whatever he had.

Some rich men*

paid up to seven hundred shillings while other people paid
only five shillings.
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Most people paid nothing, but they

swore in the oath to the effect that, "I shall pay sixtytwo shillings and fifty cents when I get it."

Wo should

understand that one man could not afford to pay all the
money and the goats for his wives and children.
The solutions to the above problems by KCA and KAU
members paved the way for the administration of the first
Mau Mau oath, the oath of unity.
The Recruitment, of Oath Takers
The methods used to recruit people who wero to take
the first Mau Mau oath indicate that there was no prior
intention of forcing people to take the oath.

Instead,

great pi in and care was taken to trick and to persuade
people to take the oath.

Tho use of force to make people

take the oath wr.3 a late development and we shall see the
circumstances that led to this.

It is necessary here that

we observe some of the methods used to collect some informants to go and take the first oath.
(a)
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"An agemate came and told me that one of our
friends had caught a rabbit.

He asked me to

go with him and help our friend to slaughter
it.

When we went, we found many people in the

compound.
(b)

There was no rabbit and no friend."

"IJy elder brother asked me to help him take one
of his rams to an old man who had bought it.
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lie arrived there late in the evening.

On

arrival, we found the home guarded and we
were led to an inner room.

We used our

lamb in the ceremony."
(c)

"I arrived home from Nairobi and my agemates
came to greet me.

They decided that we should

go around seeing the countryside.
me to many places.

They took

On our way back in the

evening, we arrived at a- river valley where
there was a thick bush.

We came to a clearing

whore the ceremony was taking place."
(d)

"My friends requested me to go with them and
attend a dance in a far off place.

But there

was no dance except an oathing ceremony."
(e)

"A boy of my age asked me to take him to the
bush in the evening where ho had set up a
snare.

(f)

But there was no snare."

"A friend of mine asked me to go and help
him extract honey from one of his beehives,
but we went to an oathing ceremony instead."

(g)

"Some women asked me to help them take foods
and firewood to another woman who had given
birth.

We entered another home on the way to

collect other women.

But we found there was

an oathing ceremony.

We were taking the foods

and firewood there for use in the ceremony."
(h)

"My women friends in the church asked me to
attend prayers with them in a nearby home.
All of us were converted.

We met many women

guards there who directed us to the room
where men were administering an oath."
(i)

"My brother asked me to help take a goat to
one of his in-laws in the evening.
the ceremony going on there."

We found
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From the above examples, it is clear that the main
idea was persuasion and trickery.

The principle followed

w£ls based on the Kikuyu proverb which states that,
,-oma itari muohi", meaning,

"gutiri

"even demons have their friends."

All people have friends who know their likes and dislikes.
In the above methods,

a person's likes were used to trick

him to go to the place of the ceremony.

Relatives, in-laws

and even girlfriends were used to recruit persons to attend

the ceremony.

Young men and women were tricked with dances

and parties, old men were tricked with beer parties, women
were tricked with visits, Christians were tricked with
prayer services and young boys were tricked with hunting.
A person's fri<

1 was also used to persuade him to take the

oath once they got to the place of the ceremony.

Yet, even

with all the endevours to trick and to persuade, some people
refused to take the oath.

Fucli people were mainly killed

because they already knew too much about the oaths.

But

tbeir friends who had called them were asked to sign a 'book
of the dead' on their behalf.

The book contained the names

of all the persons who were killed by the IIau Mau for refus
in',- to take oaths.
In general, it was the educated people, who also
Purported, to bo Christians, who refused to take the oaths
011

the grounds ttiat such practices

’re 'pagan'.

Also

nmong the refusers were some traditionalist elders who claimed
i^ut the oaths were not traditional because women and childr°n took them."

Ilaggia supports the idea that the un-

G(lucated people were the first to heed the 'radical gospel'
°i the oaths. w

Uamweya refers to all those who refused to
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take the oaths as "anti-oath diehards."
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It is a general observation that in one family, it
was rare for the children and the wives to refuse to take
the oath if their fathers or family heads had done it.
The leaders of families were the first people to be oathed.
But some family heads refused to take oaths.

In such cases,

their wives and children were called to come and see them
die.

Such wives and children in most cases agreed to take

oaths for they knew the consequences.
At first, some people were excluded from the oaths.
These were mainly elders and loyalist administrators.

It

was they who were later collected by force to go and take
the oaths.

If force had been used on such people at first,

the government would have been alerted earlier, even before
the movement had acquired a mass following.

But it should

be noted here that attempts were made to the effect that
no man who arrived at the arena for the ceremony, either
by being taken there by force or by trickery, or by ac
cident, refused to take the oath and survived.
Yet there were few respected elders who rofusod
to take tne oaths and at the samo time survived, without
government protection.

These were respected people, who

could not be expected to betray the movement.
could be trusted to keop their mouths shut.

Such people

One couple

can bo cited as an example.
"The couple wore the only two people who did
not take the oath in a whole village.
were both committed christiano.

They

They did not

object to the freedom fighters1 use of the
crops in their gardens.

They did not report
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to the government whenever they saw freedom
fighters hiding in their gardens.

Mau Mau

spies were kept on them all the time.

They

had nothing to do with either the Mau Mau
or the colonial government.

All that they
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wanted was peace."

The couple survived during the whole time of the Mau Mau
war.

It becomes clear then that the greatest enemy of

the movement was the person who betrayed the movement to
the government and who refused to co-operate with the move
ment, whether the person had taken the oath or not.

A

person who took the oath and acted contrary to the oath
was regarded as no better than a loyalist.

Both of them

received the same treatment from the Mau Mau.
Later on in the movement, however, it became neces
sary to force people to take oaths.

At this time, there

were many dangers resulting from betrayal and there was
little time for trickery and persuasion.
It is with the above methods of recruitment in mind
that we should consider the reason as to why Mau Mau oaths
did not spread to other societies in Kenya except the
Kikuyu, Erabu and Meru.

It is also in the same light that

we should try and evaluate the accusation that the movement
was tribal because its oaths did not spread to the other
societies.

We should note that at first, there was the

intention of giving the same Kikuyu oath to people of other
ethnic societies but it was found that the oath would have
been meaningless to them for the rituals and symbols were
O

basically Kikuyu."*

A

This idea was changed, and instead,

there was the intention of making the other societies
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formulate their oath3 that were traditional to their
societies.
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The problem however was that the Kikuyu

could not be convinced that the other people were united
with them, unless all of them toon the same oath together.
Y/o have seen above that the Kikuyu did not even trust their
fellow Kikuyu unless they were sure that these fellow
Kikuyu had taken the oath.

As such, those from other so

cieties who took oaths were the ones who had very close
friends among the. Kikuyu.

They were expected to bring in

their friends from their societies in the same way.
The difficulties of spreading the oath to other
societies can be understood in the light of the methods
used to collect people for oathing.

Such methods could

only function among people who know each other very well.
The Kikuyu could not use the methods so easily on members
of other societies.
to maintain secrecy.

Yet the methods had to be used so as
The hope of the Kikuyu leaders was

that if secrecy was maintained, the other societies would
32
have been assimilated into the movement.c

But the oaths

leakod to the government at an early period of the movement,
and the government applied strong measures to restrict the
Kikuyu to their reserves and villages.

Tho government

measures greatly hindered the spread of the oaths and of the
movoment to many other blacks.

Restrictions of this nature

by the government were not new because since tho 1919 East
African Association,

the government had romainod aware of

the need to limit the development of territorial nationalism.
Time and Procedure of the Oath
Most informants have argued that the first Kau Mau
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oath started at the end of 1945 and that it became a mass
oath at the end of 1947.

Before 1947, the oath was re

stricted to a few KCA members only.

Literary evidence sup

ports the idea tnat the oath started between 1947 and
1948.
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sure.

When exactly the oath started, we do not know for
But a date between 1945 and 1947 would bo correct.

When the oath started,
some ceremonies.

it was referred to as a KCA oath in

But once it became a mass oatu and spread

to rural areas, it acquired local names such as "karibania"
i.e.

’unifier', a name that was used in Central Nyandarua.
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The local names were used so as to make the oath secret in
every locality.

For convenience, tne oath will be referred

to as the 'First ilau Mau Oath' or the 'Oath of Unity'.
The oath ceremony took place either in a clearing
in the bush or in a house.

The particular area where the

ceremony took place has been referred to here as the arena,
At the entrance into the arena, an arch was constructed.
(see picture of tne arch on next sheet).

If the arena was

in a house, the arch was constructed just inside the home
stead gate.

If the arena was in the bushes, the arch was

constructed at the entrance into the clearing, a clearing
which was surrounded by a fence.
little.

The cleared ground was

An arch of this nature was regarded as an aspect of

great ceremonial significance among the Kikuyu especially
during tne circumcision ceremony when the arch of similar
nature was constructed at the entrance into the ceremonial
homestead.

All circumcision candidates passed through the

arch before circumcision.

In the same way, recipients of
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the first Mau fern oath passed through the arch.
The arch that was constructed in arenas of the first
Mau Mau oath differed in height from place to place.

When

many people were to take the oath, and when the arena was
large, an arch of about six or seven feet high was con
structed.

The width in either case was about four feet.

On each side of the arch, a banana stem with its leaves
acted as the supporting pole.

The two poles were connected

at the top with creeping plants like the bean plants and
potato vinos as well as creeping grasses.

These creepers

also acted as the roofing material of the arena.

The roof

of the arena and also of the arch also contained strips of
goatskin sue’1 that the roofing was a kind of a riot.

Sugar-

car i stems and arrow root stems were also planted on each
side of the arch.

It was the work of senior elders to

prepare for and to instruct the builders of this arch, for
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it was they who knew the materials to be used.'
The floor of the arena was lined with intestines of
goats, which were stretched to make seven lines.

An oath

taker crossed those seven lines on his way from the arch to
the centre of the arena where the actual swearing took place
The wall surrounding the arer;

was made of dry banana leaves

But on the inside of the wall, a strip of goatskin was used
to surround the place whero the oath takers stood.

At the

centre of the arena, two pieces of meat were placed on
groon banana leaves.

One of the pieces was the moat

extracted from the chest of the goat, and the other was
a piece extracted from the roar nart of the goat, close
to the goat's sox organs.

In this case, the goat used
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was a male coat, referred to as "thence".
On the ground at the centre of the arena, a con
tainer was placed.

In it, a mixture of the goat's blood,

with soil, milk, sweet potatoes, bananas, yams and cereals,
all of v/hichwere regarded as basic foods among the
Kikuyu, were put.

If the oath was being given to one

person at a time, the container used was a half calabash.
But if many people were taking the oath together,

the con

tainer used was a trough made from a banana stem.
Before an oathtaker passed through the arch, he first
removed any kind of metallic objects that he had on his
body, including money.

At the entrance into the arena,

he was met by the oath administrator v/ho was dressed in
long white robes like the ones which were worn by the
pastors of some independent churches.
also were guards who had swords.
skin strip.

Inside the arch

They stood outside the

Their work was to instruct the oath takers

on where to stand or go.
Once the oathtaker was in the arena, the admini
strator of the oath passed a necklace through his head so
that the necklace rested on the oathtaker's shoulders.
The necklace was made of different types of grasses which
wore coiled around.

V/ith the necklace on, the recipient

crossed seven linos of intestines slowly, one at a time.
As lie crossed the linos, be swore as lie was directed by the
oath administrator.

After crossing the seventh line of in

testines, the recipient reached the centre of the arena,
where the other oath contents were placed.

But when many

poople wore taking the oath at the same time, they were

a ll

m ade t o

c r o s s in g

a ll

sw ea r w ith
th e

lin e s

a ll
of

th e

sev en

in te s tin e s

ro w 3 b e f o r e
to

th e

fin a lly

c e n tre .

The arena of the oath was arranged in such a way
that by facing the oath administrator, the oathtakers
were facing the direction of Uount Kenya.

When the reci

pient and the administrator got to the centre of the arena,
the administrator held the chest meat with his right hand
and the rear meat with the left hand.

Ho dictated each

vow to the recipient, who repeated the vow after him.

If

many people were talcing the oath together, they chorused
the vow together.

Then the administrator brought each

piece of meat to the recipient's mouth, starting with the
chest meat.

The recipient bit each piece of meat, chewed

it and swallowed it.
the seven vows.

This process was repeated for all

Whore more than one person was taking the

oath, the administrator made them all bite each piece of
meat after each vow, before proceeding to the next vow.
During the tnird round of swearing, the administrator
lifted high the contents in the half calabash or trough
and uctered v/ords of blessings.

If the contents were in

a half calabasn, nc held this container with his left hand
and handed it over to the recipient of the oath who wel
comed the container with both hands,

but if it was a

trough, the administrator lifted it carefully with both
hands and gave it to the line of recipients after he had
blessed it.

They all held it together infront of them.

In both cases, the administrator stirred the contents
with the two pieces of moat, now hold together, with his
right hand.

lie then dipped the pieces of meat into the

reddish contents anu then made the recipient sip the
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liquid from the meat and swallow it.

With each sip, the

recipient repeated the same vows again.

After all the

vows had been repeated, the oath administrator took the
container and passed it round the head or heads of the
recipient(s) seven times, at the same time cursing all
those who might contravene the vows.
To conclude the ceremony, the oath administrator
dipped his pointing finger into the contents of the trough
or half calabash, ar.d marked a cross sign on the forehead
of each recipient.

Then he removed the grass necklace

from the neck of the recipient.
wps

After this, the recipient

led by one of the guards into another enclosure or

room at the bac&, so that he neither crossed back over the
lines of intestines nor went back through the arch.
As shown above, the vov/s in this oath were dictated
by the oath administrator while the recipient of the oath
repeated after him.

various statements were used to in

troduce the vows in the oath.
began the vov/s as follows;

Some oath administrators

'‘I speak the truth and swear be

fore God arid before this gathering that...."

This was the

raont common manner of starting the vov/s.

But some admini

strators introduced the vows as follows;

"We had our lands,

tut they were taken away by force.
tut nowaday; we do not.
longer do so....''

We used to drink milk

We used to eat meat, but we no

Then the vov/s would follow.

liaoh vow v/as concluded with a curse to the effect
that,
If I do not do what I have sworn to do*
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May this oath kill mo,
’lay these foods loathe me,
May Cod kill me.
i!ere below is a. lint of the common vov/s that were uttered
in the first Man Mau oath.

Though the phrasing of the

vows differed from place to place, the message contained
in them was the same.

In most cases, each vow was ela

borated very carefully,

as can be seen in the first vow

below.
1.

"If I, so and so, ever see a person of this
movement, the movement that is preparing to
fight for land and freedom, if I ever see
him chased by the enemy, and if he happens
to pass near me, if I either scream at him
or alert anybody that I have seen him, may
this oath kill me, nay these foods loathe
me, may Cod kill me."

2.

"If I am ever sent anywhere for the sake of
this movement, and I refuse to go, may this
oatii kill mo, may these foods loathe me, nay
Cod kill ne."

2.

"If T am called, whether in the daytime or at
night, and I refuse to respond, may this oath
kill mo, may these foods loathe me, may God
kill mo."

4.

"If I ever turn against this movement, or
reveal its secrets to anybody,

or if I ever

spy on any one of us, may this oath kill me,
may those foods loathe me, may God kill me."
C.

"If I ever sell land to the enemy or to any
white man, may this oath kill me, may these
foods loathe me, may Cod kill me."

C.

"If I am met by r. member of this movement who
is in need of help, and if there is anything
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I can do to help him, and I refuse to do so,
rnay this oath kill me, may these foods loathe
me, rnay God kill me."
7.

"If I refuse to contribute for this movement,
with money, food or clothing, if I have them
and I refuse to part with them, may this oath
kill me, may these foods loathe me, may God
kill m e . "

Each recipient swore with the above vows three times
in the same ceremony.

A person swore with the vows as he

crossed the seven lines of intestines.

He swore with the

vows as he bit at the two pieces of meat, and he did the
same as he sipped the contents in the half calabash or
trough.

It was common as shown above that the vows were

spoken in different ways but the message in the vows was
the same.

Kaggia records correctly that the oath "vowed

unity, a readiness to do anything for the advancement of
the movement, never to sell land, and the brotherhood of
all the members."
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Some remarks can be made with regard to the nature
of the above oath, especially in its relationship to the
oaths of KCA and to those prevalent in the traditional
Kikuyu society.
Unlike the second KCA oath and the traditional
oaths, tne first Mau Mau oath was administered to women
and children.

Further, we note that the first Mau Mau

oath was forced on all persons who were called upon, out
who refused to take it.

The main reasons behind each of

the two variations present in the first Mau Mau oath have
been explained with some detail at the start of this chapter.
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Unlike the KCA oath and the traditional Kikuyu
oaths, the oathtaker in the first Man Hau oath was re
quired to remove all metallic objects on his body whose
origin was thought to be European.

In other words, all

inotallic objects that had come with the white men were
not allowed in this oath.
nails were removed.

Ghoes which were made with

The reasons given for this was that

these things were not traditionally used by the Kikuyu
and that they were brought to us only for decorating our
bodies.

This idea was expanded to show that Africans had

their traditional decorations which were abused by the
white men.
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But this reason is hardly convincing.

should note that in traditional society,
other

goods, come of them metallic,

e.g. beads.

We

there were many

that the Kikuyu used

Gome of these v/ere ’’'orn even when a tradi

tional oath was being administered.

Gome of these goods

had come to the Kikuyu through their trade with their
neighbours, especially the Kamba.

And these goods which

the Kikuyu had previously owned were net prohibited in the
first dan TTau oath.

Secondly, the reason given above is

not convincing enough because some other foreign materials
that had been, brought by the white men were not prohibited
in the oath.

These included clothes.

Though a man could

not. take the oath with money in his pockets, v/c note that
the oath administrators required the oathtaker to contribute some money in the end.

But it should be under

stood that these goods were removed for the purpose of the
coremony only.

The v/riter has not come across any traditional
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Kikuyu ceremony where foreign goods were forbidden.

But

as one diviner-doctor argued, "The European goods were not
fit to be in our oath ceremony because we were taking the
oath to fight against the owners of those things.
38
our things to use."'

We had

It can be said horc that in a

complex subject as the one of Mau Mau, there are some
things that will remain ununderstood.

The removal of

some metallic objects during an oath ceremony is probably
one of them.
The grass necklace which was placed on the shoulders
of the recipient was of little significance in this oath.
There was not one activity which was performed by using
the necklace in thetoath. Tne necklace was not

present in

the KCA oaths but a similar necklace was present in the
traditional oath of soil as seen in chapter three.
this traditional oath,
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In

the grass necklace was connected

to a piece of the chestbone in such a way that the bone
formed a j>art of the necklace.

The participant in the oath

was asked to break the bone while at the same time cursing
himself.

By breaking the bone, the oath taker removed the

necklace because the bone was a part ,of that necklace.
But such an activity was not present in the first Mau Mau
oath and the necklace used in the oath had no chestbone
to bo broken.

We also observe here that the necklace was

used when only one man was taking the oath.
people were taking the oath together,

When many
they did not

wear any necklace.
Like some of the traditional and KCA oaths, the
first Mau Mau oath.contained foods that were basic in
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traditional Kikuyu society.

In traditional and KCA oaths,

these foods acted as symbols of swearing with.

'In the

first '!au Mau oath, a person swore while symbolically
feeding on the foods.

He cursed himself to the effect

that, "If I disobey these vows, may these foods loathe
me."

In traditional oaths, there was a belief that if a

person swore falsely and at the same time used these foods
as a symbol in the oath, these foods would either kill him
or cause serious sickness to him because they are the foods
that he had been eating and that ho would continue eating.
Some of the people who tool: Mau Mau oaths stated that they
believed that swearing falsely with the food as a symbol
would brine "thahu" to them, which would in turn lead to
serious misfortune cr even death.
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Tn the first Mau Mau

oath however, more foods were included than in any other
former oaths.

Milk from a cow was a new element in the

Mau Man oath.

f. now dimension which was present in the

first ’’nu

fan oath was that the people who took the oath

"■ere assured that the foods they wore eating as symbols
were the feels that the ilikuyu had been deprived o f
result Of colonisation.

as

a

These foods '/ere their right

/".id the oath ashed them to be committed to the fight for
t’M s right.

Those who may not have believed that the foods

i ’> the oath would loathe them if they contravened the v o w s ,

wot:-' assured tb<*t the cause of the fight was just and that
Talse sw'nrinr* or contravening an oath taken for a j u s t
caus~ r a

7ronor.

This was the stand taken by some Christians,

as one of them stated,

’’ I believed the cause was j u s t

that the oath was intended for a just cause.

and

The foods did
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not matter to me."
The s i g n i f i c a n c e of the arch has been dealt with
in reference to the s e c o n d KCA oath.

It was indicated that

a similar arch was p r e s e n t in the traditional Kikuyu cir
cumcision ceremony.

But

oath had more elements

the arch in the first Mau Mau

then the arch in the KCA oath.

Potato vines and a s t r i p of the goat's skin were not there
in the arch of the s e c o n d KCA oath, but they were there
in the arch of the f i r s t Mau Mau oath.
importance of the arch,

In emphasizing the

one .informant-argued that,

"the

arch in the Mau Mau o a t h was an indication that the arena
was a ceremonial g r o u n d in which only members of the move
ment were allowed in.

No person who passed through the

arch refused to take t h e oath and survived." *

In the

above sense, passing t h rough the arch symbolised a pass
age which welcomed a p e r s o n into a now society.
We should note

here that the practice of planting

banana stems and arrowroot stems still persists today.
People plant them at t h e entrance to the places whore wed
ding ceremonies or o t h e r public functions are taking place.
However, the/ are m a i n l y planted today for decorative pur
poses and also to act as a sign to everyone that an im
portant ceremony is g o i n g on there.
There was more usage of the aninous number seven
in this oatii than in any other oath covered here so far.
The..lines of intestines which tne oathtakers crossed were
seven,

llacii recipient of the oath swore with seven vows.

The contents of the oath were passed round
pient's head seven times.
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He ashed God
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'Hie o a th a d n i n i s t r a t o r d id n o t sp eak

th e p ra y e r lo u d ly ,

^ irin p ; th e cerem on y, th e p e o p le fa c e d

'o u n t Kenya a s an erep ressio n o f t ^ e i r a t t i t u d e t o God. in
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" h i s a t t i t u d e was a l s o e x p r e s s e d in alm ost a l l

’ 'au ia u p r a y e r s and o th e r c e r a n o n ie s i n w hich th e y fa c e d
1'ount Kenya.
The c h e s t m eat used in th e above o a th was s im ila r
t o th a ,, w hich was used in th e second KCA o a th .

In b o th

o a t h s , p a r t o f th e m eat was f i r s t e a t e n by r e c i p i e n t s o f
th e o a th w h ile th e o th e r p a r t was u sed l i k e a spoon t o
I 11 seme t r a d i 

fee d them w ith th e c o n te n ts o f th e o a t h .
t i o n a l o a th s , a sim i l a r m eat was u se d .

In th e f i r s t Han

' 'au o a th how ever, th e c h e s t m eat was u sed to g e th e r w ith
th e t a i l m eat ( g i t h i t a ) w hich was c u t from th e b ack o f th e
g o a t, near i t s t a i l .

In th e seco n d 7mu ‘ au o a th , i t w i l l

b e se en t h a t th e c h e s t m eat and th e ' t a i l m ea t' w ere u sed
ms one combined p ie c e o f m eat w hich was r e f e r r e d t o a s th e
'c h e s t n e a t ' (nyama y a g i t h u r i ) .

It

i s in th e second Mau

au o a th t h a t th e f u l l s i g n i f i c a n c e o f th e c h e s t can be
u n d ersto o d .
In th e l a s t c h a p te r , an a tte m p t was made t o show th e
moaning o f th e c r o s s s ig n when i t was u sed in an o a th .

In

th e second KCA o a th , th e s ig n was m arked w ith a bru sh made
Ir o n th e "m ugore" p l a n t .

B u t in th e f i r s t

au Mau o a th ,

i t was marked ’e y th e a d n i n i s t r a t o r w ith h i s f i n g e r .
Wo saw' in th e l a s t chapter t h a t th e c r o s s s ig n was marked
-•

a s a c o n c lu s io n o f vth e ceremony in t h e second KCA o a th .
B u t in th e f i r s t i iw ; an o a th , th e c r o s s s ig n was a t tim e s
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used as a symbol of initiation into the movement.

It was

used to signify that the person had gone through all the
rituals.

Small children who coula not go through tne

whole oathing ceremony were marked with the cross sign
alone as an indication that they too were members of the
movement.

Sleeping children were also similarly marked.

others who took the oath when they were pregnant had the
cross sign marked on tneir naked stomachs as a sign that
even the unborn ones had been oathed.

As explained in the

last chapter, the sign used in tne oaths was not meant to
signify a Christian symbol but; a trauitional

vikuyu symbol.

In the ilau ’lau movement, it was used in the oaths as a
sign of 'initiation.

This will be elaborated in the last

chapter.
The method of swearing in tne first Mau ihau oath
v/as very much similar to that of iXA and traditional oaths.
But in the Mau Mau oath, the vows were strictly seven.
The vows in the first Mau Ilau oat.i show Unit

the recipient

of the oath \vas expected to ho a supporter of the movement.
The vows in tne oath also show that the recipient diu not
qualify as a fighter after taking this oatn.

he could not

perform harmful acts in tne name of the movement.
first oatn made
ment .

The

a person a passive supporter of the move

The vows also prohibited him from revealing the

secrets of tne movement.

In the second ’lau "au oath, the

vows were intended to make the recipient a committed
fighter who could be sent anywhere to do anything for the
sake of the movement.
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A Variation of tlio First Man Fau Path
When the state of emergency was declared in 1952,
many people wore arrested and imprisoned.

fJome of those

who went to prison had not taken the first Mau Mau oath.
It was found hard for the people who had taken the oath
to identify such unoathed people and to give them the oath
of unity in jail.

The oath that was given in jails was

a simple variation of the first Ilau ilau oath.

One person

described the jail form of the oath as follows:
In jail, we had a secret committee in each
dormitory.

It was the work of this committee

to interview each newcomer and to know whether
he had taken the oath or not.

If he had not,

he was made to take the oath.

The interview

started with the question,

"who are you"?

Those who had taken the oath normally replied
correctly,

"I am a Kikuyu Karing'a, and I was

circumcised in the home of such and such an
elder."

Those who had not taken the oath

replied by giving their actual names.
In this oath, we used the beef which we were
given to cook for our food.

If food was

cooked for us, we refused to eat it so that
we would be allowed to cook for ourselves.
.We mixed the beef with soil, milk and other
foods as wall as wild fruits like the brambles.
These comprised the contents of the■ oath.

We

put the contents into carefully prepared banana
barks which were dry.
arena for the oath.

There mao no actual
The same contents were

used to oathe the people in all the dormitories.
The vows in our oath were similar- to those of
the Mau llau oath»
wa ng'ombe", i.e.

We called the oath "muuma
'oath of beef.

o U
■>

^ J

It is clear from the above description that the oath arose
out of the need to oatlie people ia jails where the actual
contents of the first Mau Mau oath were not available and
whore there was no security.

Another informant explained

the reason for the oata as follows:
We gave the oath in jails so as to obey the
vows with which we had sworn in the "B Batuni"
oath to the effect that ”we shall never eat,
or stay together, with a person who has not
taken the oath. ' The oath that we gave in
jail freed us from the above curse and also
united us al'l together.

B u t we gave

them the

oath in jails with the hope that we shall
give them the proper oath when our jail terms
ended.

All those who left jail early were

served with Letters to take to their local
oatiiing centres.

In the letters, we requested

local administrators to give them a proper
oath.
It should however be stated here that few people
went to jail without having taken the first Mau Mau oath.
Also, lev/ people,
and survived.

.if any, refused to take the oath in jail

Those who refused to take it wore killed

on the same night secretly.
blankets until he died.

A uan was chocked with raany

At such times, all the people

in the halls would sing loudly so that the guards outside
would not detect what was happening.
covered carefully in his bed.

The victim vas then

It was hard to detect the

killer because the corpse had no narks on it.
Oath C leansing Ceremonies
The first Mau Mau oath leaked to the government at
an early period and the government adopted strong measures
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to overcome the effects of the oath on the people.

In

the government circles, there was a clear understanding
that the oaths used by the liau iiau were considered by
many people as highly ceremonial.

Tnc measures that the

government adopted v/ere based on advices of people like
L.3.I3. Leakey who was regarded as an expert in native
Affairs,

he suggested to the government that the oaths

could only be overcome by performing cleansing ceremonies
ou tne oathed persons.
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Leakey also suggested that the

Christian churches' be used to persuade the people to ac
cept Christianity on the basis that this would free them
from the effects of the oaths they had taken.
In lino with these advices, the government also
started to use traditional cursing ceremonies in which a
"thenge" was beaten in a ceremony of cursing the Mau Mau.
It should be noted here taut though we have few details of
those ceremonies, nonetheless we are able to understand
through them that the government was aware that traditional
kikuyu ceremonies were still adhered to by the L’ikuyu, at
the time of the Liau Mau movement.
./nilc tnc government was conducting cleansing cere
monies, tie churches wore preaching to all its members who
were suspected of having taken tne

au hau oaths.

Wanyoike

records a declaration of loyalty which was recited in the
church as follows:
1 .... declare before God and theca people:

I

whole heartedly say that I shall never have
any connection with the liau. liau or any other
association which may be ajainct Her Majesty's
Government and the good order of the country3

or which may stand against the country.

I

shall remain true to this declaration and
\pray that Cod may help me to maintain it. ^
Many ol the people who were arrested tor being Mau
Mau refused to reveal the Mau Mau oaths because they feared
the effects of the oath, and because they also feared that
they would be killed by the Mau Mau.

The government held

cleansing ceremonies on all w h o refused to reveal the oaths
for fear of its effect.

It will be seen here that the

people's response to these ceremonies differed.
The cleansing ceremonies were conducted by the
traditional Mikuyu diviner-doctors whom the government
employed for that work.
Majesty's Witchdoctors.'

They acquired the name 'On ller
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but due to their activities

against Mau Mau, these traditional diviner-doctors bocame
one target of the Mau Mau.
confiscated at that time.

Many ha 1 tnoir tools of work
Tnoir traditional services

were proniuited by the Mau Man in the rural areas.

But

there were some traditional uiviner-doctors who remained
loyal to tne movement,
forest to

ouch loyal ones were used in the

*urify tho Mau Mau from*any "thahu" they may

have received and were also used as officiators in some
ceremonies. '''

Otuers wore used to .jIo s s the hideouts

whore some fighters lodged, aril oven to supply some fighters
bl
witii pr>L»otivo charms.*

But on Hi > whole,

there was a

decrease in tuo traditional practices.of tho divinor-doctors
during tiro ilau Mau war.

In their place, a class of seers

and propnets arose, whose roio in tho Ilau Mau war was
paramount.

Prophecy in tho Man

au movement is a strong

religious aspect, but we cannot go deep into it here for
lack of space.
Examples of oathcleausing ceremonies are hard to
come across because most people who were cleansed cannot
freely admit that they were cleansed.

Yfachanga has, how-
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ever, given us one example in brief.' "

he records simply

that the ceremony was conducted by the traditional Kikuyu
diviner-doctors and that the diviner-doctors used their
traditional tools of work to do so (tniauo).

They also

used cleansing water which was extracted from herbs like
arrowroots and contained in loaves of bananas.

The diviner-

doctor told the person who was being cleansed that if he
had taken a Mau Mau oath, the oath would go out of his
'mind and out of his 'heart*.

The diviner-doctor then

asked the cleansed person to confess the oath.
People reacted differently to both the Christian
and the traditional methods of cleansing that wore used.
Some of the people refused to be cleansed at all.
refused to reveal the oaths.
and even to reveal the oaths.

Others

Others agreed to be purified
Others still agreed to be

purified., but they refused to reveal the oaths correctly.
As one informant declared, "The confessions were not correct.
We had our own appointed teachers v/iio showed the local
women what to say if they were ashed to reveal the oaths."
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karar.i himself admits that when no was arrested, he v;as not
cleansed, and that instead, he swore with the Bible as a
Christian,

that lie was not a Mau Man. 'J*

dome of the people

who were cleansed remained loyal to tue movement. 5 5
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We then note that the measures which were taken
were not completely successful in making the people reveal
the oaths.

Another author has commented in general on

the futility of some of the cleansing ceremonies, with
reference to both the traditional and the Mau Mau oaths:
Once taken3 it followed that an oath was
irrevocable.

There was no possibility of

mental reservation or

'de-oathincj' ceremonies3

the only effect of which was to confuse the
people with one further variety of fear.
Certainly3 few felt that the ceremonies ab
solved them and their families from the
evils to follow the renunciatioji of their
50
original oath.
It should also be noted that whereas some people revealed
the oaths just to escape government punishment, others
revealed with the belief that Jesus could overcome all
guilt.
It should be made clear here that those who agreed
to be purified and to confess the oaths correctly endangered
their lives for they were hunted down by the Mau Mau.

If

they were caught, attempts were made to give them another
oath, but this time, they were oatlied with a different
variation of the same oath that they had confessed.

In

the now version of the oath, more vows and more paraphernalia
were included.

In the new version of tne oath, for example,

a person was made to swear to the effect that he would
never lie cleansed again.

If a cleansed person, however,

refused to take another oath, lie was killed by the Mau Mau.
On the other hand, the government either killed or im
prisoned some of the people who refused to reveal the oaths.
The safest way was for a person to agree to reveal the oath
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but instead, do it incorrectly.

It was, however, hard

for a person to conceal his cleansing because cleansing
ceremonies took place in public and in broad daylight.
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The above efforts by both government and the
churches in an attempt to defeat the Mau Mau movement
bad several major repercussions for the movement.

We

note that it was partly due to these measures that the
Mau J.'au movement involved itself with some atrocious
activities directed to the people who obeyed the govern
ment measures against the oath.

Come effects of the

cleansing and confession ceremonies will be briefly out
lined below.
First, the Mau Mau felt a need to warn all those
people who bad confessed the oaths, as well as all those
who had become loyalists.

The warning was in form of a

curse which was conducted in the nature of the traditional
cursing ceremony cited in chapter three.

Eut instead of

beating the "tJienge" in the process of cursing, the Mau
Mau mutilated an animal like a deg or cat and hurg it on
trees or posts where the enemy cr victim would easily see
it.

Here below is a description of such a practice:
l/o decided to

’boat the "thenge" against all

those people who had confessed our secrets to
the gooernment.

Each Mau Mau leader of a

ridge was sent to go and kill a oat or a dog3
which we referred to as "thenge" in the cere
mony , and to mount it hy hanging it on a tall
pest.

The animal was also mainly an a-nimal

of ill luck in our society.

More than one

animal could he hung on the same post.

At-

tached to the. same post was a warning written
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in big red letters to the effect that, "whoever
is goingrround preaching that we have a plan
of freeing our country from slavery by chas
ing away or killing the white man; and in
so doing degrading and endangering our move
ment of unity3 may this "thenge" kill him.
May he also know that we know mho he is and
58
that we are able to kill him.
From the above example,

it is easy to understand

why many of the people who revealed Mau Mau oaths turned
to the government for protection,

and in so doing, became

the famous loyalists.(kamatimu).

People did not stop re

vealing the oaths however despite warnings of the above
nature.
another effect of the government measures was
that the Mau Mau completely lost hope of ever achieving
their goal in a kind of a coup d e 1 etat.

They started

to think more in terms of a long term war.

This in turn

led to the need for oathing more people with the oath of
war, the "B Batuni oath".

Prior to the oath cleansings,

only few people had taken this second oath.
confessions nad increased,

After public

it was felt that a large mili

tary force was required, and the oath of recruitment was
hence accelerated.

Many restrictions which had been

placed on the second oath were removed.

Further, new

versions of tno confessed oaths were devised, and the
confessed people were re-oathed.
Finally,

the confessions of the first Mau Mau oath

accelerated the formation of groups that became a very
important feature of the Mau Mau movement.

All those people
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who were mentioned to the government in connection with
the giving or taking of oaths started to hide in the local
bushes during the day and only return to their homes in
the nights.

They returned home at nights so as to oathe

more people. While in the local bushes, they started to train
themselves on the conduct of guerilla warfare.

When the

government started,hunting them down, they retreated away
from the local bushes and started entering the forests.
Some of the earliest forest entrants included the two
famous ilau Man leaders, Kimathi and Mathenge.

The forest

entrants started spending more and more of their times in
the forests, only coming to the reserves to collect food
and other necessities.
forest fighters.

These people became the true

But others continued to hide in the

local bushes as well as in marshy swamps.
the 'hiders', called "komerera".

These became

Both of the above groups

depended very much on the support of the rural masses,
food and other essentials.

for

These rural masses, compris

ing mainly of children and women, constituted the 'Pas
sive Wing System'.

However, the formation of these groups

was more complicated than this,
With the spread of the first nau Mau oath, Llau
Mau as a movement acquired a mass following, achieving
a greater unity than had ever been achieved by any other
political association in Colonial Kenya.

Once war was

eminent, the oath of war, which had for some time co
existed with the oath of unity, was given to more people.
To this second oath we now turn.
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CHAPTi1

THE SECOND MAJ MAU OATH:

VI

"B BATUMI" OH "NGERO OATH''

Research findings reveal that the second Mau Mau
oath started much earlier than the date recorded by some
authors.

George Dolf dates the oath in the middle of

1952, just before the arrest of some KAU leaders like
Kenyatta.^

Rosberg and Nottingham also record that the

oath was brought into Kiambu in the middle of 1952, "by
the dispossessed of the Rift Valley",

and the two authors

2

saw some relationship between the occurence of the Lari
3
massacre and the start of the "B Batuni" oath.
Rosberg

and Nottingham partly attribute the start of the oath to
the people who came back to Kikuyuland from the Rift Valley.
Most of these people had come from the Oleuguruone Settlement.
But although the Olenguruone people may have had a hand in
the starting of the oath, nonetheless they were not the
actual fornmlators and administrators of that oath.

This

view is supported by various reasons.
First, if we argue that the Rift Valley people
started the oath on their arrival from the Rift Valley,
then it means that the oath started much earlier than 1952,
because the people started to come back home as early as
1940.

Secondly, we saw in the last chapter that the

Olenguruone people did not have an oath of war like "B
Batuni", and that what they had was an oath of unity and
loyalty.

The Olenguruone oath was much similar to both the

second KCA oath and the first Mau Mau oath.

It is hardly

likely then that these people were the originators of the
second Mau Mau oath as has been suggested by Rosberg and
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Nottingham.
An earlier date for the second Mau Mail oath is most
likely in view of the fact that by 1952, many people had
entered into the forest as fighters and they had already
taken the "B Batuni" oath.

By 1952, the "B Batuni" oath

had been opened to the public.

But the Mau Mau leaders,

especially those of KAU and KCA, had taken the oath much
earlier.
Oral evidence supports the idea that the oath was
in existence since 1948, and that before 1950, the oath
was only being given to a few people, mainly leaders who
were expected to recruit the fighters.

Also, many Mau

Mau claim that they took the oath much earlier than 1952.
Njorogo Kagunda claims he took the oath in 1348, Muchunu
Gachuki took it in 1949, while Kimathi, his wife, and
4
General Mathenge had all taken the oath by 1950.
The
above information is correct if we consider the fact that
Njoroge himself was arrested and detained as an agitator
at the end of 1948 and by then ho had already taken the
second Mau Mau oath.

Secondly, we found out in chapter

two that the name Mau Mau was started due to the ovidence
that was related to the "B Batuni" oath ceremony, and we
saw that this particular ceremony had taken place in about
1943.

Wo should note further that before 1950, the oath

was in existence, and at that time, the .oath was only be
ing given to those selected people who were expected to
carry out grievous harm (ngero) and disasters upon the
white men.

This was one initial aim of the oath.

In

other words, all those people who were expected to take
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part in the 'coup d e ' etat' on the 'Day of Long Swords',
had been given the "B Batuni" oath.
to strengthen their commitment

The oath was intended

to the struggle.

It can

then be concluded that the second Mau Mau oath was most
probably in use by 1948, but that it became an oath of
many people in 1950 when the decision of a war was taken
by the Mau Mau leaders, after they found out that the
target of a one day 'coup' had been discovered by the govern
ment.

It was the failure of this target that led the Mau

Mau to decide on a long war and to give the oath of war to
many more people.
The "B Batuni" oath was an oath of war, and was only
given to those people who could fight.

The oath was at

first given to all those people who had contacts with the
whites, including the clerks, cooks,
other employees.

farm labourers and

The idea was that these people would

massacre as many whites as possible in a single coup.

All

the people who took this oath were permitted to perform
aggressive acts and to effect grievous harm (ngero) upon
the enemy, hence the oath was also called "ngero oath".
Do person who had not taken this oath was allowed to per
form these "ngero" in the name of the liberation movement.
But we should note here that after 1950, the oath
was also given to all those peoplo who wore expected to
enter the forest as fighters.

The oath became one of

recruiting forest fighters, and no person was allowed to
enter the forest or to engage in the war in any way if he
had not taken this oath.

Further, all those people whom

the foies t fighters had contacts with at home were also
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oathcd,

including food suppliers and porters.

In the

early years of the war, the oath was only given to those
pco'le who could fight, and these were between twenty
and thirty years of age.
not expected to fight.

Younger and older people were
No two brothers were allowed to

enter the forest together.

Lat^r on, however, when more

fighters were needed, and when dangers of staying in the
reserves increased, these restrictions were dropped.

Older

men and even young boys wore allowed to .join the forest,
fighters, and they were given the "B Batuni" oath.
The need for more fighters was at one time so
acute that the Pan Mau even asked local loaders to cir
cumcise young boys an.I send them into the forest.

As one

person explained,"
r We

measured the height of the hoys with a

rifle.

If he was as tall as the rifle, we

sent him for eireumeision after which he
took the llau. Man oath of war and entered the
forest.

No uncircumcised person could be

allowed into the forest.

All the persons

who got circumcised at this time acquired
the
(T he

agegrade name of 'Riika liia Rifle
Rifle Agegrade).

rJ
~
.he
name that was used-for the oath in the forest
The
was "inuuma
luuma wa a
ageri ngero",

(oath for the people who woul

per form
rti ac.ts
acts of grievous harm).

7amr»eya calls it the 'oa

of the■ 'perpetrators
perpetra
of crime', ' but the word crime Ls not
the

tran si:
ett translation
of "nm»ro".

In this study, "ngero"

u translated
transi
•eu
as 'grievous harm', which also is a
has bee
'e.i1
vor y wo
’;. translation.
trans

For the Mail Mnu,

"ngero" included

l11 the act!vit
activities that were performed against the enemy,
all

including killing.

But mainly in the rural areas, the

namo used for the oath was "B Batuni".

"Batuni" was the

Kikuyu version of the word 'platoon', or 'Batallion'.
The letter 'B' was inserted in the name to signify that
this oath was the second Mau Mau oath, hence the first
7

oath could be called 'A'.

Those who took the second

Mau Mau oath were first required to have taken the first
oath.
The "B Batuni" oath was in fact the oath that
greatly helped to recruit and to organise fighting batallions in the Mau Mau war.

It was this oath that was being

taken in the ceremony from which the name Mau Mau was
coined.

It was the highest form of Mau Mau oaths, as one

informant explained:
"B Batuni" came to mean Mau Mau and Mau Mau
was defined in terms of the oath.

No person

was allowed to perform the acts that Mau Mau
performed,if he had not taken the oath.

And

we had sworn to the effect that we would kill
all those people who had taken this oath, and
yet refused to perform the aoto that we planned.
The oath was therefore regarded as a strong measure
of initiating and recruiting the fighters.

In the cere

mony, the function of the oath was emphasized by the very
first statement which the oath administrator uttered to
the recipient of the oath, i.e. "Uratonya B Batuni, kiama
kia ageri ngero" (You are now entering "B Batuni", the
council of the people whose work is to perform acts of
grievous harm).
The actual arena where the oath ceremony took place
was called "kiambo",

(set up).

The arena was constructed
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in the same manner as that of the first Mau Mau oath.
But at most ceremonies of the "B Batuni" oath, the lines
of intestines that were present at the arena of the first
oath were excluded, and in their place, strips of goat
skin ( called "ngwaro") were used.

The strips were used

to surround the arena and they were also tied loosely
around each oath taker from his waist to his neck.

The

strips were also spread across the roof of the arena so
that they made part of the network of the roofing materials.
The strips were also connected to the materials that made
part of the arch at the entrance of the arena.
The arch that was used in this ceremony was similar to
the one that was used in the first oath.
again here that the people who
people who

It should be stated

took this second oath were

had taken the first oath, and in most cases, they

knew that they were going to take another aoth.

Most people

did not know that they were going to take an oath when they
were called to take the first Mau Mau oath as we have seen
in the last chapter.

However, those people who were called

to take the first Mau Mau oath later on during the war had
a rough idea that they were going to take the oath.
people had heard through rumours about the oaths.
person who

Such
To a

had not heard about the oaths before, the sight

of the nrch at

the entrance to the arena was terrifying.

In most cases, the animal that was used for the cere
mony in the second Mau Mau oath was the "thenge".

No

colour was discriminated against, as in traditional Kikuyu
ceremonies in which only an animal of one colour could be
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used.

In some Mau Mau oath ceremonies, however, a ram was

referred to as "thence".

Whichever of the two animals

was used, it had to be mature and healthy, and it had to
be a male.
The animal was slaughtered at some distance
from the site chosen for the arena.

away

It was slaughtered

by elders who had a standing experience in slaughtering.
Blood from the animal was collected in a half calabash.
The skin of the goat was cut into strips,

(ngwaro).

chest meat of the goat was carefully removed.

The

The "ngata"

of the goat as well as its eyes were also removed.

The

rest of tue moat was oaten on the spot.
It should bo understood here that the chest meat
referred to above (nyaina ya githuri) was of some special
significance to the ceremony.

The meat v;a3 a thin strip

whose upper part consisted of the tongue of the goat.
The strip ran down the front side of the goat.
muscles did not form part of the chest meat.

The neck
The meat ran

down and broadened at the chest of the goat where it in
cluded strips of meat from the two 'shoulders' of the goat.
The stomach muscles of the goat were not included, but the
muscle just outside tho stomach wall was included.
bono was included in the moat.

No

Then the strip was removed

as far down as tho goats' testicles which formed the
lowest part of the meat.
ferred to as 'chest moat'.

The whole piece of meat was re
At times the strip of meat

used was narrower than the one described above, especially
if the meat had been used for many ceremonies,
case it had shrunk.

in which
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A hole was made at the lower part of the meat, just
above the goat's testicles.

The person taking the oath

fixed his penis into this hole so that the goat's testi
cles fell downwards just on top of his own.

Then the man

held the rest of the meat on the front part of his body
up to the neck with the shoulder strips of the meat hang
ing back over his shoulders in such a way that he seemed
to 'wear' the strip of meat.

After the recipient of the

oath had put on the strip of meat to swear with, he was
warned by the oath administrator to the effect that, "You
are now entering "B Batuni", the council of the people who
perform acts of grievous harm".

A cross sign was then

marked on his face by the oath administrator who used a
"mugere" brush and the contents in the half calabash.
Various types of Kikuyu foods made part of the contents
in the half calabash.

After putting on the chest meat,

the recipient of the oath, now at the centre of the arena,
was made to sit on a stool, with his legs wide apart.

He

was naked, and he faced in the direction of Mount Kenya.
In describing the chest meat, Wamweya states that he was
"handed a strip of meat two feet in length and two inches
9

in breadth with a slit near the lower end."
In swearing, a man bit at the part of the chest
meat just next to his mouth, and this is the part of the
goat which the Kikuyu refer to as "ikengeto".
fatty piece of meat.

It is a

For each vow a person swore with, he

bit the moat once, chewed it and swallowed.
pointed out here that in an oath ceremony,

It should be
all the reci

pients of the oath used the same chest meat, because each
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person took the oath alone.
When women were taking the above oath, a similar
chest meat v/as used,

But the meat that the women used had

two more holes made on the upper part of it in such a
way that a woman fixed her breasts into these holes.

The

lower part of the meat was passed between her feet such
that she sat on part of the neat when taking the oath.
When women were taking the oath, the person who administered
the oath v/as a man, but the guards were mainly women.
Some of the contents which were put into a half
calabash were also used in the ceremony.

The contents were

placed on the front right side of the oath taker, but with
in reach of his right hand.

In the half calabash,

the

basic foods of the Kikuyu, including blood, milk, roots
and cereals were mixed together to form a reddish brown
mixture.

As one informant argued, the foods that the

Kikuyu had not been using were not included here because
"other peoples'

foods would not have been effective for

we did not believe that they would affect us if we swore
with them.

We used the foods that our people had eaten

for long and which they continued to eat." ®
It was the contents in the half calabash that the
oath taker stirred seven times for each vow.

Ho concluded

the vow by sipping some of the contents from a "mugere"
stick which he wa3 using for stirring.

This was not the

case in tne first Mau Mau oath whereby those who took the
oath sipped the contents from the stick which was held by
the administrator.

After a person had used the chest meat

and the half calabash contents in swearing, he then turned
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to the "ngata" of the goat.
As it was mentioned in chapter three, the "ngata"
is a small roundish bone at the back of the neck.
runs through its centre.

A hole

The head of the goat was first

removed before the bone could be removed.

In the cere

mony, the bone was placed on two pegs infront of the
oath taker.

It was tied to the two sticks in a slanting

position such that the hole faced the oath taker.

In

swearing, a person pased a "mugere" sticii through the nole
of the ”ngata" and he aid this seven times for each vow,
such that the end of the vow coincided with the seventh
time in which the "mugere" stick was passed through the
"ngata".

A different "mugere" stick was used for each

vow, and each stick was pushed through to tne other side
of the hole at the end of the vow.

nowevor, cases have

been reported of some oath administrators wno made the oath
recipients to place their penis in tne hole of tne "ngata"
when swearing, but such cases v/ere r a r e . ^

After a per

son had used the "ngata" in swearing, ue turned to tne
eye of the goat.
The goat's eyo was placed near the "ngata" and
was mounted on a sharp stick which was planted on tne
grouna.

In swearing with tne eye of the goat, tne oath

taker used seven sharp thorns made from "mugere" sticks.
With each vow concluded,

the oath taker pricked tne eye

of the gout once, and ne did this slightly so as not to
Pierce the eye completely.
took another one.

he put aside the thorn and

lie repeated the process for six vows.
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But with the conclusion o£ the seventh and last vow, ho
pierced through the eye and concluded all the vows with
a final cursing statement,

"Hay this oath kill me.

If I

disobey these vows, may I be pierced like this (ndiroturika
uu)".
There is no reason to doubt tiiat more symbols and
rituals were used in this oath, like those in the oath
that Garnett records.

12

Gut the chest meat, the half

calabash contents, the "ngata" and tao eye of the goat
were the most commonly used symbols in the "B 3atuni" oath.
In concluding the ceremony, the administrator took a
"mugere" stick, stirred tne contents in the half calaoash
with it, and marked a cross sign on the forehead of the
oath taker.

he also uttered blessings to the oath taker,

to the effect that he snould remain a brave warrior.

He

also cursed the oath taker in case he contravened the vows
he had sworn in.
The vows in the "B Batuni" oath were repeated
after tne oath administrator.

The administrator started

the ceremony by warning the recipient that he was entering
the council of those people whose work was to perform acts
of grievous harm (lciama kia agori ngero).

The administrator

then directed the oath taker to swear to tne effect that
he would speak the truth before God and before the con
gregation ox the movement (muiugi).

The person v/as then

made to swear with the vows recorded below.

It should be

remembered tiiat each time the oatu taker swore witii a dif
ferent symbol, he repeated the same v o w s .^
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1.

He swore never to reveal the secrets of the
oath to any person, never to reveal any
secrets of the movement, or reveal any
activities performed by the members of the
movement.

2.

He swore never to refuse to go whenever he
would be sent to perform any activity.

He

swore that he would rather die than fail to
strike a target that was within reach,

lie

swore to the effect that "If we decide to
kill so and so, such that each one of us
will carry a part of the victims body for
burial,

I shall not hesitate to do so.

If

I ever see the enemy and save its life or
if I refuse to say that I have seen such a
person, may this oatn kill me."
3.

The person swore never to refuse to respond
if he was called, either in tiie daytime or at
night.

lie swore never to refuse to answer

a call, even if he had a corpse which he was
preparing to bury at home.
4.

He swore that after performing an activity
for which he had been sent, he would toll
no one about the act, except the council
that had sent him.

He would only say to them,

"the work is finished."
b.

The person swore never to call anything his
own during the war.

he swore that he v/ouid

consider and respect all properties as be
longing to the whole movement.

He swore

never to steal from any other member and ho
also promised to use only the things ho
needed as a fighter.
o.

no swore tiiat he would never leave behind
any gun or ammunitions which he would come

across, and that he would take the greatest
care for the weapons he possessed.
7.

He swore never to have contacts with the
enemy e.g. inter-marriage.

('Ihis vow later

on developed to one v/hich was directed
against the homeguards.

The Mau Mau had

declared that they would never inter-marry
with the families of homeguards and that they
would never take food together with them or
associate with them in any way).
Each of the above vows was concluded with the selfcursing statement to the effect that,

"May this "thenge"

kill me, inay this oath kill me, may Ngai kill me."
vows in this oath were also strictly

The

seven, but in later

versions of the same oath, we find evidence of the pre
sence of more than seven vows.
Fevcral points should be noted in reference to the
ceremony of the second Mau Mau oath.

First it was com

pulsory that the recipient of the oath took it when he was
naked.

Various reasons have been given as to why it was

necessary that people took the oath when naked, consider
ing the fact that the Kikuyu regard it as greatly shameful
for anybody to reveal his or her sex organs.

Among the

Kikuyu, tl.e members of the "Litliaga" clan performed
cursing ceremonies when naked.
the "git hath!" stone was used
three.

It vas

of the curse.

One such ceremony,

in which

was described in chapter

believed that nakedness increased the effect
As for nakedness in the second Mau Mau oath,

one informant explained t h a t :
Our nakedness during the ceremony was a sign
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that we were completely committed to the task
that was before us.

We cursed ourselves in

the ceremony and we emphasized our readiness
to die other than break the■vows.

Swearing

and cursing oneself when naked was the highest
form of oath that we could take.

We had

placed all jokes and all respect aside and we
were all ready to fight and to obey the vows

14

we took.

Another informant argued that it was necessary that
people took the oath when naked because the chest meat used
in the ceremony was raw and had blood.

15

In this sense,

nakedness in the ceremony was intended to be a security
measure because if a person took the oath with his clothes
on, the clothes would be soiled with blood.

The same

informant also gave the reason that nakedness in the cere
mony was necessitated further by the fact that a man was
required to place his penis in the hole on the lower part
of the meat while a woman v/as required to place her breasts
in the two holes on the upper part of the m e a t .

This would

not have been possible if the oath taker had the clothes
on,

finally, another informant also gave the reason that,

"we tried our best to see that no uncircumcised person
entered the war because we expected an uncircumcised per
son to be irresponsible and cowardly.

In the ceremony of

the "B Batuni" oath, we checked whether a person was circutncised or not."

XG

It was

for

these reasons that the

oatii was taken naked,
A second comment to be made here is that the second
Mau Mau oath differed in various ways from the first Mau
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Mau oath.

Unlike the first oath, the above oath had vows

that were militant.

The vows in the above oath talked

about damages and other atrocious acts to be performed by
the oathed.

The first oath had no such militant vows.

The second oath was taken by people when they were naked
unlike the first oath where the swearing person only re
moved the metallic objects that he had on him.
Unlike the first oath also, the second oath contained
a long strip of the chest meat of the goat.

The first

oath contained only a small piece of that meat, which was
held by the oath taker with his hand.

There were also

more contents in the second oath than in the first.

There

was the "ngata" of the goat, as well as the eyes and the
skin strips of the same goat.

Further, the second oath

was only taken mainly by the people wbo were actually in
volved in the war while the first oath was taken by all
people.

The first oath made a person a member of the

movement, while the Second oath qualified the person as
a fighter.

The first oath was given to many people at

a time, In which caoo a longer trough was necessary, while
the second oath was given to one person at a time, in which
case the contents were put into a half calabash.
As shown here below, the second Mau Mau oath had
many variations during the Mau Mau movement.

In these

variations, more vows were added, and in some cases, more
symbols and rituals.

The new versions of the oath were

given to persons who were assigned new tasks and responsi
bilities during the war.

With each new responsibility he

got, a person was required to take the second oath again

and to swear that ho would perform his new duties.

Also,

new versions of the same oath appeared at the time of the
war as a resxilt of oath confessions.

A quick look at

some of these Variations will help us to understand why
it was necessary for a person to take the oath again.
Variations of the 'B LSatuni1 Oath
In the last chapter, it was exxxlained that the
confusion as to the number of Mau Mau oaths that were
there can be cleared if we understand that Mau Mau oaths
were basically txvo and that there were variations of each
oath.

In the "B Batuni" oath, some of the variations in

cluded the "pot-oath", the oath for initiating oath ad
ministrators,
duty.

the leaders' oath, and the general oath of

The first two examples v/ill be elaborated here.

The Pot O at h (Mu unia v/a Nyungu)
The Mau Mau 'pot-oath' can be looked at in line
with some of the traditional Kikuyu practices related to
pots.

In traditional Kikuyu society, the pot was used by

women as a symbol with which they cursed tueir victims.

17

The victims she cursed v/ero the people who might have
angered her.

If. a woman was badly treated by her husband,

and that woman knew that the husband was wrong, she per
severed for quite a tine to g o o if the hujbund would
improve.

Guch mistreatments included abuses and beatings.

The wives who mainly suffered such ill-treatments were
the barren ones, arid in many cases,

the husbands mistreated

them so that they might return to their families.

In her

defence, such a woman cursed her husband in his presence
and she used the pot as a symbol in so doing.

Widows
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also did the same thing if they were angered by unknown
persons.

If a widow found out that her crops in the

garden had been stolen, or if she had an enemy in the
society, she cursed him in the same manner.
In performing the curse, a woman deliberately drop
ped a cooking pot and brohe it, at the same time uttering
curses to her victim to the effect that, "’•ay this pot
loathe you (ungirorio ni ino)."

The pot here was syn’xd.ic

of the foods that were cooked in it.

by using a pot in

the curse as a symbol, a woman cursed the man with all the
foods that the pot cooked.

IB

In the case of the wanan who cursed her husband in
his presence, it was so serious a curse that the husband
was obliged to purify the whole family ceremoniously
(ndahikio), to avert the

consequences of the "thahu" that

would follow fran the breaking of the pot by the woman.
'■ho fear of such

a curse led many men to avoid provoking

their wives to extremes,

the "thahu" that resulted when

a not was broken was also emphasized in traditional Kikuyu
practice which required

that if a pot broke when a woman

was mashing food in it, all the food, and pot had to be
thrown away from the homestead.

It was "thahu" for

a no I break in this manner and it was holioved that
this "thahu" would affect I’o p op In if they ate the food
that was cooked in such a pot.

lb

It must he ’opt in mind here that the cooking pot
was considered as a highly important object in traditional
Kikuyu society, especially to wemen who used it daily.
It was such a. pot which was adopted as a symbol in
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giving women an oath which was a variation of the "B
Batuni" oath.

One informant explained how she took the

oath:
I was asked to sit on a small pot that was
turned upside down.

I was naked.

A string

from the "mugere" shrub was tied around my
waist.

I was made to insert the lower end

of the chest meat string into my vagina
while ,ny breasts were inserted into the two
Holes on the upper end of the meat.

I was

first made to swear when biting this meat.
The oath administrator was a man and he had
a stick (muiko) which he held with his right
hand.

I also held the same stick with my

right hand.

With this stick, we both stirred

some oath contents which were put into
another pot on the ground between us.

In

the pot were foods, including meat, milk
and the blood of a goat.

I was also asked

to swear when sipping some of these con
tents from the stick.

There were similar

vows to those I had taken in the "B Batuni"
+ 7 20
oatn.
The informant explained further that the oath was
given in her home area because some people had confessed
the original oath of "R Batuni’1.

If a new version of the

oath was not given, some of the people who had taken the
confessed oath, or who had witnessed the confessions
would have slackened in their loyalty to the movement.
As another informant explained:
The oath started late during the Man Mau move
ment, and it was a result of many confessions
of the original oath.

The oath mainly spread

in rural areas where most oath confessions
and oath cleansing ceremonies were taking
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place.

The pot was used in the oath because

most of the people who were in rural areas
were women,
them.

a n d t h e p o t wa3 o f d a i l y

use

to

Using the traditional basic foods and

using the pot that cooked those food3 made
such an oath appear horrible to women.
of ally

Most

they feared breaking the oath b e c a u s e

the act of sitting on a pot as they did in the
21
ceremony was believed to result in "thahu".
In elaborating the significance of the oath, and
the reason as to why men did not take this oath, the same
informant explained that:
Only women took this oath.

The oath had a

chest meat alright, but the "ngata" and the
eyes which were in the original "B Batuni"
were not here.

There was a pot in this oath

which was not there in the initial oath of
"B Batuni".

The pot which was used in this

oath was the small pot which the Kikuyu call
’’nduma tuimwo", meaning "The pot that does
not allow us to be given food."

Among the

Kikuyu, this pot was used only to cook small
amounts of food on the side of the main fire,
even when a big pot was on the firestones.
If a person visited a home and the woman in
the home wanted to explain to the visitor that
there was no food, she simply commented, "In
this house, we only cooked with the pot of
"nduma tuimwo".
Men did not feed on the food that wa3 cooked
in this small pot, for this was considered
"thahu'’.

Only women and children ate the

food cooked in it.

This was partly the

reason why the pot was used in a w o m e n ’s
oath.

Pp

In commenting on the oath above, we need to note the fact

that the oath was a "13 Catuni" oath although it had
variations.

There was no arch in this ceremony.

Persons

who took this oath had already taken the original oath
of "B . atuni".

Further, the oath arose as a result of

cleansing and confession ceremonies in which the original
oath was revealed.

The oath was also given to some of

the people who had confessed the original oath, and in
the new version,

they were made to swear that they would

never confess the oath again.

The basic aim of the oath
*

was the same as that of the original oath.

It was in

tended to foster commitment and loyalty to the movement,
and to ensure that the secrets of the movement were not
revealed.
Leader's Oath for Initiating Oath Administrators
A more elaborate form of the

"3

Latuni" oath was

given to a man who was being initiated as an oath adminis
trator.

The oath of initiation and the wnole ceremony

was either referred to as "ngunuro" meaning (ritual ini
tiation as that of a diviner-doctor), or "confirmation"
r>r>
i.e. 'laying on of hands'.'
The aim behind the whole
ceremony was to initiate the candidate so that he could
act as an oath administrator,
a "mindu mugo",

i-e was referred to as either

(diviner-doctor) or a "mubishobu", (Bishop).

A candidate for initiation was appointed by the
people in each particular locality, from among the well
respected nqn.

The candidate had to be well known and had

to be a person of certain qualities,
wise and strong,

i’e had to be brave,

lie had to be known as a trustworthy

person, with good speech and commanding voice.
have a strong heart and strong self discipline.

He had to
He had to
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be a person who could control his temper even on occasions
when killing a victim was necessary especially during
oathings.

lie had to be a person who could face repulsive

sights without nauseating.

Most important of all, he had

to be an older man born before 1930, and he was required
to be well versed in the traditions of his people.
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This

age limit was however lowered later when dangers increased
for the Mau Mau, and when it became necessary to have
younger administrators for oaths, who were capable of es
caping in case the arena where the ceremony was being
performed was attacked by the enemy.
The selected candidate was first handed over to
senior Kikuyu elders who spent several days with him.

They

taught him all the relevant Kikuyu customs and traditions
related to oath ceremonies.

From the elders, the candidate

was handed over to the Mau Mau local committee in each
particular area.

It was a committee made up of chosen Mau

Mau leaders in each area in the reserves, and their main
task was to co-ordinate between the forest fighters and
the 'rural area passive wing'.

It was the work of this

committee to recruit forest entrants and to organise all
oatliing ceremonies in the reserves.

The committee also

collected and sent to the forest all the things that the
forest fighters needed from the reserves.

The work of this

committee, however, became extremely difficult towards the
end of the war due to the government measures that were set
up to isolate the freedom fighters in the forest from the
rural masses.

It was to these committees that a candidate

for initiation as an oath administrator was sent uo that
the carmittee could know him and prepare him for the oath ceremony. They
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gave him more instructions and then they selected a team
of four traditional diviner-doctors who conducted the
ceremony.

Such diviner-doctors had been appointed at the

%start of the movement,

and their work was to travel from

one area to another, and to initiate all candidates who
had been prepared for initiation by the local Mau Mau
committees.
The main part of the initiation was in form of an
oath which was conducted in the manner of the "B Batuni"
oath.

The arena and the contents of this oath were the

same as those of the "B Batuni" oath described in the
early part of this chapter.

But this initiation oath dif

fered from the original "B Batuni" oath in that the ini
tiation oath contained more vows to be observed by the
initiated, more rules for him to observe, and more duties
for him to perform than was the case with the "B Batuni"
oath.

It should, however, be remembered that such a candi

date must have taken the first and the second Mau Mau oaths
before he could be initiated as an oath administrator.
The initiation oath also varied iron; the original
"B Eatuni" oath in that the animal used in the initiation
ceremony was chosen in accordance to Kikuyu traditional
practices related to sacrifices.

The animal had to be of

one colour and it had to be slaughtered in the traditional
manner of slaughtering sacrificial ai\imals.

Other animals

were however slaughtered in the initiation ceremony and
these were eaten by members of the local Mau. Mau committee
who witnessed the ceremony.

These other animals were
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slaughtered in tne normal manner.
Tne lour senior aivinor-doctors first collected
all the necessary plants and foods for the ceremony.

They

then prepared the arena for this ceremony, an arena that
was similar to that of the "B matuni"

oath.

During the

initiation ceremony, the four cluers surrounded the person
who was being initiated, and they pronounced the curses
which should befall him if lie ever betrayed the movement.
The diviners concluded tne curses with the words, "Hay the
oath kill the liar."

The manner in which this oath was

taken was similar to that of tne original "fJ Datuui" oath
and the person who took this initiation oath did it while
he was uaued.
Of great significance in- this initiation oath was
the fact that the person swore with more vows than those
of the original "D Datuui" oath,

lie first swore with some

of tne vows of the "B Datuui" oath and then swore with
additional vows, the main ones of which are listed below.
It should be noted that some of those vows were similar
to tuose which were contained in the second phase of the
second DCA oath.

In tho second hCA oath, the vows v/ero

directed' to uCA leaders.

. In tao initiation oath, however,

the vows were directed to the candidate who was being
initiated as an oath administrator.
tne nature of his work.

Those vows reveal

The vows were spoken to the

candidate, by one of the elders anil the candidate repeated
them after tne elder.

recordod o elow.

A list of the vows is briefly

1.

If I evor refuse to work for the people and to
serve them well, nay this oath kill no.

2.

If I ever add anything of my own, in either
words or contents, except the ones in this
ceremony, nay this oath kill me.

3.

If I ever omit anythin'*

contained

in this

ceremony, nay this oath kill me.
4.

If I ever make mistakes in this procedure and
fail to repeat it all over, nay this oath kill
me.

ft.

If I ever reveal this formula and this ceremony
to any other person, may this oath kill me.

G.

If I ever save any person, bo it ray wife or
son, who refuses to take an oath in which I
am administering, may this oath kill me.

The cider concluded each vev while the other three elders
replied.

"Uroria Murongo", meaning, "May this oath kill

the liar."
The above vows emphasize the fact that the ini
tiate was expected to know and to understand the correct
nature of the os thing ceremony before he could administer
Lt.

Some young oath administrators carried sheets of

paper containing the correct procedures of the oath ceremonies to ensure that they administered the oath correctly.

2

The fact that oath administrators were expected to
he well versed in the traditional Kikuyu customs governing
oath ceremonies has been stated above,

bach administrator

was therefore trained and instructed by elders and initiated
hy diviner-doctors, who were also elders, to ensure that
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the candidate knew the oat.iing procedure.

This training

and initiation emphasized the fact that as far as pos
sible, the oathing ceremonies in the Mau Mau movement
were intended to be conducted in accordance to traditional
oathing procedures.

The expertise demanded from the

administrator was clearly pronounced in the vows of the
initiation oath.

It has been repeatedly emphasized in

this study that it was due to factors beyond the control
of the Mau Mau, that traditional rules and procedures for
oathing had to be modified or broken in the case of Mau
Mau oaths.

One such modification was the giving of oaths

by younger persons.
There were many more variations of the "3 Batuni"
oath.

Of great significance was the leaders' oath which

has been recorded by various w r i t e r s . ^

In the oath that

Barnett records, the paraphernalia and the arena of the
oath were much simpler than those in the original "B
Batuni" oath.

In the oath he records, there was no strip

of the chest meat as that present in the "B Batuni" oath,
except a portion of that meat.

The oath that Barnett re

cords had no calabash contents either.

Instead, there was

a damp ball of soil, similar to the one that was there in
the first KCA oath.

In the oath that' Barnett describes,

we notice that the vows wore intended to make the oath
taker a committed warrior and to ensure that the performed
his duties responsibly.
the "B Batuni" oath.

This oath was therefore a form of

The recipient of the oath swore never

to reveal the leaders' secrets, never to abandon leadership,
and never to molest other leaders.

With reference to the

nature of this loaders' oath, Itote argues that the vows
in the oath were similar to those which were present in
the traditional warrior oath which bound warriors to one
another to ensure that they would not run away and desert
their fellows in battle."
In concluding this section on the variations of
the "B Batuni" oath,
claim by some v/riters

it should bo stated here that the
20

that there were many barbarous

oaths in the dau "au movement is not wholly true.

As

hariuhi states plainly, 'To imply that these sorts of
oaths were indulged in wholesale by most of the Kikuyu
tribe is like saying that all dnglislunen are childra; era and murderers simply because a few Englishmen do
2l)
this every roar.""'
The analysis of this second ;!au !'au oath as well
as the relationship between this oath and the other oaths
covered in this study forms the greater part of the next
chapter, whjch is also the concluding chapter.
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II

The Relationship between Man Mau Oaths, KCA O aths and
Traditional Kikuyu Oaths _ancl Curses
An attenrt, is made here to look at the inter
pretation of the. second Mau Mau oath in lino with the
other oaths covered in this study, mainly because the
second Man Man oath contained more symbols, and more
rituals connected to those symbols, than all the other
oaths covered hero.

In this analysis, great emphasis will

be laid on the relationship between the Mau Mau oaths, the
KCA oaths and the Kikuyu traditional oaths and curses.

Of

particular interest here are the symbols contained in each
ceremony, ns well as the rituals attached to those symbols.
Before such an analysis can be attempted,

it is necessary

first to hovo an outline of the main symbols that were
contained in each of the oaths or curses covered so far.
This takes us back to chapter three.
TitlMiAITI OTMOOLS AMD RITUALS
I

IU T BABITIO'!ALJhAThG_AITO CURSK8:
A.

"Kur infra Thenpe" in an Oath
"Thengo" - male g o a t .
iise of number

'seven' in striking the goat

with 7 (seven) blo w s .
Abstaining from sex at time of ceremony.
I).

"Jurinrai Clitliathi" as a Curse
"Githnthi" - referred to as 'thenge".
"Iligere" st,icl:s on which it is placed.
Passing of grass stall;::: through the hole seven
times.
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The members of "Ethaga" clan who perform the
ceremony when naked.
C.

Use of "Ngata" in an Oath
"Ngata" referred to as "thenge".
"Ivligere" sticks acting as pegs.
Sticks passed through the "ngata" hole seven
times.

U.

'.‘
Warriors' Oath
"Thenge".
Elood of "thenge" with which warriors were
blessed.

E.

The Oath in a Case of Sorcery
"Thenge" or ram which was referred to as "thenge" .
A complete strip of the goat's chest meat.
Insertion of penis into the bottom hole.
Taken by a naked person.
Seven elders with seven staffs of office.
The staffs dropped seven times as a curse.

F.

Oath in a Pregnancy Case
"Thenge" or ram.
Heart of the goat, the tip of which was in
serted into girl's vagina.
Eating of the heart by the accused.

G•

The Soil Oath
"Thenge".
Soil collected from the land in dispute.
Banana leaves spread in a hole on the same land.
The blood of the goat mixed with the soil.
Sipping of the contents in the hole, after stirring
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H.

"Muuma" Oath Ceremony
"Thenge".
A piece of the goat's chestbone.
A necklace made of grass and the chestbone.
Meat of the goat from the chest.
Bundle of sticks representing the elders'
staffs of office.
Swearing when biting pieces of meat and pierc
ing eyes and stomach of the goat.
The blood of the goat.
Soil mixed with the blood.
Contents put into a small banana trough.
Eyes of the goat.

11

KCA OATHS
A.

First KCA Oath
Dampened ball of soil held at the navel.
The Bible held high v/ith the other hand.

B.

Second KCA Oath - Phase I
Arch of banana stems, sugarcanes, arrow roots
and banana leaves.
Male ram called "thenge".
Blood of the ram.
Half calabash container.
Samples of the basic traditional Kikuyu foods
A brush made from the "mugere" stick.

C.

Second KCA Oath - Phase II
Ram of any one colour, called "thenge".
The blood of the ram.

I
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Banana stan trough of one foot length used
as container.
Samples of the basic traditional Kikuyu foods.
A piece of the chest meat of the ram.
A brush of the 'friugere" stick.
An arch at the entrance of the arena.
Seven vows, seven sips of contents, and seven
bites of the meat.
Ill THE FIRST M U MAU OATH
An arch at entrance to the arena, made of banana
stems, with leaves, seme creeping plants like
sweet potato vines, grasses, skin strips of
the goatskin and arrowroot stems,
the chest meat of the goat.
The tail meat of the goat (githita).
Samples of the basic traditional Kikuyu foods.
Half calabash or banana trough stem as container.
Metal objects on body removed.
Facing Mount Kenya.
Swearing by using all the above paraphernalia.
Cross sign marked by the administrator with
his finger.
Seven vows.
IV TfTE SECCETD MAU MAU OATH
Thenge
L

Seven lines of either the goat's intestines or
strips of its skin.
An. arch similar to the one in III above.
A half calabash container.
Blood of the goal.
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A thin and long strip of the chest meat of the
goat.
"Ngata" of the goat.
Cross sign at both the start and end of the
ceremony.
Sex symbolism.
Seven "mugere" sticks.
Frequent use of number "seven".
Eye of the goat.
Swearing with seven vows using each symbol.
At the beginning of this study, it was stated that
several conclusions arise out of a study of Mau Mau and
KCA oaths, in relationship to traditional Kikuyu oaths.
It was also mentioned that Mau Mau oaths were mainly based
on traditional Kikuyu symbols and rituals related to oaths
and other ceremonies.

In chapter three, we saw that the

traditional Kikuyu oaths contained many religious symbols
and rituals and that a strong belief was held on the effects
of the oaths.

This study of KCA and Mau Mau oaths shows

that they also contained a similar religious dimension.
This can be seen from the above outline of the symbols
and rituals.

In the outline,

it is clear that many of

the symbols and rituals contained in traditional oaths
were adapted and combined together to form one Mau Mau
oath, ceremony.
It was also shown in chapter four that the adap
tation of traditional oaths was first introduced in the
KCA.

This is also clear in the above outline.

But the
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first KCA oath was syncretistic, containing both a Christ
ian and a traditional symbol.

After the first KCA oath,

however, no more apparent syncretisn is evidenced in the
other KCA oaths and in both Mau Mau oaths.

These latter

oaths laid greater enphasis on the traditional symbols and
rituals.

The second Mau Mau oath contained the greatest

nunber of these traditional symbols and rituals.
We have also seen that KCA and Mau Mau oaths contained
sane variations and deviations from the traditional oaths.
These deviations and variations were highest in Mau Mau
oaths.

It has been explained all along that most of these

deviations and variations arose out of circumstances beyond
the control of the Mau Mau, and that these deviations can
be considered as forms of adaptation of the traditional
oaths to an intense crisis situation.

Tie deviations and

variations contained in the second Mau Mau oath will be
looked at shortly.
Finally, it was mentioned in chapter one that the
presence of these symbols and rituals, as well as the
beliefs underlying Mau Mau oatlis and other ceremonies in
the Mau Mau movanent, were cited as part of the evidence
to show that Mau Mau was a 'religion'.

This study of Mau

Hau oaths however shows that although there was a strong
religious factor in the Mau Mau movement, this factor can
not justify calling the movanent a new 'religion' as distinct fran
the traditional Kikuyu religion.

The religious factor in

the movement was an adaptation of various religious be
liefs and practices of the Kikuyu, which were ained
at serving a revolutionary movement.

This
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is clear from a study of Mau Mau oaths.

Further,

these

beliefs and practices greatly helped to strengthen the
peoples' commitment to the liberation struggle.

It will

also be shown here that in the Mau Mau oath ceremonies,
instructions were given to people taking the oath.

These

instructions greatly encouraged those oath takers who may
not have believed that the automatic effects of oaths
would befall them.

The remaining part of this chapter

will address itself to an explanation of the above
generalisations.
An Analysis of the Second Mau Mau Oath in Relation to the
Other Oaths Given on the Outline; with Special Emphasis
on the Sumbols and Rituals:
A very significant symbol in the second Mau Mau
oath was the chest meat of a goat.

This chest meat was

also an important symbol in many of the oaths covered in
this study as the outline shows.

The chest meat of a

goat had a strong tradition among the Kikuyu.

We notice

that when a baby boy was born, a goat was slaughtered for
him to feed on symbolically before he could suckle.

It

was in common practice that some blood of the goat was got
from the chest area of the goat, just before the goat was
slaughtered.

From the same place, a small portion of the

chest meat was also extracted.

The mother of the child

smeared the blood on the lip3 of the infant and she also
chewed the piece of meat and fed the infant with its
juice.

It was only after the baby had symbolically fed on

the goat that the goat was finally opened up and given to
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the other family members to eat.

No other person could

taste the meat of that goat before the infant had been
fed with i t ,

The child could not also suckle before the

ritual was completed.
when a baby

But the ritual was not performed

girl was born.'*'

The above ritual was referred to by some men
during situations of extreme anger.

At such times, a

man stated with finality that "Ndaraire itongete, njetereire
guthinjirwo.

Na ciathinjwo ndiaciriire.

ndiarutia riu!"

meaning,

Rung'athio

"When I was born,

I spent a whole

night without sucking, waiting for a goat to be slaughtered
for me.
meat.

And when it was slaughtered,

I did not eat its

I have known stubbornness since my youth!"

o

These

were the final words that a man would utter to express his
anger and to show that he was ready for a fight against
the person who had angered him.

When a man expressed such

anger, the bystanders held him in a bid to stop the fight.
In explaining the relevance of the meat in the oath, the
above informant argued that "the oath of "B Batuni" was
taken to mark a final despair
made at peaceful dialogue.

in all the attempts we had

It was an oath that indicated

that war was the only alternative left for us.

It was an

oath for warriors and it was taken by fighters alone."
Among the Kikuyu,
only eaten by men.

the chest meat of a goat was

The men who ate the ^eat were the

warriors, the "njamba".

Younger boys could eat the meat

on condition that there was no circumcised man present in
the area where a goat was slaughtered.

The meat was
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therefore eaten by the people who were regarded as the
defenders of the society.

In the "B Batuni" oath, candi

dates were warned that they were being recruited as the
defenders of the society, and during the Mau Mau war, the
fighters were also referred to as "njamba cia ita ' i.e.
brave warriors.

Some of the fighters were women and they

therefore took the oath.
It was shown in chapter throe that the chest meat
of a goat was traditionally used as a symbol in various
oaths and curses.

Most important was the fact that a

chest meat, similar to the one present in the "B Batuni"
oath, was traditionally used in an oath involving sorcery.
As in the "B Batuni" oath the taker of the sorcery oath
took the oath while naked.

The "thenge", from which the

chest meat was extracted, has been seen as the main animal
used in most Ilikuyu oaths and curses and this can be seen
in the outline on the symbols.

In the outline,

it can be

seen that a portion of the chest meat of a goat was pre
sent in the second phase of the second KCA oath and in
the first Mau Mau oath.

In the last Mau Mau oath, a

complete chest meat was used.

The use of the chest meat

was, therefore, not a new thing in the Mau Mau oaths.
It had its roots in traditional oaths and other religious
ceremonies.
A cross sign was marked on the forehead of the oath
taker both at the beginning and at the end of the "B Batuni"
oath.

We have seen in the last chapter that the cross

sign was first marked as a sytfeol of concluding the rite of initiating

tiie

oath

taker

to

the

co u n cil

o f w arrioro

movement (kia.ua kia aser.i n^oro).

in

t h e Man flau

This was clearly indi

cated by the pronouncements of the oath administrator at
the first time that ho marked the cross si^n on the oath
taker,

(i.e. You are now entering "B Batuni"

..... )

We

saw in chanter four that the cross sipn was used in
various ways, amorip the Kikuyu.

It was used, for example,

durint; second birth and circumcision ceremonies.

An

attempt was made to show that the symbol was not used
in the laau f’au movement as a Christian symbol.

A further

elaboration of this view is necessary here.
The roots of the cross siyn in traditional Kikuyu
society is r subject that calls for deep research.

Some

writers have claimed that the symbol was a Christian
symbol, but this study has shown that it waa traditional.
In reference to the cross sian shaved on children's heads
during the ceremony of chasing evil spirits, Kenyatta has
stated that:
The children are shaved in a very peculiar
fashion;

the hair is shaved off one line

running from forehead to the hack of the
head, and in another line from one side
of the head to the other-, thus forming a
sign of the cross on the centre of the
head.

It is believed that by so doing,

the remnant of the illness is scraped off,
and

that the sight oj' children shaved in

l tic manner will fr i g ’.ten the malicious
spvrvts. 2
•

• J-

In the above statement, Kenyatta implies that the symbol
of the c r o s s sipn was a traaitional Kikuyu symbol.

But

in reference to Kenyatta's example, b.biti has suggested
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that the symbol may have been of Christian origin.

lie

has stated that:
Exactly what the sign or origin of the cross
is, I do not know, but it is interesting to
recall that the Christians have for many
centuries been using it, among other things,
for protection against attack by evil spirits.
If at one time in the past, Christianity may
have reached this part of equitorial Africa,
it is significant and remarkable that the
'sign of the cross ’ in the fight against evil
forces,

should be the only trace of christa-

nity which has been

incorporated into tradi

tional beliefs and practices.^
Commenting on Mbiti's suggestion, Mazrui has argued ut
length that:
It is not clear why Professor Mbiti should
seek to establish a "first coming" (of
Christianity) among the Kikuyu,

simply

because of a resemblance in the utili
sation of the sign of the cross.

It would

seem easier to believe that the sign of the
cross, shaved on the heads of Kikuyu child
ren as a protection against evil spirits,
is an independent form of symbolism,
out of a tradition which,

born

in its origin,

had nothing to do with the religion founded
by Jesus Christ. ^
This view of Mazrui agrees very much with the oral in
formation presented in this study.

In explaining the

origin of the sign in traditional society, one informant
explained that:
There is a Kikuyu legend which holds that
once upon a time,

the Kikuyu were ruled by

2C0

women and that the women of the time were
very cruel to their men.

But the men or

ganised themselves and overthrew the women's
rule.

Those men started new rules and new

ceremonies to be used in the society.

One

of the rules they established held that
every child had to be born again in a second
birth ritual.

The presiding elder concluded

this ceremony by marking a cross sign on the
forehead of the child.

The cross sign wa3

therefore started by the generation that
overthrew the women, and this generation was
referred to as "Iregi"3 the "Revolters'.
From the above statement,

it is clear that the cross sign

had its roots in traditional society.

In the Mau Mau

movement, the sign was marked on oath takers' foreheads.
It has been suggested here that the presence of the cross
sign in the ceremony should not lead us to view the cere
mony as syncretistic.

We should of course be aware that

to some of the Christians who took the Mau Mau oaths,
the sign of the cross represented a Christian symbol.
Cut this Christian influence in the minds of some oath
takers was opposed to the ideas of the people who or
ganised Mau Mau oaths.

One of the oath organisers ex

pressed the deep significance of the cross sign in Mau
Mau oaths as follows:
The cross sign We used in Kau Mau oaths
indicated that we in Mau Mau were a new
"Iregi" generation.

Our revolt was directed

against the white men and not against women.
We used the cross sign as a symbol of en
rolling all our people3 young and old3 men
and women3 into our movement. ^
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It can be seen from the outline of the symbols
that the cross sign was first used in an oath during
the second KCA oath.

The sign was used in both phases

of that oath as well as in both Mau Mau oaths.

In the

second Mau Mau oath, however, the sign was marked both
at the start and at the end of the ceremony.

But the

cross sign was not there in traditional Kikuyu oaths.
It is enough to conclude here that though there was an
element of syncretism in the minds of some oath takers
with reference to the cross sign, nonetheless the sign
had its roots in traditional Kikuyu society.

This is

further evidence to show that as far as Mau Mau oath3
were concerned, the religious factor in Mau Mau was based
on traditional Kikuyu beliefs axid practices.

The other

symbols and rituals in the oatn lead us to the same
conclusion.
There was much use of tne "mugere" plant in most
of the oaths and curses covered here.

In the outline

of the symbols and rituals, we note that parts of the
"mugere" plant were used in the traditional ceremonies
of "kuringa githathi", in the "ngata" ceremony, and also
in the "ruuuma oath-ceremony."

The "mugere" was not used

in the first KCA oath, but was used in both phases of
the second KCA oath and in both Mau Mau oaths.

In the

second Mau Mau oath, there was more use of the "mugere"
sticks than in any other oaths covered in thi3 study.
The traditional significance of the "mugere" plant is
of some interest here.

The "mugere" was believed to be a strong symbol
of curses and sorcery in traditional Kikuyu society.

A

person who wanted to prohibit other people from grazing
on his land planted branches of the "mugore" plant on
the particular land as a sign that grazing on the land
was prohibited.

During my boyhood, this practice was

very strong among the people in my home area in Murang'a.
It was strongly believed that if cows or goats fed on
the grass in such a prohibited area, the animals would
die.

It should be noted that even the animals of the

person who prohibits the grazing on the land were not
allowed to feed on the grass either.

A man prohibited

such grazing if he wanted thegrass on the land to grow.
Secondly, branches of the "mugere" plant were planted in
sugarcane plantations in traditional society as a sign
that the sugarcaner; on the land should not be eaten. This
was also a common practice during my childhood.
practice greatly reduced cases of theft.

The

Prohibitions,

in v/hich the "mugere" plant were used, were believed to
cause death or misfortune on tho person or animals who
contravened the prohibition.

If a person contravened

such prohibitions, he was taken to a diviner-doctor who
performed a ritual purification ceremony on him.

In

this ceremony, tho person who established tho prohibitions
O
was called upon to bless the victim.0 Such prohibitions
ended at the time the owner of the grazing land or of
the sugarcane plantations removed the "mugere" branches
and opened the ground and the canes for use by men and

The "mugere" was believed to be a strong symbol
of curses and sorcery in traditional Kikuyu society.

A

person who wanted to prohibit other people from grazing
on his land planted branches of the "mugere" plant on
the particular land as a sign that grazing on the land
was prohibited.

During my boyhood, this practice was

very strong among the people in my home area in Ilurang'a.
It was strongly believed that if cows or goats fed on
the grass in such a prohibited area, the animals would
die.

It should be noted that even the animals of the

person who prohibits the grazing on the land were not
allowed to feed, on the grass either.

A man prohibited

such grazing if he wanted thegrass on tne land to grow.
Secondly, branches of the "mugere" plant were planted in
sugarcane plantation;? in traditional society as a sign
that the sugarcanes on the land should not be eaten. This
was also a common practice during my childhood.
practice greatly reduced cases of theft.

The

Prohibitions,

in which the "mugere" plant were used, were believed to
cause death or misfortune on the person or animals who
contravened the prohibition.

If a person contravened

such prohibitions, he was taken to a diviner-doctor who
performed a ritual purification ceremony on him.

In

this ceremony, tho person who established the prohibitions
was called upon to bless the victim.

Such prohibitions

ended at the time the owner of tho grazing land or of
the sugarcane plantations removed the "mugere" branches
and opened the ground and the canes for use by men and
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animals.
It wa3 the sticks of the "mugere" plant, which
were believed to contain much power of sorcery and of
prohibition,

that were used in Mau Mau oaths.

They were

used in oath ceremonies in which many prohibitions and
curses were directed to the oath taker.

The use of these

sticks increased the oath taker's fear of breaking the
vows and prohibitions that he had sworn during the cere
mony.

But of course there were people who took Llau Mau

oaths, and yet did not understand the ritual significance
of ouch a symbol as the "mugere" stick.

The case of such

people who did not really believe in the significance of
oath symbols will be touched upon shortly.
Another important symbol in the oaths covered was
the traditional basic foods of the Kikuyu, including meat,
blood, cereals and roots.
these foods were absent.

In traditional Kikuyu oaths,
The foods were first used in

the second KCA oath and their use continued through all
latter oaths.

The foods were mised together in a con

tainer, a half calabash or a banana stem trough.

Blood'

and sometimes soil, v/as added to the foods to form a
reddish-brown mixture.

The oath taker sipped some of

the contents from either a "mugere" stick or from the
hand of the oath administrator.

In the oaths,

a perso**H

swore to the effect that may the foods bring "thahu" a’I
death to him if he ever acted contrary to the oath.
The foods were considered as important symbols
the oath ceremonies.

In emphasizing the significance

■
I

A

I
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foods in the Mau Mau oaths, one informant stated that:
The foods we uaed in our oath ceremonies
represented the foods that we had beeri
deprived■ of as a result of colonisation.
They represented the soil upon which we
used to grow them3 the soil that the white
men alienated.

Land deprivation meant a

deprivation of those foods.

In our oaths>

we swore to fight for the return of those
lands.
In the oath ceremonies, a person swore while using the
foods to the effect that "may these foods loathe me"
(ndirothurwo ni ici).
some elaboration here.

The nature of this curse needs
By swearing in this manner,

a

person prohibited himself from contravening the vows in
an oath.

The curse means that the foods which he used

as a symbol in the oath are cursed to him if he breaks
the vows in the oath.

Breaking the vows automatically

led to "thahu" upon the victim because the food that is
cursed is the food he uses and is also the food that he
would continue to use.

It should be here understood that

food has no "tliahu" of its own except when it is cursedThe point is, however, clear that foods were- used in Mau
Mau oaths in the same way that they v/ere used in tradi-'
tional society.

11
In some traditional oaths, however, scr

was used as a symbol instead of tho foods.
In the second Mau Mau oatii, the "ngata" was usecl
in the same manner that the "ngata" of an elephant was

both oaths,

the "mugere" sticks were passed through th
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holes of the "ngata" seven times.

In traditional oaths,

the "ngata" was used in the same way as a "githathi",
and both of them were referred to as "thenge".
were used as symbols of cursing and swearing.

They
The "ngata"

of the goat was used for similar functions in the second
Mau Mau oatn.

The "ngata" was not used in the KCA oaths

and in the first Mau Ivlau oath as can be seen in the out
line.

In the "B Batuni" oath, the "ngata" was used and

referred to as "thenge".

The significance of the "ngata"

in the oatn was stated by one informant as follows:
In traditional society3 passing the "mugere"
stick through the hole of the "ngata" and
through the holes of the "githathi" in an
oath was symbolic of sexual intercourse.
Sea symbolism was regarded as an important
part of 3uch ceremonies.

The Kikuyu regard

ooxplay as a highly sacred and private affair3
and there were many traditional prohibitions
related to sex.

When ouch prohibitions were

performed in an oath ceremony 3 in other words
when the swearing person performed some
symbolic sexual actSj

e.g. with the "ngata"

of the goat3 these acts were believed to
bring "thahu" on the person who performed
them and acted contrary to the oath.

When

such an act was repeated seven times3 its
effect was believed to be stronger. ^
We therefore note that the presence of sex symbolism as
was the case in the "B Batuni" oath was intended to show
the people that breaking such an oath would lead to
severe consequences.

This symbolism was rooted in tradi

tional Kikuyu practices.
The use of the ominous number seven was greater
in the "B Batuui" oath tnan in any other oath covered in
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this study.

The 'fougere" sticks were seven and each stick

was passed through the hole of the "ngata" seven times.
As seen above, the eye of the goat was pricked seven
times.

There were seven vows, and the seven vows were

systematically repeated, using each symbol.

Each ritual

in the oath was repeated seven times.
In the third chapter, it was indicated that the
number 'seven' was regarded as an ominous number among
the Kikuyu.

Performing an act seven times was believed

to bring a lot of "thahu" upon the doer.

In an oath,

performing a ritual act seven times was believed to
strengthen the effect of such an oath upon the person who
contravened the oath.

It can be seen on the outline that

the use of the number was a strong feature of traditional
oaths and curses, a feature that was adapted in both KCA
and Mau Mau oaths.

Most of the people who organised Mau

Mau oaths and those who took them, did so with an under
standing of the ritual significance of the number seven.
As stated before, however, there were people who took
Mau Mau oaths, but who did not necessarily understand the
traditional significance of the symbols and rituals con
tained in the oath.

But the use of symbolism greatly helped

the people to understand the aim of the oath and to under
stand the seriousness of breaking the vows in the oath.
Karari himself admits that as a Christian, he did not at
first believe in the automatic effect of the oath.

But

the seriousness of the symbols and rituals iu the oath
partly made him fear to break trie vows in the oath.11
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Other symbols in the "B Batuni" oath included
the arch and the strips of the goatskin.

In analysing

the symbols contained in the first Mau Mau oath,
in some detail the significance of the arch.

I showed

We shall

not dwell on it here, but we need to note.again that the
arch was used as a symbol of initiation in Mau Mau and
KCA oaths.

The strips of the goatskin in the second Mau

Mau oath were used in a similar manner as the intestines
used in the first Mau Mau oath.

Both of them were tradi

tional Kikuyu symbols which were adapted in Mau Mau oaths.
A new element in the second Mau Mau oath, however,
was the eye of the goat.

The swearing person pricked the

eye once with each vow he swore, and he concluded the vow
with the statement, "If I do not do this, may I be pricked
in like manner (ndiroturika uu)."

It should be mentioned

here that the act of pricking the c-ye reveals some kind
of sympathetic magic.

The informants, however, opposed

the suggestion that magic was involved, and instead as
serted that the act of pricking the eye was symbolic of
the consequences to follow if the oath taker acted contrary
to the oath.

In performing the act, the oath taker

symbolically emphasized the curse that he directed to him
self.

Despite the view of the informants, this symbolic

act portrays the use of sympathetic magic.
In concluding this section, it should be emphasized
again that in the above analysis of the symbols and rituals
contained in the "B Batuni" oath, and in the other Mau Mau
oaths, there is enough evidence to show that these oaths
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wore based on sinilar symbols and rituals as many tradi
tional Kikuyu ceremonies, especially oaths.

The analysis

also shows the t there v/as no apparent evidence of syncretism
in the Mau Mau oaths.

Instead, we find many traditional

symbols and rituals were combined together in one Mau Ma.u
oath ceremony.

These traditional symbols and rituals were

adapted and used in different situations from the ones in
which they worn used in traditional society.

The new

circumstances under which these new oaths were given made
it necessary to modify or even change completely the
manner in which the symbols and rituals were used in the
traditional society.

It is in their attempts to adapt

the traditional oaths to a revolutionary movement that
the Mail Man organised some oaths which contained many
deviations and variations from the traditional oaths.
What we should understand is that Mau Mau oaths v/ere in
tended to foster unity, and to au extent, to encourage
militancy.

The oaths had to be formulated in such a way

that they would serve these functions.
Another important point that should be emphasized
here is t h a t .the symbols used in Mau Mau oaths were the
ones that had been used by the Kikuyu for a long time in
their roli? ions ceremonies.

The Mau Mau were not the

first to use the symbols in ceremonies.

An understanding

of this fret greatly helps us to accept the view taken in
this study, that Man Mau oaths do not show evidence of a
'new religion'

in the movement.

The affects o f "au M ai1 Oaths
The effects of Mau Mau oaths cannot bo fully

*■»*’J
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understood if we do not xirst consider the role of the
instructions that were given to the oath takers immediately
after they had taken the oath.

These instructions formed

an essential part of the oath ceremony.
After each oath ceremony, the recipients of the
oath were assembled together in a

meeting.

The meeting

after the first Llau Kau oath was,

however, more important

because people who attended the meeting after the second
oath had already received similar instructions in the
meeting after the first oath.

The meeting was a kind of

a lecture, in which all the necessary instructions were
given as rules to the oathed persons.
The purpose of the meetings v/as to educate the
people in political

and military ideas, as well as to

teach them the ways in which theywere expected
during the war.

to behave

They were especially instructed to main

tain the secrets of the movement, particularly when they
were among unoathed people.

They were also given many

rules and prohibitions to follow during the war.

These

were the instructions that could not have been given
during the actual oatli-taking ceremony.

We can consider

these instructions as an essential part of the oathing
ceremony, is view of the fact that some of the people v/ho
took tho oaths did not believe in the effects of the oaths.
Tlie instructions after the oath played a great role in
convincing such people about the need for the liboration
struggle.
The meeting started with prayers and songs.

They

prayed while standing, with their hands upstretched and
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facing Mount Kenya.

It was a general r u l e that these

prayers had to be conducted by an elder o.f the "Maina"
generation,

because it was the "Maina" g e n e r a t i o n that

would have been responsible for such c e r e m o n i a l matters
were it not for the presence of British rule.

The prayer

leader was not necessarily the oath administrator.

Blders

of the "Mwangi" generation were also p r e s e n t in the cere
mony so as to give instructions to the y o u n g e r "Maina"
generation on matters related to oath ceremonies.

Members

of the "Mwangi" generation also i n s t r u c t e d the "Maina"
generation on political matters related t o colonial rule
in Kenya.
In these prayers, they asked "Ng a i " to help them
and to maintain unity among them.

They pra y e d for the

unity of "Gikuyu" and "Mumbi", a unity o f
men and women.

all the Kikuyu,

In other words, they p r a y e d that unity,

which was the major goal of Mau Man oatlis, would be realised
with the help of "Ngai".

They also p r a y e d for success in

the war, to the effect that "Ngai" would

hasten the going

away of the white men, and would also h e l p the black
people to regain their lost lands.

They

stated clearly

in their prayers to God, that if they .zero defeated, it
was He, their God, who would be defeated,

for lie was the

one who gave them the lands they were fighting for.

These

prayers were conducted in the traditional manner of wor
ship whereby the Avords of the prayer leader were followed
by choruses of 'Peace, beseech God, pea c e (Thaai, thatliaiya
Ngai, thaai).
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In most occasions, these prayers were also rein
forced by prayer songs which were sung immediately after
prayers and which were taught to the new members of the
movement.

These songs ended in the same manner as prayers.

One of the songs which was sung after the prayers in an
oath ceremony was the song "Mwenenyaga we pray thee.”

12

In the song, complete faith In "Ngai" was expressed.
They referred to "Ngai" as the Leader of the fighters,
the protector of all people including'the blacks, and
they indicated their faith that they would never be de
feated if God was ahead of them.

They sang in prayer for

lovo and respect of one another, and for the unity of
"Gikuyu" and "Mumbi",

They indicated in the song that

victory would only come after total unity of all the
people through "ilgafs" help.
of Kimathi",

In another song,

"The song

they expressed the same faith that they would

be victorious so long as "Ngai” was infront of them.

In

this particular song, the oath is referred to as the "cup
of love", which was also "the cup of perseverance."

The

song pleaded with all persons to partake of this cup of
love and perseverance which Kimathi himself had taken.
The informants who sang Kimathi's song happened to be his
wife and children.

Alter singing the song, Kimathi's

wile commented:
The song was sung every time after the oath
ceremony.

Prayers were first said, and then

the songs followed.

After the 3ongst the

newly oathed were given rules and instructions
to follow.

They wore educated on the political

history of Kenya.

They were assured that they
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should not fear to fight even though they
had no ammunitions.

They were assured that

although they had no guns,

they had their

own weapons of "love for eaoh other, unity,
mercy for each other and the care for the
disabled."

They were glso assured that

they should fight courageously, knowing and
believing that "ffgai" was infront of them . ^
After the songs and prayers, the people we r e in
structed on matters pertaining to the ills of colonialism
as it existed in Kenya.

They were reminded of the had

things that the white people had done to the b l a c k people
in Kenya.

In these instructions, it was disclosed to

the oathed people that plans were under way to combat
colonialism and they were requested to play their part
faithfully.

The people who took the second Mau U a u oath

received some simple instructions on guerilla w a r f a r e
also.

A strong warning was given to all oathed p e o p l e

that any person who acted against the movement w o u l d
be considered as an enemy and would be treated as

an

enemy.
Thirdly,

all the oathed people were given m a n y

rules to obey and they were warned that whoever

contra

vened those rules v/ould be dealt with mercilessly .
These rules were intended to strengthen the m o v e m e n t .
The rules in themselves comprised a Mau Mau code

o f ethics

which cannot be dealt with here.^*

aimed

The code w a s

at ensuring that all oathed persons comprised a u n i q u e
and united community which was referred to as " m u i n g i " ,
meaning 'congregation'.

The growth of this u n i t e d

com

munity, which was considered and treated as Mau M a u ,

was

to a great extent helped by the Mau Mau oaths.
It is a strong contention here that these and many
other instructions given after the oath-ceremony were
very important.

It was through these instructions that

some of the people, who may not have believed in the
automatic effects of the oaths they had taken, became
convinced that the oaths had a strong and vital role to
play in the liberation struggle.

Such people were made

to understand that the oathing ceremony had more to it
than mere rituals.

Some of tne views which have been

expressed by tv/o famous Mau Mau lighters will be briefly
outlined below to illustrate the significance of the
instructions, and of the whole oath ceremony.
Wamweya states that the meeting after the oath
ceremony consisted of an exhortation on nationalism in
which people-were taught the aims of the oath, in other
words they were shown the need to put an end to white
rule in Kenya.

It was in the meeting, ho argues,

that

"the irrationalism" of the oath ceremony was counterracted
and so much replaced by "rationalism and nationalism."

15

It is, however, important to note that before a person
could be given this form of political education, he had
first to undergo the oath ceremony.

This clearly shows

that oath taking was regarded as a condition that made a
person eligible to know the secrets and the plans of the
Mau Mau movement.
faruniu argues that:
"Oathgiving ceremonies were,
than ritual initiations.

however3 more

Me also used them
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for the opportunity they gave to educate
new recruits about the history of their
countryt about our objectives3 about mili
tary tactics and so on . .. to impress upon
1 6

our young men the reasons for the struggle.
The role of the oaths and of the meeting thereafter is
well expressed in the above statements.

An informant

expressed a similar view when he stated that:
"Many people thought that the oath was no
thing but mere rituals.

Yet it was only in

the ceremony that we were able to meet and
educate the illiterate masses so that they
could understand that although the white
man was strong, our faith and unity would
help us to chase him out of our country.

1 7

An analysis of the effects of Mau Mau oaths is necessary
here if we are to understand the functions of the oaths
in the movement.
One of the greatest negative effects of the oaths
was that they partly led to the division of the Kikuyu
population into various groups during the Mau Mau war.
We should therefore note that while most of the Kikuyu
took the oaths, nonetheless they did not remain united
as one group in the movement.

Some went to the forests,

others were jailed and detained, others remained in the
reserves, while yet others became loyalist homeguards.
The Kikuyu who had taken Mau Mau oaths started to
isolate all those who had not taken the oaths as well as
those who had taken but turned against the movement.
Mau Mau refused to co-operate with them in any way.

The
The
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oathed people refused to exchange visits with the unoathed.

The relationship that was originally expected

to exist between the oathed people and the rest was
clearly defined in the Mau Mau code of ethics which we
have mentioned- earlier on in this chapter.
All the oathed people began to see themselves as
a distinct community apart from all the other people
around them.

They saw themselves as the true liberators

of this country.

It was indicated in chapter five that

although Mau Mau as a movement did not spread much into
other ethnic, societies, nonetheless there was the intention
of spreading the movement to the other peoples, by wel
coming them into the struggle.

The Mau Mau idea of a

separate community was therefore not intended to become
a permanent feature.

This was not unique to the Mau Mau

movement because most nationalist movements have each
as its nucleus the most nationally conscious section of
the society.
Another effect of Mau Mau oaths was that some of
the people who took them adhered to the movement due to
their strong belief that "thahu", or even death would
follow if a person contravened the vows he had sworn
in.

This belief is in line with traditional Kikuyu be

liefs underlying oaths.

One informant expressed the

belief as follows:
We strongly believed that if a person dis
obeyed the rules of the movement3 he would surely

2 6 6

receive some punishment.

As an example, if

a person secretly collaborated with the
enemy, and at the same time remained with us
in the forest3 he was the first person to
suffer if any danger met his particular
batallion.

He was either wounded by an ani

mal or shot by the enemy.
many such cases.

We had discovered

Further, if a person con

travened our vows, even while not collaborating
with the enemy, he met with a lot of misfortune.
As an example, many Mau Mau died as a result
of breaking our prohibitions on sex.

We be

lieved that they died because of the "thahu"
involved in such cases.

We therefore feared

breaking the rules of the oath because of
,
18
such reasons.
If by any chance the Mau Mau discovered that one
of them had contravened the oath, he was either killed
or punished instantly.

In such cases,

the automatic

effect of the oath was not waited for.

This was one

way in which traditional oaths were adapted in the move
ment .
It does not, however, mean that those who did
not believe in the automatic effect of a broken oath
did not continue to cling to the movement faithfully.
They continued to do so because they clearly understood
that the movement had a just cause.

They were made to

understand this especially during the instructions they
received after the oath ceremony.
A controversial issue here is the stand which
was taken by some of the loyalists.

It should be

noted that there were many loyalists who worked for the
government and at the same time assisted the Mau Mau.
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These do not deserve to be called loyalists.

But there

were others who worked for the government in opposition
to Mau Mau.

While some of them had not taken the oaths,

many of them had done so, but had turned against the
movement.

The loyalists' stand is difficult to assess

because few, if any, will accept that they were loyalists
during the Mau Mau war.
stand of the loyalists.

Wanyoike has tried to assess this
19

He argues that the loyalists

were aware that the whites were to blame for the events
that led to Mau Mau, but that the loyalists opposed the
methods used by the Mau Mau against the whites.

But

Wanyoike should have also considered that the government
committed many atrocious activities against the Mau Mau.
Today, many ex-Mau Mau assert that the loyalists were
selfish people who sided with the government for self
gain.

The Mau Mau sang many songs directed to the loya

lists and their activities.

In these songs, the loyalists

are referred to as thieves, robbers, traitors, and 'revealers of the secrets of the black people'.
The major purpose behind the giving of Mau Mau
oaths was to enable the movement to unite and to fight
for land and freedom.

Persons who took Mau Mau oaths

were warned in the ceremony that the greatest crime was
to reveal to the non-Mau Mau that there was such a plan
going on.

Whoever revealed Mau Mau secrets, contrary

to the vows in the oath, was regarded and indeed treated
as an enemy of the movement.

Each oath taker was warned

that if he contravened the oath, he would be punished

even before the automatic effect of the oath cane on him.
Another effect of Mau Mau oaths was that most people
became more av/are that there was something they could do
to get rid of colonialism.

During the oath cerenony and

the instructions thereafter, people were made to under
stand the need for total unity, a need that the oath was
intended to inculcate in each person.

The oath ceremony

and the instructions increased a person's awareness and
consciousness of the deprivations of his society by the
whites, and made him courageous enough to join hands with
the others in the struggle against colonialism.

Hie

movement helped to promote a sense of nationalism in the
people.

It gave than direction to follow, a direction that

was not there before.

Hie oath ceremony taught each individual

and impressed on him the need to fight for liberation.

It

should be enphasised again that through the use of oaths,
the movement became the peak of mass political organisation
in colonial Kenya.

In this sense therefore, Mau Mau oaths

achieved their goal of unity and conmitment to the liberation
struggle, irrespective of the problens encountered due to the
activities of

the loyalist hemeguards.

Hiis

unity and cannitment was present anong those persons whp
were dedicated rnenbers of the movement only.
At this point, it would be good to state the views
of sane writers about the effect of Mau Mau oaths.

I
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Leakey attributes the effects of Mau Mau oaths
to the Kikuyu fear of magic, witchcraft, spells and
ceremonial uncleanness.

20

But, it was mainly "thahu"

that was the greatest factor in traditional Kikuyu
beliefs about oaths.

Leakey's assumption was that the

above elements were the ones that Christianity and
western civilization had not erased from the minds
the Kikuyu at the time of the Mau Mau.

of

With this idea,

Leakey concluded that the effect of the Mau Mau oath on
the recipient was that it "made the person doing it an
outcast, unclean,

... uncleansable and utterly degraded

in the eyes of native law and custom."

21

On the contrary,

we have seen that Mau Mau oaths were to a great extent
traditional in nature, and that the variations that the
oaths contained were a result of unavoidable circumstances.
Further, we also find that the description that Leakey
gives fits the loyalist homeguards as far as the Mau Mau
were concerned.

The Mau Mau considered all the people

who refused to take the oaths as outcasts.
In emphasizing the nature and effects of Mau Mau
oaths, Rosberg and Nottingham have come to the conclusion
that the oath was both a sacred and social institution
that contained values which were related to the supreme
values of the society.

The two authors have stated that:

In taking an oath3 an individual associates
himself with certain sacred symbols and
rituals;

the behaviour or beliefs to which

the individual is bound by the oath acquire
a sanction that goes beyond immediate and
personal obligations and that links the
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individual to a larger social entity,
22
whether a secret society or nation.
This view notes correctly the indivisible social and
sacred aspects of Mau Mau oaths,

and this was the sense

in which most Mau Mau regarded the oaths.
On the individual level, we find that people
differ in their opinions as to what they thought and felt
after taking Mau Mau oaths.

These personal feelings about

the oaths greatly helped to determine a person's loyalty
and commitment to the movement.

Some of these individual

feelings about the effects of the oaths are expressed
below.
In pointing out the wrong views that have been
given about the nature and effects of the oaths on the
recipients, Rosberg and Nottingham have recorded the
wrong view which states that:
After having taken the oath, he underwent a
profound metamorphosis.

He was hence immune

from rational thought processes:

he under

went a psychological regression by which
he cast out the white culture and bound his
"will" to the secret association.

He became

an automaton, a mere tool in the hands of
the oath-givers.

He became an object with

whom no rational dialogue could take place
unttl he had been psychologically cleansed.
We should note that it was with such wrong views on Mau
Mau oaths that the government devised rehabilitation
methods in an attempt to defeat Mau Mau.

The errors

present in a view such as the one above can only be
judged against the views of Mau Mau themselves with
regards to the effect of the oaths on themselves.
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Kariuki states at length that:
My emotions during the ceremony had been
a mixture of fear and elation.

Afterwards

in the maize3 I felt exalted with a new spirit
of power and strength.

All my previous life

seemed empty and meaningless.

Even my educa-

tiony of which I was so proudy appeared
trivial beside this splendid and terrible
force that had been given me.

I had been

born again and I sensed once more the feel
ing of opportunity and adventure that I had
had on the first day my mother started teaching me to read and write.

24

And after he took the second Mau Mau oath, Kariuki be
came more committed to the movement as he shows:
The oath left my mind full of strange and
excited feelings.

My initiation was now

complete and I became a true Kikuyu with
no doubt as to where I stood in the revolt
„

.

of my trvbe.

25

This deep sense of commitment to the movement, which
was inculcated in a person when he took the oath, is
also expressed by Itote.

He states that:

Participating in the ritual gave people a
chance to attach their feelings and devotion
to a sacred part of their own society; they
•did not have to take an oath to know that
they were suffering and that they wanted to
26

do something to help themselves.

Itote explains that the people took the oaths to show how
deeply they felt the sufferings and also to show how
deeply they felt the need to free themselves.
The oath ceremony and the instructions thereafter
had much to teach Kiboi about nationalism.

As he states,

"The gathering and the oath, the feeling of unity and
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the belief in a cause awoke in me the stirrings of a
new emotion, nationalism.
my life so far."

It was the greatest day of

27

For most people who took Mau Mau oaths, there was
great fear of breaking the oath.

Most informants express
/

ed this fear.

Their fear was based mainly on two factors

On the one hand, the Kikuyu regard the oath as a solemn
ritual and they fear the consequences of breaking the
vows in an oath.

"Thahu" and even death or serious sick

nesses could result from breaking an oath.

In one inter

view, seven out of ten of the informants stated that they
feared breaking the Mau Mau oaths for fear of the "thahu"
involved.
This fear of breaking the oath was further streng
thened by the fear of fellow Mau Mau.

If the Mau Mau

learnt that one of them had contravened the vows, they
either killed him or punished him severely, depending on
the seriousness of the offence.
Finally,

there were those people who did not be

lieve in the automatic effects of breaking an oath.

Such

people remained committed to the movement due to their
conviction that the cause for which they were fighting
was just.

In this way therefore,

the movement was able

to maintain loyalty among most of its followers.

And the

contribution of the oaths to this loyalty and commitment
to the movement cannot be overemphasized.

It is partly

for this reason that we can rightly say that the Mau Mau
oaths achieved their purpose.
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Conclusions
In concluding this study, we should take note of
several points which come out clearly in the last seven
chapters.
Firstly, this study has led to the conclusion that
contrary to the writings of people like Leakey, Mau Mau
was not a religion.

Instead, the evidence in the study

has shown that the movement had a strong religious factor.
The analysis of the symbols and rituals in the oaths co
vered in this study has shown that the religious factor in
the movement contained beliefs and practices which were
to a great extent adapted from the traditional religion
of the Kikuyu.
But besides containing an adaptation of the tradi
tional beliefs and practices of the Kikuyu,

the religious

factor also contained some Christian elements.

In some

of their songs, the Mau Mau used Christian tunes, while in
some of their sermons, they read parts of the Bible.

This

is clear indication that the religious factor contained
some form of syncretism.

However, we have seen in this

study that such a syncretism did not exist in Mau Mau
oaths.
The evidence available here concerning oaths also
shows that the nature of Mau Mau oaths was much similar
to the nature of the traditional oaths and curses of the
Kikuyu.

It has been emphasized in the study that the

symbols and rituals prevalent in the Mau Mau oath cere
monies were as much as possible adapted from the traditional
oathing practices of the Kikuyu.

274

Further, the manner in which the oath ceremonies
were organised and administered was much in accordance
with the traditional Kikuyu oaths and curses.

This con

clusion has been arrived at in this study after careful
analysis and comparison of the traditional Kikuyu oaths
and curses on the one hand, and KCA and Mau Mau oaths on
the other.

The traditional Kikuyu oaths and curses were

religious acts, and this was the sense in which the Mau
Mau considered their oaths.
Secondly,

it should be made clear in this conclusion

that the religious factor in Mau Mau was not limited to
the oaths alone.

The Mau Mau had many more beliefs and

practices most of which were adapted from the traditional
Kikuyu religion.

They had a strong belief in God,

"Ngai",

and they held daily morning and evening prayers to Him,
in the traditional manner of worship.

They strongly be

lieved that God would help them to regain their lost lands
and to attain independence.

They prayed to Him in the

traditional manner of beseeching God, and they prayed while
facing Mount Kenya, again according to the traditional
manner of prayer.
They also believed in the traditional roles of seers,
diviner-doctors and prophets.

Wherever they went, the Mau

Mau were guided by these traditional specialists so as
to overcome various obstacles and to know what would happen in the near future.

The seers became particularly

useful to the forest fighters because their advice was so
ught for before any battle could be engaged upon.

It was

‘
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a strong belief among most Mau Mau that the seers and
prophets i u\vere-;: able

to know the will of God and to

interpret it correctly to the people.
There were also many religious ceremonies that
were conducted by the Mau Mau.

They offered occasional

sacrifices to God, particularly after they had suffered
serious disaster.

These ceremonies were conducted in the

traditional Kikuyu manner, in most cases under sacred ’
trees.

They also performed cleansing ceremonies upon all

those among them who happened to contravene the various
prohibitions that had been established to govern the forest
forces.

All these ceremonies were carried out in the tradi

tional Kikuyu manner, under the guidance of diviner-doctors.
This is further indication that the religious factor in Mau
Mau was mainly traditional.
All the beliefs and practices of the Mau Mau cannot
be covered here because they are beyond the scope of this
study.

However, the presence of these beliefs and practices

in the movement lead us to the conclusion that the religious
factor in the movement was much wider than what is covered
in this study.

It is therefore the suggestion of the

writer here that complete research needs to be carried out
in these other areas, before a proper assessment of the
whole religious factor in the movement can be made.

The

beliefs and practices noted above could act as a useful guide
to such a research.
Thirdly,

it should also be pointed out here that the

presence of the religious factor in the movement, particularly
the application of oaths, was cited by some colonialists as

276

the most important evidence to show that among the Kikuyu,
politics at this time had become atavistic.

29

has however shown that this was not the case.

This study
Instead, it

has been emphasised here that the oaths were intended to
serve nationalistic purposes.

This study has also shown

that the oaths to a great extent achieved their goal of
uniting the people and making them committed to the libe
ration struggle.

In this sense therefore, we can say that

the religious factor in the movement, particularly the
oaths, had a vital role to play in the development of
nationalism.
This contribution of the oaths to the liberation
struggle was recognised by the Mau Mau themselves after
independence,

as depicted in one of their songs which ran

as follows:
The first person to take the oath
Had the instincts of a human being
For if he did not accept to take the oath
This country would still be in darkness.
In order to achieve this goal of unity, the Mau Mau
organised and administered their oaths in accordance with
the traditional beliefs and customs of the Kikuyu.

Rosberg

and Nottingham have correctly observed that, "the roots of
an oath's ritual lay in Kikuyu traditional religion."

30

In other words, the adaptation of the traditional beliefs
and practices of the Kikuyu by the Mau Mau at the time of
crisis was aimed at serving nationalistic purposes.

In

support of this idea, the above two writers have stated that:
For an oath to be an effective instrument in
overcoming social fragmentation and re-establish
ing a central loyalty,

it had to employ the symbols

that the Kikuyu recognised as
people. 21

common to their

The significance of the religious factor in the
movement,

and especially the value of the traditional

elements in the oaths has also been clearly stated by
Mugo, who has argued that:
It was logical that at such a serious time in
the history of the tribe that the Kikuyu should
seek to bind themselves to the success of the
'rebellion' by the traditional, most solemn
method of the Kikuyu oath for that is all the
Mau Mau oath was the Kikuyu oath adopted for war:
a relvgvous expresston or a moral ^ntent.
Finally, the observation here that the religious
factor in the Mau Mau movement was aimed at serving as a
means towards the development of nationalism is clear
evidence that religion in Mau Mau had an indivisible unity
with nationalism.

This unity is in accordance with the

general nature of '..African traditional r e l i g i o n , > whereby
religion cannot be separated from the social, economic
and political aspects of the society.
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APPENDIX:

1A

SONGS

RIRIA KIMATHI WIITU AMBATIRE:

(Mukami Kimathi and
her daughters)

Riria Kimathi wiitu ambatije
Kirima-ini ari wiki
Ni etirie hinya nauumiriru
Wa kuhoota Nyakeru.
Tukurira tondu turi andu airu
Na tutiri a nyakeru
Na tutiri a kirathimo kiao
Ngai wiitu ari ombere.
Ni oigire makinya makwa mothe
Maria nii ndagereire
Nomo ona inyui mukagerera
Na munyuire ikombe icio.
Mwanyuira ikombe cia uumiriru
Ta iria nii ndanyuiriire
Ni cia ruo ningi cia kieha
Na maithori ma ngoro.
Mwihumbe uthiu ukiririria wothe
Kunyariruo na kuohwo
Mukimenyaga muri a uthamaki
Wa Gikuyu na Mumbi.
Mutikamakio ni guthamanio
Kana ni guikio ciugu
Kana gutunywo indo na kuuragwo
Ngai wiitu ari o mbere.
Mutikamakio ni irima nene
Ta iria iri mbere yanyu
Tondu Ngai ndari handu atari
Arigiciirie guothe
Tukuhoya Ngai atwitikirie
Nyakeru ainuke kwao
Tondu muti utari na maciaro
Nduhandagwo mugunda.

2 no

IB

WHEN OUB KlriATHI ASCENDED

When our Kimathi ascended
t
Hue mountain alone
He asked for power and courage
To defeat the white men.
We are weeping because we are blade people
And because we are not of the white race
Nor are we partners in their blessings
Yet our God is still infront of us.
He said all my footsteps
Which I walked
You too must walk in the sane
And drink frcm the sane cups.
If you drink frcm the cups of courage
Like the ones I drank from
They are of pain and sorrow
And tears of the heart.
Don your faces with all endurance
Persecutions and imprisonments
Knowing well that you belong to the dominion
of Gikuyu and Mumbi.
Do not be discouraged by deportations
Or being thrown into (detention) camps
Our Cod is still before us.
Do not get frightened by big mountains
Such as the ones ahead of you
For there is no place where God is not present
He surrounds every place.
We will beseech Ngai to grant us
That the white man go back to his home
Because a tree that has no fruits
Is never planted in the garden.
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2A

BURURI UYU WITU GIKUYU (Mukuhi Njoroge et al)
Andu aitu waiyaki ni akuire
Na agitutigira kirumi
Ng'undu ici ciitu tutikendie
Na inyui no guciheana.
Bururi uyu wlitu Gikuyu
Ngai ni aturathimiire
Na akiuga tutikoima kuo.
Mbari ya Nyakeru ni ageni
Bururi uyu no makoima kuo
Na inyui thaka mukagera ku?
Gikuyu kiarurungana.
Nyakeru muri a thimo nyingi
Ka rawene noko kambagia ira
Nayo ngwaci ya mwana wene
Noyo ihoragia mwaki.
Andu aitu aria muri njera
Na aria raunyitiirwo uthamaki
Tigai kieha na maithori
Ngai ni ekumuhonokia.
Andu aitu kirimu na inuugi
Nuu utangiona miithukirie
Iria nyakeru iratuthukia
Na maundu ma kumukumu.

2B

THIS LAND OF GIKUYU

Our people Waiyaki died
And left a curse to us
Never to sell this inheritance of ours
And now you are giving it free.

This land of ours Gikuyu
God blessed it for us
And declared we shall never depart from it.
The whity clan are visitors
They will have to depart from this land
And you loyalists where will you go?
When the Gikuyu Congregate?

You whity clan have many proverbs
The homestead owners child is the first to be annointed with ira
And the potato of another's child
Is the only one that extinguishes the fire.

All of you our people in jails
And all of you arrested for political reasons
Do not worry, neither shed your tears
For Cod will deliver you.

All of you our people, clever and foolish
Who can't see the shake-ups and disturbances?
That the white race is performing on us
With unspeakable hardships.
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TWARIRAGIRA KENYATTA (Wambui Njau)

Gikuyu ungiurio ungiuga atia?
Gikuyu ungiurio ungiuga atia?
No njuge Kenya ni iitu
Twatigiirwo ni Mwenenyaga.
Twariragira Kenyatta
Twariragira Kenyatta
Atongorie bururi uyu
Ni getha tuume ukombo-ini.
Muthungu ungiurio ungiuga atia?
Muthungu ungiurio ungiuga atia?
No njuge ndi mutunyani
Ndarehirv/o ni utunyani.
Mubia ungiurio ungiuga atia?
Mubia ungiurio ungiuga atia?
No njuge ndi muhenania
Ndarehirvo ni uhenania.
Muhindi ungiurio ungiuga atia?
Muhindi ungiurio ungiuga atia?
No njuge ndi mubiashara
Ndarehirwo ni biashara.
Nyakinyua m.’ihiuge ngemi
Nyakinyua mutiuge ngemi
Tukunguire wiyathi
Ni getha tuume ukombo-ini.
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WE WEPT FOR KENYATTA
Gikuyu if you were asked what would you say?
Gikuyu if you were asked what would you say?
I would say that Kenya is ours
Bequethed to us by Mwenenyaga.
We wept for Kenyatta
We wept for Kenyatta
To lead this country
Out from slavery.
If you European were asked what would you say?
If you European were asked what would you say?
I would say I am a robber
And for robbery I came.
If you Priest were asked what would you say?
If you Priest were asked what wou Id you say?
I would say I am a liar
And that lying brought me here.
If you Asian were asked what would you say?
If you Asian were asked what would you say?
I would say I am a businessman
And I came here for business.
Oh honourable old women sing the joy trill
Oh honourable old women sing the joy trill
To celebrate independence
That will lead us from slavery.
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NGARINGARINGA THU CIITU (Kamau Wang'ondu)
Ndiri na kieha no nguthii
Ona kwagia thina
Ndiririirie guthii
Gutetera bururi.
Ngaringaring thu ciitu
Ngaringaring thu ciitu
Ndiciire ndiga
Ndiri Munyakeru.
Gikuyu ndemi mathathi
Maatawaraga na ng'undu
Na thcnge ciao iri mbugi
Na migunda iri raarigu.
Aria mena nganja ageni raatikainuka
Ni magie na uumiriru
Ageni no makainuka.
Ina na umenye
Giturai kia ruirabo ruru
Wicirie umenye
Ati ti rwa gikeno.
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I WILL STRIKE AT OUR ENEMY
I have no fear, I will still go
In spite of all the problems
I have decided to go
To fight for the land.
I will strike at our enemies
I will strike at our enemies
I will tell them to leave me alone
For I am not of the white race.
Since the beginnings Agikuyu have ruled
Through their lands
And he-goats with bells
And gardens full of bananas.
Those who still doubt
The going home of the alien visitors
Let them be courageously assured
That aliens will go home.
Sing and know well
The reason behind this aaong
You will think and find out
That it is a song of sorrow.
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NA RIRIA ITHUI TWATHAMIRIO (In Darigiti Interview, 10.12.76)
Na riria ithui twathamirio
Tukiririra ciana
Tutari gwa kurima irio
Tuteithie ciana ciitu.
Na inyui acukani aya
Muthuire ciana cianyu
Na mukenda o nda cianyu
Ni inyui thu cia ruriri.
Kiriro kiingi gia ciana
Ni uria irakuruo ni nda
Tutari gwa kurima irio
Tuteithie ciana ciitu.
l’utigakira ori ori
Tutari gwa kurima
Na wiyatlii wiitu kiumbe
Bururi witu Kenya.

208

5b

when we were

detained

When we were detained
We cried for the children
We had nowhere to cultivate food
So as to maintain those children.
And you betrayers
You who hate your children
And care only for your stomachs
You are the nation's enemies.
There is so much crying by the children
Due to hunger and stomach aches
For we have nowhere to cultivate
So as to support them.
We shall never ever keep quiet
So long a3 we have nowhere to cultivate food
And a freedom of our own
In this country of ours Kenya.
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NGWENDA URIRIKANAGE KAM/JANA

(Muchunu Gachuki)

Ngwenda uririkanage kamwana utuike wama
Hamwe na arata aria angi mwohetwo nao
Tugitwarwo njera
Twari na arata aingi
Ni twonire thina munene
Hindi iyo gutiri undu arata
Kioho ni giathira.
Na riu twi njira-ini
Tuthiite o micii.
Hai-Kai-Hai-Hai
Ngukira ngaririkana
Maithori makwa magaitika
Na ni undu wa kieha
Tuthiite o kugoraana
Na aciari o micii.
Ngaathikwo thi ino na tiiri
Ngumbaciirie bururi wa Kenya
Na Kenya ndikoima tene na tene.
Andu aria mwatigirwo
Mugiicukumithania
Na mbari ya Nyakeru
Menyai atiri
Ni ciana cia Murabi
Muraagithia iganjo
Na muui Ng«i ni atuheire
Tiiri uyu
Ndemi na mathathi
Bururi wa Kenya.
Na riu weyurabiirio
Ni ciana njeru.
Mwenenyaga rathima
Andu aria mathinagia
Ni mbari ya Nyakeru
Makiuragagwo
Na matiri hinya
Na matiri na indo
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Makuhoyaga hinya waku
Mwenenyaga umahotanire
Na uhoti waku
Nao makugocage tene na tena.
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re m e m b e r a l w a y s , young man

Remember always, young man, to be faithful and honest
Together with all your friends with whom you were jailed
When we were taken to prison,
We had many friends
We encountered many hardships then
But there is nothing we can say my comrades,
The jail term is over;
Now we are on our way
To our homes.
Hai-IIai-Iiai-Hai
As I brood, I remember
And my tears drop
Because of the sorrow
Of going to reunite
With the parents at home.
I will bo buried in this earth with soil in my hands
Gripping tightly the country of Kenya
And I will never depart from Kenya, ever and ever.
Those of you who were left
Clinging strongly to
The white man's race
Know now that
It is the children of Mumbi
You are depriving of their ancestral homes
Knowing too well as you do that Ngai gave us
This soil
Ndemi and Mathathi
The land of Kenya.
And now it is all grabbed and kept
By the white children.
O Mwenenyaga, bless those who are inconvenienced
By the white men
And those who get killed, yet have no strength
They neither have weapons, but only pray for your strength
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Mwenenyaga grant them victory, fight for them
With your ability,
So that they can praise and beseech you
For ever and ever.
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GIKUYU NI OIRWO NI MWENENYAGA (In DarigitiInterview
—
11.12.76)
Gikuyu ni oirwo ni Mwenenyaga
Akiigirirwo Kirinyaga iguru
Akirwo Bururi uyu wothe ukuona
Ni ndakuhe utuike wa njiarwa ciaku.
Anake a Gikuyu ni ciumbe njega
Tondu matiuragia wa kwao nuu
0 uria mangiona tonya murata
Nyumite kwa Mumbi mathina ndiri.
Airitu a Gikuyu ni ciumbe njuru
Twarikaniire atia ni ngagukora
Wariirwo ni ciau ugithii ukindiga
I'karira wone ndiari na itheru.
Mbara ndiri mwago ona mwamiona
Hi yatuniniore marigithathi
Matiema rumiai raicii na ciana
Ngai ni munene no tukoimira.
Na maitu ukinjita njitaga naiyu
Ndathukirlo matu matuku maingi
Ni undo wa gukoraagira mugeka
Na gukoinongagwo na thanju mutwe.
Kunda ruhia ruru maitu munjiari
Niwe waruonire rukiuna njora
Naruo ruru rung! ni rwa murata
Uria tweranaga kunja mugeka.
Twatwaragwo kware-ini cia mahiga
Na tutiamenyaga kuria twatwaragwo
Tiga no mahiga waikurukaga
Ngiringwo kuguru ngiitwo kumbakumba.
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GIKUYU WAS CALLED BY MWENENYAGA
Gikuyu was called by Mwenenyaga
And taken to the top of Mount Kenya
He was told All the land that you can see
I have given you for your descendants.
Agikuyu wen are very good beings
They consider not who is their kin or who isn't
Whoever comes is welcomed as a friend and told
We are Mumbi's sons we have no troubles.
But Agikuyu daughters aren't good beings
We promised they'd wait till we returned
What made you depart and leave us
You'll cry and remember that we weren't joking.
War has no pleasures let me assure you
All our firstborns died in it
And you seconders take care of homes and children
For because Hgai is great we shall overcome.
Mother, when you call me do so loudly
My oars were defected for many days
Due to sleeping on mats on the floor
And getting beaten on the head with sticks.
Drink from this horn my dear mother
For you were the one who saw the knife break the sheath
And tnis other horn is for my dear friend
With whom wo folded up the sleeping mat.
We were taken to stone quarries
Not knowing where we were being taken
All we could see were rolling stones
And when one hit me on the foot I was scolded.
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MWEMEHYAGA TWAKUHOYA

(Mukami Kimathi)

"Ni nil Elsie Mukami wa Dodan Kimathi.

Ni ngumuinira

karuimbo ka bururi uyu witu, tondu wa kuririkana
Ngai uria atwikite wega.

Twahoyaga na mbu.

Rugaturi-

rikania ati Ngai niwe wi mbere iitu, niwe uri thutha
na niwe uri rawena.

Niwe watuhotaniire.

Aria matuikire

gaturume magituika igongona, nio ene kirathimo kia
bururi uyu.

Na kuuma uumuthi Mwathani amaririkane,

ona aria inari mwoyo, na ciana cia ndigwa na cia ngoriai."
Ngai mwega mutangiri wa ita
Mwamukiri ma mundu na ma andu airu
Uri mbere tutingihotwo ni thu
Mwenenyaga twakuhoya.
Twakuhoya wendani na gitiyo
Na tha nyingi cia mwendv'a wa ruriri
Uiguano wa Gikuyu na Mumbi
Mwenenyaga twakuhoya.
Twakuhoya tukonana twi ithuothe
Kuuma Ngong kinya Karimatura
Hindi iyo kieha ni gigathira
Njamba cia ita ciahotana.
Kamatimu muruagira ukombo
Njamba cia ita ikiruira ng'undu
Ciatigiirwo ni muthuri ti Ireg.i
Mwi na maitho ni gwikigia.
Mukarira Nyakeru yathii kwao
Tondu mutikona uhuruko Kenya
Ni ngero mwanagera nyumba yanyu
Ikimucaririe uhuruko Kenya.
Thaai thathaiya Ngai thaai.
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HWENENYAGA

WE

PRAY

TUBE

"I am Elsie Mukami, wife of Dedan Kimathi.

I will

sing you a song about our land so as to remember the
good things that Ngai has done to us.
while crying.

VJe worshipped

The song used to remind us that Ngai

is the one infront of us, behind us, and besides us.
He won the war for us.

Those that became the lambs

of sacrifice have the blessings of this land.

And

from today, may the Lord remember them, both those
alive, as well as all the orphans."
Ngai, the leader of the worriors
You who receives the cries of each man and of all blacks
When you are infront, our enemies cannot defeat us
Mwenenyaga wo pray thee.
We pray thee for love and respect
And great mercy for the beloved of the nation
For the Unity of Gikuyu and Mumbi
Mwenenyaga we pray thee.
Help all of us to come together
From Gong to Garba Tulla
It is only then that our sorrows will end
When the salient champions of battle win.
Kamatimu, you fight for slavery
When our champions fight for the land
Left to us by our Iregi ancestors
Having the sight, you befool yourselves.
You will weep when the whites go home
For you will not find rest in Kenya
Cause of the calamities you have delt your own house
Kay these atrocities seek a place for you.
Peace, beseech Ngai, peace.
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ACIAP.I

TIG AI

KUMAKA

Aciari tigai kumaka
Mwana ni aciaragwo naa agakua
Na aciuri ake makomiriria
Tondu wa kumenya gitumi.
Njama icio ciaturcwo Ndaka-ini
Ni Kiraathi marl na Mbaria
Ni ciatharikire na hinya
Nginya atongoria magikena.
Kuuma fluthiti.i na ICariara
I-lutungatiri wa itungati
Mi wo Gitau Ilatenjagwo
Niwe wahuranaga mbica.
Gitau rii orire Watnwere
VJamwere ndukan ji tanire
Wamwero ndukan jitanire
Wakoruo uri Ilugikuyu
Nano macokiO raa Wamwere
Ukunjira ndigagvitanire
Ukunj.lra ndigagwitanire
Utige tugicinirwo inioii.
Riria Matenjagwo akuaga
Ni arumire tiiri na kanua
Akiuga nii ni ndakua
Ndi njamba nena ya Gikuyu.
Njori muiritu wa Kariara
Na Njoki i»viiritu Wei Iyogo
Nio acio mukuona rnbica-ini
Magitungatira ruriri.
Twakinya rurii rwa thaka
Hau ni twakomiro ngebu
Twetercire Wanjeri Ngui Kamatiwu magitigira.
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Twaragia na ucamba munene
Tondu wa kumenya gitumi
Mwire rauingi wikire kio
Kinya Kenya ithire karambaa.
Mbica ici mukuona iri haha
Ni iria twahuriirwo Kinyona
Ni ithui twarugamiriire ugo
Nake Wambugu aragurage.
Njaiaba iyo mukuona iri hau
Niyo Ndungu muru wa Giceru
Hiwe waharurukagia ndege
Ciukite gutliinia itungati.
Kamatimu muri andu anaku
Mwathinia ciaua na afcumia
Mwaninire ruburi na ng'ombe
Gikuyu gikoimirira ku?
Mbaara ino iigitwo ni itonga
Na igekirvjo hinya ni ahiki
Na igekirwo hinya ni ahiki
Na thikauti cia tuliii.
Wuui iiya muriraniro
Gutituire muriraniro
Hindi ya tha ni yathirire
Kundu akiuma kwa nuka mucii
Ni raurangire na njirungl.
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PARENTS, STOP WORRYING (Darigiti Interviews)
Parents, stop worrying
A child wholly born gets dead
And its parents persevere
For knowing the reason.
The worriers sent to Ndaka-ini
Were led by Kimathi and Mbaria
They attacked with strength
Till the leaders were happy.
From Muthithi and Kariara
The caretaker of the fighters
Was Gitau Matcnjagwo
He was the photographer.
Gitau told Warawere
Wamwere, do not betray me
Don no betray me
If you are a true Kikuyu.
And Warawere answered
You tell me not to betray you
So that you may go
And leave them burning our homes.
When Matenjagv/o was dying
He put soil in his mouth
And said he was dying
As a great Kikuyu warrior.
Njeri, a lady from Kariara
And Njoki,

a

lady from Iyego

Are t'na ones you see on the photograph
Serving our nation.
When we reached Thata plains
We laid ambush there
Waiting for Wanjeri the Dog
But the Kamatimu feared.
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Mbiyu muuhigia ciana
Tumuhoere muno
Ilginya akona mumuteithiriria.
Hoyai ma
Thaithal ma
Ni amu Ngai no uria wa tene.
Maithori inaitikire
Twanina thiku ithatu
Twona ciana ikiriranira.
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PRAY ON, BESEECH TRULLY (Led by Mukuhi Kjoroge)
Kenyatta was praised
3y the women and children
When they were taken to Yatta, to be imprisoned there.
Pray on, beseech trully,
For Ngai is the same one of old times.
Kenyatta who is loved by all
The protector of our nation
May Ngai bless him.
One lady died because of bloating
Due to eating Buffalo meat.
Much love and unity I witnessed
Of those women and children
Who shared every beanseed that dropped down.
A telegram was delivered
From Githunguri
Requesting whether we had arrived safely.
And we replied that our only sorrow
Was with the burial of Josephine.
Much tears dropped from our eyes
When we witnessed
Her clothes being given to her sister.
One European came vitli his servants and shovels
And wo saw her burried like bags.
Mbiyu, the sharpener of our children
Lot us pray for him
i

Till he finds a maintainer.
We cried much after three days
When we saw all our children crying together.
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HA

WEE

UHGIURIO

ATI A (Mukami Kimathi)

Kiugo kia mbere na inyui anake
Mutungatire Gikuyu
Ona mwathinio nduriyaga
Na thutha no inyui mukoimira.
Wee ungiurio atia
I nawe atia
Kana uri Mugikuyu
Ndoya raoko raeri na iguru
Njuge nii ndi Mugikuyu.
Tug.ltigana na arata aitu
Ni tukwenda mumenye biu
No miiri iiki yatigana
No ngoro ciitu itwarane hamwe.
Ningi o ring! na inyui anake
Mutungatire ruriri
Tunyitanire turi hamwe
Tuhote nyina wa Karwigi na ithe.
Na riria ngathii gwitu mucii
Ngehumba nguo cia njua
Njoke ndihake maguta
Endwa raoke maiyure mucii.
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IF_YOU

WERE

ASKED

The first word to you young men
Is that you serve the Agikuyu
Even if you are troubled, troubles don't kill
In the end it's you who will triumph.
If you were asked whether you are a Kikuyu
What would you say?
I would raise both hands high
And declare myself a Kikuyu.
When we part dear friends
We would like you to know trully
That only our bodies have parted
For our hearts will move together.
Again I will tell you our youth
To serve the Gikuyu
And let us unite together
To dofecit the father and the mother Eagle.
And when I will be returning home
I will put on leather clothes
Then smear myself with oil
So that all my beloveds will come and fill the home.
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uhoro

uria

ndonire

na

maitho

Ciana cia Olenguruoni ni ciatigirwo
Hau Wabici-ini
Manyina na maitlie
Magitwarwo Yatta
Na aria angi Nakuru
Kwohoruo Ithaka.
Uhoro uria ndonire na maitho
Na mukiona uhoti wa Gikuyu
Matiathaithikire mekiro o uria
0 moririirie.
Mbcmbe ciatemengwo Murungu akiona
Ciana cia Olenguruoni ikinyamarika
Akirathiraa ndare na nyama cia githaka
Agitwira turie.
Mwarimu I'.oirigo ni anyitirv/o
Akira Muthigari wakoruo ni ukwenda
Ndingitiga ciana ta ciana cia ngoriai
Ngorai cukuru-ini tutliii twi ithuothe.
Mutikanoherwo uhoro wa njira-ini
Kana mwitikire guthecithio irore
Ciugo cia Gikuyu nicio ciatuikire
Mwigito wa Gikuyu handu kiaruma.
Marutwo Marima ni maatwarirwo
Hau Wabici-ini guthecithio irore
Makirega irore magitwarwo Yatta
Na aria angi Nakuru kwoherwo ithaka.
Mutikananyue maria njira-ini
Kana munyue maai ma kwaraha
Ciugo cia Gikuyu ni cio ciatuikire
Mwigito

via

Gikuyu handu kiaruma.
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THE THINGS I SAW WITH MY EYES

(Darigiti Interview
11. 12. 76)

Olenguruone children were left
There at the office
Their fathers and mothers were taken to Yatta
And imprisoned because of land.
I saw many things with my eyes
And you witnessed the ability of the Agikuyu
They refused to be persuaded
So they did what they wished to do.
When maize was destroyed God saw
The children of Olenguruone suffering
He blessed brambles and wild bush animals
And He told us to eat them.
Koirigo, the teacher was arrested
But he pleaded with the askari that
He would not leave the children like orphans
So he asked them to arrest him from the school ground.
Do not be cheated on the way
Neither accept to be fingerprinted
Because the traditional Gikuyu words became
The defence of the Agikuyu wherever they are.
. From Ilarima they were taken
To the office for fingerprinting
They refused to fingerprint and were taken to Yatta
And some to 1-Jakuru to be imprisoned for land.
Do not drink from rainpools on tho way
Neither take stagnant water
For surely the traditional Gikuyu words have become
The defence of all Agikuyu wherever they are.
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T U G A k iiJN A

MOi\iO

Twoimire Olenguruoni ta thaa ithatu
Tugikinya Yatta ta thaa thita.
Tugakena uuno
Nyumta ya Mumbi igicokerio ithaka.
Tweragwo narua ma narua na ihenya'
Kai mutekumenya mwi mabuthu.
Muthungu ni okire na akirugama
Mbere-ini ya rauingi aroahure mbica.
Ciugo cia Kenyatta ni ciagiririe
Undu uria wendaga gwikv;o ni ageni.
Twoimire Nakuru ta thaa ithatu
Tugikinya Thika ta thaa thita
Tukiheo rnaai marebe atatu
Ucio niguo cai twegagurire.
Mitheko ndonire turi Gicuka
Tugithekcreruo ni ciana njeru
Tondu cieciragia twathii guthira
Tutigacoka kwonuo Kenya ringi.
Tweragwo haraka narua na ihenya
Tugicokerer5 a indo igiteagwo
Tweragwo haraka narua na ihenya
Mutigetigire mworagia ni ri.

14A

KAMATIMU

MURI

AICI

Kamatimu muri aici na muri atunyani
Mwetagirira round muthii mugatunyana
Mwetagirira round muthii mugatunyane.
Mv/ana wa Mugikuyu ekurira akerwo kira
Thoguo ni athiro Manyani na Nyukwa ari Kamiti.
Mutumia wa Kamau niwe wari Karani
Ka anako aria maarutirwo irima na Biringani.
Mwana wa Mumaumau ekurira akerwo kira
Thoguo ni athirc hyandarua ahitagwo ta thwariya.
Mwanake wa kamatimu ekurira akeruo kira
Mburi ni nyingi Gijcuyu ni ngukuguranira.
Mutumia wa Matimu ekurira akeruo kira
Muungururio ni wa ruciu thii ngagutunvanire.
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KAMATIMU YOU ARE THIEVES (Darigiti Interview)

You Kamatimu are thieves and robbers
You wait for supervision so you can go robbing.
When a Kikuyu baby cries you tell it to stop
Because its father's in Manyani and the mother's in
Kamiti.
Kaiuau's wife was the secretary to the men
Who were ordered out of a hideout with a machinegun.
When a Mau Mau baby cries it is told to stop
Cause its father went to Nyeindarua to be hunted
like an antelope.
When the son of a Homeguard cries he i3 told to stop
For goats are many in Gikuyuland,

he would get a

wife with them.
When the wife of a Homeguard cries she's told to stop
For the operation day is near
So her husband will go and rob for her.

GL OS S aRY

Aaeera

~

Name of a Kikuyu clan

Ambui

-

Name of a Kikuyu clan

Anjiru

-

Name of a Kikuyu clan

Batuni

-

Platoon on batallion

Ethaga

-

Name of a Kikuyu clan

Gaki

-

Tradi ti.onal name for Nyeri

Githathi

-

A stone , with seven holes drilled
through it, used as a symbol in oaths
andcurses.

It is used in a ceremony

called kuringa githathi i.e.

to strike

the githathi especially in an oath.

Gikuyu

-

The name of the traditional ancestor
(male)

of the Kikuyu.

Also used for

the Kikuyu.

Githita

-

The rear end organ of a sheep.

Name

also used for the male sex organ.

Githuri

-

The chest.

Ihii

-

Uncircumcised boys

Ikengeto

-

Fatty -oiece of meat situated at an
animal's chest,
the chest meat.

(singular kihii)

also forming part of
It was traditionally

eaten by men.

Ira

-

A white powder used in various Kikuyu
cer emonies.

Iregi

-

The rcvoltern.

A name of an ancient

ruling generation among the Kikuyu.

Irua

—

Initiation ceremony of circumcision.

Ithaka

-

Lands:

A major demand of the Mau Mau

from the colonialists.

Itwika

-

Traditional ceremony in which one gene
ration

took over the religious and

political matters from the preceding one
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Child;

Kaana

(Kaana ka murikawe - An agemate's

child)

Kabete

-

Traditional name for Kiambu
Name used by Mau Mau to mean loyalists.

Kamat-imu

Also traditionally used for very junior
el de rs .
The Kikuyu of pure Kikuyu circumcision

Karing 'a

guild as distinct from those of the
Maasai guild.

Kiambo

—

That which is set up; Name used for
the arena of Mau Mau oaths.

Kirore

-

Fingerprint used as signature.

Kirumi

-

A curse,

(literary means an insult)

Eiders - The Mau Mau name for those

Komerera

XJeople who lived in local bushes and
holes during the Mau Mau war.

Kunyua minima ~

To take an oath;

to swear in a ritual

ceremony.

Kuringa thenge

Striking the he-goat:
beating a goat

To swear by

(usually male)

or by

breaking its bones.
Name of an a gegroup or a generation

Maina

set which al tarnate3 with the Mwangi
gen eration.

Matuumo

—

A ceremonial dance traditionally held
on the day b efore circumcision.

Metumi

-

Migerwa

Traditional name for M u r a n g ’a
The total pa raphernallia or contents
in an oath c e r o m o n y .

Mivatina

-

Large fruits of a tree
are used,

(muratina)

together with honey,

preparation of liquor,

which

in the

(singular,

muratina)
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A shrub that was commonly used as a

Mug ere

symbol in oaths and curses ceremonies,
(plural,

migerc)

Mug-iro

-

A prohibition or a ban.

Mugwanja

—

The number seven;

(mugwanja muuru,

the

ominous seven)

Mutko

-

A stick,

flattened on one end, which

is used for stirring or smashing foods.

Muingi

—

The people;

the congregation;

a name

used for the whole Ilau Mau community.
The wife of Gikuyu;

Mumbi

the female ancestor

of the Kikuyu.

Mundumugo

-

Diviner-doctor

Muthigi

—

A staff of office carried by senior
elders,

mithigi).

An oath

Muuua
Mwangt

(plural,

—

Name of an age-group or generation set
which alternates with Maina.
Name used for the container,

Mwano

the contents therein,

as well as

which were used

by the diviner-doctor in his work.

Mzungu

—

The general Swahili name for Europeans,
(plural, w a z u n g u ) .

Ndahtkio

—

Ritual vomiting;

A ritual ceremony of

pur ification .

Ndirothurwa
ni ici

May these

(foods etc.)

they kill me.
oath-taker,

loathe me; may

A curse uttered by the

directed to himself.

A large calabash in which liquor was

Ndua

brewed.

Ngai

-

The common Kikuyu name for God.
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A small roundish bone at the back of

Ngata

the neck

(of a goat or an elephant)

used as a symbol in oath ceremonies.

Ngunuro

~

Ritual initiation ceremony especially
of a diviner-doctor;

literary,

the

unc overing.
Strips cut from a goat's skin used in

Ngwaro

various ceremonies,
cation,

cursing and oathing ceremonies.

A brave warrior;

Njamba

including purifi

(Njamba cia ita, a

name used for the tiau Mau forest fighters
and for Kikuyu fighters).
A name used by the Kikuyu,

Nyakeru

especially

during the time of the Mau Mau,

for

the white mon.

Nyama ya gibhusi -

The chest meat.

Tahika

Vomit;

a term used to denote the symbolic

vomiting of ills during the purification
ceremony of ndahikio.
Defilement;

Thahu

the ill consequences duo to

a contravened prohibition,
oath.

curse, or

Sicknesses and even death aro

some of the symptoms of thahu.

Thenge

~

A male goat;

a name also used to refer

to some special symbols in oaths and
curses e.g. githathl andangata.

Female

animals when used in these ceremonies
were also referred to as thenge.

Uiguano wa muingi.

The unity of the people; denoted the
unity of all the people who had taken
Mau Mau oaths.

Uma-uma

-

Get out, get out; an anagram which has
been assumed to have been the root of
the name Mau !lau.
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Wiyathi

Self rule;

one of the principal demands

of the Mau Mau.
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