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A NOTE ON ORTHOGRAPilY

Ihe sp e llin g  o f non-English terminology in  tliis  work is  derived 

from several sources. When the terms are from a group other than 

Thar aka, I  have used the sp e llin g  provided by the ethnographer o f that 

group. Thus, T igam a terms are from Manner and Maasai terms from 

Jacobs. In Thar aka terminology I  used spellings provided by my f ie ld  

assistant who was lite ra te  in both English and Tharaka. Pronunciation 

o f Tharaka terms is  generally according to  the pronunciations in the 

International Phonetic Alphabet, exoept that "th" in  Tharaka is  always 

voioed, and "c" is  always pronounced "ch".
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I . INTRODUCTION

A. The Problem

The purpose o f  th is work is  to  apply a set o f  theoretica l 

princip les to a body o f data in the hope o f generating an adequate 

theory about the cultural domain o f  age-set systems. While i t  is  

intended that th is theory explain much about age-set systems in  general, 

i t  is  not intended that th is be a theory o f orig in s . This is  not due 

to  any a p r io r i objection to  theories o f o rig in , but merely to  an 

insistence that theories be drawn from analyses to  which the available 

data are amenable. The major tes t to  which th is theory w il l  be put 

is  the explanation o f a situation o f  soc ia l change in  the area in ves ti

gated: the Meru D is tr ic t o f  Kenya.

Through cut h is major th eore tica l work, Marvin Harris (1968) 

contrasts " id e a lis t "  and "m a ter ia lis t" strategies o f  research and 

explanation. While th is contrast may accurately characterize the 

h is to ry  o f anthropology, i t  seems to  me that Harris' general conclusion 

is  as in va lid  as the theories which he attacks throughout the bock. 

Having demonstrated that the m ateria list strategy can be productive, 

Harris then proceeds to  assume that only the m ateria list strategy can 

be productive. S p ec ific a lly , having argued that the m ateria list 

strategy is  in  great part diachronic (1968: 604), he concludes that 

diachronic in terests are an tith e tica l to  an in terest in  cognitive 

ru les . I t  is  not p er fec tly  c lear here whether Harris means to  exclude 

cogn itive rules e n t ir e ly , o r merely to  in s is t upon the inclusion of
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m ateria lis t considerations, but the thrust o f  his bock is  c learly  the 

former. I  agree,however,with the la t te r  in terpretation , since I  find 

i t  inpossible to  motivate a theory in  a vacuum, but I  find the exclu

sion o f cognition every b it  as d eb ilita t in g  to  useful theory as the 

exclusion o f  p ractica l considerations. A fter a l l ,  i t  cannot be doubted
i

that humans everywhere find themselves in material environments with 

wliicn they mast deal and that th e ir  soc ia l organization w i l l  to  some 

extent r e f le c t  th is , but i t  can a lso  not be doubted that humans every

where have minds.

This la t te r  fa c t is  one to which Harris pays l ip  serv ice, but 

when a l l  is  said and dene, his search fo r  "nomothetic" theory is  

nothing more than an insistence that a l l  theory be in  the form o f laws 

o f  lin ear causality, and that furthermore these laws view soc ia l struc

ture per se as the resultant end o f  a causal chain, not worthy o f 

study in i t s e l f  since i t  has already been "explained" by the material 

( e . g . , raw behavioral) fa cts . Just in  case the lin ea r causal chains 

do not work perfec tly  then soc ia l structure becomes an annoying in te r

vening variable to  joe explained away on the grounds that one can always 

fin d  exceptions to  generalizations in  the world: the theory always

works exoept when i t  does not.

My insistence that a theory o f  soc ia l structure include both 

cogn itive and m ateria list aspects would lik e ly  be viewed by Harris as 

"confused ec lectic ism ". However, I  be lieve that I  can demonstrate the 

e ff ic a c y  o f this approach, and present i t  in a ncn-ccnfused way.

H arris ' scorn fo r  the e c le c t ic  appears to  be based upon an assumption 

that an ec le c tic  formulation w i l l  automatically include a l l  o f any



given theory and a l l  o f any contradictory theories. Barring th is 

cbvicus erro r, perhaps the e c le c t ic  mind is  seen as cne which fa ils  

t o  be se lec tive ly  c r i t ic a l .  In th is  regard, I  do not believe my 

approach to  be so rruch ec le c tic  as synthetic: h is to r ic a lly  i t  is  a

new approach, and should be judged on the basis o f i t s  own productivity 

rather than cn the fa c t that the approach recognizes some u t i l i t y  in  

parts o f theories which cn the whole have proved less than perfect.

Such critic ism  would be va lid  only i f  the section o f  previous theory 

being used is  p rec ise ly  the portion to  which the o r ig in a l objection 

was made; other than in  such cases a new theory ought to  be tested as 

an independent en tity .

A major objection to  nuch o f  anthropological theory has been 

the in a b ility  o f s p e c if ic  theories o f  structure to  handle the problems 

o f  diachronic analysis or soc ia l change. Since the primary tes t of 

the theory to  be presented here w i l l  be in the explanation o f socia l 

change, this work may appear to  be weighted towards a discussion of 

theories o f change. Despite the fa c t  that th is is  essen tia lly  a theory 

o f  soc ia l structure in a particu lar domain, I  do not consider this 

weighting en tire ly  unwarranted. I t  is , cn the other hand, the trad ition  

in  soc ia l anthropology that has viewed studies o f change as separate 

from soc ia l structural studies that makes i t  appear so. Indeed most 

theories o f socia l change are based upcn assumptions about the nature 

o f  soc ia l structure; when they are not, then they f a i l  as theories on 

p rec ise ly  that ground, just as theories o f  soc ia l structure may be 

viewed as disccnfirmea when they f a i l  to  account fo r  so c ia l change.

The lite ra tu re  on the top ic o f  "change" in  anthropology is
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imrense. Keesing (1953) compiled a bibliography o f  change studies as 

o f  1952, and since that time the lite ra tu re  has only grown. There is  

a particu larly  vast lite ra tu re  cn s o c ia l change in A fr ica , but l i t t l e  

o f  i t  bears d ire c tly  cn the problems to  be dealt with here. Most o f 

th is  litera tu re deals sp ec ifica lly  with a range o f problems called 

"urbanization" ( c f .  especia lly  M itch e ll's  1966 review a r t ic le ; a 

s im ila r review by Epstein 1967; and Southall 1961). Other volumes 

e x is t  which appear to  f a l l  under th is  rubric, but which are in fact 

generalized soc io log ica l accounts, a lb e it  o f some m erit (Lloyd 1967, 

f o r  example) ,  but which do not consider the general problem o f  a theory 

about soc ia l change within an e x p lic it  and general theory o f soc ia l 

systems.

This is  not to  inply that there is  no lite ra tu re  available on 

the theoretica l question o f soc ia l change within small scale s o c ie t ie s . 

From the lite ra tu re  on this top ic, perhaps the most in teresting argu

ments are those surrounding the u t i l i t y  o f "equilibrium models".

In his (1968) a r t ic le  Gluckman is  concerned prim arily with 

ge ttin g  around the problems which Leach (1954) attributed to an equi

librium  model, namely, the apparent in a b ility  o f the model to handle 

change over time. He does th is by c it in g  Fortes' (1945) ccnoept o f 

"dynamic equilibrium" (used also by Leach), and Evans-Pritchard's 

(1940) ccnoept o f "structural time" as a background to  his own argu

ment that any equilibrium  model contains within i t  a structural 

duration: the period o f  time required fo r  tiie fu l l  inp lications o f

the model to be worked out. Lehman (1967: 57) has pointed out that 

th is  sort o f suggestion in no way obviates the problem o f what is  s t i l l
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an essen tia lly  s ta t ic  model, either* a sort o f  rubber-band a f fa ir  which 

snaps back in to an idea l position follow ing disturbance, or a pa ir o f  

id ea l states with an osc illa tion  between them that is  i t s e l f  not a 

s ta te ; and that indeed the somewhat naive view o f structure adopted in  

Gluckman's early arguments leaves no other choice (see especia lly  

Gluckman 1967).

Gluckman has no recourse but to  suggest what is  essen tia lly  a 

view o f soc ia l structure as two models at d istin ct time points: soc ia l

change is  new being viewed (ju s t in  case i t  is  "structural change") as 

the agent responsible fo r  the sh ifts  between the two models.

This is  p rec ise ly  the approach that Barth c r it ic is e s .  Barth's 

solution is  no re a l improvement, however. He suggests studying the 

"events o f change" (1967: 661), by which he appears la te r  to mean the 

actions o f innovators and the in stitu tiona liza tion  o f  innovations.

To me this appears to  be the study o f  h is to r ica l accident, with perhaps 

a passing glance at regular so c ie ta l process. However, despite his 

accurate critique o f  Gluckman's notions, Barth u ltim ately ends up with 

nothing more than two tenporally d iscrete  models o f  s o c ia l structure, 

a lb e it  with a concern fo r  the relationships between the two. Again the 

problem is  in  the view o f soc ia l structure.

Previous studies, including Gluckman's own (1958), and theo

r e t ic a l  overviews (M itchell 1966; Vogt 1960) constantly re fe r  to  

d iffe re n t  types o f  so c ia l change (s itu a tion a l, rad ica l, in stitu tion a l, 

e t c . )  as though i t  had been demonstrated that soc ia l change was e ither 

something that was dene to a system from the "ou tside", o r was some 

process through which the system, i t s e l f  a single le v e l o f  re la tiona l



representations, had to proceed. I f ,  however, i t  is  considered that 

changp is  a part o f  socia l structure, then there is  no need to  dilute 

analyses with d iffe ren t types o f  changes, a prooeaure which the authors 

themselves appear to  find d is tas te fu l.

The argument can be made that socia l structure rules are siirply 

a class o f operations that "generate" or describe re la tion a l states.

The set o f rules describing a domain o f necessity has within i t  certain 

lim itin g  (em pirical) conditions. I f  these conditions are changed, then 

the output o f these rules a lso  changes. Thus, the ru les can be seen 

as governing not only re la tion a l sta tes but re la tion a l transformations 

as w e ll. I t  is  then su ffic ien t to  accept the fact that conditions are 

always in d e fin ite ly  variab le: from a proper understanding o f socia l

structure i t  can then be predicted what the soc ia l situation w i l l  be 

fo r  each possible condition. Note that this does not amount to  the 

prediction o f  actual events, since the in i t ia l  conditions are not 

determined. This l im it ,  however, does not r e f le c t  a d i f f ic u lty  in 

analyses but merely the difference between pred ictive models and 

purest prophecy.

To summarize b r ie f ly ,  we are concerned with the nature o f  soc ia l 

systems in general, with the domain o f  age-organization in particu lar, 

and what is  wanted is  a theory about that domain as i t  is  found within 

a sp e c if ic  and lim ited  number o f  s o c ia l systems. We w i l l  want the 

theory to generate hypotheses that may help us in understanding what we 

mean by socia l change. This is  a viewpoint which sees as the goal o f 

the anthropologist the understanding o f the system, and i t  argues 

strongly that the understanding o f the system includes the understanding
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o f  i t  d iachrcn ica lly , i  .e . ,  soc ia l change.

Anthropologists have in the past often  been active in what has 

been called  "pol icy sc ience". Without making any s p e c ific  value judg

ment about such work, i t  is  nevertheless the case that anthropological 

theorizing about s o c ia l change has been to some extent incorporated in to  

the ways in  which sore agencies handle problems o f  development (see 

Goodenough 1965). Following d ire c t ly  from the naive assumptions 

previously noted in  some o f the theories o f change, development person

n e l with whom I  have spoken appear to  have a s im ila rly  naive view o f 

the ccnnecticn between eccncmic development and soc ia l change; sinply 

that the two are in  a cne-to-one relationship such that whenever one 

has development one has soc ia l change, and that development is  the cause 

o f  that change. This type o f  notion appears to  underlie Gluckman's 

(1967: 279-285) discussion o f  the equilibrium model fo r  soc ia l change.

The sp e c ific  soc ia l change problem to which th is  work is  addressed 

is  the situation in  East A frica  as i t  stood in  1970-71 when the main body 

o f  th is research was carried out. My research was conducted among the 

Tharaka sub-tribe o f  the Kenya Mem, who are described in  some ethno

graphic d e ta il  in Chapter I I .  The Tharaka are an extremely poor people, 

and there has been p ra c tica lly  no serious eoonomic development in 

Tharaka country over the past seven ty-five years or so (Brokensha, 1971, 

documents Tnarakan economic conditions in a report to  the Kenya Govern

ment) . I f  cne were to  believe the above-mentioned implication o f  the 

equilibrium model then cne would expect to  find that the Tharakan age- 

se t system was fu lly  flourish ing today.

Amongst the neighboring Tigania who speak the same language and
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are also viewed as a Mem sub-tribe, the land is  fa r  richer, and conse

quentia lly  so are the people when compared to  Iharakans. Tigania people 

have benefited over the past decades from external investment, and the 

sorts  o f developmental e ffo r ts  as regards land holding that is  often 

mentioned in  the lite ra tu re  fo r  some other agricu ltu ra l peoples in 

Kenya (Clough 1965; Krishna 1966; Sorrenson 1967). Ihe town o f Meru 

is  located within the Tigania area, so that most Tigania have some 

experience with a situation that is  a t  least ncn-rural ( i f  not fu lly  

urban). Retaining a b e lie f  in the implications o f the equilibrium 

model, one should expect that the Tigania age-set system has undergone 

s ign ifican t soc ia l change.

As w i l l  be detailed  in  Chapter I I ,  both o f these predictions 

would be fa lse . In  Tigania age-sets are currently formed and promoted 

in  precise accordance with the rules w)iich governed -that system prior 

to  European contact, as w i l l  be shewn in a la te r  chapter. In Iharaka 

the age-set system has a l l  but collapsed.

Given situations such as th is , perhaps the inp lications o f the 

equilibrium model might s t i l l  be saved by a deus ex rrachina such as 

suggesting that "weak" and "strong" so c ia l structures react d iffe ren tly  

to  soc ia l change, and i t s  various types. However, unless there is  some 

well-m otivated means o f  determining what a "strong" o r  "weak" structure 

is  independent o f examining how the structure has reacted under a change 

in  conditions, then there is  no theory at a l l . Anything that happens 

w i l l  confirm the hypothesis— there is  no test by which i t  could possibly 

be wrong. AJL1 o f these objections do not a rise , however, when social 

change is  seen as a part o f soc ia l structure.
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B. Age-Orgaai za t i cn Systems

I t  would be counter-productive to c ite  a l l  possible references 

to  age-organization systems in the lite ra tu re , but a b r ie f overview 

w i l l  su ffioe  to demonstrate the range o f materials ava ilab le . An in

te res t in ceremonials characterized Hie e a r lie s t  anthropologists, and 

among types o f ceremonies the most often  discussed were Hie r ite s  o f 

passage (van Gennep 1909; Young 1965) some o f  which were associated 

with age- organizaticn systems.

African systems o f age-organizaticn have been discussed in 

general in several places, among them Eisenstadt (195H; 1956) and Prins 

(1953), the la t te r  o f  whom attempted to  draw theoretica l conclusions 

based on detailed studies o f  three systems. Fleming (1969) in  his doc

to ra l d issertation provided a comprehensive study o f  the East African 

systems, s p e c if ic a lly  from an h is to r ic a l viewpoint, and his d issertation  

also provides a comprehensive general bibliography fo r  the various 

systems.

Many o f the anthropologists who have worked among age-grading 

peoples have concentrated cn this aspect o f soc ia l organization in 

th e ir  general ethnographies (Huntingford 1953; Spenoer 1965; Jacobs 1965). 

Ihe most accurate and sp ec ific  information availab le cn age-organizaticn 

comes from in-depth studies o f  a s in g le  group. Recently Hoffman (1965; 

1971) has provided a mathematical analysis o f  the gada system o f  the 

Galla in a b r ie f a r t ic le ,  pointing up the u t i l i t y  o f  applying formal 

and semi-formal ana ly tica l systems to  the study o f age-organizaticn.

Ihe m aterial cn Meru age-organizaticn, sp e c if ic a lly  on that o f 

Tharaka, is  extremely sparse. Middleton and Kershaw (1965) review the
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most recent material up un til 1965 and draw this same conclusion. Aside 

from b r ie f reports such as Hobley's (1910) and [fo ld ing 's (1942), l i t t l e  

was noted about the Meru p r io r  to Lambert's (1956) work. Lambert also 

is  responsible fo r  a large co llec tion  o f  general notes cn the area on 

f i l e  (n .d .) at the University o f Nairob i. However, ny own investiga

tions suggest that there is  hardly a true statement about Tharaka 

age-organization in  a l l  o f Lambert's materials. I  am not in a position 

to  state hew su ffic ien t ly  th is can be said to  characterize the work 

Lambert did cn other groups, however, fo r  Tharaka at least two major 

points stand out. Tne f i r s t  is  that i t  appears that Lambert did not 

h im self make f ie ld  inquiries in Tharaka, rely ing instead on o ra l or 

w ritten  reports from other Europeans. The second is  that Lambert 

assumed, probably on the basis o f a s im ila rity  in term inolo^ , that 

the Tharaka system was e ith er id en tica l to or a minor variant o f  the 

Imenti or Tigania systems with which he was better acquainted. I  w i l l  

handle sp ec ific  objections to  statements o f Lambert's in Chapter I I .

The other volume covering Tharaka in some d e ta il is  Bemardi's 

(1959) study o f the Mugwe, a r itu a l leader found in each o f the Meru 

tr ib e s . Bem ardi's material is  fa r  more accurate, but deals almost 

exclusive ly  with th is  r itu a l figu re . The agp-set systems of the various 

tr ib es  are mentioned, but were not the essentia l top ic  o f his research. 

Much o f  this m aterial is  credited to  Lambert.

Thus, there is  e f fe c t iv e ly  no r e a lis t ic  or usefu l report cn 

the Meru (and s p e c ific a lly  Tharaka) age-set systems in  the published 

lite ra tu re . Lambert's material on the other Meru tribes must a t least 

be viewed with some suspicion, considering i t s  inaccuracy in the area

o f  Tharaka.
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In the area o f  Tigania, however, Lairbert has recently been 

superseded by the f i e ld  work o f Jurg Mahner (1971; and personal ccm- 

nuni ca tion ). My own researches make up the rate r ia l  cn Tharaka 

(Lowenthal 1971; 1972; and the present work).

I  had die opportunity to speak at length in Nairobi with both 

Mahner and Bemardi, and so the data I  w i l l  present cn Tigania can be 

considered quite accurate. I  also had the opportunity to  interview a 

few Tigania people liv in g  in  Tharaka and passing through Tharaka. A l l  

o f  these interviews confirm Mahner's material. The chanoe to  speak 

d ire c t ly  with Maimer and Bemardi afforded me the p o ss ib ility  o f  asking 

d ire c t and sp ec ific  questions, and resulted in  a greater confidence in  

m/ own material as w e ll.

In  Last A fr ic a  there are two types o f basic age-organization.

One type is  the so ca lled  generation-set system, the major diagnostic 

feature o f which is  that recruitment to sets is  based cn the set in 

which some p r io r  l in e a l re la tive  had been. The gada system o f the Gal la  

is  o f this type, but die Meru tribes do not have a s im ila r system 

despite a certain surface s im ila r ity  evidenced in Tigania (the Tigania 

system w i l l  be more fu lly  discussed in  Chapters I I  and I I I ) .  G lazier 

(personal conmunicaticn) described to  me the generation-set system which 

is  used by die Mbeere, and which ex is ts  side-by-side with th e ir age-set 

system, the second type o f basic age-organization. Indeed, I  w i l l  argue 

below diat generation-set systems may not rea lly  be age-organizaticnal 

a t a l l ,  and thus die existence o f a generaticn-set system separately 

but at die same time as an age-set system is  not representative o f a 

double age-organization.
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In general an age-set system nay be described as a system in

which members are recruited to  sets based roughly on th e ir  chronological 

age , e ith er at b ir th  or at some form o f in it ia tion  (o ften  circumcision). 

Again in general, the sets then move through age-grades, which grades 

determine the public functions o f the members o f the s e t ; thus, at one 

point a set is  a w arrior s e t, and a t  a la te r  point an e ld er s e t, but 

se t membership remains constant fo r  any individual throughout his l i f e  

once he has been recru ited.

A l l  o f the Meru peoples have some form o f age-set system, and 

agp-set systems w i l l  be the area o f  greatest concern to  this work.

The age-set systems o f the various Meru tribes are not id en tica l, and 

in  comparing them there emerges a reasonable c la ss ifica tion  o f  types 

o f  agp-set systems based on soc ia l structure which may be applicable 

to  the East African material in general. This suggestion is  based on 

materials co llected  by David Rosen (Personal cormunication) from the 

Mukugodo, by David K ette l (1970; and personal communicaticn) fo r  a 

number o f Kalenjin-speaking peoples in  Western Kenya, and cn materials 

from the lite ra tu re  previously c ited . The c la ss ifica tion  follows from 

the analysis which w i l l  be presented la te r  cn in th is  work, and i t  w i l l  

be fu lly  discussed below.

C. Method

In the co llec tion  o f data i t  is  advised generally that one 

avoid a technique in  which the resu lts o f  the research are predetermined 

by the technique o f  co llec tion : research method ought not to simply

rein foroe preconceived notions about the people under study. At the
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same time i t  must necessarily be the case that the analytical method 

to  be enplcyed informs the method o f  data co llec tion  just insofar as 

i t  must be certain that su ffic ien t amounts o f  the needed types o f data 

are collected . These two constraints are not neoessarily contradictory: 

they merely reduce the naivety o f  the research in general. I t  is  

important, however, that both the method o f data co llec tion  and the 

ana lytica l method be discussed so that the reader may judge whether or 

not both constraints have been followed.

Foremost among the assumptions underlying the analysis to  be 

presented is  the suggestion o f  Durrenberger (1971) that socia l s t r ic 

ture may be e f fe c t iv e ly  viewed as an aspect o f  "competence", in  the 

sense that the term is  used in  lin g u is t ic s , that i s , competence is  

seen as an in terp retive  and monitoring system fo r  rea l behavior (which 

is  "performance"). Chomsky (1957) points out that competence in  this 

sense can be described, while an inventory o f  a l l  rea l behavior is  

essen tia lly  indescribable.

From performance the analyst can abstract a se t o f  categories 

lead ing to a theory o f  competence. In  the case o f th is  study performance 

is  represented by over 100 in-depth interviews with d iffe ren t Tharaka 

e ld ers . In interview ing these informants i t  became abundantly c lear 

that no two informants shared p rec ise ly  the same view o f  the system. 

However, the theory o f  competence which was constructed could account 

fo r  a l l  o f these performances save one. This one performance I  have 

discounted as spurious fo r  reasons which w i l l  be deta iled  below in  the 

discussion o f  questioning procedures. The theory o f competence which 

I  w i l l  be presenting re fle c ts  Carden's (1970) c r ite r ion  that the preferred

\
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theory is  one wliich accounts fo r  variants amongst the data. That the 

performances are at varianoe with one another is  expectable from the 

notion that competence does not d ire c t ly  generate performance, but 

rather interprets i t .

Formal and semi-formal models have been used before in anthro

pology (Kay 1971), and one o f  the more popular appeals has been to 

the use o f  game theory (Buchler 1966; Buchler and Nutini 1969). Game 

theory, however, takes the rules o f  a game as given, and concerns 

i t s e l f  with the various possible stra teg ies  fo r  playing the game. Our 

concern here, however, is  quite p rec ise ly  not fo r  strategies within a 

ru le  system, but fo r  the rule system i t s e l f  and its  changes over time, 

and thus game theory has no application in th is work.

Tnat a model o f  competence is  a theory follows quite naturally 

from the notion that cognitive models themselves are theories, unique 

and individual, and that a l l  descriptions o f fieldworkers are to  some 

extent also theories. There can be no rea l question about the v a lid ity  

o f  the cognitive models (barring pathological d iffe ren ce ), fo r  i f  there 

were none, then the participants could not partic ipa te . There is  con

siderable question about the th eoretica l va lid ity  o f  a fielctoorker's 

theory, but that is  a question fo r  Chapter IV.

I nave stated that competence is  a monitor and in terpreter o f  

performance. In lin gu is tics  this is  s im ilar to  the d istinction  between 

language (competence) and speech (performance), but does not take the 

view that competence is  in any rea l sense a generator o f  performance. 

Conpetenoe here is  viewed as a cogn itive theory or machine which in ter

prets incoming performances and which monitors outgoing performances.
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The in terpreting function o f  competence can be seen by the fact that 

we are able to  in terp re t speech from others (o r  ourselves) which is  

ungrammatical, y e t comprehensible. The monitoring function is  exhibited 

in  the phenomenon o f  "fa lse  s ta r ts " , when we begin an ungrammatical 

(and possibly incomprehensible) sentence, but then step midway and 

correct ourselves.

In the realm o f  soc ia l structure we can substitute "culture" 

fo r  "language" and "behavior" fo r  "speech", and reta in  the model. With 

th is  view language or grammar becomes a specia l case o f  competence, 

and we may speak o f  the cultural competence o f  our participants with 

respect to any given soc ie ta l domain such as age-organization. That 

ungrammatical behaviors w i l l  new and then occur is  assumed, but that 

these w i l l  be recognized as ungrammatical by other participants is  a lso 

the case, and that is  crucia l. Were competence an id ea l generator 

o f  behavior then any ungrammatical speech or behavior would r e f le c t  a 

competence fa ilu re  and not simply performance error, o r  else we should 

have no account ava ilab le o f  the a b i l i t y  people regu larly exh ib it to 

in terp ret (assign meaning system atically) to behavior they see as i l l -  

formed.

The model to  be presented, then, is  a model o f  competence in 

the sense that i t  provides parameters. Items which f a l l  within these 

parameters are grammatical, items fa l l in g  outside are not. The extent 

to  which th is competence model r e fle c ts  the competence o f any given 

participant is  another question. Competence in  this case represents a 

map against wliich to  judge performance.

A w illingness to  take d irect account o f  the cognitions evidenced
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by one's informants is  a necessary part o f f ie ld  research, most espe

c ia l ly  in the case that cne is  claiming to build a model o f conpetenoe. 

While I  believe the model I  w i l l  present to be the best available 

theory about the domain in question, i t  is  s t i l l  the case that most o f  

the data from which the model was constructed were drawn from informant's 

statements, ana that these statements are cases o f performance (actual 

utterances), not conpetenoe. However, i t  is  not possible to arrive at 

a theory o f conpetenoe without using performance data.

While i t  is  c learly  possible to  learn some things about, le t  

us say, ceremonials and day to  day a c t iv it ie s ,  v ia  the method o f  par

tic ip an t observation, the main bulk o f  ethnographic materials comes 

necessarily from informant statements. Further, participant observa

tion  i t s e l f  may be inpossible without such statements. This lim itation  

is  o f  course strongest in  foreign situations.

I consider that i t  would be possible fo r  an observer doing pure 

observation to  learn something about the behaviors and even the motiva

tions o f  persons with whom he is  fam ilia r in advance (but this o f  course 

im plies that somewhere in his past experience the researcher has listened 

to  informant statem ents). However, the likelihood o f  doing this with 

people who are basica lly  strangers, and who furthermore speak a language 

which is  essen tia lly  unfamiliar to the field-jorker, is  minimal. F ina lly , 

i f  cne is  using spoken statements as data, a major precaution that must 

be taken is  that the fieldworker be care fu l not to e l i c i t  statements 

which are precisely the informants' views o f what they think the worker 

wants to  hear. This is  a greater problem than i t  would at f i r s t  appear

to be.
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Amcng the Tharaka, fo r  reasons which I  w i l l  make clear below, 

people who are w il l in g  to answer questions are often so very w illin g  

as to  agree with anything the worker might suggest. People, i t  would 

appear, generally enjoy puzzles, and soc ia l structure can be viewed 

as a puzzle in which apparently chaotic behaviors take plaoe that 

people would lik e  to  expalin (henoe the general public in terest in 

s o c ia l science publications written fo r  lay readers in  Western countries 

and elsewhere). Since many Tnaraka today do not understand fu lly  the 

s o c ia l structure which th e ir grandparents dealt with d a ily , they may 

be tempted to  suggest, and agree to  suggestions o f, situations which 

could not even approximate the r e a lit ie s  o f the structure.

The best example o f th is behavior was during an interview I 

held with a comparatively ycung man, midway through rry fieldwork. At 

th is  point I  was looking fo r  evidence that the Iharaka might have used 

a system o f c y c lic a l naming fo r  th e ir  age-sets long ago. Until that 

in terview  I  had found no evidence that such c y c lic ity  m i^it ex is t, 

despite the strong claim in Lambert (1956: 48) that i t  d id , and indeed 

I  am new convinced fo r  several reasons that i t  did not. However, I  led 

th is  informant in to  th is area o f questioning, and seriously attempted 

to  convince him o f th is c y c lic ity  and to  e l i c i t  c y c lic a l names. He 

gave me s ix . I  then suggested that most other tribes which do have 

c y c lic a l naming systems have seven o r  e i^ i t  names fo r  th e ir  s e ts , and 

he promptly gave me two more. I  have no doubt at a l l  that he would 

have just as gladly given me any number o f others that I  had requested. 

When I  worked up the data from this in terview , i t  became clear that 

th is man was w ill in g  to  assign any name to  any set at any point in
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time, simply because I  had asked him to do so.

I f  I  said , "Could Kiandere be called Kiandamba?" the answer 

was that i t  could be. Ultimately, h is reasoning became a b it  more 

c lea r . Indeed, any set could have any name that was assigned to  i t  

by the elders. Since I  was a high-status person by v irtu e o f my 

apparent wealth; since I  was a European and therefore assumed to  be 

connected with governments in  general; and since furthermore I  was 

the father o f  a circumcised boy and therefore an e ld e r , he would agree 

to  c a ll  any set by any name I  might suggest.

Most informants were not l ik e  th is man, and th is  is  Hie in ter

view which I  u ltim ately disregarded as spurious because o f  the way in 

which I  forced the data. Other informants probably viewed me in  much 

tne same way, but in  addition must have considered me a rather ignorant 

chap, d e fin ite ly  unsocialized, and hence rather lik e  a "v illa g e  id io t"  

in some ways, however, they were qu ite w illin g  to disabuse me o f  my 

confused and erroneous notions, and very pleased with me and with them

selves when they managed to make a point c lear to me.

The questioning procedure that must be followed in dealing with 

problems o f this so rt must ensure an accurate understanding o f what the 

informants are try in g  to  inpart. Tnis process can be a very long and 

apparently unrewarding one, and i t  has many implications fo r  the eventual 

product. For example, i t  took me severa l months to achieve a workable 

and accurate d e fin ition  fo r the word nthuke, which a l l  o f  the lite ra tu re  

on the area claims means an age-set. Tharaka informants to ld  me over 

and over that there was no d ifference between the words nthuke and

itana in  th e ir language: that both re ferred  to  age-sets. In fa c t , as
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I  la te r  ascertained, i t  is  itana that rea lly  re fers to  what I  would 

c a l l  an age-set, and nthuke refers to  something e lse . I  w i l l  discuss 

the precise meanings o f  each in the next chapter.

ihe procedure that f in a lly  led  to  acceptable defin itions made 

use o f  questions o f  roughly th is form:

Q: What is  the d ifference between nthuke and itana?

A: None, they are the same.

Q: Is  a man o f your itana a man o f  your nthuke?

A: Yes.

Q: Is  a man o f your nthuke a man o f  your itana?

A: Yes.

Q: Are a l l  o f  your itana-mates in your nthuke?

A: Not always, but they may be.

In th is sort o f  questioning I  had to avoid ge ttin g  sp ec ific  

names o f  individuals, fo r  as i t  turns out, the term itana can include 

every Tnarakan circumcised a t a certa in  time; thousands o f  people. 

Understanding that both terms referred  to  c o lle c t iv it ie s  o f  some kind, 

the important questions would be those which would estab lish  the 

recruitment boundaries (define the membership) fo r  each o f the co llec 

t i v i t i e s ,  and thus, establish the d ifference between them; for a t some 

points th e ir memberships overlapped.

This o f  course is  not a point in analytic method, but rather 

a point in fieldwork method; yet i t  can read ily be seen from th is example 

hew close ly  the method o f  data co llec tion  relates to the model which is  

u ltim ately constructed to  explain the domain, and i t  is  therefore v ita l 

that the researcher specify the manner in  which his data were co llec ted .
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Much o f  the data to  be presented are at great variance with what has 

been suggested in the past fo r  this area, and the only method I  had 

availab le o f  ensuring my own data to  be correct was th is careful 

questioning form, and the continued re-tes tin g  o f previously collected 

m ateria ls.

The question that must be d ea lt with f in a lly  then, in terms o f  

the model to  be presented, is  how accurately that model re fle c ts  "cog

n ition " : is  the competence model I  construct a va lid  one in terms o f

cogn itive salience? I  re fe r  to  my e a r l ie r  statement that the model 

which I  w i l l  be presenting accounts fo r  a l l  o f my informants' statements 

with the above noted exception. This demonstrates that the cognitive 

models o f  the lharakans and the model I  w i l l  present come up with the 

same results when questions are applied. This does not imply that rry 

model and the cognitions o f  my informants are id en tica l, but i t  is  a 

strong indication that they are re la ted . The probab ility  is  that the 

relationship is  along the lines o f a homcmorphisiru my model is  a simpli

f ic a t io n  o f the actual cognitive prooess, and while a l l  elements in my 

model may not match a l l  elements in actual cognition (indeed since 

cognition is  individual there is  no way in  which such a fea t could be 

acconplished) there is  s t i l l  every indication  that the elements are 

properly maintained in  equivilanoe c lasses, and that the ordering o f 

elements is  preserved.

The analytic  process is  as fo llow s. Each system under study is  

constructed by taking the minimum number o f  rules necessary to motivate 

the system under the conditions prevalent about 75 years ago, just 

around the time o f European contact in  the area. D ifferen t structures
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are then examined so as to determine the actual d ifferences between 

them a t th is minimal le v e l. An hypothesis is  then made that the d if 

ferences in reaction to  changed conditions (d if fe r e n t ia l rates o f 

s o c ia l change) are accounted fo r  by the differences in  structure. 

Beycnd th is , the models are then examined under the changed conditions 

and a second hypothesis emerges concerning the d irection  o f soc ia l 

change taken by systems. The o ve ra ll hypothesis to be tested is  that 

s o c ia l change is  describable as a part o f socia l structure i t s e l f ;  

the way in which rules change under d iffe ren t conditions, and that 

s o c ia l structure is  thus properly describable not as an equilibrium 

model, but as rules ex isting  within sp ec ific  environments over time.

An additional output o f  the models used w i l l  be to suggest 

that the typologies used in the past fo r  the description o f  d ifferen t 

types o f age-set systems are fau lty . Typology, o f course, is  no more 

than c la ss ifica tion , but the ju s t if ic a t io n  fo r  settin g  up typologies 

is  that they form an aid to the researcher. The lite ra tu re  on East 

A fr ica  suggests in general (Fleming 1965) that age-set systems be 

divided into those w ith cy c lica l naming o f  sets and those with linear 

naming. Hcwever, the way in which items in soc ia l structure are 

labeled by th e ir  users is  not necessarily an indication o f  the nature 

o f the socia l structure. I f e e l  I  can demonstrate that there is  indeed 

some connection between the two, but that this connection is  not abso

lu te , and that the typology o f systems based on labeling is  unlikely 

to  lump together systems with the same underlying structures. Indeed, 

since the structures are themselves examinable, i t  is  on the basis o f 

s o c ia l structure that these systems are most usefully categorized.
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For the age-set systems o f East A frica  there are two paramount 

items to  be handled by the soc ia l structures. The f i r s t  is  that sets 

be fonned on the basis o f age, and the second is  that these sets be 

promoted through a series o f grades. The rules fo r  handling these two 

items are the crucia l data in  the study o f age-set systems, and they 

form tiie basis fo r  the model to  be constructed.



I I . GENERAL ETHNOGRAPHIC MATERIAL

A. General Overview

The Tharaka are a people speaking a Bantu language, and liv in g  

fo r  the most part in  an area o f Kenya known as the Tharaka p la ins, east 

o f  the fo o th ills  o f  Mt. Kenya. According to  the most reoent census 

(Republic o f  Kenya, 1970), they number just over 50,000, and almost a l l  

o f  them are liv in g  within Meru D is tr ic t , Eastern Province. Although 

Tharaka is  lis ted  as a separate t r ib a l c la ss ifica tion  in  the census 

(and the census states that this l is t in g  is  not by su b -tribe ), ethno

graphers generally (Lambert 1956; Bemardi 1959; Middleton and Kershaw 

1965) have presented Tharaka aircng the sub-tribes o f  the Kenya Mem.

The reports o f ea rly  explorers and administrators (Gedge 1892; Hob ley 

1910) treat the Tharaka as though they were a separate trib e . Later 

B ritish  administrators appear, however, to  have treated the Tharaka as 

a Meru sub-tribe, regardless o f  how they nay have described the Tharaka, 

as evidenced by the appointment o f "indigenous" leaders fo r  the Tharaka 

from among members o f  other sub-tribes. This type o f  appointment was 

o ften  mentioned by Tharakan elders, espec ia lly  in regard to  the co llec 

tion  o f taxes. The other Meru sub-tribes were (and a re ) generally 

economically better o f f  than the Tharaka, and this l ik e ly  created the 

image o f  them in the British  mind as being more " c iv i l iz e d " .

I t  is  c lear that there are a t least nine groups o f  people ca llin g  

themselves Ameru, and that the Tharaka are among them. But rry data 

ind icate that there may be more. This is  not the place to  tackle the
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o v e ra ll problem o f  ethn ic ity  (see Barth 1969; Lehman, 1972a), and what 

defines an ethnic category, but research in the marginal areas o f Men 

D is tr ic t  would be a great help to  understanding the nature o f "tr ib e " 

(Helm 1968). There are apparently several sna il pockets o f population 

in  the D istric t where i t  is  quite uncertain to  what ethnic group the 

people are a llign ed , and indeed, much o f  this area could be ca lled  

"anthropologically unexplored". Since Tharaka people a lso  c a ll them

selves Amen, but since they simultaneously re fe r  to  the Imenti as the 

Amen in order to  distinguish themselves from the Imenti, what Tharakans 

" r e a lly "  are is  most unclear. Su ffice i t  to say fo r  now, however, that 

the cultural s im ila r it ies  between a l l  o f  the peoples ca lled  Amen is 

su ffic ien t to  allow cne to reasonably corrpare them to  one another in 

those areas in which they d i f f e r  while maintaining a f a i r  constancy o f 

other variables.

With the exception o f  the previously mentioned lite ra tu re , and 

a few early explorer acoounts (Champion 1912; IXindas 1913; 1915) o f 

some minor customs, the deta ils  o f  Tharaka soc ia l organization simply 

do not appear in p r in t, despite the coiranon occurence o f  sources cn the 

Men in  general. Given th is , and given also the fau lts  o f  the l ite ra 

ture mentioned in Chapter I ,  what fo llow s is  in e f fe c t  the only ava il

able description o f  Tharaka soc ia l organization at a l l .  Because o f the 

nature o f the d issertation , there w i l l  be no discussion o f material 

ob jects , quaint customs or generalized ceremonials except insofar as 

these are germaine to a discussion o f  Tharaka age-sets, o r  other major 

aspects o f soc ia l organization.

Tharaka, by any index, is  the poorest area in  Meru D istric t.
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During ny period o f  fieldwork Prof. David Brokensha undertook a b r ie f 

survey in order to  make suggestions to  government concerning develop

ment in this area. A few items from his report (Brokensha 1971) w il l  

serve to illuminate th is contention. Rain fa ll records have not been 

kept fo r  any great length o f  time, but ra in fa ll is  known to  be small 

and quite e rra tic . Prospects fo r  ir r ig a tio n  are not too bad, since 

there are several permanent r iv e rs , tribu taries o f the Tana, in the 

d iv is ion , but this poten tia l has been actualized in only a very few 

areas. As a resu lt o f this pattern, crops are not particu larly  good, 

and in  the event o f  the rains fa i l in g  (a not uncommon occurence) hunger 

becomes a serious problem. Tharaka livestock (c a t t le ,  sheep, goats) 

is  generally o f very poor qua lity , and drought can k i l l  o f f  livestock 

as w e ll as people.

There is only one government-operated secondary school in  the 

Tharaka d ivision . This school operates cnly two years (forms) with 

government aid. The other two years are operated as a "Harambee" s e l f -  

help p ro ject. This involves charging very high fees , and provides 

generally poorer fa c i l i t ie s .  This situation  may have somewhat improved 

by now; indeed, education is  generally viewed as a high p r io r ity  in  

Kenya, and government policy is  to finance schooling as quickly as 

funds become availab le.

There is only one "Health Centre" in the d iv is ion , at Marimanti. 

There are a few sn a il dispensaries; some government-operated, and a few 

Mission-operated. My own investigation  indicated that the government- 

run medical service was often faced with short supply situations fo r 

basic medications. I t  should be pointed out, however that the government
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operation is  free o f  charge fo r  regular "o ff io e  v is i t s " .

There are no hospitals in Tharaka d ivis ion , although there are 

two nearby, one in the town o f  Mervi and another at the Cons d a ta  Mission 

at Nkubu. They are about the same distance away from the d iv is ion , 

about 45 miles from where I  was located. Vehicle transportation in the 

area is  severely lim ited , even when the roads are good, and doctors at 

Nkubu informed me that Tharakan patients rarely  arrived quickly when 

need struck. Some Europeans attributed this to  Tharakan "prim itiveness" 

and fea r  o f medication, however, i t  would appear that the transporta

tion  fa c i l i t ie s  have more to do with th is . By the time the seriously 

i l l  can arrive at a hospita l, i t  is  often  too la te  to  a id  them, and 

the hospital has a reputation as a place one goes to d ie . The long 

lin es  daily a t the Marimanti government Health Centre and the Gatcnga 

Consolata Mission dispensary b e lie  the notion about Tharakan fears o f 

modem medicine.

There are only three kilometers o f  all-weather road in the 

d iv is ion , running from the "main road" (which may f a l l  in to  greater 

d isrepa ir with the completion o f a new road several miles west and 

outside o f the d iv is ion  en tire ly ) to  the administrative oenter near 

Chokorige. There are dry-weather roads, but none o f them is  particu larly  

in v it in g  to the tra ve le r .

Tharaka d iv is ion  is  located ju st east o f  the o ld  Embu-Meru road, 

with the Imenti Meru to  th e ir west, on the slopes o f the mountain. To 

the south th e ir  neighbors are the Mbeere and Embu, with the Chuka (who 

are a lso  described as a Meru sub-tribe by some) to  the Southwest. The 

eastern neighbors o f  the Tharaka are the Akanba (o r Kamba), one o f  the
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la rgest ethnic categories in Kenya. To the northwest are the Tigania 

Meru and beycnd them the Igeirbe. Due north from Tharaka d ivis ion  is  

the uninhabited f-fera Came Reserve, between the Iharaka and the Gal la.

Ihe p re fix  K i- often denotes "language o f"  in Bantu tongues. 

Tharakans speak Kitharaka wliich is  very close to  Kimeru (o r  Kimenti 

as i t  is  sometimes referred  t o ) ;  indeed, the d ia lects are su ffic ien tly  

close so that two native speakers can understand one another without 

d i f f ic u lt y .  Except fo r  the Galla, a l l  o f the peoples mentioned in  the 

previous paragraph speak closely  re la ted  languages, as do the Kikuyu. 

Tharakans often r e fe r  to  th e ir language as Kimeru, just as they re fe r  

to  themselves as Ameru, and the d istin ction  between the vocabularies 

o f Kimeru proper as i t  is  spoken in Iirenti and Kitharaka are indeed 

minimal. There are some strik ing d ifferences in  dealing with the names 

o f age-sets and other items in soc ia l structure, and in  such cases I 

always had to  specify that I  wished to  know the answers fo r  both 

Kitharaka and Kimeru. Once I  had become aware that such differences 

ex isted , i t  was a r e la t iv e ly  sirrple matter to specify which answers 

were wanted.

Most h is to r ic a l sources (Lambert n.d. and 1956 ; Fadiman 1970 

and personal communicaticns 1971-72; M* In o ti n .d .) s ta te  that the 

Tharaka and the other Meru sub-tribes have the same o r ig in , and indeed 

th e ir  legends o f o r ig in  are quite s im ila r, involving a migration from 

a place o f legendary servitude called  Mbwa, to t lie ir  current locations. 

There are some variations between the sub-tribes as to  d e ta ils , but a l l  

seem to  agree with the general ou tlin e , a good example o f  which is  in 

Fadiman's (1970) paper.



28

Lambert (n .d .) had suggested that the Tharaka arrived in the 

area about 200 years before the other Mem sub-tribes, a suggestion 

which Fadinan doubted (personal comrunication). Lambert's conclusion, 

however, was based upon his reconstruction o f the Tharaka age-set 

system, and my data indicate that th is  reconstruction was incorrect.

Lambert fa ile d  to  distinguish between the word itan a , age-set, 

and the word nthuke, a problem I  mentioned in the f i r s t  chapter. Nthuke 

may indeed mean age-set in some Mem sub-tribes, but i t  does not in 

Tharaka. By confusing the Tharaka system with the other sub-tribes' 

systems Lambert automatically assigned a greater length to the open 

formation period fo r  Tharaka age-sets than was in fact the case. Since 

he had a la rger l i s t  o f  age-set names fo r  Tharaka, he assumed an e a r lie r  

a r r iv a l date fo r  them. The deta ils  o f  the Tharaka system w i l l  be 

given in the next section ; however, I  can state here that i f  we use 

Lambert's co llection  o f  set names ( i t s e l f  not fu lly  accurate, but reason

able enough) and assign to  each set the open period fo r  set formation 

which my data indicate , we find  that the Tharaka have no greater 

an tiqu ity in the area than the other sub-tribes o f  Mem. This conclu

sion I  reported to Fadiman, and he agreed that i t  b e tter f i t  his own 

data which had independently suggested that Lambert was wrong.

fty major concern here is  not w ith Tharaka h istory per s e , but 

rather with showing the nature o f the errors in the previous litera tu re . 

In th is  case we have a fa ir ly  c lear demonstration o f how a misunder

standing o f a current soc ia l structural situation can lead to  errors 

in  conclusions about h istory. Once these h is to r ica l conclusions become 

a part o f  a body o f accepted data, the errors reverberate in to the
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present. Thus, in  Lambert's work ju st discussed his assumptions about 

the nature o f  Thar aka age-sets leads f i r s t  to h is to r ic a l inaccuracies, 

and then this h is to r ica l reconstruction is  used to g ive  erroneous 

support to conclusions about present age-set systems. Thus, throughout 

Lambert's notes (n .d .) he re fers to the then-being-fomned Tharaka age- 

se t by a particu lar name, and also re fe rs  to which set w i l l  follow  

that one. As I  w i l l  show la te r , these sorts o f  predictions cannot be 

successfully made about the Tharaka system, and indeed from a vantage 

point o f  la te r  years i t  can be stated that Lambert's predictions did 

not come true.

There are two main institu tions that describe and inform Tharaka 

so c ia l organization; the clan system and the age-set system. The age- 

set system w i l l  be the main concern o f  the en tire d issertation , but I  

w i l l  b r ie f ly  outline the clan system here becuase i t  w i l l  be seen to  be 

relevan t to a description o f age-sets at least tangen tia lly .

Bernard! (1959: 10) counted thirty-one Tharaka clans, whereas 

my own data indicate that there are currently th irty-tw o. Tharaka 

people themselves sometimes d i f fe r  over the exact number, and this is 

understandable in l ig h t  o f  the structure to  be described below.

In the past, my informants t e l l  me, clans were loca lized . 

Localization is  no longer necessarily the case although one would be 

hard pressed to  find representatives o f  a l l  clans in any one area. 

Migration has been an almost constant feature o f  Tharaka l i f e  (not 

surprising when one considers the arid  condition o f the s o i l ) , and 

more recently population movements have been caused by the Kenya-Scmalia 

border disputes o f the 1960's . The Gatonga market area fo r  example is
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heavily populated by people who fled  Kathangacini, some 15 miles away, 

driven out by Sh ifta  raiders from Somalia. These migrations have 

necessarily had an e f fe c t  on the loca liza tion  o f clans. While the 

sm allest clans are s t i l l  comparatively loca lized , most clans w i l l  have 

one or two members l iv in g  in a l l  areas o f  Tharaka.

Clans o f Tharaka

In alphabetical order— spellin g  supplied by M. Njeru

Gankina Kamugwe Kathoga Mutwa
Gankuju Kamurige Kirundu Mwagitiri
Gantue Kandia K itherin i Ncuria
Igoro Kanjiru Kithuri Ndegi
Kagunria Kanjogu Mbaru Nyaaga
Kamarao Kanthakame Mbogcni Rurii
Kamugenia Kanyaga Mbura Ukujio
Kamugao Kanyaki Muruguru Utcnga

Clan names are not easy to come by. In clans w ith many members 

people as often as not id en tify  themselves by using th e ir  sub-clan name. 

Furthermore, there are also metaphoric nicknames fo r scene o f  the clans, 

and these cause confusion. Hobley (1910: 170) l is t s  14 Tharaka clans, 

at le a s t  one o f  which (Ngimu) was known to  me as Nkimu, a sub-clan o f 

Gankina. Bemardi (1959: 64) mentions a clan named Kang'cndu which I 

was unable to  id en tify . I t  could actually be a sub-clan or i t  could 

r e fe r  to  a nickname, but in any case, none o f rry informants could id en tify  

the name. I t  can be noted -that each o f  the sub-clans a lso  has attached 

to i t  multiple metaphoric names, making the problem o f understanding 

the Tharaka clan system just that much more dense. There comes a time 

early  on in fieldwork when cne wonders who, i f  anyone, one has just
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spoken to, and then one discovers that the answer is  not in the f ie ld  

notes. I t  is  at th is point that suicide appears to be a rather attrac

t iv e  alternative to w riting a f ie ld  report.

The Iharaka word for clan is  nwiriga (p lu ra l: m iiriga ) which
t

l i t e r a l ly  means "gate" and metaphorically refers to the enclosure sur

rounding a Iharaka household, inplying a sense o f  belonging together.

Ihe other Meru sub-tribes use the same word. Ihe rrwiriga represents 

the largest unit o f assumed d irect kinship in Iharaka, and i t  is  said 

to  be composed o f a l l  o f the ra le  descendants (and th e ir  children) o f 

a common ancestor. Because there is  a segmentation process, some clans 

share an originating ancestor, thus, fo r  example, Kagunda, Kanyaki, 

and Gankuju a l l  claim descent from a man named Ndoga, and take th e ir  

names from his three sons. In addition to  d irect genealogical inclusion, 

adoption into clans is  ccmnon, and there are some cases o f widows 

marrying other women, providing th e ir  "w ife " with a consort, and taking 

the children o f  that union fo r  the clan o f  th e ir  deceased husband. I t  

i s ,  o f  course, that much simpler i f  that clan can provide the consort, 

but i t  is  not necessary.

Ihe segmentation o f m iiriga is  not a regular occurence, nor is  

i t  connected with a system o f oppositions at discrete le v e ls  o f clanship, 

and therefore is  somewhat d istin ct from the classic  notion o f segmenta

tion  in  the lite ra tu re  (Fortes and Evans-Pritdiard 1940; Middle ten and 

T a it 1958). While the data on segmentation is  not to ta lly  c lear, i t  

would appear that sp e c if ic  h is to r ica l events may d ictate such a happening, 

or that a substantial population increase may do so. Which o f these ( i f  

any) provides an absolute explanation o f  segmentation is  unclear because
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the legends surrounding the orig in  o f  a given clan seem fo r  the most 

part to  be post hoc descrip tions. Thus, a very large clan may segment 

in to  two or three sm aller ones, and a story may build up tracing their 

actual separation back to  the migration from Mwa. Hie nature o f  this 

segmentation w i l l  appear a b it  more c lea r  when the various levels  o f 

clan inclusion have been discussed.

The Tharaka word fo r  sub-clan is  riko (p lu ra l: mariko) , which

l i t e r a l l y  means " f ir e p la c e " , but which metaphorically re fe rs  to a 

group around a firep la ce . This metaphoric use indicates that a riko 

is  thought o f as being enclosed by a rrwiriga. Mariko are named units 

and the name is  often that o f  the presumed riko ancestor. Mariko are 

usually traced back to  the migration from Mbwa and the o r ig in a l forma

tion  o f  the clan; the r ik o  ancestor is  usually the son o f  the clan 

ancestor, and I  could find  no clan which contained only cne r ik o . 

Therefore, the founders o f  the various mariko o f  a given clan are 

usually spoken o f as being s ib lings. I  did find clans, spoken o f  by 

informants as r e la t iv e ly  young and small clans, which had no mariko.

Hie segmentation process leads one to  believe that such m iiriga were 

themselves mariko o f la rger m iiriga in the not so distant past.

I t  was stated by in f  omen ts that no nwiriga in any case contains 

more than f iv e  mariko. There were severa l m iiriga which had fiv e  mariko 

and they are spoken o f  as large. Hiarakans appear unconcerned about 

the actual number o f individuals in each clan, but they speak with pride 

o f a large clan and in  debate they c ite  the number o f mariko in a clan 

as a proof o f i t s  s iz e .

Hie smallest unit o f kinship in  Tharaka is  that o f  mucii, which
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means "fam ily" and which is  composed o f  a line o f  three lin ea l agnates, 

and th e ir  children. The term, however, is  ego-defined, in  the fo llow 

ing sense. A man speaks o f h is family as being the mucii o f  his grand

fa th er, and the man's son w i l l  speak o f  h is family as being the mucii 

o f the man's father (h is  own grandfather). While techn ically i t  could 

be stated that a nwiriga or a riko is  made up o f  a co llec tion  o f  mucii, 

th is would not be an accurate re fle c t io n  o f  the situation , because 

fo r  every individual (w ith the exoeption o f  d irect s ib lin gs who share 

a s in g le  mucii) there would be a d iffe ren t mucii. The term mucii, then, 

does not rea lly  r e fe r  to  a systematic unit within the clanship system.

However, the term nucii also has i t s  metaphoric uses, and one 

commonly hears i t  applied at every possib le le v e l o f kinship inclusion. 

One can hear comments such as '"Iharaka na Muthambe mucii inwe" meaning 

"Iharaka and Muthambe are one fam ily ", and this w i l l  r e fe r  to two fu l l
4

sub-tribes. The metaphoric uses can be extended even fu rther in a 

sense, because are can re fe r  to  people with whom there is  no d irect 

genealogical link at any point as a member o f one family with ego, just 

in case there has been seme form o f a llian ce  made between the two or 

th e ir  immediate fam ilies .

There is  one other named kinship unit in Iharaka, the k ir ik o .

The connection between th is word and r ik o  is  mere metaphor because the 

unit described by k ir ik o  is  not equivalent to tire unit described by 

riko except in special circumstances. K iriko describes a male ch ild  

bom out o f wedlock and his descendants in the male lin e . The connec

tion between a nwiriga and any k ir iko  group contained w ithin i t  is

d iffe ren t from the connection between a mwiriga and a r ik o . This
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k ir ik o  personnel being in some cases permitted to  marry members o f 

th e ir  stated nwiriga. This stems from the notion that th e ir  nwiriga 

is  in  fact the clan o f  th e ir mother, and trad itiona lly  i t  is  not cnly 

permitted but in sere cases generally preferred to  have a man take a 

w ife  from the same group as did his fa ther.

Middleton and Kershaw (1965: 39) point out that the litera tu re 

on Meru generally makes i t  quite unclear what constitutes an exogamic 

unit. There are two reasons fo r  th is , one being that the previous 

lite ra tu re  often fa i ls  to  break down clanship in to  it s  constituent 

units in the f i r s t  p lace, and the other being that some o f  the exogamic 

res tr ic tion s  faoed by any individual attach to the g ic ia ro  relationship 

which w i l l  be discussed fu lly  below.

In terms o f clanship, the rules fo r  inclusion and exogamy can 

be stated  b r ie f ly .  Any individual w i l l  be a member o f the nwiriga and 

the r iko  ( i f  any) o f h is  mother's ju ra l husband. I f  there is  no ju ra l 

husband, the individual w i l l  be a member o f his mother's nwiriga and 

r ik o , but he w i l l  not necessarily be bound by the same exogamic ru les.

I f  the b io log ica l fa ther is  known, and he is  furthermore not the ju ra l 

husband, the ch ild  w i l l  in  a l l  p robab ility  be bound by the exogamic 

res tr ic tion s  o f his b io lo g ica l fa th er 's  nwiriga and r ik o , while being 

a member o f his mother's nwiriga and r ik o . The descendants o f th is 

ch ild  may eventually form a large group o f  people with a name o f t lie ir  

own, and this group may eventually have the characteristics o f  a separate 

riko o r  eventually even a nw iriga.

Nobody may marry a member o f h is  or her own nwiriga (and th is
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o f course subsumes the riko ) unless one o f  the partners is  rea lly  a 

k ir ik o  member o f tiie irwiriga. Even th is  is  ra re , because bride-price 

righ ts and obligations would be erased in such a case, and i t  is  

un likely (though not inpossible) that a man would give a daughter fo r  

no return.

Each irwiriga, i t  is  stated, a lso  has relationships with other 

m iiriga  such that th e ir  members may not marry one another. I t  is  at 

th is point that the r ik o  becomes the s ign ifican t unit, fo r  in  just 

about a l l  cases where there are any mariko within a nwirdga, there w i l l  

be s l ig h t  differences between them as regards which other nariko and 

m iir iga  they may not exchange spouses w ith . These restric tions are 

usually based on the particu lar g ic ia ro  relationships which the riko 

has established, and which nay be d iffe ren t from those o f  other mariko 

in the rrwiriga. In the case o f  Gankina, the largest rrwiriga, according 

to ny informants, not a single one o f the fiv e  mariko shared any exogamic 

re s tr ic t ion  with any others, save that they could not marry one another. 

This gives "the impression o f a irwiriga on the verge o f segmentation, 

and some informants agreed that in the future Gankina would rea lly  be 

fiv e  m iir ig a , o r possibly fewer, but that eventually i t  would segment.

Having b r ie fly  outlined the nature o f  the various units o f 

Tharaka clanship, i t  is  now time to examine the relationships obtaining 

amcngst these units, fo r  i t  is  in  such relations that the system "cores 

a liv e "  and is  believab le as a rea l system o f  soc ia l organization. The 

units themselves, devoid o f  any in terrela tionsh ips, are uninterpretable. 

The fa c t  is  that almost a l l  relationships amcngst sub-clans, clans, sub- 

tribes , tr ib e s , and even amcngst individuals are spoken o f  as g ic iaro
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relationships. Bemardi renders the word g jc ia ro  as "blood brotherhood" 

(1959: 16), but th is is  only a metaphoric rendering. Recall that 

Bemardi spends his en tire  book attenpting to accurately translate the 

concept o f the Migwe in to  Euro-American terns, and the same procedure 

would probably be necessary to  fu lly  comprehend g ic ia ro . The terminology 

that is  associated with g ic ia ro  relationships is  normally the terminology 

o f  kinship, and henoe the view o f  g ic ia ro  as a form o f f ic t iv e  kinship 

is  not without its  m erits; yet rather than try to  a f f ix  a single Euro- 

American lex ica l labe l to  the concept, I  w i l l  describe the forms o f  

g ic ia ro , hew they are created, and the obligations they en ta il.

There are no sp ec ific  lex ica l d ifferences in common discourse 

between the various g ic ia ro  types. While my research shows three major 

d iffe re n t  types, the word g ic iaro  is  used to re fe r  to  a l l ,  and only 

the most careful and thorough probing brought out the fa c t  that there 

were d iffe ren t types. Die three types are, I  can claim, c la ss ified  

according to the method whereby they are formed, and each formation 

method inp lies a d iffe ren t set o f  mutual obligations and exogamic re

s tr ic t io n s . Furthermore, as mentioned b r ie f ly  above, g ic ia ro  (o f  a l l  

types) may be created between almost any two socia l un its. Thus, i t  

would not be rare to fin d  g ic ia ro  between an en tire sub-tribe and a 

s ing le  clan in  another sub-tribe; between a clan and a sub-clan o f 

another clan; between a sub-clan and a family o f another sub-clan; 

plus the more normal relationships between units o f  the same order o f  

organization. Relationships o f  g ic ia ro  between units o f  greatly  varying 

organizational order a re , I  suspect, leg itim ate, but I  have no examples 

o f th is , and I  suspect i t  to be unlikely simply because the relationship
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would necessarily be unprofitable and short-lived , given the nature of 

the obligations to be described below.

1) Giciaro by kinship:

I  have already stated that a l l  g ic ia ro  relations involve the 

use o f  reciprocal kinship terminology, and this somewhat implies that 

the g ic ia ro  that is  based upon an actual or stipulated past kinship 

relationship is  the most basic form o f  g ic ia ro . There is  no actual 

formation procedure fo r  th is type, fo r  i t  is  simply the case "that the 

units involved are presumed to have been related. G iciaro o f  a kinship 

type may be e ith er through a common male ancestor en tire ly  in the male 

lin e  (the standard method fo r  reckoning descent) or by a common ancestor 

whose commonality is  possible only through a single female link.

These two sub-types are quite d iffe ren t in  the obligations they 

en ta il.  Ihe form reckoned to ta lly  through male links is  the strongest 

type o f  g ic iaro  in Thar aka, and, I  suspect, in a l l  o f Meru D is tr ic t. 

T ribes, clans, o r sub-clans related in  th is  way speak o f  each other as 

descendants o f the common ancestor. For example, in the nyth surrounding 

the o rig in s  o f  the clans o f  Kagunda, Kanyaki, and Gankuju, the three 

men who formed these clans are said to  have been brothers, the sons o f 

a man named Ndoga. A man o f one o f these clans speaks o f  the re la tion 

ship between his clan and e ith er o f the others as one o f  a "great 

g ic ia r o " , and the clans m y be metaphorically referred to  as "one 

fam ily ".

As mentioned, clans related  by th is  form o f  g ic ia ro  have a 

stronger set o f  rights and obligations v is -a -v is  one another than do 

clans related  in  any other way. A member o f  any o f  these clans my
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not marry a merrber o f any o f the others with which the clan has th is 

form o f  g ic ia ro . Jurally the menbers o f  each o f  the clans are treated 

as though there were a d irect s ib lin g  link between each o f  them in 

terms o f  duties. I f  a man of cne clan s tea ls  the w ife o f  a man o f 

another clan with which there is  such a g ic ia ro , then i t  is  brother 

taking from brother, and the offender may not be punished o r  fined as 

would be the case otherwise; sanction is  lim ited to his having to 

lis ten  to  the private reprimands o f his cwn clan 's elders who w i l l  

instruct him in  the proper behavior towards sib lings. Even i f  the 

in fraction  is  as grave as rrurder, there can be no d irect punishment 

i f  the victim  and perpetrator have a male-oriented kinship form o f 

g ic ia ro  between them.

Because such in fractions are unpunishable, and hence uncorrect

able , they do not occur too often fo r to  do so would seriously unbalanoe 

the Tharaka system o f reciprocal obligations which acts as law. I f  a 

man took serious advantage o f his g ic ia ro  relaticnships o r  his d irect 

clan relationships to  behave in  an an ti-soc ia l manner, he could even

tua lly  be dealt with by e ith er banishment or execution. The execution 

would, o f course, be performed by a clan-rate or a g ic ia ro -r a te , and 

would not be punishable as murder.

Unlimited h osp ita lity  is  to be given fre e ly  to  g ic ia ro  re la tives 

regardless o f the type o f  g ic iaro  involved, and th is  is  espec ia lly  

valuable to  the tra ve le r who has l e f t  h is own tr ib a l area and is  jour

neying in  another t r ib e 's  location. His or her g ic ia ro  w ith a clan or 

sub-clan in the other tr ib e  is  both a guarantee o f  safe conduct and o f 

sh e lter and food. In the event o f con flic tin g  obligations that g ic ia ro
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relationship which is  strongest predominates. A g ic ia ro  relationship 

between clans o f  d iffe ren t tr ib a l units acts as a form o f  protection 

in case o f warfare between the tr ib a l u n its . The clans so bound w i l l  

avoid contact with one another completely i f  possible. At a l l  leve ls  

o f g ic ia ro  i t  is  expected that those re la ted  w i l l  not f ig h t .  At the 

le v e l o f  male kinship g ic ia ro  th is prohibition precludes the payment 

o f fin es  or the carrying out o f reciprocal k i l l in g .

With the weaker forms o f  g ic ia ro  these prohibitions s t i l l  are 

supposed to  obtain, hcwever, small fines may be lev ied  in  the case o f 

an o ffen se , as w i l l  be deta iled  below. That the rules in  general are 

not absolutes fo r  behavior, but rather methods fo r  judging behavior 

(c f .  Lehman 1972b), can be seen frcsn the follow ing example. One in fo r 

mant re la ted  a ba ttle  between two sub-tribes wherein some warriors came 

face to  face with eneny warriors with whom their clan had one o f the 

weaker g ic ia ro  relationships. These enemy warriors could not be k il le d , 

but they could be caught and bound. The m ilitary situation , however, 

was such that the k i l l in g  o f  the captives was deemed neoessary. The 

bound warriors were l e f t  in  a f ie ld ,  and the f ie ld  was burned, the 

captives being "accidently" consumed by the f i r e ,  h'ad the g ic iaro  

relationship been o f the male kinship type, I  suspect from informant 

statements that this could not have been done e ith er; whether any solu

tion could have been found fo r such a dilemma is  questionable, and i t  

would appear that the warriors might w e ll have simply gone th e ir separate 

ways w ith both groups d issa tis fied  at the outcome.

In this form o f  g ic ia ro  the exogamic restrictions are quite 

wide in  comparison with the other forms. One cannot marry a g i r l  from



a clan o r  sub-clan w ith whom one has th is  type o f  g jc ia ro . Indeed, 

in th is  particu lar form one could not marry a spouse from a tribe with 

which one's cwn tribe was so connected. Thus, there are Meru sub- 

tribes which never exchange wives.

In addition, a man could not marry a g i r l  who came from a group 

with which his mother's group had such a g ic ia ro . Further, in taking 

a second w ife , one could not marry a g i r l  from a group w ith which one's 

f i r s t  w ife 's  group had such a g ic ia ro . Ib is  extending o f  the exogamic 

re s tr ic t ion  through frmale links is  ind icative  o f  the re la t iv e  strength 

o f th is  g ic iaro  form.

I t  should be noted that in  this la s t  paragraph the g ic ia ro  

ob liga tion  which the man was in  each case required to observe was not 

even an obligation in to  which he or h is clan had entered. There need 

be no punishment or fin e  fo r  an in fraction  o f  this sort: i t  simply

does not take place. No man would allow his daughter to  be married to 

someone whose w ife or mother had this form o f  g ic ia ro  w ith the nan's 

group. Even were th is overlooked, the women so related would not l iv e  

in the same household as co-wives or in -law s. Were the relationship 

cnly discovered a fte r  a l l  arrangements had already been made, the 

marriage would s t i l l  be terminated. In the event o f a questionable 

case ( l e t  us assume a k ir iko  relationship  such that the names o f the 

clans involved might indicate a g ic ia ro  exogamy v io la tion , but where 

the actual b io log ica l relationship is  w ithin the ju ra l bounds allowed 

to marry by this same ru le ) then whether or not a marriage in fact takes 

plaoe is  a function o f  ju st hew fa r  the parties involved are w illin g  to 

ra tion a lize  the situation . The one fa c t  that remains in such a case is
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that i t  w i l l  never be stated that an actual v io la tion  was occurring.

When a g ic ia ro  by kinship obtains between two units (sub-clans, 

clans or trib es ) which claim a relationship through a female link, 

then the obligations are completely d iffe ren t. This form o f  g ic iaro  

en ta ils  only two ob ligations: (a ) that hosp ita lity  be extended to

those so rela ted , and (b ) that figh tin g  between those so related  be 

avoided. Even in  the second o f these ob ligations, in the event o f a 

c o n flic t  o f a llianoes, the other forms o f  g ic ia ro  are stronger, and 

a lliances through those forms w i l l  be honored f i r s t .

Persons rela ted  to  one another by this female-linked g ic ia ro  

may marry one another, and a man may take a w ife from a group with 

which h is mother or e a r l ie r  w ife (wives) have such a g ic ia ro . The 

relationship is  so weak as to hardly e x is t  at a l l ,  except fo r  stated 

bends o f  friendship. The Chuka and Thar aka tribes are re la ted  in th is 

way. Fadiman (personal communication) states that the Chuka claim this 

form o f  g ic iaro  (and no other form) with a l l  o f the Meru sub-tribes.

He seems to  fe e l  that th is is  ind icative o f the nature o f  the ea r lie s t 

h is to r ic a l relationship between the proto-Meru and the proto-Chuka, 

arguing fo r  the interpretation that they have essen tia lly  d iffe ren t 

o r ig in s , and formed th is  relationship f ic t iv e ly .  I  agree with this 

suggestion fo r  indeed no other Meru tr ib e  claims such a weak g ic iaro  

link w ith the others, and in fa c t ,  no other Meru tribe claims a g ic ia ro  

o f any kind with a l l  o t ’ner Meru tribes. This would appear to indicate 

"that e ith e r  the relationship is  f ic t iv e  fo r  Chuka or that Chuka repre

sents an extremely ea rly  breakaway from the Meru in  general, and both 

log ic  and other evidence from history support the former conclusion
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Lambert, in h is unpublished notes (n .d . ) ,  suggests that th is 

form o f  g ic ia ro  represents a holdover from an early  stage o f  matri

lin ea l descent practices by a l l  o f  the peoples o f  the area. He 

attribu tes the weakness o f  the link  so formed to i t s  great antiqu ity, 

and the fact that ncn -patn linea l relationships are no longer recog

nized as rea l.

ib is  explanation, even i f  one were to  ignore the simple-minded 

evolutionism underlying i t , simply does not f i t  the fa c ts . Indeed, 

iharaka pointed out to  me numerous cases o f  clans in ibaraka which cur

ren tly  claim relationship to  one another in  this way. Ihe recognition 

o f biparentalaty by a l l  o f these peoples is  absolute as can eas ily  be 

seen from the section on the k ir ik o  relationship described above. 

Tharakans continually stated that such a relationsliip  would readily be 

recognized between fam ilies , sub-clans, o r  clans i f  i t  were to occur 

again; that is ,  i f  a woman were to  marry tw ice , s e r ia lly ,  her children 

from each marriage would recognize some form o f kinship between them

se lves , and m atrilatera l p a ra lle l cousins recognize a relationship 

between themselves based cn a corrmcn grandparent.

2) Giciaro by oath :

Ib is  second form o f g ic ia ro  is  not quite as strong a relationship 

as that involved in the g ic ia ro  by kinship thrcu^i a l l  male lin ks , but 

is  fa r  stronger than the kinship g ic ia ro  based on female lin k s . There 

is  no separate term fo r  any o f the forms o f  g ic iaro  in normal discourse, 

and the only way to d iffe ren tia te  between them is to  actually know how 

they were formed, or to  suppose the manner from the obligations entailed.
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Informant statements were unclear as to exactly how this type 

o f g ic ia ro  was formed, the one certain statement being that the o r ig i

nal oath was made between two men not otherwise related. The basis 

fo r  the oath apparently could be e ith er the desire for such a mutual 

ob liga tion  pact or some event which was interpreted as an omen that 

the relationship  would be a wise one. Although kinship terminology is  

used as a form o f address between persons so bound, there is  no stipu

la tion  anywhere that an actual b io lo g ica l link ex is ts .

I t  is  very comrcn fo r  informants today to  be themselves uncertain 

about what form o f g ic ia ro  links them to  others. The story  o f how the 

g ic ia ro  was formed, even i f  i t  is  based on stipulated common orig in , 

is  o ften  lo s t in  the past o f o ra l trad ition . However, the nature o f 

the obligations cne owes various peoples tends to remain known. I f  a 

man embarks upon any action which is  l ik e ly  to  v io la te  g ic ia ro  re la tion 

ships about which he is  uncertain, then the elders o f h is clan w i l l  

inform him o f the actual ob ligations. By this method i t  is  o f  course 

possible that there have been and w i l l  continue to  be errors in the 

execution o f g ic ia ro  ob liga tion s , but the Tharaka attitude generally 

seems to  be that what neither party knows w i l l  hurt neither. Either 

the e lders prevent an e rro r , or i f  not, then the relationship  dis

appears in  the breach.

Bernard! (1959: 16), speaking o f  g ic ia ro , refers to  i t  as 

"blood-brotherhood" and refers to  formation procedures such as the 

sucking o f  each other's  blood or the occurrence o f  a "m iracle" during 

warfare preventing two men from k i l l in g  each other. From the obliga

tions he discusses i t  would appear that he is  generally speaking o f



44

this oath-type o f  g ic ia ro . He too (1959: 17) speaks o f cancellation 

o f the relationship by breach o f  ob liga tion , or by a mishap cancelling 

the o r ig in a l m iracle, and I  cannot envision such an occurrence having 

any r e a l e f fe c t  on a g ic ia ro  based cn stipu lated common o r ig in .

Ih is  oath-form o f  g ic ia ro  en ta ils  m ilitary a lliance as does 

the kinship form although iry informants made i t  c lear that in the event 

o f a c o n flic t  in  a lliances the kinship form would p reva il. Hospitality 

is  due to  anyone re la ted  in  th is manner in  the same way i t  is  due an 

actual re la t iv e .

In  the event o f  a hcmocide in which victim  and offender were 

re la ted  by this g ic ia ro  by oath between th e ir  groups, there would in  

fact be some payment made to  the v ic tim 's  group. While in  a k il l in g  

in vo lv ing unrelated clans, there may be 40 or 50 or even more goats 

to  be paid by the o ffender's  clan, in the event o f  a g ic ia ro  re la tion 

ship such as th is , the payment would be rruch smaller and would be seen 

as a token to heal the breach o f  the relationship rather than as a 

payment to  replace the victim .

One informant said that i f  he had k ille d  a man o f  a clan to  

which h is own clan was so re la ted , his clan would have to  pay no more 

than f i v e  goats. "But," he added, "they could not take those goats to 

th e ir  home, but they mast consume them together with us a t ours." Thus, 

the g ic ia ro  relationsh ip , strained by homocide, is  rein forced in the 

retribu tion .

An oath would have to be sworn again at such a tim e, by the elders 

o f both groups, re insta ting the relationsh ip  and insuring against a 

second breach. Should the same man again offend the relationship by
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another hcmocide, h is own clan would be obligated to do away with him. 

Such an execution would be carried out by members o f his own clan and/ 

or members o f a clan with which his own clan had a g ic ia ro  by male 

Kinship. Thus, the execution would not i t s e l f  involve payments.

Clans related by g ic ia ro  by male kinship aid each other in 

getting  up payments owed to  unrelated clans due to  such ncmocides.

Clans related by a g ic ia ro  by oath may a lso  be called upcn to  help with 

payments in  case the payments are very large and cannot be met by the 

clan i t s e l f  and it s  male kinship g ic ia ro -mates.

Members o f clans related by a g ic ia ro  oath may not marry one 

another. In addition, a man taking a second w ife may not take a g i r l  

from a clan with which h is f i r s t  w ife 's  clan has such a g ic ia ro . The 

proh ib ition  against marrying a g i r l  from a clan with which one's mother 

has g ic ia ro  is  not a feature o f this form o f  g ic ia ro  and is  lim ited to 

the g ic ia ro  by male k insh ip .

The rule about avoiding a second w ife  frcm a clan so related to 

one's f i r s t  w ife is  most in teresting when regarded next to  the fa c t that 

taking a w ife from the same clan as cne's mother o r f i r s t  w ife  is  not 

only le g a l but in  fact often  occurs. The clue l ie s  in the relationship 

between the women involved. I t  would appear that i f  the mother or f i r s t
9

wife is  deoeased, then the g ic ia ro  avoidance rule no longer applies 

since a fte r  a l l  the man was not involved in  this g ic iaro  to  begin 

with. The informants a l l  stated that the reasoning behind the prohi

b ition  is  that the women w i l l  not stay in  the same household. Women 

from the same clan may in  fa c t share a household (s is te rs , a fte r  a l l ,  

must do so o r ig in a lly ) , and the dcminance-subordinance relationship
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age, the eldest being dominant.

An in-law or co-w ife relationship is  also one which involves 

dominance, and i t  would appear that th is sort o f relationship is  sinply 

incompatible with the g ic ia ro  relationships o f these two types. The 

g ic ia ro  prohibition against con flic t may prohibit a f i r s t  w ife  or a 

mother-in-law from exercis ing her perrogatives over the new w ife , and 

this could only lead to  frustration and possible c on flic t  fo r  the 

husband. The husband in  a polygynous situation would probably wish 

to avoid e ither open c o n flic t  between h is wives o r  between his mother 

and one o f his wives, and furthermore, wish to avoid too close an 

a lliance between his wives against him in  any argument. Hence, also 

the avoidance o f  marrying actual s is ters  to  the same nan. The men 

say that to  do th is would mean that i f  one w ife l e f t  him, then the 

other would go along with her, and the fathers o f  s is ters  are reluctant 

to  (a ) be cwed too much bride-price by cne man, lengthening the time 

in which he w i l l  be able to  c o lle c t , and (b ) having two daughters 

returned to him simultaneously and having to return a l l  o f  the bride- 

p rice . I t  is  fo r  reasons such as these that relationships such as 

those above are to  be avoided.

3) Giciaro by goat:

This la s t is  the weakest form o f  g ic ia ro , with the exception o f 

the kinship through females type. The same hosp ita lity  and m ilitary 

ob ligations are en ta iled  as in the other forms, but they are not nearly 

as strong, and the other types o f  g ic ia ro  eas ily  outweigh this type in 

a c o n flic t  o f a lliances.
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This form o f g ic ia ro  is  in it ia ted  by the r itu a l sharing o f a 

goat between two men. While the obligations so assured are to  be 

earned  out by the male descendants o f the two ind ividuals, i t  is  

ra re ly  the case that th is  carries over many generations. Alliances 

o f th is  type tend to  be eas ily  forgotten , and in the event o f a con

f l i c t  between such an a lliance and a stronger g ic ia ro , th is  g ic ia ro  

by goat w i l l  lapse rap id ly .

Payments fo r  a k i l l in g  owed between groups related  by goat 

w i l l  be less than between unrelated groups, but they may involve more 

than the mere fiv e  goats o f  the previous g ic iaro  by oath, and the 

goats paid nay be removed to the hcrres o f  the victim 's group and not 

shared with the o ffender's  group. In the event o f  a breach o f this 

g ic ia ro , i t  is  unlikely to  be healed by a reaffirmation o f  the re la 

tionship, and a second offense is  l ik e ly  to involve payments such as 

are made between unrelated groups. Clans related in  th is way rarely 

ass is t one another in meeting debts to others; indeed, so rapidly are 

these relationships lapsed that i t  is  only rarely  that they involve 

en tire  clans.

An individual may aid another individual with whom he has such 

a g ic ia r o , but this a id  w i l l  not be extended to other members o f e ith e r 's  

clan. This weak form o f  g ic ia ro  is  s t i l l  sometimes formed today between 

ind ividuals, and i t  would appear that i t  is  the only type s t i l l  being 

formed. Naturally, g ic ia ro  by kinship is  no longer being created except 

as clans segment and th is  segmentation o f  clans may have ceased with the 

introduction o f  tax records which "freeze " clan membership. The g ic ia ro  

by oath, involving serious m ilitary a lliance is  unnecessary today, given
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governmental control ever such matters. Hie g ir i arp by goat involves 

only simple obligations and rrutual aid , and is  to  be viewed as friend

ship formalized by r itu a l rather than as serious alliance involving 

large numbers o f  people.

A man cannot marry the daughter o f another to whom he is  bound 

by th is  form o f g ic ia ro , but the extensions o f exogamy to  consider the 

g ic ia ro  obligations o f one's mother or e a r l ie r  wives in not necessary 

fo r  th is  form. Currently, the elders say, i f  a marriage is  in  v io la 

tion o f  a g ic ia ro  ob liga tion , then i t  is  usually a g ic ia ro  o f this form. 

The v io la t io n  is  not particu la rly  serious, and the g ic ia ro  may lapse 

(indeed, i t  does la p se ), but no fines need be paid, nor need the marriage 

be terminated.

Given these types o f g ic ia ro , and what is  known about the clan 

system, i t  should be possible to  deduce the h is to r ica l in terre la tions 

which characterized the f-feru area when the people f i r s t  arrived . I  

say th is  only to  stipu late the use to historians o f  accurate f ie ld  

materials and analyses o f  modern socia l structures. While i t  is  cer

ta in ly  not always the case that one can deduce the e a r lie r  state from 

the modem s ta te , i t  is  equally certain that beginning with poor data 

guarantees fa ilu re . I  suspect i t  is  p rec ise ly  th is type o f  poor data 

and naivety about so c ia l structure that led Lambert (n .d .) to  his 

various statements about an early form o f  m a trilin ea lity . The job, 

however, o f  tracing the current relationships in d e ta il would be 

immense.

I t  is  in su ffic ien t to  note, as we have here, what the mechanisms 

and ru les are fo r  clan and g ic ia ro  formation, but i t  is  fu rther neces

sary to  have a deta iled  ethnographic corpus describing p rec ise ly  which 

groups are related  to  which other groups and in  which ways. This way
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o f doing ethno-history would require at least a fu l l  year's  research 

pro ject (heavily funded fo r  lo ca l tra ve l) in  i t s e l f .

B. P o l i t ic a l  Organization

My data strongly suggest that the aboriginal p o l i t ic a l  struc

ture o f  Tharaka is  best understood in re la ticn  to  the clan and g ic ia ro  

re la tions discussed in  the last section. While there are certain ly 

examples o f age-grading soc ie ties  wherein the age-organizational system 

is  o f  paramount importance to an understanding o f  the p o l i t ic a l  system, 

Tharaka happens to be a case with which i t  is  re la t iv e ly  easy to 

separate cut these features. Indeed, I  w i l l  suggest below that the 

nature o f  the Tharaka age-set system is  such that this conclusion 

seems most lo g ica l; that a system such as that o f  the Tharaka is  not 

w e ll su ited to u t iliz a t io n  as the basis fo r  p o lit ic a l behavior.

This happy separation allows me to  save a discussion o f  the 

age-set system fo r  a separate chapter, and yet allows fo r  a fu l l  d is 

cussion o f  other items in  Tharaka soc ia l structure, including some 

which have been puzzling anthropologists fo r  some time.

This section w i l l  take up accounts o f  three areas o f  p o lit ic a l 

structure which have been mentioned before in the previously cited 

lite ra tu re  on the area: the d ivision  o f  the tribe (and other Meru

tr ib e s );  the councils o f  elders which function as the day to  day 

decision-making units; and the o ff ic e  o f  the Mugwe.

I t  should be noted at the outset that unless otherwise speci

fied  the ethnographic account re fers sp e c if ic a lly  to  aboriginal 

organization, a situation  obtaining ju st p rio r to European contact, and 

fo r  a short time therea fter. The current p o l it ic a l  structure fo r
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Tharaka may be seen as a subset o f  the national p o lit ic a l structure 

o f  Kenya, and only in rare and re la t iv e ly  innocuous circumstances is  

there any reliance upon these methods today. Remarkably, despite the 

fact that trad itional organization has a l l  but disappeared in a l l  o f  

the domains to  be discussed, and further despite the extreme poverty 

o f Tharaka, high unemployment, and other features said to  resu lt in a 

degeneration o f the authority o f elders in other areas o f  A frica  (Rosen 

personal cormunication: consider the problem o f young warriors with

no function in a society  which has ceased warfare), Tharaka elders 

almost unanimously stated -that there was s t i l l  great respect fo r th e ir  

elderhood amongst the young.

1) Tribal D ivisions:

Almost a l l  o f the previously c ited  litera tu re on the Meru 

tribes mentions tr ib a l d iv is ions. In the case o f most o f  th is l i t e r a 

ture, no d istinction  can be read ily made between the various tribes.

I t  is  c lea r, however (Mahner 1970), that the Tigania at le a s t , and 

probably the Imenti os w e ll (Lambert 1956; Bemardi 1959), divide 

th e ir  clans in to co lor groups: red, white, and black.

According to legends (Tadiman personal conmunications; 1970) 

this d iv is ion  dates from the migration from Mfcwa. Those clans called 

black ( n jiru ) l e f t  Mfcwa by night; those ca lled  red ( ntune) l e f t  at 

dawn; and those called  white ( njeru) l e f t  by daylight. I  found a 

s im ila r legend among the Tharaka, and again the color designations 

were used. However, among the Tharaka the legend d iffe red . For 

example, while some maintained that the departure from Mbwa had indeed been 

by clan , they could not account fo r  me which clans were to  f i t  into
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the three categories. That is ,  I  was unable to achieve a coherent 

statement from any informant about which current clans would be 

re la ted  to which colors. On occasion a single clan was said to be 

somehow connected to a single co lor, but there was generally an ex

planation fo r  this designation that had no connection with the Mbwa 

migration. For example, I  was often to ld  that the clan Kanthakame 

was associated with the color red (ntune) .

However, the fa c t o f the matter is  that the word nthakame from 

which th is clan draws i t s  name l i t e r a l ly  means "blood", and the clan 

is  reputed to have been originated in the cliirbing o f a h i l l  called 

by that name. The association o f  a clan named a fte r  "H il l  o f  Blood" 

with the color red is  not too surprising.

The majority o f  m/ informants, however, did not even associate 

clans with colors at a l l .  In the few cases o f those that d id , I  had 

severa l who claimed th e ir  own clan to be associated with red or white 

and a l l  other clans with black.

The c learly  favored (by the Thar aka) version o f the legend has 

the people departing from Mbwa not by clan , but rather by age and 

associates the various colors with age groups. However, these asso

ciations do not continue today: no age-grade is  associated with any

particu lar color.

I f  this series o f  accounts seems somewhat confused, one can 

ea s ily  imagine how confused are the raw data and the informants them

se lves . About the only conclusion that can safely  be drawn from the 

materials I  have on f i l e  on this issue is  that the Thar aka do not 

divide th e ir  clans in to  groupings according to  co lor symbolism.
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Manner (1970) explains the oolor groupings o f Tigania in terms 

o f the reputed d iffe ren t origins o f  the sections o f  Tigania. He seers 

to f e e l  that the association o f the co lo r terminology with clans 

departing Mbwa is  a la te r  legend which ju s t if ie s  die inclusion o f the 

various sections as a l l  being Tigania. Indeed, in  Iharaka the story 

o f  the separate orig in  fo r  the Kagunda-Kanyaki-Ganjuju clan cluster 

mentioned previously seems sim ilar to th is .

Iharaka te r r ito ry  is  divided in to  two areas ca lled  Urio 

and Umotho. L ite ra lly ,  urio  means "r igh t" and umotho means " l e f t " ,  

but in  the case o f Iharaka areal d ivisions these are b e tte r  rendered 

north and south respective ly . Directions are determined by facing 

fit. Kenya (east) , and thus the south side is  the l e f t  side and the 

north side is  the r igh t side.

Bernard! (1959: 16) re fers to clans divided in th is  way. My 

own informants were divided on th is issue as w ell. The problem was to  

determine not simply i f  there were clans which were d e fin ite ly  urio or 

umotho associated, but rather whether or not the association was any 

more meaningful than a simple geographic d iv is ion . I t  is  certain  that 

today there is  nothing other than geographical meaning in  th is d ivision. 

For the past I  cannot be so certain.

However, in asking elders which clans belonged in  which d ivis ion , 

I  was again unable to determine a coherent tabulation. By observing 

which clans were d e fin ite ly  agreed upon by the elders, I  was able to 

convince myself that three or four clans d e fin ite ly  belonged on each 

side, but to  make a determination fo r  a l l  th irty-two clans was not 

possib le. Elders from the same clan would disagree on whether their
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own clan was urio or umotho. For the smallest clans there was l i t t l e  

problem, fo r  most o f them are quite lo ca lized , but fo r  the largest 

clans (such as Gankina) elders could re c ite  names o f  members liv in g  

in a l l  areas o f  Tharaka. When I  asked sp e c ific a lly  fo r which clans 

were where in the d istant past, I  got the same answers.

Iharaka elders agreed that i f  one were bom in one d ivision  

and moved to  another then they would be members o f  the d iv is ion  moved 

to. This confirms my strong suspicion that the d ivision  is  and was 

geographical, and that the symbolic importance o f this d iv is ion  has 

been overrated in the lite ra tu re  (Needham, 1960).

There was only one difference between the behaviors o f the 

people o f  urio and umotho that the elders could re ca ll.  This was that 

the warriors o f  umotho, during ceremonies, would smear a substance on 

themselves called  rukunyi, which was said to have been taken from a 

tree. Nobody had an explanation fo r  why the one group would do this 

and not the other group; indeed, nobody had an explanation o f  why anyone 

would do i t  at a l l .

I t  is  in teresting  to  note that the term rukunyi appears in 

Bernard! (1959: 22), and he says i t  re fers  to  the Tharaka ceremony fo r  

the w arriors ' leaving the garu (warriors' house), and he fe e ls  that 

this ceremony is  s im ilar to  the Imenti ceremony o f ntuiko at which 

power is  handed over to  the warriors emerging as new e lders . As w i l l  

be deta iled  in the next chapter, my data shew the Tharaka ceremony to  

be very d iffe ren t from the ceremonies reported fo r  Imenti by both 

Bernard! and Lambert (1956), and while th is  i t s e l f  is  no great surprise, 

Tharaka elders also denied that rukunyi was a name fo r  a ceremony o f
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any kind, but rather ju s t the subs tan oe used at such types o f  cere

monies. Since the substance was in  use, i t  is  easy to see how the 

name o f  the substance might have been taken fo r  the name o f  the cere

mony, but the point to be made here is  sinply that this mkunvi was in 

use in  umotho only.

Try as I  might, I  was unable to  discover any actual practica l 

or symbolic d ifference between urio and umotho insofar as p o lit ic a l 

action was concerned with the single exoeption o f the fa c t that the 

Mugwe was always o f umotho. The manner in  which this d iv is ion  may be 

s ign ifica n t in regard to  the Mugwe w i l l  be discussed below.

Left- and right-hand d iv is ions , but often using terms other than 

urio and umotho, have been reported as p o l it ic a l ly  s ign ifican t fo r  other 

Lferu tr ib es  (espec ia lly  Mahner 1970), and despite my awareness o f these 

reports and many conscious attmepts to discover the same sign ificance 

fo r  Thar aka, I  nust reg re tfu lly  report that mv data strongly in s is t 

that i t  is  not there.

2) Councils o f  Elders:

Most o f the p o l i t ic a l  a c t iv it ie s  o f  aboriginal Tharaka were 

concentrated around the elders o f  the tr ib e . In simple day to  day 

decision-making re la t iv e  sen iority  was most important in determining 

who was to  be listened to : the members o f  the oldest l iv in g  age-set

being deemed the w isest. Beyond the necessity that one be an elder 

before one’ s views would be taken seriously in major issues, the age- 

set organization i t s e l f  had l i t t l e  to do with Tharakan p o lit ic s .  Most 

decisions could be viewed as decisions involving clans, rather than 

matana as the s ign ifican t units. Not one Tharaka e lder could t e l l  ire
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anything about a concept o f a ru ling age-set: a l l  insisted  that a l l

elders were ru lers. This is  somewhat at variance with the situation 

in Tigania (Mahner 1970), and the other Meru sub-tribes (Lambert 1956; 

n .d . ) ,  where p o l it ic a l  power was said to  have been held by each age- 

set s e r ia l ly  fo r  an amount o f time (usually about 15 y e a rs ), to  the 

exclusion o f others. Spenoer (1965) reports a sim ilar d iv is ion  o f 

p o l i t ic a l  power along age-set lines fo r  the Sanburu.

Kenyatta (1938) implies that fo r  the Kikuyu once elderhood is  

reached the exact age-set in to  which one was circumcised is  less impor

tant in  determining p o l i t ic a l  status than is  the le v e l o f  council 

membership which has been attained by the individual. Lambert (1956) 

reports s im ilar councils fo r  Meru in general. The Thar aka, indeed, 

had such councils ( kiarrta; p lural: biama), however, merrbership cn these

councils appears not to  have followed a predetermined schedule, and 

while some councils were probably invested with more power than others, 

i t  did not appear from my data that an e ld e r  would jo in  these councils 

in  any given order.

I t  has been previously mentioned that in the past clans were 

generally more loca lized  than they are today. In such a situation  i t  

can read ily  be seen that the p o lit ic a l decisions made fo r  a s ra ll  area 

would be coterminous with the organization o f the loca l clan and perhaps 

the few others represented in  the area. For any v il la g e , i t  was sug

gested by informants, only two or tliree clans were lik e ly  to  be repre

sented as being present, and the rela tions between these clans would 

characterize the v illa g e  organization.

At this loca l le v e l ,  decisions which were not derived from
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simple agreements were derived from the use o f a muganbi (p lu ra l: 

agambi) a man selected because o f  his apparent wisdom and honesty.

The o f f ic e  o f mugambi is  not a true o f f io e ,  that i s ,  i t  is  rather 

informal and cannot s t r ic t ly  be said to  have a tenure. I t  is  sinply 

that certa in  elders would be recognized by th e ir peers, over a period 

o f many years, as having wisdom and would be called  mugambi and called  

upon to  mediate or arb itra te  lo ca l quarrels.

Each area or v i l la g e  usually had several agambi. Certainly 

there would be a t lea s t one mugambi fo r  every clan represented. Certain 

agambi were recognized (again in form ally) as being so good a t speaking 

and de liverin g  honest judgment, that they may be called upon to  serve 

as agambi fo r  the en tire  clan, no matter how separated the membership. 

The highest mark o f honesty that a mugambi could show would be fo r  him 

to d e liv e r  a judgment against his own clan in a dispute. This did not 

occur o ften , however, because the attempt was usually made to  e ither 

find a disinterested mugambi, or to  bring the question to  a group o f 

two or three agambi chosen from the severa l parties to the dispute.

In each garu (warriors ' house) each agp-set also had it s  mugambi. 

These agambi o f  the warriors would not partic ipate in the sorts o f 

decisions that regular agambi would, but were confined to speaking fo r  

th e ir age-set in m ilitary  matters, or in arb itra ting disputes amongst 

warriors. In the event o f  some major dispute in the garu a fin a l deci

sion would be ca lled  fo r  from a mugambi who was already an e lder. Some 

informants suggested that each age-set a lso  had an elder to  act fo r i t  

in  the meetings o f  the e ld e rs , and he would also be called  mugambi. A

man who had served his age-set as a spokesman while s t i l l  in  the garu
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would most lik e ly  be ca lled  a mugairhi a fte r  leaving the garu and would 

be viewed as one who had had considerable experience.

The sorts o f decisions fo r  which agambi could be ca lled  upon 

were the s inp ler clan relationship squabbles involving payments fo r  

homocides and fo r  bride-price. In  the event o f a re c id iv is t  k i l le r ,  

or a k i l l in g  fo r  which no cu lp rit could be determined from prima fac ie  

evidence, a higher council would have to  be convened. Bride-price 

disputes were corrmon features o f  Tharaka p o lit ic a l l i f e ,  and indeed, 

they are not unknown today.

Bride-price is  a considerable expense in Tharaka, especia lly  

when one considers the general poverty o f  the area. A typ ica l price 

might be 48 goats, 3 cows, and a few hundred sh illings (note: 100 

Kenya sh illin gs  = approximately $14.00); a l l  o f th is being paid in 

addition to  the home-brewed beer contributions which must acconpany 

courtship and the wedding i t s e l f .

For a bride w ith an education the price might run as high as 

over 70 goats, 5 cows, and perhaps 2P00 sh illin gs . Informants point 

out that this prices some g ir ls  r i^ i t  cut o f  the market although i t  is  

supposed to  ensure a r ich  and hopefully educated husband fo r  her in  

addition to  a considerable w indfa ll fo r  her father. However, young 

people with an education have often been exposed to Western novels 

with a strong love theme, and they may a lso  have become antagonistic 

towards th e ir peoples' trad itions. In such a case the young couple 

may qu ite  lik e ly  sinply elope to  the c it y  or to a d iffe ren t area where 

jobs are availab le, and the g i r l 's  father ends up with nothing.

However, the payment o f the bride-price is  s t i l l  very rruch the
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rule today, and i t  is  normally paid o f f  in  installments sinoe to  pay 

so high a price in  a lump sum would bankrupt the bey and h is  father. 

T rad ition a lly , a father is  supposed to pay the price fo r h is sen's 

f ir s t  w i fe , but in some modem cases, the son is  educated and holding 

a paying job in addition to  Hie production o f  his land, and so may pay 

Hie p rice  himself. The bride-price must eventually be paid o f f ,  but 

such installment payments may drag out over a period o f ten to  twenty 

years. In such t ir e  there can eas ily  a rise  disputes over how much has 

been paid and hew much is  s t i l l  due. A lso in the case o f  d ivorce, a 

man is  normally en tit led  to  receive his price back, less ten goats fo r  

each ch ild  produced in the marriage i f  the children remain with him as 

members o f his clan, and disputes may a rise  over Hie exact deta ils  o f 

th is arrangement.

In such cases agambi may s t i l l  be called upon today to  d e live r  

judgments. To avoid th is  sort o f  dispute in the f i r s t  p lace, one 

CaHiolic missionary records price agreements and how much has already 

been paid on the back o f  the marriage license records fo r  those o f h is 

parishioners who desire the service. S t i l l ,  with most Iharakans not 

being Christians o f any church, the disputes do break out.

In the case o f major decisions, such as a re c id iv is t  k i l le r  o r 

someone having cut a tree  in a forbidden area (seen as an act which 

may cause drought, and thus endanger everyone), councils o f  elders 

( biama) would be the decision-making bodies. Such a council might w e ll 

be composed o f agambi  from the various parties involved, but more impor

tant than the sp ec ific  status o f each e ld e r  was that each clan lik e ly  

to be involved was e ith e r  represented d ire c t ly  or in d irec tly  by an
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e lder w ith whose group the clan had a strong form o f  g ic ia ro .

Ihe idea l council would be composed o f  e lig ib le  elders from 

every clan involved plus one or two elders from to ta lly  d isinterested 

clans. The decision o f  such biama was f in a l , but the penalties were 

normally in the area o f  fin es . In the case o f  a repeated offender 

the council might decide fo r  e ith er  death o r  banishment to  prevent an 

additional recurrence.

Tne council most frequently mentioned by informants was the 

xiana k ia  mbiti ( l i t e r a l l y :  council o f hyenas). This council was a

powerful one because i t  had the paver to  execute those i t  had con

v ic ted , and was normally convened only fo r  the t r ia l  o f re c id iv is t  

k i l le r s .  In case an execution was ordered, i t  could be best carried 

out by council members who were members o f  the accused person’ s clan, 

or o f a clan with which his clan had a strong g ic ia ro . This meant 

that no penalty could be assessed against the executioners, the most 

v i t a l  po in t being that the f i r s t  blow must be struck by someone so 

re la ted , while the council as a whole would participate in  the dis

patching o f  the accused. No penalty could be assessed against the 

council in general, fo r  i t  was stated metaphorically that the man had 

been k i l le d  by hyenas rather than other men, and hence the name o f the 

council.

For major decisions which did not involve t r ia ls ,  such as whether 

or not to  conduct warfare, a l l  o f  the elders would assemble. Snail raids 

were o ften  conducted against other tribes by the warriors o f  a single 

lo c a lity ,  and these meetings need not therefore be triba l-w ide. At 

such a meeting a l l  elders had the righ t to  speak and decisions had to



60

be a rrived  at by a c lea r  concensus. The members o f the o ldest age- 

sets were the f i r s t  to  speak, and they were most respectfu lly  listened 

to because o f the re la t iv e  sen iority which they possessed, but they 

could not inpose a decision upon the other elders by v irtu e o f  th e ir  

age alcne. The decision, when fin a lly  reached, was said to  have been 

made cn the basis o f  the reasoned arguments presented rather than out 

o f respect fo r  the o ldest e ld ers .

3) The Mugwe:

Perhaps the best know feature o f  Meru socia l organization is  

that o f  the o f f ic e  o f  the Mugwe, made famous by Bemardi's (1959) bock, 

and made notorious by Needham's (1960) analytical note. Yet despite 

the great amount o f  space that has been devoted to  this figu re , he 

remains essen tia lly  a man o f mystery. A fte r  reading a l l  o f  the l it e r a 

ture on the Mugwe, one probably remains in  doubt as to exactly  what 

the Mugwe did when h is power was at i t s  height. A fter doing f ie ld  

research in the area, one is  l e f t  with a sim ilar uncertainty, but with 

the conviction tnat one's informants are equally uncertain.

Yet no discussion o f Tharaka p o lit ic a l power and authority 

would be complete without some mention o f the Mugwe, however b r ie f ,  

because o f his role in  the litera tu re  rather than his ro le  in  Tharaka 

soc ie ty . I t  would appear, and this w i l l  be explained below, that among 

the Tharaka at lea s t, the Mugwe's ro le  is  at best marginal. Currently, 

i t  is  stated, his only function is  to  bless the knives o f  the circum- 

cisors at the beginning o f the circumcision season, which takes plaoe 

today during the long school vacation o f  July and August. In the past, 

i t  i s  said , his duties were fa r  more important, but among the Tharaka,
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I  did not find  the Mugwe standing in the same structural relationship 

w ith the remainder o f  the p o lit ic a l organization as has been reported 

fo r  Tigania by Mahner (1970) and e a r lie r  w riters  as w e ll.

Indeed, amcng the Iharaka I  found the f!ugwe dead. This is  not 

a particu la rly  facetious statement: the la s t  Mugwe o f  Iharaka was

M' Ruanda, interviewed by Bemardi in  his bode (1959), and he died a 

few years before I  entered the area (informants were unclear as to  the 

exact date o f his death). Amcng the Iharaka the Mugwe was always chosen 

from the clan Kithuri, and furthermore from a sp ec ific  lineage in that 

clan. In fa c t , the Iharaka are the only group fo r  whom the o f f ic e  is 

ju ra lly  inherited  by primogeniture and barring complete incompetence 

the next Mugwe would be the eldest son o f the previous Mugwe.

However, this son, during my fieldwork, was not yet an e lder, 

and there fore , could not y e t  take o ff io e . Ih ere fo re , Tharakans told  

me, there could be no Mugwe at a l l .  Until the next Mugwe is  declared 

the function o f blessing the knives is  being handled by four elders o f 

the clan K ithuri, in  a so rt o f a regency, one supposes. Ih is  is  quite 

an in terestin g  situation fo r  i t  implies that the Mugwe need not neces

s a r ily  be learning a cra ft when he prepares fo r  o ff io e  among the Iharaka, 

but rather that his power as Mugwe is  an en tire ly  personal th ing, that 

which he has by virtue o f  h is being Mugwe. Ih is  is  implied strongly 

in  Bem ardi's work (espec ia lly  in the appended documents), and yet we 

fin d  that fo r  Tigania (Mahner 1970) a Mugwe is  chosen from each age-set 

in  turn when that set reaches a particu lar age-grade (sen ior e ld e r ).

Ih is  would make i t  appear that the o f f ic e  o f Mugwe is  a some

what d iffe re n t  item in each o f the Mere sub-tribes, and that Needham's
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m aterial, drawn as i t  is  from a l l  o f the tr ib e s , may not be applicable.

I  should point out that Needham at the outset o f his a r t ic le  

states that his conclusions should be applied only to the Mugwe o f 

Im enti, and not necessarily to  a l l  Meru tr ib es , alt!»ugh he thinks 

further research w i l l  show that i t  does apply elsewhere. I  would sug

gest cn the basis o f Maimer's (1970) report that his a r t ic le  probably 

best applies to  the ftig^e o f  Tigania, and probably least applies to  

that o f Thar aka. Indeed, I  suspect the conclusions he draws would be 

to ta lly  vacuous in  Tnaraka except fo r  a few instances o f  happy coinci

dence.

Tharaka informants were interviewed in  a l l  areas o f Tharaka, 

but the bulk o f  my material is  admittedly from the section kncwn as 

U rio , and the Mugwe is  o f Umotho. Thus, i t  may w ell be the case that 

some more e x p lic it  knowledge o f  the Mugwe may have been achieved in 

doing rry work in the southern portion o f Tharaka. However, interviews 

taken in  the southern area, with questions concentrating cn the ttig-ze 

revealed r e la t iv e ly  l i t t l e  more defin ite  information. Among the Tharaka 

o f Urio I  often recorded tlie b e lie f  that the Mugwe had a t a i l , that 

h is  power was unique to him because he was Mugwe, and that cne o f his 

hands was an important source o f magic.

Informants did not always agree that the powerful hand was the 

l e f t  one, but this may be attributable to  the distance from the Mugwe 

o f  these informants. I t  i s ,  however, not a t  a l l  surprising when taken 

within the context described in the f i r s t  section o f this h a lf  chapter, 

where the d ivisions o f the Tharaka tribe  were discussed: the Tharaka

simply do not exh ib it the strong duality—consciousness that has been
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attribu ted  to  Meru in  the lite ra tu re . Add to  this the fact that there 

has been no active Mugwe in  Tharaka fo r  a tin e  now and the p o ss ib ility  

that the next Mugwe may never take o ff io e  due to  general changing con

d ition s , and the re la tiv e  unimportance of the o ff ic e  to  the Tharaka

soc ia l structure becomes more evident.

Needham's (1960) a r t ic le  on the Mugwe was primarily concerned

w ith f i t t in g  in to the perspective o f his theoretic  framework the fact 

that the Mugwe was supposed to  have his powerful hand as the l e f t  one.

He associates the Mugwe him self with le ftn ess, as opposed to the elders 

who w ield p o l it ic a l  power and are associated with rightness. Again, 

these are essen tia lly  Tigania symbolic concepts, and not Tharaka, but 

a lso  in  Tharaka the Mugwe is  associated with the l e f t  (o r  south) because 

h is tr ib e  is  located in the Umotho area. In  Tharaka i t  is  a lso  probably 

true that the Mugwe was associated with left-handedness in  terms o f power.

This is  d i f f ic u lt  fo r  Needham, fo r  then the Mugwe's more power

fu l hand should, by his scheme, be associated with righ t and not le f t .  

Needham's way out o f this problem appears to  be to simply sta te that 

the Mugwe's l e f t  hand is  re a lly  his righ t hand, that is ,  that the simple 

fa c t  that the hand is  a l e f t  one is  not enough to  associate i t  with 

le ftness in  a symbolic study, and that i t  should properly be cn the r igh t

side o f the dual opposition chart.

This is  a neat l i t t l e  tr ick , but en t ire ly  unnecessary since the

problem i t s e l f  is  a b it  o f  a red herring. To what extent must symbolism 

be consistent? That the l e f t  hand be the powerful one is  not the 

least b i t  surprising in the context o f a " l e f t "  clan membership, 

and a " l e f t "  association fo r  tlie Mugwe h im self. I f ,  as I  suggested, 

the power o f  the Mugwe is  a power that is  personal and not learned,
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then his l e f t  hand is  sinply a part o f  him and shares in his leftness 

in  the symbolic system. I t  is  only Needham's own insistence upon 

" r ig h t " ,  "good", "male", "power", e tc . being in the same category that 

provides the problem. His fudging with the data does no good: the

scheme sinply does not f i t .  One m i^it with equal assurance w rite o f 

the south hand o f the Mugwe, fo r  indeed the Thar aka usages fo r  urio 

and umotho, as I  suggested above, are mainly geographical and re fe r  

not only to  directions but to  actual locations. Tharakans can say 

that they are in Urio o r Umotho, and need not use these terms only 

r e la t iv e ly .

The opposition between the Mugwe and the elders is  not a l l  

that c lea r  in Tharaka. The Mugwe i s ,  a fte r  a l l ,  himself an e ld e r , and 

the lack o f  a ruling age-set in Tharaka prohibits the e f fe c t iv e  sym

b o lic  opposition one sees in Tigania. By the reports o f Lambert (1956), 

Mahner (1970), and material in  Bemardi (1959), i t  seems that in 

Tigania the Mugwe is  selected  from the age set that has just given 

up power in  the p o lit ic a l arena. The fact that types o f power are 

d istribu ted  is  not in i t s e l f  a cause for suggesting a wide-ranging 

system o f  dual organization, but these associations do seem to  actually 

occur in  Tigania.

In  Tharaka, while r itu a l power is  seen as the domain o f  the 

Mugwe, and p o lit ic a l power is  seen as the domain o f the e ld ers , in 

Tigania these powers are divided amongst actual groups o f e ld e rs . I 

would hesitate to  impute to  the American constitutional system o f checks 

and balances any symbolic structure beyond the obvious, and the Tharaka 

system tru ly  appears no more coup lex . In  the past, i f  warfare were to
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be conducted, i t  could not commence without the blessing o f the Mugwe 

fo r  i t  would otherwise f a i l .  This is  an e f fe c t iv e  check o f a single 

man upon the power o f the elders to wage war, but i t  does not seem to 

place the elders in opposition to the Mugwe. I f  the elders have con

cluded that warfare is  advisable fo r  p o l it ic a l ,  m ilita ry , o r  economic 

reasons, then the Mugwe blessing is  necessary to  ensure it s  success.

But here i t  is  unclear whether or not the Mugwe's blessing is  rea lly  

a use o f  r itu a l power to  cause events. I t  seems more l ik e ly ,  and elders 

have suggested th is , that the Mugwe withholds his blessing i f  his 

prophetic powers suggest that the warfare is  i l l - fa t e d .  In such a 

s ituation  seeing the Mugwe as symbolically in  opposition to the elders 

is  as senseless as claiming that meteorologists are to  be seen as in 

symbolic opposition to a ir lin e  p ilo ts , and Needham would not wish to 

make such an association.

Note, however, tnat this en tire section is  not tru ly a critique 

o f  Needham, fo r  he recognizes the absence o f  sound data fo r  many o f 

h is conclusions, but rather i t  may be seen as an input o f  some o f  the 

lacking data coupled witin the suggestion that fo r  the Iharaka the 

Needham scheme does not hold. I t  would appear to hold fo r  Tigania, as 

I  have sa id , exoept that the whole problem o f left-handedness is  in 

fact a red herring: the hand is a part o f  r itu a l power, and r itu a l 

power would be seen as " l e f t " , and in opposition to  p o l it ic a l  power.

For Iharaka I  p re fe r  to think seriously o f the south hand o f 

the Mugwe, a p erfectly  ra tiona l symbolism o f  the southern association 

o f  his clan , and I  honestly fe e l that the system o f dual oppositions 

imputed by Needham simply does not e?c!st in  the same way in Tharaka.
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Indeed, fo r  Tharaka, the Mugwe does not tru ly  belong in  a discussion 

o f  p o l i t ic a l  organization except fo r  his ro le  in warfare, and there 

he is  an added factor rather than a symbolic opposite.

Except fo r  the Mugwe's ro le in  blessing the knives o f  the c ir-  

cumcisors he also does not tru ly belong in a discussion o f Tharaka 

age-organization, fo r  he is  not associated with any particu lar set as 

he is  in  Tigania. I t  w i l l  be noted that the Tigania age-set system, 

as a system, can also be discussed structurally without a reference 

to  the Mugwe, since his position  in that system is  related to  the uses 

to  which the system is  put: function in th is  case being separable

from structure an a ly tica lly .

C. Tigania Ethnography

Material on the Tigania is  drawn essen tia lly  from the same 

sources as material on the Tharaka, and these sources have been cited 

below. Generally, these w riters (espec ia lly  Lambert) wrote o f  the 

"Meru" as an undifferentiated whole, and I  have already deta iled  new 

the ethnographic picture o f  the Tharaka was distorted through this 

procedure. However, in the case o f Tigania there ex ists  a f ie ld  report 

by Mahner (1970) which is  a recent and lucid  account o f the major fea

tures o f  Tigania soc ia l organization. This b r ie f section is  drawn 

from that report and from conversations with Mahner and some few Tigania 

I  met.

The Tigania d ia lec t o f  Kimeru is  verv close to  the Tharaka 

d ia lec t. Members o f t ie  two groups can understand each other with a 

minimal amount o f ambiguity, according to  th e ir  own statements. Members 

o f  both groups assume a common o r ig in , and th e ir  legends o f  the orig ina l
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migration exh ib it only s lig h t  d ifferences, primarily in recording the 

organization o f the migrants• Not surprisingly, the Tigania version o f  

the o r ig in  accounts fo r  Tigania clan divisions into black (n jiru ) , 

white (n jeru ) , and red ( ntune) clans. Mahner suggests an h is to r ica l 

in terp reta tion  o f th is d iv is ion  on the basis o f  "insider" and "out

s id e r", which w i l l  not be discussed here.

Locking at Tigania organization in any single lo c a lity  gives 

a picture somewhat d iffe ren t from the picture o f Tharaka. While kin

ship is  in  a l l  p robab ility  reckoned in much the same way (d e ta ils  are 

lacking h ere ), the clans in  Tigania are probably more lo ca lized , even 

today, than those in Tharaka. Areas in Tigania are named fo r  the 

presence o f  the clans on the basis o f  th e ir  "co lo r".

As mentioned in the previous section , ana as w i l l  be covered 

again in  the next chapter, p o lit ic a l and r itu a l organization amongst 

the Tigania are intim ately connected to the age-set system in  a way 

not found in  Tharaka. The Ifugwe o f Tigania is  always chosen from 

amcngst the senior e ld e rs , the group that has already been out o f  the 

garu fo r  fifte en  years and which was in p o l it ic a l  control fo r  that 

period. P o lit ic a l power is  in the hands o f  the junior e ld ers , those 

who have just emerged from the garu.

In terms o f current conditions, p o l it ic a l  pcwer in Tigania as 

in  Tharaka is  seriously in  the hands o f the national government and 

th e ir  lo c a l representatives. The power o f  the Migwe, i t  would appear, 

is  every b it  as lim ited  today as the power o f the Mugwe in Tharaka.

This statement is  conciously made in order to refute a po ten tia l argu

ment that the persistence o f the Tigania age-set system is  somehow
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connected to the greater "number o f functions" associated with that 

system. The fact o f  the matter is  that the lapse o f p o l it ic a l  control 

by elders probably took place in Tigania before i t  took place in 

Tharaka, simply because the Tigania area was more rapidly penetrated 

by European colon ial leaders, and i f  this alone were to  be viewed as 

explanatory, then we would have to argue fo r  the reverse o f the factual 

s itu a tion .

The allocation o f  p o lit ic a l and r itu a l power in th is way did 

in  fa c t represent an inportant pre-contact surfaoe structural d ifference 

between the Tharaka and Tigania. I t  is  p rec ise ly  th is sort o f  d ivision  

which makes Needham's (1960) analysis o f r itu a l symbolism so e ffe c t iv e  

when applied to Tigania alcne , and one finds Mahner (1970: 1) in  sym

pathy w ith  the analysis.

I t  is  known (Sandberg 1969) that the Tigania system o f  age- 

organizaticn is  essen tia lly  a Maasai system, and what the Tigania age- 

se t system looked lik e  p r io r  to th is acculturation is  a matter fo r  

conjecture alcne. However, the Mugwe would appear to  be an aboriginal 

f-feru in s titu tion , which in  the case o f the Tigania has been f i t t e d  in 

with the Maasai-like system. Thus, conparisons cited  in Bem ardi's 

(1959) book between the Mugwe and the Maasai Laibon make considerable 

sense in  Tigania.

This also suggests, quite strongly, that features such as the 

d iv is ion  o f  p o lit ic a l and r itu a l power are f i t t e d  to  a convenient 

superstructure rather than being the cause o f that superstructure.

What is  being argued against here is  a functional explanation. The 

functions attached to the Tigania age-set system do not explain that
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tions can conveniently be plugged makes i t  lo g ica l that they should 

actually  be so plugged in . This, o f course, also does not ''explain" 

anytliing in  any serious sense, but I  w i l l  argue for the present that 

the evidence is  su ffic ien t to  discount the functional explanation, and 

to  make us want to  seek further.

The deta ils  o f the Tigania age-set system w i l l  be given in

the next chapter.
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I I I . AGE-ORGflJIZATICN

A. General Corrroents

Sane sorts o f re la t iv e  age d istinctions are present in  a l l  

s o c ie t ie s : the recognition o f re la tive  age is  universal. The actual

c la s s if ic a t io n  o f  a so c ie ty 's  personnel in to  discrete categories based 

upon re la t iv e  age i s ,  however, not universal; and the elaboration of 

these categories in to  major soc ie ta l systems is  far fron un iversa l.

Yet there are many examples o f  societies with age-organizational 

systems o f  some so rt, and they have been discussed readily by anthro

po log ists  since Lowie (1920) f i r s t  conmented upon such systems. East 

A fr ica  is  particu larly r ich  in  societies with such systems.

I t  would be wise a t  th is point to onoe again state the d istinc

tion  between the two major types o f  systems found in East A fr ica . Both 

types o f  systems involve the placing o f individuals into se ts , member

ship in which is  determined uniquely at one point and then remains 

e ith e r fo r  the l i f e  o f the individual or the duration o f the se t. Both 

may involve (but need not necessarily) the movement o f  these sets 

through a series o f grades. In each grade the members o f the set w il l  

be seen by themselves and others as performing a set o f ro les considered 

appropriate to the grade.

In  the case o f generaticn-set systems I  would suggest that the 

d iagnostic feature is  sinp ly that recruitment into any set is  based 

upon the set membership o f  an ascending lin ea l agnate, in most cases.
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That is  to  say, one is  a member o f a set p recise ly  because one's 

fa th er or grandfather was a member o f  a sp ec ified  other set. Such a 

system is  the gada system o f  the Gallapeoples (Hoffman 1965; 1971).

This d issertation , however, w i l l  be dealing with age-set systems.

Age-set systems are those in  which assignment to a set is  based 

upon the individual's-chronologica l age to  sane extent. This must be 

somewhat modified, fo r  there are circumstances in  which chronological 

age alone is  in su ffic ien t fo r  category assignment, and such circum

stances w i l l  be discussed below. Add itionally , in the absence o f a 

western calendar system, the soc ie ta l notion o f  chronological age may 

not always be iden tica l to  our own. What is  clear about age-set systems 

i s  that recruitment to sets  is  based upon the age-status o f the indi

vidual to  be recruited rather tnan on the se t assignment o f sane prior 

ancestor.

y  In  the case o f both age-set systems to  be discussed compara

t iv e ly  in  th is d isserta tion , recruitment in to  an age-set cones at the 

time o f ,  and in rela tion  to , the act o f circumcision. Thus, the age- 

status i s  coupled uniquely to a b io lo g ica l status, and there is  no 

serious question about category assignment at that point. However, 

the cru c ia l points about tne reactions o f age-set systems to  changing 

conditions (so c ia l change) w i l l  be seen to  turn on the question o f the 

promotion o f sets through the series of grades, and th ere fo re , i t  is 

assumed that there may be considerable lig h t  shed upon systems in  which 

circumcision does not take plaoe. Sinply, there may be any number o f 

manners o f  motivating a system, and any number o f these manners may 

resu lt in  the same sort o f apparent soc ia l structure.
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B. Circumcision in  Tharaka

Tharakan age-sets are formed through circumcision fo r  men and 

a s im ilar c l i t o r a l  operation fo r  women. Both operations are referred 

to  by the same word, utana, from which is  taken the Tharaka word for 

an age-set, itana (p lu ra l: matana) .

The actual extent to  which the operation is  performed upon 

women is  unclear. While a l l  women supposedly undergo the c l i t o r a l  

operation, there is  apparently considerable variation in the severity  

o f  the operation i t s e l f ,  su ffic ien t so that in one area at lea s t i t  

was f e l t  necessary to pass a jural rule determining the extent to  which 

the circumcisor could cut (Lambert 1956: 143). G lazier (personal com

munication) noted that w ithin the Mbeere area, south o f Tharaka, there 

was considerable varia tion  in severity o f the operation, and th is is  

l ik e ly  the case fo r  Tharaka as w e ll. I t  may w ell be the case that 

d iffe re n t  operators employed d ifferen t s ty le s , and reports from in for

mants range from a r e la t iv e ly  sinple sub-incision o f the c l i t o r is  to 

i t s  couplete removal. A male may not view the operation as performed 

upon women, and I  have no d irect data to  bring to bear cn th is  question. 

Informants did state that there were currently seme g ir ls ,  w e ll educated 

by Tharaka standards, who had not undergone the operation and were 

un likely to  do so. One such g ir l  was married to a loca l teacher, and 

informants suggested that the average Tharakan man would not marry an 

uncircumcised g i r l .  Tne idea l ru le requires circumcision p r io r  to 

marriage.

The physical operation on males is  not an entire excis icn  o f 

the foresk in , but rather leaves at least a part o f the foreskin  remaining
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be lew the g la re . Fadirran (personal cormunication) reports th is  sane 

method fo r  Imenti, and suggested the p o ss ib ility  that another method, 

possibly corrplete excis ion , was followed in  the past. A mutani 

(circum cisor) whom I  interviewed agreed that d iffe ren t methods had 

been used in  the past, but was not sure what they might have been.

Iharakan informants in general stated that they did not always 

circumcise th e ir  men in the current manner, but they d iffe red  as to 

the past method. Some suggested that the foreskin was formerly burned 

o f f ,  and others suggested a complete excision by the more standard 

method. A l l  agreed that tire current method, indeed the very act o f 

circumcision i t s e l f ,  was learned h is to r ic a lly  and was not a practioe 

o f theirs when they dwelt in  Mbwa. But how th is was learned is  again 

a matter fo r  d iffe ren t opinions.

One story states that some young Tharaka men just happened to 

circumcise themselves one day, and that the practice caught on. There 

is  a s im ila r story fo r  women, and both o f these tales have three young 

persons making the in i t ia l  discovery, reporting i t  to  th e ir e lders , and 

the e lders then va lidating the operation and making i t  mandatory fo r 

everyone. Some informants suggest that the Tharaka learned the practice 

from another tr ib e . Of these, some suggested that i t  was learned from 

neighboring tribes and others suggested that i t  was learned from a 

group encountered during the migration. A l l  o f the stories do date 

bade to  some time during or immediately a fte r  the migration from Mbwa. 

Yet other informants suggest that the Tharaka clan Gantue f i r s t  came 

up with the idea o f circumcision and then taught the practice to  the 

others. This clan is  known fo r  the s k i l l  o f  th e ir  circumcisors.
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most are o f  Gantue.

A common statement is  that p rior to  being taught the Tharaka 

were circumcising, but in  the "wrong" way. The reasoning behind this 

appears not to  be cosmological but medical. Informants suggested that 

p r io r  to  th e ir  being taught the proper method, many men died because 

the operation was performed in such a way that physical recovery was 

impaired. There is  no suggestion, however, in any o f the s to ries  I 

heard, o f  supernatural displeasure with the old method, whatever that 

method m i^it have been.

The age o f  males at the time o f circumcision, prior to  European 

contact, was said to  be between the ages o f  18 and 25. I t  is  d i f f ic u lt  

to  pin th is  clown any more accurately because o f the absence o f any 

calendar method fo r  remembering personal age: age is  viewed in re la tion

to  circumcision and the age-set system, rather than the other way around. 

Add itiona lly , i t  would not be surprising fo r  men anywhere w ithin that 

age range to  have been circumcised. I f  the prefered age was 18-20, 

which seems lik e ly  from what informants sa id , then i t  would be en tire ly  

possible fo r  any single individual to have his own circumcision delayed 

a year o r  several years due to family problems. I f  a member o f  tne 

immediate family had died, then the candidate fo r  circumcision is  

supposed to have had to wail an additional year. I f  the elders in 

general f e l t  that the time was not ripe, o r  i f  some respected elder 

had dreamt o f t r ib a l misfortune, the circumcision fo r  the en tire  tribe 

could be delayed an additional year or more.

I  w i l l  be contending that the major reason fo r  th is particu lar
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age being chosen fo r  in it ia t io n  by Tharaka was the need fo r  a warrior

group. As evidence fo r  th is , observe the fa c t  that the current age

a t circumcision fo r  males is  as low as ten years, or in some cases

even younger, and informants seem to  fe e l that even younger children

could be circumcised " i f  th e ir  father wanted th is ."  Circumcision no

longer necessarily means being a warrior although the term fo r  a young

circumcised male (nthaka) is  s t i l l  the same, and is  normally translated —————

by Tharakans speaking English as "w arrio r". Tharakans sometimes say 

that they are new "fo llow in g  the Kamba" who h is to r ica lly  always circum

cised at an e a r lie r  age (Middleton and Kershaw 1965). One informant 

said that the reason fo r  lowering the age at circumcision was that 

young boys heal fa s te r , and that they are not needed fo r  figh tin g  

anyway. I  mentioned to  th is  man that in the Middle East and in some 

Western countries children are circumcised just a fte r  b irth , and I  

asked i f  he thought this was a good idea. To my surprise he said i t  

must by very good indeed because the even younger children would heal 

even fa s te r  and be less l ik e ly  to be frightened or to  fe e l much pain.

On the basis o f  th is  and sim ilar statements, I  conclude that 

the reason fo r  cl loosing a particu lar age fo r  circumcision in  Tharaka is  

essen tia lly  a practica l matter: a t what age is  a young man prepared to  

take up the burdens o f warriorhood? When is  he deemed strong enough to  

engage in  figh tin g  which may result in death? ’When is  he mature enough 

to  face such a situation without fear? This age is  not an absolute, 

and while generally the new warriors are about the same age, there may 

be some varia tion , some young men waiting a few years longer than th e ir  

actual chronological contenporaries, and others being in it ia ted  ahead
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o f  the normal t in e .

With this c r ite r ion  o f  warriorhood a b ilit ie s  absent today, the 

age at which circumcision takes place is  free  to  flo a t  downwards in 

most o f  the age-set systems to  be discussed. In Tharaka the age has 

floa ted  lower than in Tigania, fo r  example, and there are so c ia l struc

tu ra l reasons fo r  th is which w i l l  be discussed in the next chapter. 

Circumcision per se is  a marker that a man is  iru tharaka (a  Tharaka 

person ), and the idea that the operation i t s e l f  cease is  not a welcome 

idea. That the r itu a ls  surrounding circumcision be dropped is  not so 

rad ica l: indeed, today, some wealthier fam ilies (especia lly  those whose

members have received some western schooling) have th e ir  sons circum

cised in  a hospital ratner than by native operators in the bush.

Circumcision is  a lso inport ant in creating elders because in 

Tharaka when a ch ild  is  circumcised, the parents are considered elders. 

This, however, is  a recent alternative method o f  ascribing age-statuses, 

which has become current only in tfie absence o f the fu l l  operation o f 

the age-set system as i t  was before European contact. Since the system 

no longer provides the necessary data fo r  determining elderhood, the 

circumcision o f o ffsp rin g  which was in ev itab ly  la te r  than the actual 

ascrip tion  o f elderhood in  the past is  currently used. The gaining o f 

the status o f e ld er today then is  not linked, as i t  was in the past, 

with membership in  a particu lar age-set. In a sense th is provides 

another example o f  how deeply circumcision is  tied  in  with "being 

rrutharaka" , because its  soc ia l structural u t i l i t y  has in fa c t been 

added to  rather than diminished while the system which the act o f  

circumcision motivated has collapsed.
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Women were considered to be members o f the age-set formed in 

the year that they were circumcised, but there was no special age-set 

including women only. A man and a woman circumcised in the same year 

were in the same age-set although normally women were chronologically 

younger than th e ir male counterparts. Circumcision fo r  men was between 

the ages o f  18 and 25, according to my informants, while fo r  women the 

age at circumcision was a f t e r  f i r s t  menses and, therefore, presumably 

they were younger.

While women re fe r  throughout th e ir liv e s  to th e ir o r ig in a l age- 

se t then asked, they in fa c t  w i l l  be more c lose ly  concerned with the 

members o f  th e ir husbands' sets. While a l l  informants agreed that a 

woman was a member o f her own set fo r  l i f e , a l l  also agreed that a 

woman would have p ra c tica lly  no pragmatic a f f i l ia t io n  with her set.

Her age-set is  simply a category in to  which she f i t s ,  but her relation 

ship with other members o f  that category is  purely r itu a l. Naturally 

she may have close friends who also happen to  be in that category, 

but there is  no mechanism fo r  women sim ilar to  that o f the garu fo r 

men, whereby the members o f  the category could ever be said to  form a 

group. A t the circumcision o f her children the relevant age-set members 

to  be ca lled  upon fo r  ceremcnial services w i l l  be members o f  her husband's 

se t. While women play important r itu a l ro les  in circumcision ceremonies 

fo r  males as w ell as females, these roles are based upon the re la tion 

ship o f  Hie woman to the father o f the candidate ( i f  the candidate is  

male) o r to  the mother o f  the candidate ( i f  the candidate is  fem ale), 

but not upon an age-set re lationship , except in a very lim ited  sense.

This lim ited  sense is  simply that to  serve as a sponsor fo r  a candidate



78

fo r  circumcision cne must be circumcised onese lf, and this goes fo r  

men or women.

In  any case, women are never w arriors, and when they are e ld ers , 

they do not participate in  the councils which make tr ib a l decisions.

In terms then o f  tr ib a l ro les  the age-statuses o f  women are o f  l i t t l e  

importance, and in terms o f  describing a system o f age-sets, i t  is  

s u ffic ien t  to  describe the sets as though they contained only men. I t  

is  the age-status o f  the men that determines the roles o f the members 

o f  the s e ts , and the women share in these age-statuses by virtue o f 

th e ir  set membership only. This w i l l  become clearer when the actual 

operations o f  the age-set system are explained.

Holding (1942) reported on women’ s age-grades among the Meru. 

However, what Holding ca lled  grades are not what I  w i l l  be ca llin g  

grades in  tliis  work. In the analysis which w i l l  fo llow , the term 

age-grade w i l l  r e fe r  only to  the statuses o f  non-in itiate, warrior, 

and e ld er. In speaking o f  women, warrior would not be an adequate 

word, but the grade would s t i l l  be the one i t  is  fo r men, simply: that

grade containing a l l  those circumcised who are not yet e ld e rs . What 

Holding was speaking o f was a l i s t  o f  terms denoting women's age- 

statuses , and except fo r  one or two terms, they did not in general 

r e fe r  to  the operations o f  the age-set system.

The burden o f th is discussion has been to shew that although 

women do partic ipate in the age-set system operations, i t  is  nonetheless 

va lid  to  describe that system ana lvtica lly  as though i t  were a system 

composed so le ly  o f nen, and tiiis is  exactly what I  intend to  do. The 

only way in  which the analysis would be d iffe ren t i f  women were to  be
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to ta lly  accounted fo r  is  that one could not then ca ll the middle grade 

a grade o f  warriors. Sinoe in  the formal section  o f th is work the 

middle grade is  referred to  by the rather asexual le t te r  "B" even this 

minor problem does not a r ise . Each itana has a name o f  its  own, which 

is  provided by the elders soon a fte r  the se t is  formed.

Circumcision in Tharaka is  and was in  the past a seasonal 

a f fa ir .  The Tnaraka year is  divided into two dry seasons and two rainy 

seasons, although in  Tharaka one is  l ik e ly  to  skip a rainy season or 

two every few years resu lting in  crop loss. P rior to European contact 

circumcisions took place in  e ith er o f  the two dry seasons. The season 

o f  thano, the dry period fo llow ing the long rains and roughly equiva

len t to a northern hemisphere simmer was the period o f  circumcision 

fo r  men, and kiathu, the dry period a fte r  the short rains (roughly 

December to  March) was the period o f circumcision fo r  women only.

While informant statements d i f fe r  on th is , and I  am uncertain 

as to what is  true, the bulk o f the evidence suggests that while the 

men were restric ted  to the thano season fo r  th e ir circumcisions, women 

could in  fa c t be circumcised in e ith er season. Presumably a woman 

would undergo circumcision in the dry period inmediately fo llow ing her 

f i r s t  menses.

Currently, thano is  the only period used fo r  the circumcision 

o f  both men and women. The use o f  thano, and sp ec ifica lly  the month 

o f  August, is  based on the simple pragmatic fa c t that most o f  the 

children currently undergoing circumcision are o f school age, and August 

coincides with the longest school vacation, thus allcwing ample time 

fo r  die preparations, the operation i t s e l f , and a fu l l  recovery by the
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in it ia te  without missing any school. This is  a pragmatic rule and 

not an absolute, and I  would not be at a l l  surprised i f  some g ir ls  

were s t i l l  being circumcised during kiathu, althougn no sp ec ific  case 

was brought to  rry attention.

In  the event o f there being some death in  the family o r  other 

serious omen o f poor fortune, a young nan's circumcision may be delayed. 

Seme informants suggested that in the event o f  such a delay the boy 

might be circumcised during the follow ing kiathu period, while others 

stated that he had to wait a fu l l  year fo r  another thano. In the past 

when severa l years separated the actual performance o f  circumcisions, 

th is presented re la t iv e ly  l i t t l e  problem, since when the boy was 

f in a lly  circumcised ne would simply be a member o f the same s e t  to 

which he would have been assigned at the f i r s t ,  i t  being the most 

recent previous se t. Currently, with circumcision taking place every 

year a bey whose operation was delayed would consequently be a member 

o f  a se t junior to  the cne he had planned to  be in.

Inforrants often suggested that there was no rea l ru le in  the 

past fo r  determining when circumcision could take place except fo r  the 

seasonal restr ic tion . Apparently th is was dictated by the need fo r 

more young warriors: tire elders decided each year whether o r  not to

circumcise that year. Seme informants suggested that in fa c t  even in 

the past circumcision could have taken plaae every year, but that there 

'were two areas o f choice which the elders had to  operate in , and these 

two ccmbined to make i t  never the case that circumcisions took place 

in  consecutive years. Ihe most commonly stated area o f choice had to 

do with the need fo r  warriors: i f  the a i j i  (circumcision candidates)
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were not considered to be b ig  enough or strcng enou^i to  figh t as 

active  warriors, the circumcisions would not take plaoe, and th is  

decision was reached c o lle c t iv e ly  by the e lders . I f  a respected 

e ld e r  had a dream o f some sort in which he heard a supernatural voice 

in structing him to  c a ll o f f  the circumcision, th is also was given as 

grounds fo r  waiting one more year. Ihe assumption that is  made is  

that since the circumcision is  the act o f forming the set, i t  had 

better be done quite properly and in  accordance with availab le omens 

so as to  avoid disaster b e fa llin g  that age-set in it s  warrior a c t iv it ie s .

With these bases fo r  delaying tlie circumsisions o f a l l  o f  the 

tr ib e 's  candidates, the period between the formations o f age-sets 

apparently ranged from fou r to  seven years. fJo informant would state 

any period as being the "proper" one: a l l  agreed that the period o f

time elapsed between set formations was based upon these two choices 

by the e ld ers . Ihe ind ividual reasons fo r  delaying the circumcision 

o f any cne candidate might result in his being circumcised in  a year 

in  which no set is  formed. lie then inmediately joins the most reoent 

s e t. In  such a circumstance one can see that a continuing flew  o f bad 

omens and tragedies in a single family can prevent a man from being in 

the set to  which he chronologically should belong, simply by delaying 

h is own in it ia t io n  so o ften  that a new set is  formed before he can be 

circumcised.

Names are no longer given to  matana, and circumcision takes 

plaoe every year. S t i l l ,  i f  one were to  ask a young man the name o f 

his itan a , he could simply answer with the year o f h is circumcision.

Thus the young boy who did odd jobs around our house was o f the itana 

1967, and ny f ie ld  assistant was o f  1961. Ihe 1961 set is  sometimes
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named by i t s  menbers with a particu lar name, but this name is  not recog

nized by e lders and is  more o f  a b it  o f  youthful jargon than an actual 

name. Most o f the oldest e lders do not recognize any age-set names 

la te r  than 1948. The fact that the lack o f  re a l given names does not 

prevent people from re fe rr in g  to  th e ir  age-set as an itana is  ind icative 

o f  the s l ig h t  importance o f  the convention o f  naming sets. This w i l l  

be discussed in  d e ta il in a la te r  chapter.

The ceremonies surrounding circumcision have been severely 

truncated over the years. During July and August o f 1968, I  concentrated 

can co lle c t in g  data about circumcision oeremonies. The pre-ccntact cere

monial as I  reconstructed i t  then involved severa l weeks o f preparations 

and severa l days o f  ceremonials opening the season, and the individual 

ceremonies at the hemes o f  the in it ia tes  a lso  involved a number o f  

events over a series o f days. Today the opening o f the season is  marked 

only by the authi dance, performed by groups o f warriors and ycung g ir ls  

in  markets and at homesteads where candidates l iv e . Rather than resem

b lin g  the fie rc e  mock battles  and h o s t i l it ie s  between warrior groups 

from d iffe ren t v illa ges  described by older informants, the authi o f 

1968 resembled nothing so much as an American junior high school dance. 

Dancing on the night before the actual operations take place is  an a l l  

night a f fa i r  in which the warriors are supposed to  frighten the in it ia te  

and to abuse him by kicking and constantly reminding him o f  h is status 

as a mere ch ild . At the authi I  attended, th is  "hazing" o f the in it ia te  

took about 15 minutes, and the remainder o f the night was spent in gen

e ra l dancing and so c ia liz in g . The parents o f  the in it ia te  provided 

food and drink fo r  the dancers, and fo i lw in g  the fifte en  minute hazing
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dance the in it ia te  h im self, supposedly having hidden in his house in 

fea r  o f Hie warriors, sat around chatting with his friends and re la tives  

fu lly  re lish in g  his moment o f  ce leb rity . I  was acutely aware o f  having 

attended nearly iden tica l r itu a ls  in synagogues cn Lang Island, and 

while the authi oelebration lacked professional caterers, i t  c lea r ly  

a lso  lacked the fu l l  ceremonial richness which had been described by 

o lder informants fo r  past ceremonies.

The authi, and the operation i t s e l f ,  however, are two o f  the 

very few remaining ceremonial events surrounding circumcision. My 

informants by and large attributed the decline in these oelebrations 

to  the influence o f the missionary churches in  the area. A fa i r ly  

standard rep ly  from a pagan was that "these Christians" (by which he 

meant his fe llow  Tharakans who had undergone conversion) do not do 

these things today. However, there are few Christian Tharakans. While 

exact data are not a va ilab le , my interviews with local clergy revealed 

that the number o f nominal Christians was probably fewer than 30% o f  

the population (th is  is  a rough estim ate), and i t  is  certain that only 

a percentage o f the nominal Christians are tru ly  concerned with careful 

observation o f  Christian r itu a l ideology. The churches, hcwever, are 

w e ll known and do exert some influence, and th is conclusion by in fo r 

mants need not be en tire ly  unwarranted.

For the Catholic mission at leas t, i t  was made clear to  me that 

there is  no c le r ic a l objection to ceremonies in  general: only to  those

concerned with what the church considers to be magic (and th is does not 

appear to  include medicinal magic). Only a very small part o f  what I 

reconstructed about circumcision ceremonial could be said to  f a l l  into
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the category o f r itu a l which the church would oppose.

I t  would seem far more reasonable to  me to attribute the decline 

in  circumcision ceremonialism to  the decline o f the age-set system in 

general f o r  which circumcision is  the in it ia t in g  feature. With the 

lack o f w arriors ' houses (and hence the lack o f  a corporate group o f 

w arr io rs ), the lack o f  p re - in it ia te s ' houses (and o f the corporate 

group o f p r e - in it ia te s ), and the lack o f large blocs o f le isure time 

(due to the presence of a money eccnomv and schooling fo r  the younger 

ch ild ren ), there are simply not the personnel available fo r  carrying 

on the f u l l  ceremonial cycles o f the past.

C. The Tharaka Age-Set System

This section w i l l  d e ta il the operations o f the age-set system 

i t s e l f .  Naturally this system is  to  sore degree interconnected with 

the ethnography thus far presented, espec ia lly  that on circumcision, 

and should be approached in  that context. I  w i l l  attempt to specify  

in  each instance whether I  am speaking o f the present or o f the past.

The past in th is case, and unless otherwise spec ified , refers to  the 

time just p r io r  to European contact, around the turn o f the century 

fo r  Tharaka. Statements with no particu lar time context apparent w il l  

r e fe r  to  th is ethnographic present.

In  the past there were four p re -in it ia tion  sets in Tharaka.

These are sets in the sense that they are named units composed o f  

s p e c if ic  individuals, but they are not true age-sets in that they do 

not move through the grades as such. The p re-in itia tion s  sets are a l l  

found only in the unin itiated grade o f course, but they do not truly
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conprise that en tire  grade because children did not enter the pre- 

in it ia t io n  sets u n til they moved from their mothers' houses to the 

house occupied by the children only. This generally occurred around 

seven years o f  age.

The p re -in itia tion  sets in fa c t more closely  resemble the 

grades o f  the system than they do age-sets. A youngster entered the 

f i r s t  set a t seven or so, and remained in i t  fo r  a time. By the time 

o f  circumcision the youngster had presumably moved through a l l  o f  the 

se ts . In addition the sets were ordinally named, but the children did 

not move through these sets in  blocs as age-sets move through grades.

The oldest p re - in it ia t ion  set was always called Nkinyanthi, the 

second Mbuinjeru, the th ird  Gikurukiumu , and the youngest tt-zenji. 

Inquiries as to the exact meaning o f the names drew no better response 

than "They are names." This rather d issa tis fy in g  answer was not a t a l l  

a typ ica l o f  Tharakan rep lies  to  questions o f  th is sort. To a Tharakan 

the notion o f  a precise translation without an explanation o f s ig n i f i 

cance is  a useless one, and the significance o f  tnese names is  apparently 

lo s t  in h istory .

Hie p re -in itia tion  sets were supposed to  be circumcised as 

groups. Id ea lly , in any circumcision year, a l l  the members o f Nkinyanthi 

would be in it ia ted . In fa c t ,  however, the need fo r  warriors determined 

who was taken, and i t  was not at a l l  unconmon fo r  t ie  members o f  the 

f i r s t  two or even three sets to  be in it ia te d , a fte r  which the oldest 

remaining boys would become the new Nkinyanthi set. I t  should be pointed 

out that taking the three e ld es t groups fo r circumcision at the same 

time was l ik e ly  to occur cnly a fte r  some rather long period had elapsed
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between circumcisions.

Ihe beys o f  an area lived  together in  a house called  kiburu 

which was a sort o f junior representation o f  the garu, the w arrio rs ' 

house. Sen iority was observed among the sets within the house.

Because circumcision candidates could be taken from sets other 

than the e ld e s t, there is  no cne-to-cne relationship between the pre

in it ia t io n  set one occupies and the age-set in to  which one w i l l  eventu

a l ly  be circumcised. Tnus, the kiburu sets do not rea lly  represent a 

part o f the ag^-set system's structure. In the formal analysis to  be 

presented la te r  on, I  w i l l  r e fe r  to  an age-set p rior to  circumcision, 

but in  fa c t  no such unit ex is ts  on the ground. Age-sets (matana) are 

formed at in it ia t io n  and not before, so the unit being referred  to  in 

the formal section represents the set o f individuals who w i l l  ultim ately 

be circumcised as an age-set. As individuals, and p rior to th e ir  actual 

circum cision, there is  no implication that they were members o f  the same 

p re - in it ia t io n  set.

Among the Tigania, as w i l l  be discussed in d eta il in the next 

section , there are three sub-sets to each age-set. I t  was at one time 

suggested by a colleague that the p re -in it ia tion  sets o f  Tharaka might 

represent some structural equivalent to  these sub-sets since severa l 

sets in Tnaraka might a l l  be in the same age-set. I  believe the data 

thus fa r  presented preclude such a judgment, and I suggest there is  no 

re a l structural s im ila rity  between these units.

A fte r  circumcision the male in it ia te s  would re t ire  to th e ir  

homes to recover from the operation. Ih is accomplished, they entered 

the gam to  take th e ir  places as warriors. Today there are no standing

I
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garu remaining in Iharaka. In the early  1960's the la s t few remaining 

garu were being used only four o r f iv e  days a year for the purpose o f 

educating young in itia tes  in  a private series o f  sessions. In the past 

the garvi was the e ffec tu a l home o f the w arriors, whether or not they 

were married. Priv ileges o f  returning to th e ir  own hare during the 

night had to  be granted by the garu leadership.

From the time o f entering the garu and until elderhood is  reached 

the men always slep t the night in the garu, which formed a barracks o f 

w arriors, constantly prepared against night attack. Within the garu 

tra in ing was provided fo r the in it ia te s  both in m ilitary practice and 

in  d isc ip lin e . During the day the warriors might tend to ordinary busi

ness in th e ir  nomes and on th e ir  farms, but a t sunset they would return 

to  the garu.

Within the garu relations among the matana were characterized 

by a s t r ic t  observance o f sen iority . The age-set composed o f the eldest 

warriors were the leaders. This set could g ive  any orders i t  lik ed  to 

younger s e ts , exoept an order to launch a serious attack. Ih is  had to 

core from a council o f e lders. The senior warriors were known as 

nth aka c ia  nwanki (warriors o f  the f i r e )  and theirs was the p r iv ile g e  

and responsib ility  o f obtaining wood and keeping the f ir e  going in the 

garu. While this rank carries c learly  r itu a l implications as a mark of 

status, i t  is  also the case that keeping the f i r e  gping permanently had 

i t s  p ra c tica l side. I t  would be necessary in  order to  allcw quick prepa

ration  in  case o f a nignt attack, and thus, i t s  maintenance was a prime 

resp on s ib ility . Ih is  rank was handed over to  the next itana in line 

shortly before the senior warriors l e f t  the garu permanently, and this
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ceremony o f  handing over the rank is  the last o f f ic ia l  act o f  a senior 

itana as warriors.

An itana was considered ready to become elders when one member 

had a daughter old enough to  go singing with warriors. When g ir ls  go 

singing with the warriors, i t  is  just p rior to  the g i r l s ' own in i t ia 

tions and the singing is  a part o f courtship. The dancing that is  a 

part o f th is  singing event is  most suggestive o f intercourse, and is  

pub lic ly  performed. For a man to  so perform with his own daughter would 

be considered to ta lly  inappropriate. But there is  a further ru le that 

a man may not marry, or even converse d irec tly  w ith, the daughter o f an 

itan a-mate. To do so would be considered id en tica l with doing so with 

one's brother's  daughter, and this is  considered to  be within the bounds 

o f  incest (there are methods fo r  getting around this rule under special 

circumstances which are discussed be la v ; however, these methods could 

not be applied to matana) .

In order to avoid th is  sort o f  relationship from taking place, 

when a g i r l  is  old enough to  go singing with warriors, her fa ther and 

h is en tire  itana must oease participating as warriors and must soon 

leave the garu. Therefore, when the g i r l  begins to  go with w arriors , 

the fa ttie r 's  itana begins to  prepare fo r  th e ir  ceremony o f handing over 

the f i r e ,  ca lled  ntanko. The g i r l  w i l l  have begun singing in the authi 

period opening the circumcision season. The fa th er 's  itana w i l l  have 

completed th e ir  ntanko and l e f t  the garu before the circumcisions take 

place. The en tire business is  handled within the cne season.

The word ntanko is  derived from the same root as the word mwanki 

( f i r e ) ,  and the ceremony is  a b r ie f and not particu larly  elaborate event.
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I t  requires that the itana which is  handing over the f i r e  provide a 

b u ll to be shared by a l l  the warriors in a fea s t. In order to  do this 

Hie senior warriors cu ltiva ted  land fo r  other people and pooled th e ir  

payments fo r  this work to purchase the bu ll. Payments were in kind 

p r io r  to the coming o f a money economy, and the small livestock or 

beer or grain were combined to  get together the price o f  a b u ll.

Hie bu ll was then brought back to the garvi and slaughtered by 

the warriors who had brought i t .  The slaughtering was by s l i t t in g  the 

th roat, and the senior warriors were said to  have drunk the blood o f 

the bu ll during the slaughter. Then the meat was cooked and shared.

When the fea s t was dene, the eldest warriors, those that were leaving, 

threw sticks from the garu and announced that they would no longer 

bring f ir e  to  the gam . The sticks being thrown was symbolic o f  th is 

statement.

This b r ie f and rather informal oe re menial simply served notioe 

upon the garu in  general that the senior warriors were to  leave . They 

had by th e ir  actions turned over to th e ir  successors th e ir r itu a l posi

tion as nth aka cia mwanki. Onoe the ceremony is  concluded the senior 

itana may leave the garu. Individuals then leave when i t  suits them to 

do so , some staying on a few days, others a b i t  longer. From the time 

o f the ceremony, however, the-' are elders and ca lled  mukuru (p lu ra l: 

akuru; old man).

These o f  tlie new elders who are married generally leave rather 

soon a fte r  ntanko and take up permanent residence in th e ir  homes.

Because the bride price in Tharaka can be rather costly (see Chapter I I ) ,  

some o f the new elders may not yet be married. They may, i f  they so
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choose, remain sleeping in the garu. This does not tru ly detract from 

th e ir  e ld e r  status, but they may not partic ipate in the singing o f the 

warriors. They may, however, trave l to  other garu located at great 

distances from th e ir own and there they my court g i r l s . Since the 

ntanko ceremony does not take place at each garu simultaneously, there 

may s t i l l  be time fo r  them to  meet g ir ls  not daughters o f th e ir  own 

itana-mates i f  they go fa r  enough sway. The garu closest to th e ir  own 

w i l l  hold th e ir  ntanko ceremony soon i f  they have not already so as 

to avoid meeting the daughters o f those who have just gene out. Yet 

there is  seme tine lag , perhaps most o f  a season, within which they are 

un likely to  meet women prohibited to them.

In addition, the ru le regarding marriage to the daughter o f  an 

itana-mate becomes weaker with geographical distance. I f  one finds a 

g i r l  and decides to marry, and the g i r l  is  met fa r  away from one's own 

garu, and i t  is  then discovered that she is  the daughter o f an itana- 

m te , there is  an available ceremony to change this rela tionsh ip . The 

su ito r can present a goat to  h is potential father-in-law  who is  a lso an 

i  tan a-mate. The e f fe c t  o f  th is , should the itana-mate consent to  the 

marriage, i s  to  change the relationship between the two men to  that o f 

in-laws. The normal relationship between i tana-mates is  relaxed and 

inform al, and this is  in no way conpatible with normal behavior towards 

cne's father-in-law . A father-in-law is  to be h i^ ily  respected, avoided 

when possib le, and in general a dangerous man. Until the bride-price 

has been completely paid, o ften  a matter o f  many years, the fa ther-in - 

law is  a cred ito r whose co lla te ra l is  his daughter and his grandchildren.

This ceremony w i l l  be o f  no avail i f  the g i r l 's  father and the
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su ito r are close to cne another p rio r to  the courtship. I f  the g i r l  

l iv e s  in the same general area as the su itor, such a marriage cannot 

be contemplated under Tharaka rules and the relationship cannot be 

changed. I f ,  in  such a case, the young couple pers ist, th eir only 

recourse is  to  elopement and f l ig h t .  I f  they remain in the area, the 

g i r l 's  fam ily w i l l  simply take lier back by fo roe , and the su ito r 's  

fam ily, aware that he is  ju ra lly  in the wrong, w i l l  hesitate to  meet 

force with force. They would rather preva il upon their kinsman to  

re len t.

In Tigania (Mahner 1970) and possibly in the other Meru sub

tribes except Tharaka ( Lambert 1956; Bemardi 1959), the word fo r  an 

age-set is  nthuki (o r  nthuke, as the Tharaka use the word). While the 

word does e x is t  in Tharaka, i t  does not re fe r  to an age-set. An age- 

set (itan a ) is  a soc ia l category composed o f individuals with a single 

common a ttr ibu te : the time o f  their circumcision, and i t  includes a l l

persons in  Tharaka circumcised at the same season and in the same year. 

I t  also includes some few individuals whose in it ia tion s  were s lig h t ly  

postponed, but who have been circumcised p r io r  to  the opening o f  the 

next itan a . An nthuke, on the other hand, is  a group o f  individuals 

belonging to  one or several mat ana, members o f  the same grade who are 

dining together. Nthuke is  basica lly a group which lacks permanent 

d e fin it ion  as to  membership sinoe one's nthuke is  the co llec tion  o f 

approximate age-nates with whom one is  at any particu lar time. When 

cne is  a w arrior in the garu, then a l l  o f the other warriors in  the 

same garu are in  one's nthuke. As a new e ld e r , one can no longer claim

to have an nthuke togetner with those in a younger itana , but one can
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then claim as nthuke-mates elders s ligh tly  o lder than oneself.

TWo men in adjacent matana and in the same garu w i l l  be in  one 

nthuke fo r  a time. When the older itana leaves the gam , th is nthuke 

relationship  is  disrupted, but i t  can be renewed when the second itana 

graduates to  eldemood. A fte r  one has been an elder fo r  some time, 

i t  is  l ik e ly  that cne's nthuke w i l l  be pretty w e ll fixed : a close c irc le

o f friends who are members o f  two or three consecutive natana.

The prohibition against marrying the daughter o f  an itana-mate 

is  extended to  include tire daughters o f a l l  nthuke-mates, and th is 

relationship  is  not amenable to  change by ceremony since nthuke-mates 

are by d e fin ition  not found at great distances anyway.

In da ily  discourse the terms nthuke and itana are often used 

interchangeably since the informants are most commonly re fe rr in g  to 

nearby age-mates, almost always f i t t in g  the nthuke category. Since the 

word nthuke (o r  nthuki) does mean age-set in other groups, the l ite ra 

ture always refers to  Iharaka age-sets as nthuke. Europeans asking 

questions o f Tharakans begin by asking about nthuke, and I  have not 

seen "the word itana in prin t in any o f  the sources cited  e a r lie r . The 

tax records o f  Thar aka, maintained un til the middle 1950's  by Imenti 

o f f ic ia ls ,  record nthuke as age-set, and "the average Tharakan w i l l  auto

m atically respond to  a European's questions about age-sets by reference 

to  the word nthuke. I t  took me several months to ascertain the d ifference 

between the two words, and informants normally stated that they meant 

the same thing. They apparently found i t  hard to  conceive o f  a European 

tru ly  wanting to know about fine d istinctions in  Kitharaka. The clinch

ing question is  to ask i f  a man who is  in one’ s itana but l iv in g  fa r  away
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is  also o f  one's nthuke. The answer is  that he would be i f  and only 

i f  he had traveled  in to the neighborhood and joined his itana-m tes 

in eating or drinking. U n til this question is  asked one might eas ily  

construct the notion o f  an nthuke being a re a l age-set and being com

posed o f two or more matana. Due to the presence o f sub-sets in  the 

age-set systems o f neighboring tr ib es , sp ec ific a lly  the Tigania, this 

conclusion would sound correct to someone newly entered into Tharaka.

Neighboring tribesmen v is it in g  Tharaka have to ld  me that the 

Tharaka are considered somewhat foo lish  because, " . . .  they do not 

even knew the names o f th e ir  nthuke."  This is  true, but i t  is  true 

simply because in Tharaka nthuke are not named units, and the unit 

which corresponds to  the ou tsider's  notion o f  nthuke is  itana. However, 

assuming correctly  that the languages are very close, the stranger w il l  

normally ask fo r  the name o f  an nthuke. When so questioned a Tharakan 

e ld e r  w i l l  g ive the name o f the itana o f his eldest nthuke-mate. I t  is  

therefore possible to  carry on extended conversations over a long period 

o f time about the age-set system and to come to  two conclusions:

a) Tharakans are e ith er stupid or lia rs  because the names o f th e ir  

nthuke are e ith er not ava ilab le or very confused, and

b) Tharakans have an "unstructured" age-set system. This second con

clusion is  the private property o f soc ia l sc ien tis ts . Both conclusions 

are equally untrue.

At times a man w i l l  r e fe r  to  a small group o f friends, perhaps 

f iv e  or s ix ,  as his nthuke. These few friends are a l l  actual nthuke- 

mates, but the to ta lity  o f men poten tia lly  in  that nthuke is  a larger 

number. These closest friends are ceil led to  a man's home at times o f
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aeremcnial importance, such as when he is  announcing the impending 

circumcision o f  one o f his children. Thus, an nthuke is  made up at 

any time o f  those people who are legitimate potentia l members and are 

a lso  present. This is  somewhat disconcerting to an ethnographer who 

would p re fe r  that group names re fe r  to  a set c o lle c t iv ity  o f personnel 

a t a l l  times. While an e ld e r  w i l l ,  in  discussion, re fe r  to a l l  poten

t i a l  members as being o f h is nthuke, the nthuke fo r  any individual is  

probably made up o f this small number o f friends at most times.

Women do not, so fa r  as I  can determine, gather with th e ir  age- 

mates in a fashion comparable to  the gatherings o f men and th e ir  nthuke, 

although women w i l l  use the term nthuke to r e fe r  to  th e ir  age-mates.

On the occasion o f an nthuke gathering to note the impending circumci

sion  o f one o f it s  members' sons, the women present w i l l  not be neces

s a r i ly  age-mates o f  the boy 's mother. They w i l l  be the wives o f  the 

husband's nthuke-mates, and th e ir  re la tive  age is  apt to  vary grea tly  

from e ld e r ly  women with severa l children to  young g ir ls  reoently married.

The disappearance o f  the ganj has had a meaning fo r  the grade 

o f e ld er as w e ll as fo r  the grade o f warrior. Circumcision s t i l l  marks 

the attainment o f the warrior grade, but without a garu an ntanko aere- 

mony is  a lso  absent. Today a Tharakan, male or female, is  considered 

an e ld er  when he or she has a circumcised ch ild .

I t  is  ny understanding that the Tharaka age-set system rules 

are such that to  circumcise a sen would also cause a fa ther's  itana to 

become e ld ers . Indeed, today, i t  is  en tire ly  possible fo r  a given man 

to  circumcise a son before he circumcises a daughter. However, in  the 

past the fa c t  that female circumcision was performed at a younger age



95

than male, and the additional fact that g ir ls  could begin singing with 

warriors before they themselves were circumcised made i t  highly unlikely 

that anyone in  an itana would circumcise a son before anyone e ls e  had 

circumcised a daughter. My informants could not reca ll a s in g le  case, 

nor are there any ta les that I  was able to  c o lle c t  which suggest that 

th is  had ever happened. Thus, the Tharakans speak o f being "taken from 

the garu by our daughters."

As a resu lt o f the daughters being the ones who "took" th e ir  

fathers from the garu, and as a result also o f  the "back-up" ru le that 

circumcising any ch ild  is  su ffic ien t cause fo r  a man to  be an e ld er , 

i t  was not possible fo r  a fa th er and son to be warriors at the sane 

time. A l l  o f  the elders could re fe r  to  a l l  o f  the warriors as th e ir  

sons, but th is  was c lea rly  metaphor and an expression o f re la t iv e  age 

rather than kinship. Hie kinship metaphor is  used in one other instance 

having to  do with the age-set system.

Every boy, at the time o f his circumcision, had a "fa th er-in 

circumcision" , or sponsor. Ihe sponsor was himself already circumcised, 

and was usually a close fr ien d  o f both the boy and his father. The 

sponsor could not be the boy's actual socia l father. This sponsor was, 

th ere fo re , in  a sort o f god-parent relationship with the candidate, 

and was usually (thougn not necessarily) a warrior rather than an 

e ld er . As a warrior he could assist the boy in  "learning the ropes" 

in  the garu,as w ell as performing the oe re menial sponsorship ro le  at 

the in it ia t io n .

I t  was not uncommon to  hear that a particu lar itana was considered 

to  be the "fa thers" o f another itana only s l ig h t ly  younger, and that the

two mat an a had at one time been in the garu together. 11 is  c lea r that
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"these men were not related  as fathers and sons in the kinship sense, 

and i t  was explained that the "fa ther" itana had provided a large 

number o f the sponsors fo r  the members o f the "son" itana. The use of 

kinship terminology here is  therefore en tire ly  metaphorical. I  stress 

th is  because i t  is  not the case in Thar aka that which age-set a man 

belongs to  is  in any way useful in predicting in to  which sets h is  sens 

w i l l  be placed (except fo r  the rather vacuous prediction that they w il l  

be younger than he). That th is  is  not the case w i l l  be important when 

the Tharaka system is  compared with other systems in la te r  chapters.

Each age-set in Tharaka is  given a name socn a fte r  i t  is  formed. 

This name is  given by the e ld ers , and is  normally based upen some event 

occurring arounc the time o f  the s e t 's  formation, or sane particu lar 

behaviors o f  the new warriors. There are some age-set systems, and 

some o f these w il l  be discussed in d e ta il below, in which the number 

o f names given to sets is  fix ed , usually at seven or e igh t. In  those 

systems the names are given to  the sets in order, and when a l l  o f  the 

names have been given, they just begin again a t the top o f the l i s t .

I t  is  th is d ifference in  set-naming conventions which has led to  some 

systems being called c y c lic a l while these lik e  Tharaka are ca lled  linear.

I  w i l l  shew in a la te r  chapter that there is  indeed a connecticn 

between the naming convention used and the structure o f the system, 

however, th is  ccnnecticn is  not the proper basis fo r  c la s s ific a tio n  of 

systems; I  w i l l  be using the actual structure fo r  such c la ss ify in g .

But the issue o f typology aside, the Tharaka indeed have a lin ea r method 

o f  naming sets . Lambert (1956: 48) states that the Tigania and Imenti 

systems use cyc lica l as w e ll as linear names. For the Tigania Mahner's
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(1970) work and my cwn b r ie f  interviews with Tigania in f Oman ts leave 

no doubt th a t they use a c y c lic a l system. I  cannot be pos itive  what 

system is  used by the Imenti, but they at lea s t use a linear convention 

in  part. Lambert argues that the elders o f  the Meru tribes w i l l  not 

volunteer information about c y c lic ity , but w i l l  agree that i t  ex is ts  

i f  they are shown. Lambert also says -that the Tharaka system follows 

the Imenti system.

In  Tharaka, so fa r  as I  was able to  determine, there is  no 

c y c lic a l naming convention. I  found in  interviewing Tigania that there 

was no question but that they used a cy c lica l system, and that with 

Tharaka there was no question but that they did not. This would appear 

to  contradict Lambert's implication that a l l  o f  the Meru use a cyc lica l 

system, but a l l  also mask th is  with additional names.

I  d id  find one age-set name in  Tharaka that had been repeated. 

Because o f  Lambert's very strong implication o f  c y c lic ity , while at 

the same time a l l  o f my data indicated lin ea r ity , this single repeat 

was disturbing. I t  was espec ia lly  so in view o f the fa c t that age-set 

names are not easy to  c o lle c t  in  Tharaka, and I  f e l t  my l is t s  could 

have ea s ily  been wrong. The d if f ic u lty  stems in part from the fa c t 

that the period between circumcisions is  not quite as lcng in Tharaka 

as in  most o f  i t s  neighboring tr ib es , and there are simply that many 

more names to  c o lle c t: the memories o f  elders are not p erfec t. Also,

i f  Lambert were correct then the cyc lica l names would have been masked 

a l l  along. I  decided to try  to  convince some elders that they were 

using a c y c lic a l system since this had been Lambert's approach.

The procedure I  followed was to  suggest to  an informant that a
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given set might have more than one name. I f  this fa iled  to evoke a 

second name, I  then suggested that another, o lder nan had to ld  to that 

th is  might be the case. In the faoe o f  another possible authority, rry 

informants would waver. A fte r  a l l ,  i f  someone even older than they 

had said th is , then i t  might indeed be so, fo r  in Iharaka the e ld est 

is  often  presumed the w isest; i f  not the w isest, then a t least the most 

l ik e ly  to  remember things from the fa r  past. I  would clinch my argument 

w ith a question such as, "Could Kiandere (an age-set) have been called 

Kiandeke (the set said to fo llow  Kiandere in  most l is ts )? "  The answer 

to  th is  question is  usually "yes". Upon fo llow ing this sort o f  ques

tion ing one comparatively young elder gave me a l i s t  o f six names which 

he said cycled. When I  suggested that most tribes nave eight such 

names, he immediately gave me two more. I  have no doubt that had I  

asked fa r  more he could have helped me.

What remains to be explained is  why Kiandere could have been 

ca lled  Kiandeke. I t  could have been, but i t  was not, and th is is  the 

important poin t. The elders I  spoke to  in th is manner carefu lly  ex

plained severa l times that the assignment o f  a name to an age-set was 

the sole p r iv ile g e  o f  whomever had been elders at that time, and i f  

they had wished to name the set other than the way they did, they cer

ta in ly  could have done so. Enough hypothetical questions were asked 

so as to  make i t  c lea r that any set could have any name at a l l ,  but 

i f  and only i f  the elders had so wished. Th is, in  fa c t ,  is  an argument 

against the p oss ib ility  o f having cy c lica l naming, fo r  c y c lic ity  implies 

that there is  a lim it to what name any set could have: i t  would at

lea s t have to  have the name which was next in  order in the cycle. I f
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a se t a lso  had other names that was fin e , but the cyc lica l name was an 

absolute necessity , and in  no case could I  get informants to g ive  a 

coherent pattern o f  c y c lic a l naming. In the case o f the one informant 

who agreed absolutely to the notion o f  cycling names, he was unable to 

present the order in  which such names should occur.

I  undertook such outlandish questioning procedures in  an attempt 

to  d iscover i f  such a procedure might account fo r  the previously men

tioned statements in  Lambert's work. This would imply that Lambert 

had used such a procedure and even follow ing that misinterpreted what 

he had co llec ted . I t  is  not proper to  state that he did so; my awn 

"success" with this method does not demonstrate that th is was Lanfcert's 

approach, but i t  does demonstrate e ith er that th is was his approach or 

that he was only wrong in  be liev in g  that the Iharaka system was lik e  

the others he had studied. In e ith er case, I  believe the procedure 

lays to  r e s t  any question about the Iharaka set-naming procedure: i t

is  lin ear.

What these few informants were agreeing to is  that the naming 

o f  a cu ltu ra l item can be arb itrary. Furthermore, aside from the single 

repeated se t name, there is  no independent evidence o f  a c y c lic a l naming 

system.

The one name that was repeated was Kaburia. This name is  said 

to  re fe r  to  a type o f  grasping, pushy behavior. The o rig in a l name was 

said to have been given because there was a famine at th is tim e, and 

the warriors in th is set were said to  have taken food frcm others by 

f 01X36. A sim ilar type o f extortionary behavior was attributed to  seme 

o f  the members o f the la te r  Kaburia set. But no relationship was ever
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suggested by any informant between the two sets other than th e ir  name.

The suggestion that the la te r  Kaburia represented some sort 

o f  reincarnation o f  the e a r l ie r  one, e ither individually or c o lle c t iv e ly , 

was greeted with blank stares, strange glances, and the countersugges

t io n  that the ethnographer was perhaps some sort o f escaped lunatic 

from Nairob i. I  took this as a negative.

The suggestion that the current Kaburia men had anoestors in  

the o r ig in a l Kaburia set was greeted with, "Some of them nust have, 

but so what? Somebody must have an ancestor in any older s e t ."

The suggestion that the renaming implied that the sane behavior 

o r  events was expected to  occur again was greeted with derision also.

Ihe elders would at that po in t repeat what they had often to ld  me: 

that the name was given because the behavior had already been exhibited, 

not because i t  was expected. As to  the event occurring again, the 

rep ly  was that famine was qu ite certain to  core again, every few years 

in  fa c t ,  since that is  part o f liv in g  in Tharaka.

I t  seeirs certain to  me then that th is  repetition  came simply 

because the name was f e l t  to  r e f le c t  the situation . The second Kaburia 

was one o f  the la s t age-sets to  receive a name, and i t  is  ju st possible 

that coming at th is time the repeat was just simpler than thinking up 

a new name. By th is time the elders were no longer g iv ing much thought 

to  natters lik e  th is : and i t  is  always possible that the name was

given under sim ilar circumstances to  the way names are currently assigned 

namely, the warriors just c a l l  themselves something, and others pick up 

on the name, but i t  is  not rea lly  recognized by the elders. I  should 

poin t out that the very o ldest informants I  interviewed had heard o f
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the f i r s t  Kaburia, but not the second.

Tharakan informants deny absolutely that they use cycling 

names. They w i l l  agree to  th is suggestion, however, or to any other, 

i f  i t  is  put persuasively and i f  tne questioner appears to re a lly  want 

i t  to  be so. Tne elders often  go to  great lengths to avoid disappoint

ing a questioner o f tnis so rt.

Relations between matana in Tharaka are characterized by a 

constant reference to  sen iority  and i t s  attendant p riv ileges . I t  would 

appear, however, that these relations are r e la t iv e ly  unstrained when 

compared w ith groups such as Samburu. Spencer reports (1965) fo r  the 

Samburu a situation  sim ilar to that reported by Rosen (personal ccrmuni- 

cation ) fo r  the Mukugudu. In the age-set systems of both o f these 

soc ie ties  there is  considerable con flic t between the junior elders and 

the sen ior warriors. In these societies only elders may marry, and 

elders may delay tne circumcision o f a new group o f warriors, thus 

a lso  delaying the elderhood o f the senior warriors, so that they them

selves have more time to bu ild  their fortunes and marry more women.

Amongst the Tharaka this con flic t is  not created fo r  two reasons.

F ir s t ly ,  elderhood is  not conferred upon sen ior warriors by other elders,

but is  rather based upon a criterion  from exitside o f the system: the

age o f daughters. The second reason, and e ith e r  would be su ffic ien t

to  prevent th is form o f c o n flic t , is  that among the Tharaka warriors

may marry. Tigania warriors (Mahner 1970) may also marry, and while

the elders in  Tigania do exercise control o f  the mechanism fo r  warriors

to  Decone e ld e rs, I  suspect th a t the same c o n flic t does not occur there

e ith er. UNIVERSITY OF NAIROBI
INST. OF AFRICAN STUDIES 

LIBRARY.
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I t  is  to be expected that there existed  some strains between 

warriors and elders in Tharaka, particu larly in tines o f war, i f  only 

because cne group did a l l  o f  the figh ting while the other group made 

a l l  o f the decisions. A typ ica l example o f  th is sort o f c o n flic t  was 

o ffe red  by informants explaining the meaning o f the name o f the itana 

Hurango.

There were two interpretations given fo r  this name, a ccmnon 

situation  in  fieldwork in  Tnaraka, since names fo r  matana are often 

metaphorical. This set is  known to  have been circumcised around the 

time o f  the f i r s t  a rr iva l o f  Europeans. The word murango in Kimeru

means "d o o r" , and cne suggestion is  that the group was so named because
A*

i t  was the f i r s t  time doors were seen in the area, on the houses o f  

Europeans. However, th is seems doubtful to  me fo r  two reasons. Che 

is  that the very f i r s t  Europeans seen in the area did not actually

l iv e  in  the area or build houses there. The other, and the more con

vincing cne, is  the ordinary metaphorical use o f the term imrango, as 

applied to  cne who is  stubborn and refuses what he is  to ld  by his 

seniors (note: the mu- p re fix  is  often ind icative o f an animate noun

in  Kimeru and Kitharaka).

The story surrounding this in terpretation  is  that when the

f i r s t  Europeans arrived, tne elders o f Tharaka suggested cooperation

with them, but that this suggestion was re jected  by the young ttirango
#

warriors (not yet named) who wanted to  f ig h t  rather than to be ruled.

The two matana o f warriors senior to  Murango also sided with the e ld ers . 

A few b a ttles  took plaoe between Europeans and Tharaka w arriors, and 

the e lders o f today state that i t  was fo r  the most part Murango warriors
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who were involved, and that the battles did not have the blessing o f 

most Tharakans. The strongest resistance, in terestin g ly , occurred in 

areas o f Tharaka U rio , an area less influenced by the Mugwe.

I t  is  probably fo r  th is reason that these warriors were named 

Murango. I t  is  o f  in te res t to  note that while some o f the senior 

warriors d id  jo in  in  the attacks, most did not. Severe casualties are 

supposed to  have been in f l ic t e d  upon Murango while other warriors 

escaped in ju ry . Reasons given by Tharakan informants fa r an unwilling

ness to  f ig h t  the invaders wholeheartedly included that they had heard 

o f  the power o f guns, but fo r  the most part were ccnoemed with the 

fa c t  that the action taken by the warriors was against the orders o f 

the e ld ers . Tharakan informants agree that i f  they had a l l  banded 

together, they mignt have driven o f f  the Europeans a few tin es , but 

they point cut the wisacm o f the elders by suggesting that in  any event 

they would ultim ately have been subjected and in a l l  p robab ility  treated 

fa r  more harshly than they in  fact were treated.

Unlike systems in  some other tribes, the Tharaka age-set system 

has and had l i t t l e  p o l i t ic a l  a c tiv ity  associated with i t .  In Tigania 

(Mahner 1970) and many other tribes there is  a single ruling age-set 

in  which power is  vested. Among the Tharaka a l l  elders, regardless o f 

s e t , are involved in  the decision-making process, and there do not 

appear to  have been grades o f elderhood (being a member o f a particu lar 

council was a matter o f individual achievement, not a simple matter o f 

a tta in ing a certain a ge ). The operations o f  the agairbi and biama dis

cussed in  the previous chapter, seem to have been su ffic ien t fo r  almost 

a l l  p o l i t ic a l  matters except decisions about warfare. In decisions
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about warfare power u ltim ately rested with a l l  o f the elders although 

senior warriors were often consulted sinoe they would be acting as 

f i e ld  o f f ic e r s .

In  Ugania (Mahner 1970; Bemardi 1959) the Mugwe is  selected 

frcm a particu la r age-set while that set occupies the second e ld er  

grade, and he serves only so long as his set occupies that grade. In 

Tharaka tne Mugwe serves fo r  l i f e  and need only be an e lder, not o f 

any particu lar set.

In  Mbeere (G laz ier, personal comnunicaticn) to  the south o f 

Tharaka, p o l i t ic a l  power is  handled through a system o f  generation-sets. 

However, th is  generation-set system is  separate frcm the age-set system 

o f  the Mbeere, and i t  is  only because o f the use e f  the term "s e t"  that 

i t  would appear that p o l i t ic a l  power is  being handled through age- 

organizaticn. In th is generation-set system one is  assigned to  the 

same set as one's father, and since there are two sets, the resu lt is 

to  have two categories, each o f which contains a l l  o f the males o f 

seme pa tr il in e a g e s . Since a l l  males are assigned to one o f the two 

s e ts , th is  system is  re a lly  a system o f kinship moieties and not age- 

organ izaticnal at a l l .

In  the absence o f any clear p o l it ic a l  function i t  would appear 

that the main function o f the Tharaka age-set system was to supply per

sonnel to  a warfare and ra id ing society on the basis o f probable figh tin g  

a b i l i t ie s  and capacities fo r  decision making; in  short, to ensure a 

supply o f  trained warriors, and a supply o f  leaders who had themselves 

experienced warriorhood. In the la te r  absence o f in te r - tr ib a l warfare 

i t  is  understanaable that the age o f men at circumcision could sa fe ly
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drop, that the gang could f a l l  into disuse and eventually disappear, 

and that the age-set system in general could lose any importance short 

o f acting as a boundary marker to determine who was and was not a fu l l  

Iharakan.

The function o f age-organizational systems, or o f circumcision, 

as a boundary marker is  not to  be underrated as o f l i t t l e  inportance. 

Current p o l i t ic a l  conditions in  Kenya often exh ib it a marked d iv is ion  

between peoples who do and do not circumcise th e ir tr ib a l members, and 

marriage regulations may s t i l l  be bound up in  circumcision in  many 

areas. Whether or not one is  circumcised has been noted in the past 

as a p o ten tia l criterion  in  determining e l i g ib i l i t y  fo r  o ff io e  holding 

in  this area o f the world. I t  is  widely circulated that the la te  Tom 

Mboya, a Luo, had himself circumcised early in  his p o lit ic a l career, 

thus making himself more acceptable to  the dominant Kikuyu. A case was 

reported to  me, though not confirmed, of a forced circumcision having 

taken place in an area near (but not in ) Tharaka. The victim  was the 

sen o f an African o f f i c ia l ,  and he and his fa ther were members o f a 

tr ib e  o f non-circumcisors, but liv in g  amongst a circumcising group. A 

lo ca l gang o f boys, possibly drunk, "captured" this young man and c ir 

cumcised him. In this case e ith er a misguided tribalism  or mere drunken 

reve lry  was at the base o f  what occurred, but i t  is  in teresting to  note 

that the action taken was based cn th is same d istinction  between c ir -  

cumcisors and non-ci rcumci s ors .

Whether or not incidents such as these actually take place is  

o f  less iirportar.ee than the fa c t that stories  about them c ircu la te and 

are read ily  believed. This b e lie f  in  i t s e l f  points up the importance



106

o f circumcision in the area in  general.

The age at which boys are circumcised has dropped rad ica lly  in 

Tharaka. Where formerly a warrior was between 18 and 25 years o f age 

at the time o f his in it ia t io n , currently boys as young as ten (g ir ls  

possibly somewhat younger) are being circumcised. I t  is  quite under

standable that this should happen sinoe the need fo r  an actual f i t t i n g  

force o f warriors no longer constrains the system. In Tigania (Mahner 

personal connunication) the age at circumcision has also dropped, but 

i t  has on ly dropped there to  around 14 years.

A sim ilar drop is  reported by Rosen (personal caimuni cation) 

fo r  the Mokugudu, boys o f 14-16 years being circumcised there. I t  

would seem in general that societies with age-set systems in East A frica  

in  which the age-set system is  in itia ted  in a circumcision r itu a l have 

a l l  experienced a drop in the age at in it ia t io n , but i t  would a lso 

appear that there was a greater drop among the Tharaka than among the 

neighboring Tigania, and th is  d ifference I  w i l l  try to trace to  the 

d ifference in  the structure o f "their o rig in a l systems.

D. The Tigania Age-Set System

For a number o f reasons the Tigania represent an almost natural 

comparison with the Tharaka. Comparison between the two is  most in v itin g  

because they are neighboring tr ib es , both o f  which have been described 

(by themselves and others) as sub-tnbes o f Meru, are both speakers o f 

Kimeru, and yet exh ib it a few major d ifferences. The primary obvious 

d ifference  to  the casual observer is  that the Tigania are economically 

fa r  b e tte r  o f f  than tne Tharaka. Another s tr ik in g  d ifference is  that
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the Tigania age-set system is  s t i l l  a functioning system while the 

lharaka system has a l l  but disappeared.

A t f i r s t  th is appears a most un likely combination o f items.

I t  would seem lo g ica l, perhaps, to  conclude that where economic devel

opment has been encountered (T igan ia ), one is  also lik e ly  to  encounter 

s o c ia l change; and that where there has been l i t t l e  or no such develop

ment (lh a raka ), the aboriginal soc ia l structure would be v ir tu a lly  

in ta c t. While this b r ie f outline does not do justioe to the soc ia l 

change-economic development causal model, i t  is  su ffic ien t to  note 

that the d iffe ren t set o f  correlations observed in  th is area suggest 

that a comparison o f the lharaka and Tigania age-set systems from a 

structu ra l viewpoint might be most illum inating.

This section w i l l  provide a very b r ie f  outline o f the Tigania 

age-set system. While my own fieldwork was carried out in neighboring 

lharaka, I  did have the opportunity to  interview  several Tigania in fo r

mants who were traveling through lharaka, and a few who had taken up 

residence there. Early on in  my fieldwork I  was given a copy o f  Jurg 

Mahner's (1970) f ie ld  report on Tigania, which concentrated on a de

scrip tion  o f  the Tigania age-set system. I  also was able to  have 

severa l conversations with Mahner in  Nairobi and to put to  him questions 

which were necessary to my understanding o f the system he described.

I  also had the opportunity to  carry on severa l discussions with Father 

Bemardi in  Nairobi, and there was cne b r ie f  meeting between the three 

o f  us. On the basis o f th is evidence I  b e lieve  my description o f  the 

Tigania system to  be correct in  a l l  v i t a l  areas. I  presented an early 

version o f  this description to a meeting in  Nairobi at which Mahner was



108

present, and he agreed that my description was correct. This descrip

tion  is  o f  those portions o f  the Tigania system which are v i t a l  to  my 

argument.

I  do not include the fu l l  range o f ethnographic material which 

I  could include on Tigania: these data in a very serious sense "belong" 

to  Mahner. However, our work is  su ffic ien tly  d is jo in t that what follows 

does not detract in any way from what he had planned to do. I  am assured 

by him that there are no additional data about Tigania which would in 

validate the conclusions I  have reached about the system. I  include 

the rather long caveat just given because the Tigania data are p os itive ly  

v i t a l  to  the theory I  w i l l  be proposing in the next chapter. I t  w i l l  

become c lea r  to  the reader eventually that the theory o f  age-set systems 

which I  w i l l  propose is based primarily on the structure o f the Tigania 

system, and systems like i t ,  while the hypotheses about socia l change 

to  be drawn from the theory are based more fu lly  on the Tharaka data.

This is  somewhat disappointing, because i t  suggests that I 

should have been doing fieldwork elsewhere, amongst a people with a 

system s im ila r  to that o f  the Tigania. Such systems, however, have 

o ften  been described (Huntingford 1953; Jacobs 1965; Spencer 1965; and 

o th ers ), and the Thar aka system has never been adequately described 

before now. Die theorem to  be proposed, while true in the absence o f 

the Tharaka m aterial, would have been re la t iv e ly  uninteresting in one 

serious sense: the theorem was suggested as a method fo r  delineating

p rec ise ly  the difference between two types o f  systems. That i t  does 

so delineate is  the basis fo r  suggesting that i t  informs a theory o f 

age-set systems, and such delineation would have been unavailable from
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work amongst a T igan ia-like people alone. In a sense th is  is  very much 

lik e  the argument that a fish  would be the least lik e ly  discoverer o f 

water: a fielcW orker dealing with a Tigania-like system would have no

basis fo r  suggesting the theory I  w i l l  suggest, and i t  is  only a fte r  

the theory has been proposed that i t  becomes interesting to apply i t  

consistently to  systems o f that sort.

I t  is  known (Sandberg 1969) that p rior to  the a rr iv a l of the 

B ritish  there was considerable contact (and warfare) between the Tigania 

and the Maasai; and that the Tigania age-set system re fle c ts  this con

ta c t . In order to combat the Maasai on a more o r  less equal footing, 

Sandberg suggests that the Mena (sp ec ific a lly  Tigania) adopted Maasai 

age-set practices. Indeed, the analysis which w i l l  fo llow  suggests 

that structurally the Tigania age-set system is  much more lik e  the 

Maasai system than i t  is  like the Tharaka system.

In Tigania nthuki means age-set, and nthuki are formed approxi

mately every f i f te e n  years. Within the fifte en  years required to form 

each nthuki, there are three sub-sets o f  young men circumcised (again 

I  w i l l  discuss only the men in regard to this system). These sub-sets 

rece ive  ordinal names.

Nthuki are separated in to  left-hand and right-hand nthuki, 

a lte rn a te ly . I  cannot be certa in , but Mahner's (1970: 3) evidence sug

gests that the l e f t  o r right position o f an nthuki changes every fifte en  

yea rs , as the nthuki move through the grades. There is  a ceremony called 

ukura-aaru, which takes plaoe at the close o f each f i f t e e n  year period, 

in  which p o lit ic a l power is  handed ever to the nthuki that have become 

e ld ers . The nthuki one below these new elders e lects  one o f  th e ir
i
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number who w i l l  eventually serve as Mugwe, while the nthuki one above 

the new elders has th e ir  Mug^e-elect actually assume r itu a l o ff io e  a t 

this time. The new elders w i l l  entBr the right-hand side o f  the moiety 

system and the nthuki immediately above and below them enter tlie l e f t -  

hand side (the use o f "moiety" here re fe rs  to  age-moieties, and while 

there w i l l  be some connection with kinship, discussed below, this is  

not the basis, o f the moiety d iv is io n ).

The p o l it ic a l  leaders are thus men in th e ir fo r t ie s  and f i f t i e s ,  

and the r itu a l leaders are men in th e ir  f i f t i e s  and s ix t ie s . Nthuki 

sen ior to  these are "re tired " elders.

Cnoe warriomood is  achieved men may marry and have o ffspring, 

and, therefore, i t  is  extremely probable that most o f a man's children 

w i l l  be in  the nthuki two below his own (and hence cn the same side o f 

the le f t - r ig h t  d ivision  as the fa th er). I t  is ,  o f course, a lso possible 

that a man w i l l  have children in  nthuki three or even four junior to  his 

own because the p rincip le o f recruitment to the age-set is  age and not 

generation. I f  a ch ild  is  three sets below his father, they w i l l  be 

cn opposite sides o f the le ft-r ig fr t  d iv is ion .

An e f fe c t  o f the high probab ility  o f father-son placement being 

a separation o f  two is  to  make the Tigania age-set system resemble a 

generation-set system. Indeed, were i t  not fo r  the exceptions to th is 

placement probab ility , there would be no way o f te ll in g  th is system 

from a generation-set system by simple observation. The term "genera

tion " is  used by English-speaking Tigania as a d irect gloss fo r  the 

term nthuki, and there is  evidence to suggest that the native view o f

the system is  that i t  is  a generation-set system.
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I f  i t  were the case that fathers and sons were always placed 

in to sets separated from one another by a single other s e t, and i f  the 

l e f t - r i ^ i t  d iv is ion  were maintained, then there would be a generation

set system. But i t  i s  also c lea r that in  such a case the l e f t  side 

would be composed o f a l l  o f the males o f  seme o f the pa trilin es  and 

the r ig h t  side would be composed o f a l l  o f the males o f a l l  other 

p a tr ilin es . Such a system would lik e ly  p ro fit  mare greatly from analy

s is  as a kinship system, sp ec ifica lly  a kinship moiety system, than 

from analysis as a form o f age-organization. Indeed, I  suggest that 

a trvie generaticn-set system is  more l ik e ly  to be analyzable in the 

domain o f  kinship in  general, and I  argue from this that inclusion o f 

generaticn-set systens as age-organizaticn is  spurious.

Father and sons may not, in the Tigania system, be plaoed in 

sets inrnediately adjacent to one another. Given the f i f te e n  year fo r 

mation period this would be unlikely in  any event sinoe men may not 

bear o ffsp ring  ju ra lly  u n til a fte r  they have become warriors, and 

warriors are in it ia te d  at around the age o f fourteen today (and older 

years ago).

According to Mahner (1970: 2) the ukura-aaru oeremeny takes 

place when the senior warriors begin to  circumcise their sons, that i s ,  

when they leave the w arriors' house to  beccme elders. Sinoe most o f 

the sen ior warriors w i l l  probably have a son in th is nthuki being formed, 

a l l  o f  them leave the house together, leaving behind them as warriors 

the nthuki immediately below th e ir  own, and the one being in it ia ted .

Thus, the ukura-aaru oeremeny (in  Imenti the oeremeny comparable to

th is is  ca lled  ntuiko) may be seen as the foca l point o f  a time period
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during which severa l things are happening:

a) r i tu a l power is  being given to a set be caning senior e ld e rs .

b) p o l i t ic a l  power is  being handed over to the set below them.

c) th is  set is  leaving the warrior grade to be care elders.

d) the next younger se t is  closing in it ia t io n .

e) the set one more below is opening in it ia t io n  and entering the 

w arrior grade.

The system ju s t described for Tigania resembles c lose ly  the 

systems described fo r  Samburu (Spenoer 1965), Maasai (Jacobs 1965), 

Mukugudu (Rosen personal canmunication), and others.

In the c lass ic  typology o f age-set systems the Tigania system 

would be ca lled  c y c lic ,  because there is  a set cycle o f names applied 

to the age-sets. In  the case o f Tigania, eight names carp r is e  a cycle. 

There is  no evidence currently available as to which is  the " f i r s t "  

name although ethnchis to r i  cal research could probably uncover some 

suggestions about th is . The cycle, however, is  not seen as having a 

beginning and end, but rather is  simply a continuous re application o f 

the names used fo r  the set e igh t previous to  the one being formed.

Because o f the cycling o f names, and the father-son placement 

p rob ab ility , i t  is  common to hear men re fe r  to the age-set o f their as 

ye t unborn children by name. Tharakans, who have neither o f these two 

items associated with th e ir  system cannot make such "pnedicticns", and 

i t  i s  the conmcn view o f  their neighbors that tney e ith er have no rea l 

s o c ia l structure o r that they do but are too ignorant to understand i t .

The age-set system o f the Tigania has undergone re la t iv e ly  l i t t l e  

change. While any number o f oeremcnial items may be absent, and while
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the age a t circumcision has dropped, the essential features o f the 

formation o f named s e ts , carrying cn o f the ukura-aaru ceremony, and 

the premotion o f  sets through established grades at intervals o f f i f 

teen years or so is  continuous.
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IV . THE THEORY OF AGE-SET SYSTEMS 

A. C r ite r ia  fo r  Theory

Following Durrenberger's (1971) suggestion that so c ia l struc

ture is  an aspect o f ccmpetenoe, a suggestion which is  c lea r ly  implied 

in the work o f  those ca llin g  themselves ethnos d e n t is ts , the theory I  

w i l l  be presenting w i l l  exh ib it a major characteristic o f  a competence 

model. This is  that ccmpetenoe is  p ro fitab ly  viewed not as a machine 

fo r  generating behavior, but rather as a cognitive devioe fo r  monitor

ing and in terpreting behavior. To require a model to d ire c t ly  generate 

behavior, would be to  demand a model which must be so s p e c if ic  as to 

leave no roan at a l l  fo r  cultural varia tion , and such a suggestion is  

contradicted by a l l  o f  the ethnography ever collected. The other 

a lternative  is  to require a model so thoroughly general that i t  is  

incapable o f accounting fo r  anything in  a serious manner: th is is  the

realm o f theology.

In testing fo r  the descriptive adequacy o f the model to be 

presented, there are two c r ite r ia  which must be met, and which, i f  met, 

overcome the two objections stated above. The f i r s t  c r ite r ion  is  that 

the system being described be recognizable from the model. This ensures 

that the model is  n o n -tr iv ia lly  representative o f at lea s t some o f the 

behaviors which w i l l  be exhibited. The second cnteri.cn is  that the 

data are a l l  acoounted fo r  by the model, that is ,  each informant's state

ments must be allowable by the model provided that the informant is  not 

completely abberant himself. This ensures that the behaviors (performances)
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recorded are indeed interpreted by the model, thus allowing the model 

to claim  at least some salience to  actual cognition.

In  testing beyond descriptive adequacy fo r  theoretical adequacy, 

i t  is  required that a theory be a generator o f hypotheses. I t  matters 

not a t  a l l  that competence is  not seen as a generator, because one 

requires d iffe ren t things o f a theory than one requires o f  what is to  

be described. In order fo r  a theory to be anything more than a simple 

ana elegant description , i t  must generate nypotneses about the data.

Ihe hypothesis need not be a pred ictive one; i t  is  reasonable to claim 

th eore tica l adequacy i f  a theory explains the relationship between 

known occurrences.

None o f these tests may, nowever, be argued here. They are 

applicable only a fte r  the theory has been presented, and they are 

discussed here merely so that they nay be kept in mind by the reader 

as tiie theory unfolds.

There are, however, constraints on a theory that a worker keeps 

in mind during theory creation. In the case o f a model claiming to 

describe competence, the model nay not require the performance o f cog

n it iv e  operations which are not possible. The theory is  thus constrained 

by what is  already known about human cogn itive a b i l i t ie s .

The actual description o f competence is  a tenuous notion inso

fa r  as what we know about the human brain is  i t s e l f  lim ited . The best 

that can be claimed fo r  the tneory that I  w i l l  present is  that i t  

represents a homcmorpnism from human competence in  the domain o f age- 

se t systems. The pure description o f  competence per se would require, 

to my way o f thinking, a technology which we do not yet possess, and
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such a description may or may not be tru ly  useful fo r  the sorts of
o

questions being asked about soc ia l systems here.

The claim being made then is  that what w i l l  follow  represents 

at le a s t  a homomorphism, and that the actual competence o f Tharakans 

or Tiganians must perform at least the operations which th is  theory 

performs. Competence i t s e l f  may be much more complex than what is 

described here (indeed, I  expect i t  is  inpossible fo r  this copetenoe 

to be less complex), and so this theory in  a very real sense represents 

what the participant must minimally be able to handle.

Yet th is is  not a theory about hew these people view their 

systems. Rather i t  i s  a theory about the systems themselves, and cne 

which claims a cogn itive salience: thereby claiming to explain age-

set systems.

The theory w i l l  be presented as a formal analysis o f  the Tigarua 

system, which analysis provides information enabling a comparison to 

be made with the iharaka system. This caparison is  based on a theorem 

about tne Tigania system, and tne comparison i t s e l f  results in two 

hypotheses. The f i r s t  o f these hypotheses represents a typology o f 

age-set systems, and the second is  a hypothesis about so c ia l change 

in age-set systems. Together these hypotheses form a general theory 

o f such systems.

There are severa l ju s tifica tion s  fo r  tire use o f formal method 

in th is  work. Indeed, the hypotheses themselves may be presented 

in form ally, and there mignt be some m erit in  arguing that formalism 

should not be ju s t if ie d  fo r  mere ease o f  expression sinoe anthropolo

g is ts  in  general are not normally trained to  read formal materials.
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Certainly truth is  no more or less true because i t  has been presented 

as formal.
»

The formal method, however, represents a proof that the dis

tin ction  which w i l l  be claimed to  obtain between types o f  systems 

actually does obtain. As a formal proof, i t  can claim more power than 

a mere assertion which rests on the r e l ia b i l i t y  o f  the reporter. A 

formal model moreover makes a more powerful claim to  being a homomor

phism from another formalism: human cognition.

F ina lly , a formal approach is  a method o f f ie ld  investigation 

in one sense. While the fin a l proof fo r  this theory was not obtained 

u n til long a fte r  I  returned from the f i e ld ,  i t  was only thrcu^i think

ing about the data in  much the same terms as w il l  be used in  the formal 

proof that the theory was suggested. This is  not to imply that the 

co llec tion  o f data was forced by the theoretica l conoern: the data

were fo r  the most part co llected  before the theory was formulated. The 

d is tin c tion , however, which w i l l  be claimed to ex is t between these two 

systems is  a mathematical cne. I f  i t  is  the case that d ifferences in 

the mathematical structures o f  systems are what is  at stake in  answer

ing questions, then the approach to the discovery o f these d ifferences 

must i t s e l f  be mathematical.

I  w i l l  be claim ing in the next section that certain sp ec ific  

items about age-set systems are those items which are important to the 

analysis o f  these systems. There ex ists  no method fo r s ta tin g  this 

a p r io r i  although I  admit to fee lin g  throughout the research that I  

was in tu it iv e ly  correct. That the theorizing has been successful is  

i t s e l f  the ju s t ific a t io n  fo r  th is in tu ition . The creation o f theory
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remains, as i t  always has been, a process o f induction fo r  which formal 

rules cannot be ava ilab le . The theory i t s e l f ,  however, does provide a 

formal discovery procedure fo r  the future analysis o f a l l  age-set 

systems in  at least some lim ited sense: any system is  analyzable in

this method by f i r s t  obtaining those v i t a l  facts necessary to  the 

analysis. No theory can provide a formal discovery procedure fo r addi

tion a l theories, however, nor a fielcwork procedure that w i l l  guarantee 

results in  other domains.

B. Formal Analysis o f  Age-Set Systems

In th is section I  w il l  present the mathematical structure o f  

the Tigania age-set system, and I  w i l l  indicate along the way hew the 

Tharaka system is  e ith e r  sim ilar or d iffe ren t. Because age-set systems 

are very sp ec ific  items in  socia l structure, and because th is theory 

is  concerned with explaining a domain rather than exp licating t r iv ia l  

surface d ifferences, the mathematical structures o f  the two systems 

are nearly id en tica l. They in  fact d i f f e r  in only one axiom, but th is 

is  p rec ise ly  the v i t a l  difference which I  w i l l  want to discuss.

The mathematics w i l l  be presented as an axiomatic system based 

on prim itive elements which w i l l  be defined. The notation is  the same 

notation that is  standard in set theory. This may require some s l i^ i t  

sophistication on the part o f the reader, but most o f the items w i l l  

be defined within the tex t, and those few symbols not defined are so 

cannon that they can be found in  any introductory mathematics text.

In addition, I  w i l l  provide a prose description o f what is  being 

discussed.

The mathematical structures presuppose a reading o f  a l l  o f  the
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ethnographic materials in  Chapters I I  and I I I , however, the assumption 

is  made that certain features are more important than others. The 

formal description contains the material necessary to motivate the 

systems, and i t  is  assumed that cultural features not sp ec ifica lly  

included or excluded may or may not be present in any single case o f 

an age-set system. The object is  to describe a conpetenoe which would 

disallow certain fea tu res , thus providing the parameters o f the system.

Age-set systems are being viewed here as systens in  which 

individuals are placed in to  sets cn the basis of age, and then the sets 

are promoted through a series o f grades. With tnis defin ition  I  w i l l  

make the additional assumption that the rules which are most v ita l in  

these systems are those which are concerned with (a ) the formation o f 

se ts , and (b ) the promotion o f sets. This seems to  be correct in tu i

t iv e ly ,  but the actual tes t o f the aptness o f this statement w i l l  be 

whether or not an analysis resting on the assumption produces the 

desired resu lt.

Sinoe both the Tharaka and Tigania systems are based on circum

c is ion , the analysis is  a f i t  description o f both systems u n til the 

3rd axiom, at which poin t additional comments w i l l  be made. In those 

systems which operate in  a sim ilar fashion but without circumcision, 

there w i l l  be s lign t d ifferences in the prim itive elements. However, 

i f  we view circumcision here as a signal that a set has been formed, 

then we can replace circumcision in any other system with whatever 

s igna l is  used and draw sim ilar conclusions. This w il l  be quite c lea r 

a fte r  the theory has been presented.

The symbols to  be useo here are generally standard notations.
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Let us, however, Include a b r ie f key fo r  readers unfamiliar with these 

usages. Given th is  key and the self-explanatory nature o f much o f the 

m aterial below, readers not sophisticated in mathematics w i l l  be able 

to read the formal analysis i f  they are persistent.

x means Cartesian Product, and is  read "cross", thus 

"G cross X" = G * X 

e means " is  a member o f '

i f f  means " i f  and only i f f "

< means " is  less than"

> means " is  greater than"

expressions enclosed in these braoes are absolute 

numbers, the braces denoting cardinality 

/ means " i s  not" when drawn through another symbol

Let G = the se t o f groups such that the elements o f  G are age-sets.

Let B.S. = the set o f  b io lo g ica l states = G x {Z , X}

where Z = uncircumcised 

X = circumcised

Let A.S. = the set o f  age-states = G x {A, B, C}

where A = uninitiated grade 

B = warrior grade 

C = e lder grade

Let ------- ► = a re la t ion , b io log ica l state changes = (G x {Z } )  x (G x {x } )
b

such that C(x, Z ) , (x ,  X ) )  e means that individuals in

group x become circumcised 

i f  x e G.
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Let a re la t ion , age-state changes = (G x {A})  x (G * {B})
A B

such that ( ( x ,  A ) ,  (x, B) )  e ^------g means individuals in group

x became warriors i f  x e G.

S im ilarly , ^------+ = a re la tion , age-state changes

= (G x {B})  x (G x { C } )

and Ua A B u B C 
There is  also a re la tion , s = simultaneity o f changes

“5 B

1) Suppose f  is  a map f  : ( U

such that

a) i f  c s c^ then f (c ^ )  = f(c^ )

b) i f  c = (x , A) 

and d = (x , B)

then f ( c )  < f (d )

(x ,  B) 

(x ,  C)

time

c ) fo r  each in terva l in time (t^ , *2  ̂ se* 

values o f  f  is  f in i t e .

d) f  : 1 -  1 on —*■ and on 
B B

2) Given f  we can construct

gx : tine ------► age-states, fo r  any x e G, and

h^ : time ------ ► b io log ica l s ta te s , fo r any x e G,

such that, fo r  any rea l number t ,

a) ( t )  = A i f f  hx ( t )  = Z.

b) gx ( t )  = B v C i f f  hx ( t )  = X. 

and further,

c) gx ( t )  = A i f  t  < f ( c ) . (by l ,b  and 2,a)
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d) ( t )  = B i f  f ( c )  < t  < f (d ) .

e) Ct) = C i f  t  > f ( d ) .

Given these p rim itives, we can state the foHewing:

Axiom 1: fo r  each t  |{x: ( t )  = B} | < 00

Axian 2: fo r  a l l  x e G,

( ( x ,  Z) ------ ► (x ,  X)) s ( ( x ,  A) ------ *• (x ,  B))
b s

Until th is  point the structural description f i t s  both Tharaka and 

Tigania. We can add, fo r  Tigania only,

Axiom 3: i f  x e G, then 3 a unique y e G = a (x ) and

a : 1 -  1 such that,

( ( x ,  A) -------► (x ,  B)) s ( ( a  ( x ) ,  B ) — — (a ( x ) ,  C)).
a

This completes the structural description o f the Tigania age- 

set system, and presents a l l  o f the state changes in that syotem in 

th e ir  in terre la tionsh ips. The axiomatic system gives rise to  a theorem 

concerning the Tigania age-set system,

Tneorem: given t . ^  t^ , t l  < ^2* *1* *2  ̂ ran®e then’

|{x: gx ( t x ) = B}| = |{x: g * <t2) = B}|

In terpretation : with the exception o f  moments in time during which

changes are actually taking place, the number o f sets in the warrior 

grade at any time is  equal to the number o f sets in the warrior grade 

at any other time, in  Tigania. That i s ,  the number o f sets in  tne 

w arrior grade is  constant.

P roo f:

Let

t  ) contains a f in i t e  number o f values o f f .  (by l , c )  

t '  < t '  < t '  < . . . < be a sequenoe such that
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\  = t l

V  *2

hi t _ .
, t^ + J  is  a segnent o f that sequenoe, containing cue 

and only cne value o f f .

Then, a t that value o f  f  there is  one and only one x such that 

e ith e r  (x , A) ------ *• (x ,  B) or

(x , B) — — *• (x ,  C) (by l ,b  and l,d )
a

—*• (x , B) 3 a (x ) :However, fo r  any (x , A) 

(a  ( x ) ,  B) (a (x ) ,  C) (by axiom 3) 

—*■ (x , C) 3 of 1 (x ) :and, fo r  any (x ,  B) — -a

(a-1 ( x ) ,  A) ------ ► (a-1 ( x ) , B) (by axiom 3, sinoe a : 1 - 1 )cl

Thus, | (x  : gx (t^.) = B}| = |{x : gx (t^  + ^  = B}|

This holds fo r  a l l  k, sinoe ( t p  t 2) contains a f in ite  number o f values 

o f  f .

|(x : gx ( t x) = B}| = |{x : gx ( t ^  = B}|

The rules which underlie promotion to  elderhood in Tharaka are 

such that no axiom s im ila r to Axiom 3 can be written fo r  Tharaka, whereby 

changes moving sets in to  the warrior grade e f fe c t  changes moving sets 

out o f  the warrior grade. Therefore, the theorem generated fo r  Tigania 

does not apply to  Tharaka.

There are systems o f  age-set organization which have rules allow

ing a s im ilar but not id en tica l theorem to  be written. One such example 

is  Tuken (K e tte l personal communication) and others are Maasai (Jacoos 

1965), Samburu (Spencer 1965), and Mukugudu (Posen personal conminica

tion ) . A f u l l  survey o f  ethnographic reports would no doubt uncover
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many others. The varia tion  in the axiom is  as follows:

Assume is  an age-set and x̂  is  the age-set immediately junior to 

Xp then,

Axiom 3 ':  i f  Xp x2 e G, then 3 a (x^) and a (x ^  e G :

i f  (x , , A) — ——► (x , B) then, 
j. a 1

f ( ( a  (x^ ) ,  B) — (a (x^ ) , C)) < f C ^ ) ,  A) — — ► (x^, B))

and i f  (a  (x  ) ,  B) ------► (a (x ) ,  C ) , then
1 a J.

f ( ( x x , A) - J — (x , B)) < f ( ( a  (X2) ,  B) ■ (a  ( x?) , C »

This axiom provides a s lig h t ly  d ifferen t theorem:

|{x : gx ( t x) = B}| = | (x : gx ( t 2> = B}| within a range o f |l|.

In terpretation : I f  the rules o f  the system provide that when a set

moves from grade A to grade B no second set may make the same move p rio r

to another set moving from grade B to grade C, and, that when a set

moves from grade B to  grade C no second set may make the same move p rio r

to a s e t  moving from grade A to grade B, then, the number o f sets in 

grade B at any time is  within one o f the number o f sets in  grade B at 

any o ther time. That i s ,  there can be the same number, one fewer, or 

one g rea ter number o f sets in the grade a t any time re la tive  to  any 

other tim e. The proof fo r  such a theorem would be sim ilar to  the proof 

just given .

I t  should be repeated that fo r  Tharaka there is  no sim ilar 

theorem that can be constructed, and th is  is ,  I be lieve, the crucial 

point o f  d ifference between the Tharaka and Tigama, and, I  suspect, 

between two essen tia l types of age-set systems. Oi the cne hand we 

have the systems fo r  which some theorem fo r  defining the number o f
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sets in  a grade at r e la t iv e  times can be constructed, and cn the other 

hand we have those systems fo r  which such a theorem cannot be constructed.

What makes the Tigania system sim ila r to the systems fo r  which 

the a lte rn a tive  theorem holds is  that in a l l  such cases the number o f 

sets in  the warrior grade is  well-defined at any t ir e  re la tive  to  any 

other time. In the case o f Iharaka, and in  the cases of any other 

systems fo r  which theorems o f th is sort are un construe tab le , the number 

o f  sets in  the warrior grade is  unwell-defined for any time re la tive  to  

any other time. The notion o f unwell-definedness is  sim ilar to  the 

notion o f  ill-defin edness found in  lingu istics  (Lakoff 1969) and mathe

matics .

I t  is  c lear fo r  the Iharaka that the nunber o f sets in  the 

w arrior grade cannot ever  be in fin ite  (by l , c ) . Yet is  is  a lso  the 

case "that the maximum number o f sets tnat there can be is  unavailable 

to  us from the rules o f  the system. A number is  characterized as 

unwell-defined i f  i t  i s  without a bound, in  this case, an upper bound, 

yet the rules s t r ic t ly  prohibit i t  from being in fin ite . In the current 

case, where we are defin ing numbers in a re la tive  manner over time, an 

in f in it e  value is  out o f  the question.

The d istin ction  between w ell- and unwell-defined numbers is  a 

minimal pairwise d is tin c tion . Any system which has a warrior grade 

e ith e r  provides a w e ll-  or urwell-defined number o f sets in  that grade 

at any time re la tive  to  any other time. Therefore, these two concepts 

together must encompass every possible type o f age-set system with an 

age-grading grid . In  addition the fieldworker need only discover cne 

axiom o f  the system to  determine which is  the case in any s in g le  example.
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*
Ihe remainder o f  this work w il l  be devoted to  examining the nature o f 

this d is tin c tion  as i t  obtains between Tigania and Tharaka, but cn the 

basis o f  the mathematics alone, we can sta te the following hypothesis. 

Hypothesis: Age-set systems can be divided into those in which the

number o f  sets in  the w arrior grade is  well-defined at any time rela

t iv e  to  any other time, and those in which the number o f sets in the 

w arrior grade is  unwell-defined fo r  any time re la tive  to any other time, 

cn the basis o f the structural description o f  the system. Ihe former 

can be ca lled  Type-A systems, and the la t te r  Type-B systems, as a 

shorthand.

On the basis o f  the mathematics o f  these systems already de

scribed , th is hypothesis must be true. I t  is  a corollary to  the theorem 

already proved. I t  provides a taxonomy o f  age-set systems cn the basis 

o f  s o c ia l structure alone and not cn the basis o f simple surface con

ventions such as tiie ways in  which sets are named.

I  w i l l  argue that more is  being said here than that the world 

can be divided in to trumpet players and non-trumpet players. I  w il l  

be demonstrating that th is structural d ifference actually can be seen 

to  account fo r  a variety  o f in teresting problems in the domain o f age- 

set systems. What makes the famous trumpet players example a vacucus 

taxonomy is  not that trumpet playing is  a funny concept, but rather 

that there ex is t multiple differences between trumpet players and ncn- 

trumpet p layers, and that the single d istinction  is  i t s e l f  uninteresting 

because i t  provides no insight in to  the soc ia l structure (o r  any other 

type o f  structure) o f the universe under examination.

Were the universe the set o f a l l  musicians, then the d istinction
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might have seme value. In the case o f  our corollary i t  can be argued 

f i r s t l y  that the d istin ction  between Type-A and Type-B systerrs is  the 

only structural d istin ction  which appears at our le v e l o f analysis, 

the le v e l  o f competence. This alone is  a powerful argument fo r  the 

s ign ificance o f  the d istin ction . In addition the d istinction  is  o f 

the s o rt that every example mist f i t  in to  one of the two categories: 

these two arguments together make the hypothesis a useful one.

Ihe taxonomy thus provided, while i t  arises from so c ia l struc

ture alone, provides in  turn some additional understandings about socia l 

structure, and i t  is  in  this sense an in teresting theory. Ihe struc

tu ra l descriptions, the tneorem, and the corollary together form what 

I  have ca lled  the theory o f  age-set systems. We can now proceed to 

see what can be learned from this theory about age-set systems.
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V. SOCIAL STRUCTURE AND SOCIAL CHANGE

A. The Socia l Change Hypothesis

I t  w i l l  be reca lled  that the in i t ia l  impetus was given to this 

study o f  age-set systems by the rather unexpected situation in  the 

Tigania-lharaka area w ith respect to  soc ia l change. The Tigania system 

was found to  be fu lly  operational despite the fact that the Tigania 

area had undergone some economic development and was receiving monies 

fo r  fu rth er development. The Tharaka system was found to be in a 

state o f  collapse despite the fact that the area was essen tia lly  unde

veloped, and that administrative reports referred consistently to the 

"prim itiveness" o f the Tharaka and their attachment to  th e ir  aboriginal 

so c ia l s tr ic tu re .

We can see, however, that the theory o f age-set systems pre

sented in  Chapter IV suggests a natural hypothesis fo r  explaining this 

supposedly anomalous situation .

Hypothesis: Type-B age-set systems are more amenable to so c ia l change

than are Type-A age-set systems, a l l  other things being equal.

I f  i t  is  indeed the case that the Type-A—Type-B dichotomy 

represents the true structural d istinction  between types o f  age-set 

systems, and i f  i t  is  further the case that differences in soc ia l 

change are attributable to  structural d ifferences, then th is hypothesis 

appears to  be correct a t faoe value.

Indeed, I  could find no concrete examples which might contra

d ic t th is  hypothesis. But i t  seems to me inperative that more be said
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about th is  matter, and that an attempt be made to discover the connec

tions between soc ia l structure and soc ia l change within th is domain.

In  so doing we w i l l  be amplifying on the theory o f age-set systems 

and increasing our understanding o f hew socia l structure in general 

operates.

The question to  be pursued then is  what is  i t  about the natures 

o f the two types o f systems that provides information about the l ik e l i 

hood o f  soc ia l change? What is  i t  about Type-A systems that allows 

them to  continue operation while Type-B systems under s im ilar circum

stances collapse? What is  the nature o f  the collapse in the Type-B 

system?

Our examples fo r  the two types o f  systems w i l l  again be Tigania 

(Type-A) and Tharaka (Type-B). The hypothesis concerning soc ia l change 

is  corre la tion a l: i t  is  suggested by the theory o f  age-set systems,

but i t  is  not a d irect corollary o f the theorem as was the hypothesis 

about typology. Therefore, we cannot expect that th is hypothesis can 

be fu l ly  confirmed, only that a l l  o f the data be made interpretable on 

the basis o f the hypothesis, and that none o f hie data in any way d is- 

confirm the hypothesis. The hypothesis may be continually tested and 

retested  by examining a l l  available age-set systems as data become 

ava ilab le in the form necessary to  th is sort o f analysis.

What makes the hypothesis so in trigu ing to  me is  that i t  was 

generated en tire ly  from the mathematics o f  the two systems, in ccrrbina

tion w ith the actual flow  o f events. What happened sinply did happen, 

and I  suggest that tne mathematical d ifference is  explanatory. I f  so, 

then the theory o f age-set systems is  an extremely powerful device.
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I t  then would not only provide a comprehensive theory o f the systems 

per se but o f soc ia l change in the domain as w ell. This re fers  bade 

to the introduction in  which i t  was suggested that socia l change is 

best viewed as a part o f socia l structure. TVjo major items w i l l  have 

to  be handled at th is poin t. F irst I  w i l l  try  to trace the Tharakan 

soc ia l change by making use o f the soc ia l structural descriptions pro

vided e a r l ie r .  Then seme reasons w i l l  be suggested fo r  the concomitant 

lack o f  soc ia l change in  the Tigania system. What w il l  be suggested 

is  that the soc ia l strictu res described have certain natural and neces

sary consequences, and that socia l change or the lack o f i t  is  resultant 

from these consequenoes.

B. How Type-B Systems Change

The 'Iharaka age-set system is  a Type-B system and the defining 

characteristic  o f  these systems is  that there exists no axiomatic con

nection between the formation o f  a set as warriors and the promotion 

o f other sets as e ld e rs . The mathematical result o f such an axiomatic 

system is  the unwell-definedness o f the number o f sets o f warriors at 

any time re la tiv e  to any other time. I t  is ,  therefore, the case that 

a very large number o f sets at any one tune, and a very small number 

at another time, or any other combination o f numbers, is  not a vio lation  

o f Tharakan age-set corrpetence.

I t  would not be a v io lation  o f Tharakan competence fo r  the age- 

set system to operate fo r  a length o f time in a manner nearly iden tica l 

to the Tigania or other Type-A systems. In fact, there is  every proba

b i l i t y  that there w i l l  be apparent surface s im ila rities  when everything
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i s  operating smoothly in  Tharaka. The constancy o f the need for f ig h t

in g  warriors would make i t  desirable fo r  Tharakans to maintain regu

la r i t y  in the circumcision o f new sets and the promotion o f elders.

No such regu larity i s  required by the Tharakan rules, but to  f a i l  to  

provide at least a semblanoe o f  regu larity in the context o f  in ter

t r ib a l  warfare would certain ly be maladaptive and in v ite  ethnic extinc

tion .

However, with the introduction o f a Pax Brittanica, the presence 

o f  B ritish  troops and p o lice , and the cessation o f in te r - tr ib a l wars, 

the adaptive value o f  this regu larity is  lo s t. The new context is  the 

encapsulation o f  ethnic groups by a nation-state, be i t  B ritish  or 

A frican . The need fo r  ethnic id en tifica tion , in a l l  probab ility a 

human universal o f so rts , is  sa tis fied  simply by the retention o f c i r 

cumcision. This is  especia lly  true in  the context o f Kenyan national 

p o l i t ic s  where circumcision provides fo r  the Tharaka not only th e ir  own 

ethn ic id en tity , but a claim to  id en tifica tion  with the dominant p o li

t i c a l  group, the Kikuyu. There is  a certain ambivalence in  iden tity  

in  th is  area, best exemplified by ta lks I  had with young men going into 

the nearby town to  seek jobs.

Because I  had a car, I  had ample opportunity to  meet these young 

men who were h itching rid es . I  asked them what they expected th e ir 

chances were o f obtaining employment. In  the case o f those going into 

Meru, they were somewhat less than optim istic . The tcwn o f  Meru is  

overflow ing with Meru peoples, naturally enough, and o f a l l  the Meru 

peoples the Tharaka are the poorest and have attached to  th e ir  poverty 

a l l  o f  tiie trad ition a l stereotypes o f  poor people. In re la tion  to
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other Mem i t  was assumed that Iharakans were a poor employment pros

pect. However, fo r  those Iharakans going to Nairobi, there were two 

attitudes re fle c t in g  the ambivalence o f identity in the area.

One bey f e l t  that he would have a very hard time in  Nairobi, 

s p e c if ic a lly  because he was a Iharakan rather than a Kikuyu, and the 

Kikuyu were "m lin g " . Another boy, a lso  going to  Nairobi, f e l t  h is 

chanoes fo r  work were excellent because "we are Kikuyu people and we 

are m lin g ."  Ih is second fe llow  was probably heading fo r  a major 

disappointment: iris education was minimal, and he was re ly in g  on an

ethn ic id en tifica tion  which was not f e l t  by the Kikuyu. He saw his 

id en tity  as being on tire proper side o f the circumcised—non-circumcised 

dichotomy, and while he was no doubt correct about that, his iden tity  

as a Tnarakan would probably be o f l i t t l e  avail in Nairobi.

Tne beys statement, however, does indicate that the claim to  

id en tifica tion  with the dominant p o l it ic a l  force is  at lea s t an a va il

able claim: that i t  is  unlikely to  be o f much use is  secondary.

With the question o f  id en tity  handled by circumcision, a lb e it 

somewhat ambiguously, and with the lack o f a need fo r  constantly ava il

able figh tin g  warriors, there remains no structural reason fo r  the 

Tharaka to  maintain a regu larity in  th e ir  age-set system's process.

Elderhood, as an individual status, is  s t i l l  h igh ly valued fo r 

i t  inp lies  wisdom and experience, and i t  obtains fo r the bearer an 

amount o f respect. The attitudes surrounding sen iority  in  age are s t i l l  

h igh ly in  evidence in  Tnaraka. Given what is  known about the Iharakan 

s o c ia l structure thus fa r , and given also the lack o f need fo r  warrior- 

hood, i t  can be seen that individuals w i l l  attain elderhood more quickly
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i f  they circumcise th e ir  children a t a lower age.

Early circumcision also benefits the ch ild 's  status since i t  

places him in  the warrior grade more quickly. Circumcisions in the 

past were delayed because o f the fe e lin g  that those circumcised should 

be o ld  enough and b ig  enough to f ig h t , as was stated in  Chapter I I I .

But th is c r ite r ion  fo r  warriorhood is  not applicable in  the current 

s ituation  and given the higji value placed cn making the age-status 

transitions, i t  is  almost naturally expectable that circumcisions should 

not be delayed.

The resu lt o f  this set o f factors is that circumcisions can 

take place every year, and that the young people being circumcised can 

be younger and younger. I t  would be possible to  view th is  situation 

as cne in wnich sets are being formed every year, and, indeed, cne 

re fe rs  to the year o f  one's circumcision as one's itana. But le t  us 

view fo r  a moment the consequences o f  th is at the upper end o f the 

w arrior grade.

Because o f the way in  which elderhood is  conferred in Tharaka, 

i t  was a fa ir ly  certa in  feature in the past that no member of a junior 

w arrior set would have a ch ild  old enough to go singing with warriors 

before any member o f  the senior-most warrior set had such a ch ild . This 

was a simple demographic fa c t (or p robab ility ) that could be perpetually 

maintained so long as one could not ju ra lly  s ire  children prior to  

warriorhood, and there was a s ign ifican t time elapsed between the for

mation o f  warrior sets .

However, with the amount o f time between set formation dropped 

as low as one year, there arises the p oss ib ility  that sets w i l l  be cone
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ready fo r  elderhood cutside o f the order in  which they were circumcised. 

This would create a ccntradicticn in the pattern o f sen iority  observed 

between sets. When th is poss ib ility  o f contradicticn is  coupled with 

the disappearance o f  the garu, the situation at the senior end o f the 

w arrio r grade becomes almost chaotic.

What happened a t th is point in  Tharaka was simply that e lder- 

hood oeased to be a matter o f set involvement and became individual.

At th is  time elderhood was assumed fo r  any individual who had circum

cised  a ch ild , regardless o f the set o f  the parent. I f  a man did not 

have children, o r  i f  he had children very la te , he would eventually 

come to  be ca lled  an e lder as a large proportion o f his age-mates 

became elders although he had not y e t himself circumcised a child.

Thus, while one can argue successfully that sets are s t i l l  being 

formed, cne would be less successful with arguing that sets are being 

promoted to  elderhood. And the argument that sets are being formed is  

i t s e l f  attackable. I t  would not be en tire ly  foolish  to  argue that the
t

mere fact o f circumcision having to  take place at a certa in  time (within 

a given year) is in su ffic ien t to  c a ll the people circumcised in that time 

an age-set. The naming o f an age-set by reference to  the calendar 

year seems more an attempt to  answer the question "What is  your itana? 

than i t  is  a serious attempt to preserve a system o f age-sets.

What has happened in Tharaka is  that an age-set system has 

be core an age-grade system. The grades remain, but the sets have e f fec 

t iv e ly  disappeared, and the entire function o f the system today is  to 

assign age—statuses to  individuals. I t  should be noted that i f  the 

elements o f  G in  the formal analysis are considered to  be individuals
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instead o f sets o f  individuals, the Tharakan competence rules s t i l l  

hold , a lb e it  almost vacuously.

I t  seems to  me clear from th is description that the socia l 

change in evidence in  Iharaka is  purely a result of the soc ia l struc

ture o f  the age-set system in  the presence of a Pax Brittanica (now a 

Pax A fr ican a ): the formation o f a naticn-state.

I t  is  in teresting  to note that economic development, or i t s  

lack , here has nothing whatever to do with social change. No doubt 

the d iffe ren t time allocations required fo r  a money economy would have 

some e f fe c t  on the time allocated to the maintenance o f  a system like  

th is .  Indeed, there have been changes in the behaviors surrounding 

the Tigania system. But the Tigania system does not exh ib it the basic 

structural changes that are exhibited by Tharaka. And the Tigania 

system s t i l l  operates under the exact competence rules stated in the 

la s t  chapter.

Ihe argument in terms o f the hypothesis is  that while i t  would 

not be necessary f o r  a Type-B system to  undergo this sort o f change in 

the context o f a naticn-state, i t  is  certain ly the case that the changed 

context is  a su ffic ien t cause fo r the system to  change in  this way. 

FUrther, i t  would seem that adaptation to  general modernization is  best 

served by th is so rt o f change, and i t  is  lik e ly  that a Type-B system 

would move in  th is d irection : i t  i s  oertain ly the case that Type-B

systems are amenable to such changes.

Given that there ex is t powerful industrial nation-states in 

the sane world with small scale systems such as Tharaka, i t  be cones 

only a matter o f time before there is  socia l change in  the smaller
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system. This is  simply a necessary adaptation to  a planetary environ

ment— the universal nappening when Hie powerless meet the powerful.

In  th is  sense there is  inevitably going to be change in both Type-B 

and Type-A systems. The differences in  change which are suggested by 

the hypothesis are differences in the rate of change and in  the d irec

tion  in  which change takes place.

I t  is  conceded that direction is  a weak concept. In the current 

context both types o f  systems change in  the direction o f diminution and 

ultim ate disappearance. In the case o f  the iype-B systems, the theory 

o f  age-set systems predicts that the quality o f change w i l l  be as 

described fo r  Tharaka: from an age-set system to  an age-grade system

v ia  the disordering o f  age-sets. The socia l change hypothesis predicts 

that given the same context the Type-B system w i l l  undergo structural 

change before the Type-A system w il l .

C. Why Type-A Systems Are Maintained

Recalling the hypothesis from the beginning o f th is  chapter, we 

can envision circumstances under which both types o f systems wculd change 

id en tic a lly . Such circumstances are, however, abnormal or at least 

ir regu la r . I f ,  fo r  example, the B ritish  had k ille d  everyone in both 

areas, both systems would have changed id en tica lly : cne can claim the

overrid ing princip le that zero population equals zero s o c ia l structure. 

Therefore, when we say, " a l l  other things being equal," we mean to  

simultaneously discard absurd situations. We ecu Id even claim that 

since the hypothesis refers to  the amenability o f  systems to  change, 

th a t i t  s t i l l  operates in absurd situations, a lb e it vacuously. This is ,
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however, quite untestable, and would be in any case irrelevan t.

Therefore, in  speaking o f the way in which Type-A systems are 

less amenable to  s o c ia l change than are Type-B systems, we w i l l  want 

to  keep in mind that absurd situations do not count, and that what 

the hypothesis tru ly  suggests is  that within the same contexts i f  only 

cne type o f system changes, i t  w il l  be the Type-B that does so. We 

a lso  want to  specify  that what is  being discussed is not spurious 

change: the disappearanoe o f some small ceremonial or other, but

rather what is  meant by change is  something on the order o f magnitude 

o f  what happened in  Tharaka: the disappearance o f the actual units

o f  the system.

In discussing possible socia l change we w i l l  be speaking o f 

the Tigania system, and referring to axiom number 3 fo r  the most part. 

We w i l l  bear in mind, however, that those systems operating with axiom 

3' are also o f Type-A. I t  w i l l  be seen that the soc ia l consequences 

o f  axiom 3 do not d i f f e r  appreciably from the soc ia l consequences o f 

axiom 3 ',  and that the arguments advanced fo r  Tigania would operate 

w ith equal e f fe c t  in  a l l  Type-A systems.

Let us consicier the Tigania system's soc ia l structure in the 

new context: the Pax Brittanica. I t  is  every b it  as much the case

fo r  Tigania as i t  was fo r  Tharaka that the need fo r  a regular supply 

o f  battle-read/ warriors is  now absent. I t  is  also true that e lder 

status is  desirab le, and that as a resu lt the age at circumcision is  

lowered.

However, the age at circumcision in Tigania has not dropped 

below fourteen, wh ile in  Tharaka i t  has dropped below ten. Nor has
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the period o f time between the circumcision o f sets lowered.

In Tigama, and in a l l  T/pe-A systems, in order to  circumcise 

a new se t ,  an old se t must be promoted to  elderhood. Since there is  

s t i l l  a value plaoed on elderhood, could the Type-A systems change in  

the same way as Type-B systems? I t  can be seen in  Tharaka that by 

a llow ing elderhood to  depend on the circumcision o f children, there 

is  s t i l l  a gap o f  sene years between in it ia t ion  and elderhood.

Under the Type-A rules, however, i f  sets were circumcised every 

year, one would achieve elderhood only two years a fte r  in it ia t io n .

Ih is  is  not en tire ly  from axiom 3 sinoe that axiom does not specify 

how many sets w i l l  be in  a grade: only that the number o f sets in

the warrior grade w i l l  be constant (and, under 3' within a range o f 

one, a lso  constant). However, i t  is  ethnographic fact that under the 

e a r l ie r  context (the need fo r  figh tin g  w arriors ), the number o f warrior 

sets  was two, and the axiom prohibits a change in  this number.

Circumcising a child o f ten years o f age, and making that child 

an e ld e r  at twelve, would c learly  contradict the high value plaoed on 

elderhood. This sort o f  change would obviate the only serious present 

day function o f  the age-set system: the assignment o f age-status.

This is  not to  argue that the functions o f the system are explanatory 

o f  the system i t s e l f .  Rather i t  is  generally the case in  the world 

that no society, in so fa r as I  know, places p o lit ic a l power in  the hands 

o f  the chronologically immature as a c la ss . While rea l pewer may no 

longer be involved nere in terms o f ju d ic ia l, m ilitary and other rights, 

i t  would simply v io la te  Tigama values (o r  Tharaka ones fo r  that matter) 

to  r e fe r  to young boys as elders. While not a v io la tion  o f competence,
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I  b e lie ve  we can sa fe ly  re fe r  to  this situation as one which would be 

consciously avoided by the participants based cn their general cu ltural 

s e n s ib il it ie s . One recognizes tne teleology im plicit in th is statement 

but i t  i s ,  I  b e lie v e , legitim ate to attribute cwareness to  people cn 

th is le v e l.

From th is po in t o f  view i t  is  necessary to  maintain the four

teen to  f i f te e n  year period between set formations in order to  maintain 

iype-A competence. And such a maintenance automatically maintains a 

minimal age o f fourteen fo r  circumcision candidates.

What is  absolutely c lear from a l l  o f this is  that given a 

Type-A soc ia l structure, encapsulation by a nation-state and the lack 

o f need fo r  battle-ready warriors is  not a su ffic ien t condition fo r  a 

change in  soc ia l s tr ic tu re , whereas in Type-B systems i t  is .  In th is  

lim ited  sense the hypothesis is  proved: under the single context o f

a lack o f need fo r  battle-ready warriors Type-B systems do change and 

Type-A systems do not. More than th is , however, goes on in  the rea l 

world, and so the hypothesis is  stated a b i t  more generally. Ih is more 

general statement makes the hypothesis useful as a pred ictive too l.

Che ought to  be able to  determine whether or not any envisioned change 

in  context w i l l  have a soc ia l structural e f fe c t  cn an age-set system.

The more general statement a lso  lays the hypothesis open to  

more question, and, therefore, liab le  to  constant testing. Such te s t

in g , however, is  part and parcel o f any useful prediction.

Fran what has been discussed thus fa r , the hypothesis appears 

to be confirmed. I t  is  recogiized that only a part o f  the hypothesis 

has been confirmed, but, to my way o f thinking, th is is  a v ita l part
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is  p rec ise ly  the ccntext under which most age-set systems operate 

today. I t  a lso provides a fa ir ly  firm intuition that the hypothesis 

is  true in  general.

There are, however, more data to  be brought to bear on this 

question. They w i l l  go no further towards proving the hypothesis per 

s e , but they w i l l  provide further intu itions fo r what has been said so 

fa r.

D. Surfaoe Features o f  Type-A Systems

In  reviewing the literature on age-set systems in general, 

attention  is normally found to be plaoed upon surfaoe featu res. Tnis 

probably also characterizes the litera tu re  in most o f so c ia l science 

since i t  is  the feature which is  v is ib le  that forms the basis o f 

reportage.

In  the domain o f age-set systems two features stand out: the

ways in  which sets are named, and the s im ila rity  o f these systems to  

generation-set systems in  the placement o f fathers and sens. In d is

cussing these two features i t  w i l l  be seen that more in tu itions are 

b u ilt  up around the soc ia l change hypothesis.

1) The naming o f sets:

Age-sets may be named in  e ith er o f two ways. E ither each set 

w i l l  have a unique name (lin ea r system) or there w i l l  be a discrete set 

o f names applied to  each set in  order (c y c lic a l system). In a cyc lica l 

system there are usually seven or e igh t names, and a fte r  the last set 

has been named, the next set is  given the f i r s t  name again. The order 

remains the sane in  each cycle.
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In  systems using cyc lica l naming i t  is  considered undesirable 

fo r  members o f two d iffe ren t  sets bearing the same name to be a live  at 

the same time. Quite obviously such co n flic t  would make a cyc lica l 

naming system useless: tliere seems l i t t l e  point in  naming sets i f

they cannot be distinguished one frcm the other. Naturally, there is  

no w e ll motivated reason fo r  saying that th is is  inpossible, but i t  

does seem an unlikely way o f going about things, ana in fa c t, I  know 

o f no c y c lic a l naming rules in systems where such a situation is  lik e ly  

to occur.

I  also know o f  no cyc lica l naming conventions using a very 

large number o f names. E i$ it names would appear to  be the lim it , and 

using many more than e igh t would be l ik e ly  to  cause confusion. Such a 

cycle would be d i f f ic u l t  to  remember, again defeating the point of 

having a cycle at a l l  although again i t  is  not impossible.

Let us assume fo r  the purposes o f argument that the fifte en  

year period o f set formation that the Tigania enplcy is  generally 

acceptable as a reasonable length of time. Indeed, in an age-set system 

tiie purpose o f which is  to  provide a warrior class a nuch longer period 

would be counterproductive, retaining warriors too old to  figh t and 

derying warriorhood to  strong young men. In  this argument we w il l  be 

concerned with the longest period, and, therefore, a shorter period o f 

formation would not be distressing.

In a system employing eigfat names in  which sets were formed 

every fi fte e n  years, the youngest member o f a given set would be 135 

years o ld  before the same name would be given to another se t. inis is  

a h igh ly  unlikely, a lb e it  not to ta lly  impossible, circumstance, and
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i t  i s ,  therefore, fa ir ly  safe to have an eight-name cycle and a fifte en  

year period. The cycle i t s e l f  runs in  120 years, but re c a ll that a 

member o f a set mast be fifte en  before he is himself circumcised.

In a seven-name situation the youngest member o f any set would 

be 120 years old before his set name came up again, given a fifte en  year 

period . Again, th is  is  pretty safe.

The actual situation in Tlgania is  a period o f fourteen or 

f i f t e e n  years, however, and i f  a six-name cycle were used, a man could 

be as young as 98 before his set came up again. This is  not so unlikely, 

and i t  is  instructive that there are no examples o f six-name cycles.

Let us, however, apply an eight-nane cycle to  the Tharaka case.

In  Tharaka the lcngest period between set formation that I  was able to 

ascertain was seven years, and most periods were shorter than th is .

In  such a system, operating at the lcngest period, a man ecu Id be as 

young as seventy before his set name cans up again. I t  is  most unlikely 

in  such a circumstance that there would not be members o f two sets with 

the same name a liv e  simultaneously.

Now there is  no rule which prohibits the Tharaka from enplcying 

a longer period between in it ia t io n s , but we have already shewn that 

the soc ia l structure o f the Tharaka age-set system makes i t  fa ir ly  

l ik e ly  that a large number o f age-sets w i l l  be represented at any one 

time. Therefore, i t  is  h ig ily  unlikely that a cy c lica l system o f naming 

is  applicable to a Type-B system.

Indeed, the ethnographic carpus shows c yc lica l naming only in 

those systems which I  have id en tified  as Type-A. However, not a l l  

Type-A systems use cy c lica l naming. The Maasai (Jacobs 1965) fo r
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example, are a Type-A system employing linear naming o f  sets.

This is  a reasonable p o ss ib ility  because social structure is  

not seen as d ire c t ly  generating these features, but rather as applying 

a lim it to them. Thus, Type-B systems cannot employ cy c lica l naming, 

while Type-A systems may. I t  is  th is fa ct, that Type-A systems may 

(not must) employ th is naming pattern, that obviates the old classi

f ic a t io n  o f age-set systems in to lin ear and cyc lica l.

In terms o f  the soc ia l change hypothesis, c y c lic a lity  o f naming 

provides us with some more in tu itions. A cyc lica l naming system means 

that cne would be able to say in advance what the name o f the next age- 

se t w i l l  be. This gives the participant a certain amount o f predictive 

a b i l i t y  about his so c ia l structure. Such an a b ility  would be an excel

len t mnemonic device, making the system easier to learn, despite the 

apparent s im p lic ity  o f  the lin ear naming pattern.

In tu it iv e ly  i t  would seem that in any changing situation the 

a b i l i t y  to  make structural predicticns would argue fo r  the maintenance 

o f  the system. This surely is  not as important in so c ia l change as is  

the v i t a l  soc ia l structural discussion o f the previous section, but 

i t  does add to our understanding o f the way in which these systems 

operate.

I t  would a lso  appear that th is  sort o f  p red ictive a b ility  makes 

i t  eas ier fo r  the participant to understand his system. A re la t iv e ly  

young Tigania man liv in g  in Tharaka was able to  give me a fu l l  account 

o f  the Tigania age-set system in one s it t in g  lasting under an hour. I 

checked this account with Mahner's (1970) report, and they ta llie d  

exactly . There were no Tharakan informants o f any age who were able
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No doubt a good deal o f th is stems from the fa c t that Tharakan 

age-sets have been collapsed fo r  many years, but even the oldest men 

who had lived  w ith in  gam walls fo r  twenty years were unable to make 

as thorough an accounting o f their system. Cyclicity is  not the only 

feature which makes fo r  this sort o f p red ictab ility , but i t  no doubt 

adds to  i t .

I t  was noted before that the neighbors o f the Iharaka seem to 

think the Iharaka are very foolish  because the Tharaka do not "know the 

names o f th e ir nthuki" (as sets are called in llgan ia ). The reason fo r  

th e ir  not knowing, i t  should now be c lear, is  that the soc ia l structure 

in  e f fe c t  prohibits their knowing. Kettel (1970) suggested that c y c li

c a l naming may act as an anti-mnemonic fo r  reca llin g  h istory because 

the repetition  o f  names tends to obscure during which cycle an event 

occurred. I  suspect that tn is is  qu ite true, but that a lternately  the 

c y c lic a l naming pattern acts as a pos itive  irnemcnic fo r  remembering 

how the system i t s e l f  operates.

What th is discussion suggests is  that while the pattern o f 

naming sets which a people adopts is  not su ffic ien t fo r  categorizing 

the age-set system absolutely, i t  does give in teresting clues. I f  a 

c y c lic a l pattern is  in  use, then we nust be dealing with a Type-A 

system, while a lin ea r pattern does not t e l l  us what system we are 

dealing with. The pattern o f  naming is  a surface feature which "resu lts 

fran " (in  a non-generative sense) the socia l structure, and is  o f s ig

n ifican t in terest to  anthropologists, a lbe it not to the degree implied 

in  the e a r lie r  lite ra tu re .
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2) P red ic tab ility  o f  Placement:

Mahner's o r ig in a l report (1970) referred to the Tigania system 

as a generation-set system. Ib is is  hardly to be considered an error 

cn Mahner's part because terminology used in discussing age-organiza- 

t icn  has hardly been standardized in  the litera tu re , and, furthermore, 

there are oertain s im ila r it ie s  between the Tigania system and a genera

tion -se t system that make fo r  a useful analogy. I t  should also be 

noted that Mere peoples who speak English always translate the word 

nthuki as "generation". In the Mere edition o f  the B ib le, translated 

by the Ccnsolata Fathers, the phrase "generation to  generation" uses 

nthuki fo r  "generation" (Father G. Sosi personal conmunicaticn).

This constant use o f "generation" is  not en tire ly  accidental 

although i t  does not r e fle c t  the true rules o f the age-set system. 

Nonetheless there are important features in Type-A systems which make 

fo r  the s im ila r ity  and which also add to our in tu itions about the socia l 

change hypothesis.

Given axiom 3, coupled with the fourteen to f i f t e e n  year forma

tion  period, and with the fa c t that warriors may marry, i t  is  h ifh ly  

probable that a Tigania man w i l l  have most i f  not a l l  o f his children 

in  the age-set separated from his own by one. A man's children ecu Id 

not be placed in the set immediately adjacent to  his own. I t  is  pos

s ib le ,  depending en tire ly  on procreative longevity, fo r  a man to have 

children three or even four sets be lew his cwn as w e ll.

I f  i t  were the case that a l l  o f  a man's children were automa

t ic a l ly  and ju ra lly  assigned to the set two beloz his cwn, then there 

would in fa c t be a generaticn-set system operating. The fact that men
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are assigned to sets on the basis o f age rather than generation is  what 

makes this an age-set system, and, therefore, i t  is  to be expected that 

numerous exceptions to  the plaoement probability w i l l  occur. According 

to  Manner (personal ccrmunication) exceptions often occur, and, there

fo re , th is is  an age-set system.

For Taken (K e tte l personal communication) a s im ilar situation 

obtains, and this is  not in  the lea s t surprising because again, warriors 

may marry, there is  a f i fte e n  year formation period, and Tuken operates 

under axiom 3 '. I t  w i l l  be recalled  that the socia l consequences o f 

axiom 3' are almost iden tica l to those o f axiom 3.

The theory o f  age-set systems in s ists , then, that any age-set 

system which is  a Type-A system and which operates with a regular fo r 

mation period, w i l l  enable i t s  participants to  predict with a f a i r  

amount o f accuracy in to  which sets th e ir  unborn children w i l l  be in i

t ia ted . In a system using cy c lic a l naming the participants can even 

name the set .

This should be somewhat amended. C learly, the shorter the 

formaticn period i s , the less accurate w i l l  be the pred ictions. In a 

formation period o f fifte en  years pred ictive accuracy is  su ffic ien t 

f o r  there to  be some confusion on the part o f ethnographers as to  

whether they are dealing with an age-set system or a generaticn-set 

system because tne s ta t is t ic a l models w i l l  be sim ilar.

When a man is  allowed to  marry and ju ra lly  produce, offspring 

i s  important fo r  determining the gap between himself and his children. 

Jacobs (personal cormunication) stated that in seme Maasai groups only 

e lders could marry (as in Samburu; see Spencer 1965) while in others
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sen ior warriors could. He also stated that in scene Maasai groups 

fa ther and son were never in the o l poroi (f ir e s t ic k —see Jacobs 1965 

fo r  a f u l l  discussion) relationship; th is being a ritu a l relationship 

obtaining between sets  separated from one another by one intervening 

set when the sets are in sp ec ific  grades. Yet in  other Maasai groups 

th e ir  being in  th is relationship was carmen. The theory o f  age-set 

systems predicts that the o l poroi relationship w i l l  obtain between 

fa th er and sen in  p recise ly  those groups in which warriors are allowed 

to  marry. This sort o f  prediction may be made about a Type-A system, 

but not about a Type-B system.

In tu it iv e ly  i t  would appear that in  those systems about which 

predictions can ea s ily  be made, there is  less likelihood o f socia l 

change than in  those systems in  which predictions may not be made. 

P red ic tive  a b il ity  is  c learly  a strong mnemonic device, and in  this 

case the pred ictive a b il ity  stems d irec tly  from what I  have suggested 

to  be the competence model used by the participants. This is  a fa ir ly  

powerful in tu ition .

In the case o f the Type-A systems, I  knew of no case where th is 

placement p red ic tab ility  is  absent. L ite ra lly  a l l  that i s  required, 

aside from the system being in  fact a Type-A system, is  that the period 

o f formation fo r  sets not be too small. Placement p red ic tab ility  is  

then automatic with a fa ir  degree o f success.

In Type-B systems this p red ictab ility  is  not provided by the 

s o c ia l structure. In  the event that a Type-B system has a continuing 

need fo r  figh tin g  warriors, the period o f formation may be fa ir ly  stable 

over a long run. However, should there arise a sudden need fo r  extra
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w arriors , an additional set can be formed at any time under Type-B 

ru le s , or in the event o f opposite conditions a set may be delayed.

Any instance o f th is  would throw o f f  the pred ictab ility  o f plaoement, 

a p red ic ta b ility  which is  weak to begin with.

In a l l  o f these in tu itive  arguments what has been at stake has 

been how much information is  provided to  the participant by the soc ia l 

structure competence. Type-A systems simply provide much more in fo r

mation based on the soc ia l structure alone than do Type-B systems.

This information may serve as a series o f mnemonic devices providing 

fo r  the maintenance o f the system during times o f externally induced 

stress such as the presence o f  nation-state troops. Type-A system 

participants simply know in advanoe what is  to be done.

These in tu it iv e  arguments are not explanations o f the socia l 

change hypothesis, but rather are additions to i t . The soc ia l struc

ture o f both types o f  systems acts as a lim iting, monitoring, and in te r

p retin g  device; one which in the Type-B systems allows fo r  a greater 

degree o f varia tion  within the bounds o f competence, a degree so large 

as to  allow situations to occur under which the rules rrust f a i l  to 

operate. I t  is  th is which is  the strangest argument fo r  the greater 

amenability to  s o c ia l change claimed fo r  Type-B systems.

In a Type-A system fa r  less v a r ia b ility  can take plaoe without 

a v io la tion  o f competence. Massive so c ia l change in a Type-A system 

takes plaoe at the cost of the soc ia l structure, while in  Type-B systems 

such changes are p rac tica lly  programmed into the structure. Note tha.. 

in  the Tharaka example a l l  o f the sh ifts  which took place were within
i

the bounds o f Tharaka competence, and ultim ately that conpetence was
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v io la ted  only a fte r  i t  had i t s e l f  allowed fo r  the changes. In this 

sense what is  operating in  Tharaka is  akin to  a self-destruct mechanism, 

whereby a machine programs i t s  own dissolution.

This is  not, despite hew i t  sounds, neoessarily a poorly 

adapted soc ia l structure. From the opposite point o f view the Tharaka 

could be said to be w e ll r id  o f a system which was at varianoe with 

the time a llocation  needs they would face under development conditions. 

This conclusion would be warranted had development taken place.

In his (1971) report to the Kenyan government David Brokensha 

pointed up the need fo r  development e ffo r ts  in Tharaka. Tharaka is  

in  fa c t  a prime ta rget fo r  development sinply because they have faoed 

the collapse o f th e ir  aboriginal structure already. I f  the lack o f 

development e ffo r ts  in  the past indeed reflected  the fea r o f  adminis

tra tors  that the people would f a i l  to  respond because o f th e ir  "primi

t iv e "  soc ia l organization, then these fears ought to new be gene along 

with the socia l structure.

The only argument l e f t  to those who oppose development e ffo r ts  

in  th is  area is  the argument that states that only the r ich  can be 

developed. I  suspect that th is prejudice on the part o f British colon ial 

administrators is  more lik e ly  to  have been the causal fa c to r  in the past 

fa ilu re  to  attempt development. I f  aboriginal soc ia l structures are 

indeed blocks against development (which I  do not believe they neoes

s a r i ly  mist b e ) , then the Tharaka should take to  development e ffo rts  

qu ite  read ily . With the soc ia l organization o f Tharaka in  a shambles, 

w h ile development e f fo r ts  might not help, they certa in ly  ecu Id not hurt.
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V I. CONCLUSIONS

A. About the Theory o f  Age-Set Systems

Efespite published attempts to  capture the nature o f  age- 

organization (Eisenstadt 1956; Prins 1953; Fleming 1969; e t c . )  there 

have appeared no true theories about systems o f age-organization with 

respect to socia l structure. The works just mentioned have by and 

large been concerned with how age-organization may have arisen, or 

with what sorts o f  soc ieties  are lik e ly  to  produce formal age- 

organization.

This work has taken a lim ited aspect o f the general f ie ld  o f 

age-organization, the domain o f age-set systems, and attempted to 

provide a theory about this domain with respect to  soc ia l structure, 

herein viewed as an aspect o f cognitive competence.

In a l l  soc ie ties  some recognition is  given to  the concept o f  

r e la t iv e  age. The concept i s ,  for example, a basic notion in  kinship 

analysis, and the presence o f  the concept in discussions o f  other 

domains gives credence to  i t s  un iversality: re la tiv e  age is  a bio-

cu ltu ra l fa c t fo r  anyone with a concept o f time.

However, age-set systems, in  my view, form a natural domain 

fo r  analysis separate from the presence o f  the re la tive  age concept 

in  other domains. Both the domain o f age-set systems and the domain 

o f kinship systems provide methods o f  organizing personnel, and both 

make use o f the r e la t iv e  age concept: therefore, how can we distinguish

domains?
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An age-organizational domain is  present when the soc ia l system 

under discussion categorizes on the basis o f the re la tive  age concept 

alone. Age-organization d iffe rs  from kinship organization in that 

the relationships between personnel in  an age-organizational domain 

are not necessarily traceable by parent-child links, except in the 

vacuous sense that ultim ately seme genealogical link can be traoed 

between a l l  members o f  any society in  iso lation . The important feature 

is  that these parent-child links cannot successfully characterize the 

age-organizational s o c ia l structure.

In the case o f  the so-called generation-set systems there is  

apparent overlap. I  w i l l  argue that in  a true generation-set system 

the ru le fo r  recruitment into sets is  based entirely on parent-child 

lin ks , and not at a l l  cn the re la tive  age conoept except insofar as 

that concept characterizes generational d ifference. I f  th is  is  accept

ab le, then true generation-set systems are a special case en tire ly  in  

the domain o f  kinship systems.

There are a lso  systems, Tigania in particular, which may be 

re ferred  to as generation-set systems, but wherein the recruitment 

p rin c ip le  is  based en tire ly  on re la tive  age. There simply happens to  

be an amount o f congruence between the re la tive  age and parent-child 

link  concepts in the re a l situation. However, the exoeptiens to the 

parent-child placement p red ic tab ility  leave no room fo r  doubt as to 

what the actual recruitment ru le is ,  and in  this case we are dealing 

with a system analyzable cnly as a member o f the domain o f age- 

organization.

The theory which has been propounded is  meant to  deal only with
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soc ia l systems the resu lt o f which is  placement o f personnel in to sets 

on the basis o f  r e la t iv e  age, and promotion o f those sets through a 

series o f  grades: the domain, or sub-domain i f  preferred, o f  age-set

systems. The theory does claim to  be a conpre]tensive theory o f this 

domain o r  sub-domain.

The formal analysis presented in  Chapter IV provides what I 

have ca lled  the Theory o f  Age-Set Systems. The theory consists o f  

a structural description o f the domain, a theorem from this descrip

tion which characterizes a particular sub-set o f the domain, a proof 

o f the theorem, and a corollary to  the theorem which provides a tax

onomy o f  age-set systems.

As a resu lt o f  the corollary, age-set systems are characterized 

as e ith e r  Type-A or Type-B systems, depending en tire ly  on the socia l 

structure o f the particu lar system under discussion. A claim is  made 

that th is  soc ia l structure description represents a theory o f  compe

tence about the system. Given what has been said here about domains, 

cogn itive  salience, and the nature o f the typology (based, as i t  is ,  

on a minimal pairwise d is t in c tion ), I  believe that i t  has been demon

strated  that the theory, indeed, has descriptive adequacy.

To demonstrate that this is  indeed a theory and not a non

productive description, le t  us review the new hypotheses given by the 

theory. Aside from the socia l change hypothesis, which w i l l  be d is

cussed separately in the next section, the theory has provided intu i

tions about age-set systems which can be characterized as hypotheses.

The f i r s t  hypothesis is  that c y c lic ity  o f naming is  restricted  

to  Type-A systems. Tnis has been anply discussed in the previous
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chapter. What should be noted here is  the way in which such an hypo

th es is  is  created d ire c t ly  frcm the theory o f  age-set systems. This 

is  a demonstration o f the e fficacy  o f the theory: that i t  plaaes

in to  an ejqjlained perspective, facts , the relationships between which 

were previously unknown. Ib is  is  not an hypothesis o f prediction, but 

one o f  retrod iction . I t  explains the basis fo r  what were previously 

known as facts and in  so doing i t  presents new information about the 

s o c ia l structure under consideration. Indeed, in  sane sense i t  makes 

suggestions about what sorts o f things to  look fo r  in structural 

ana lys is , and can be seen in th is sense to  be a contribution to socia l 

structure studies in  general.

The second hypothesis was that p red ictab ility  o f father-sen 

placement is  res tr ic ted  to  Type-A systems. This hypothesis has a l l  

o f  the features just mentioned fo r  the f i r s t  hypothesis.

These two hypotheses, together with the theory as a whole, say 

a good deal about the socia l structure o f age-set systems, and this 

forms the basis fo r  claiming theoretic  adequacy fo r  the theory.

B. About the Social Change Hypothesis

The soc ia l change hypothesis is  en titled  to  a separate section 

because i t  concerns questions beyond the theory o f age-set systems. 

P r io r  to  beginning with these questions, i t  should be stated that th is 

hypothesis has a l l  o f  the features o f  the previous hypotheses, and, 

th ere fo re , can be seen as adding to  the descriptive and theoretic 

adequacy claims o f the last section. This, however, is  o f  re la tiv e ly  

l i t t l e  importance since the theory could stand without th is  hypothesis.



Theory is  rare ly  "rigjnt" or "wrong", but some theories are 

b e tte r  than others. The only way to te s t fo r  this is  to have two 

theories to  compare. In  the case o f the theory o f age-set systems 

i t s e l f ,  there is  no other theory with which to compare i t ,  and sinoe 

i t  claims both forms o f adequacy, must be presumed the best (a lb e it , 

the on ly ) theory ava ilab le .

Therefore, the soc ia l change hypothesis w i l l  be discussed on 

i t s  own, without concern fo r  what i t  may add to  the theory o f  age-set 

systems, but with concern fo r  what that theory, through this hypothesis, 

adds to  general tneories o f socia l change.

In  the introduction I  gave sane attention to a discussion o f 

the "equilibrium  model" o f socia l structure, and to a hypothetical 

straw-man to  save that model. The straw man was to  suggest that we 

could categorize structures as weak or strong just in case they did 

not behave the way we had predicted they should in the faoe o f social 

change conditions.

There were two major problems with the straw man. The f i r s t ,  

and less  serious, was that we had no working defin itions fo r  the terms 

weak and strong. This was not f e l t  to  be too serious, because we ecu Id 

always appeal to  the generally accepted caiman concepts o f  anthropolo

g ists  and c a ll these terms in tu itive . Furthermore, we did have a way 

o f t e l l in g  which structures were weak and which were strong: the way

in which they reacted to  socia l change conditions. This, hewever, is  

the stronger error. Such a theoretica l suggestion is  en tire ly  post hoc. 

In a l l  seriousness we know no more abcut socia l structure a fte r  a ffix in g  

such a label than we d id  before. The theory, which claims retrod ictive
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power, in  fa c t has such power i f  an only i f  social change conditions 

have already taken plaoe, and once i t  claims this power i t  nust abandon 

"the claim  that the change conditions give labeling power. Unless we 

can provide a well-m otivated means o f labeling systems weak or strong 

independent o f soc ia l changes actually happening, th is theory is  

va lu e le ss .

The Type-A and Type-B dichotomy is  such a method. We oould, 

i f  we wanted to give credence to the straw man, ca ll the Type-B systems 

weak. However, the use o f  such a term would sirply obscure the actual 

nature o f  these systems. Further, the hypothesis that states that 

Type-B systems are more amenable to  change than are Type-A systems is 

underlain by more powerful concepts than a simple two-prcnged choice 

mechanism; one changing and the other remaining s ta tic .

What is  in fa c t being suggested is  that any age-set system, 

once i t s  structure is  known, can be analyzed in terms o f i t s  potential 

fo r  change in respect o f  particu lar conditions. I t  is  possible to 

suggest conditions under which Type-A systems would change. Indeed, 

the major thrust o f the la s t chapter was to  shew that while both types 

o f systems undergo some changes, they change in d ifferen t ways, and 

the way in  which they change is  a result o f the soc ia l structure they 

began w ith. This structure must be defined prior to  the change taking 

p lace, and independently o f  the way in which the systems react under 

change conditions. The formal analysis provides th is d e fin ition .

The soc ia l change hypothesis suggests something e lse  about the 

nature o f structure and change. Beyond the hypothesis i t s e l f  in  respect 

o f age-set systems, what can be said about socia l change in  general?
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Is  i t  possible to  suggest a general hypothesis about socia l change in 

soc ie ta l domains; something to the e f fe c t  that any soc ia l system with 

w ell-defined features is  less amenable to change than systems with 

unwell-defined features? I  do not mean to make a suggestion lik e  this 

here, but i t  does provide food fo r  thought.

How do we describe domains formally so as to  determine which 

features are relevant to  such a hypothesis? What would be the under

ly ing basis fo r  such a theory?

As regards describing other domains, that is  a topic fo r  other 

papers. In th is  work I  have demonstrated a formal description fo r  a 

single domain that provides what we wanted: I  can only assume that

sim ilar descriptions fo r  other domains are possible and w i l l  be forth

coming from anthropologists. Perhaps we can suggest a possible under

ly ing basis, however.

Is  i t  the case that people are simply better able to  maintain 

systems when they understand the systems more fu lly ,  and when they can 

make structural predictions about the systems? This is  somewhat implied 

in  ea r lie r  arguments, and i f  i t  i s  true, then i t  may yet farm the basis 

fo r  a formal cogn itive theory o f soc ia l change in general.

The scope o f this d issertation  would not permit the defense o f 

such a general theory. I t  is  mentioned here cnly as a demonstration 

o f the way in which anthropological thinking may be directed as formal 

work proceeds. I f  i t  is  indeed the case that theory is  bu ilt upon p r io r  

theory, and that the building o f  such grounded theories is  more l ik e ly  

to  lead to the understandings we, as anthropologists, have sought about 

human soc ia l systems, then one mi$rt suggest that we, as a d isc ip lin e ,
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stand cn the verge o f theoretical breakthroughs.

My personal view is  that we do stand there today, and that 

within the next f i f t y  years the theoretica l explanations of socia l 

structure w i l l  bear as much resent)lanoe to current theory in general 

as the Keplerian theory bore to  the A ristotelian . I  believe we w i l l  

have a s ign ifican t basis fo r  d ivid ing our work between the humanities 

and the sciences without constant argument, but that both endeavors 

w i l l  continue to  be rewarding to  the investigators. I  hcpe that this 

work has been a contribution in that direction.
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