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KIKUYU WOMEN IN THE MAU MAU REVOLT:
A CLoser Look
by
Kathy Santilli

The Mau Mau Revolt was the armed expression of the
African nationalist movement in Kenya. Actual fighting began
after the government's arrest of some 180 African leaders and
declaration of Emergency on October 20, 1952. Fighting units,
made up of primarily Kikuyu males, then began to form in the
Mount Kenya and Aberdare forests. Although the Mau Mau Revolt
was militarily unsuccessful, it forced the British government
to make significant political concessions to the Kenyan Africans.
kenya was declared independent in 1963 under African majority
rule.

Kikuyu women did not occupy a highly visible position

in the nationalist associations preceding Mau Mau or in the
amed revolt itself. Unlike their Algerian and Senegalese
sisters, no Frantz Fanon or Ousmane Sembenel has dramatized
their contribution to Independence. Indeed, this can be partly
explained by limited female involvement in the nationalist
struggle. The traditional aspects of Kikuyu nationalism,
women's limited access to education and to the politicizing
experience of urban wage labor limited the degree of female
participation in the formal nationalist organizations. Like-
wise, women apparently never constituted more than five percent
of the forest population in the course of the Mau Mau Revolt.2
Here, too, traditional Kikuyu values shaped the forms the revolt
took and acted as a brake on female involvement. But since
Mau Mau was led and fought by primarily uneducated Kikuyu pea-

;, squatters, and urban lumpenproletariat3, restricted fe-
» education and wage employment cannot fully explain women's
:ly visible presence in the accounts of the Mau Mau Revolt.
ictors which barred Kikuyu women from participating in
Mau are different fram those which blocked their entrance
into the formal naticnalist associations. The lack of a sus-
tained and coordinated female nationalist organization prior to
1950 itself predetermined a limited female response to Mau Mau.
But limited participation does not signify negligible participa-
ton. This paper will attempt to show that Kikuyu women may
have played a greater role in Mau Mau than is generally ac-
knowledged. It will do so by examining the nature of the Kikuyu
wanen's revolt both prior to and during Mau Mau.
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Harry Thuku formed the first African nationalist c¢
zation in Kenya in mid-1921 - the East African Associatior
In 1924 the Kikuyu Central Association (KCA) replaced the
East African Association and by 1939 had a paid membershiy
over 7,000.5 The KCA itself was banned in 1940 but contir
to function as an elitist underground movement. In 1944,
fore, the Kenya African Union stepped into the role of the
articulator of African grievances. Several years later, t
East African Trade Union Congress was formed to coordinate
activities of African trade unions.® Finally, beginning 1
the underground KCA mounted a mass oathing campaign and bx
ened its base of support, which led to increasing governme
pressure and the Emergency Declaration. All of these were
formal vehicles of African nationalist sentiment in Kenya.
of the organizations strove to increase African wages, to
prove African education, to dismantle the color-bar, to re
discriminatory restrictions on African econamic advancemen
and to reform the land-holding system. As their attempts
peaceful political solutions to these problems were frustx
the militancy of the Africans increased. The final result
the KCA's warrior oath which prepared those who tock it fc
armed struggle against European rule.

Women are remarkably absent from these nationalist
organizations, especially in any leadership capacity.? In
fact, when Kikuyu women did revolt against colonial rule,
by-passed these formal organizations and acted independent
The characteristic pattern which emerges is one of sporadi
spontaneous, and militant protest focused on specific issu
Fort Hgll women in particular exhibit this tradition of mi
tancy.

According to an eyewitness, at least 200 women wer
part of the huge crowd which gathered outside the Naircbi
Prison on March 16, 1922 to protest the arrest of Harry Th
Mary Muthoni Nyanjiry, leading a group of women fram Fort
challenged the men to release Harry Thuku by force. The w
pushed forward "until the bayonets of the rifles (of the p
were pricking their throats and then the firing started."
police killed 21 Africans in that demonstration. Mary Mut
Nyanjiry was one of the four wamen killed.2

In the late 1940's the government instituted a pre
to combat soil erosion by means of bench terracing. Both
and women were forced to work two mornings per week withou
and on penalty of fine. In 1947 the women fram Fort Hall
fused to work on this project and staged a demonstration w
"nearly became a riot". BAnother source, Waruhiu Itote, is
so meek in his namenclature and refers to this demonstrati
"The Women's Riots".ll Because this demonstration and oth
like it are referred to with no elaboration in the sources
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is unclear whether the women themselves initiated the demonstra-
tion. No judgement can be made as to how spontaneous or organ—
ized the demonstration was. The link between the women's protest
and the then-existing nationalist organizations is also unclear,
although M.P.K. Sorrenson suggests that the women did receive
encouragement fram the Kikuyu politicians.l12

Rosberg and Nottingham note that in November 1951, Fort
Hall wamen were engaged once again in large-scale agrarian
disobedience, followed by mass arrests.l3 But the two historians
pay minimal attention to this "large-scale" revolt and give no
details on the motivation and organization of the revolt. They
do, however, cite the disturbance as evidence of KCA's
stepped-up oathing campaign.l3 The demonstration might have
been linked to the Fort Hall wamen's demonstration early in
1952 against cattle dipping.14 Bildad Kaggia's brief mention
of this incident suggests that it was female-initiated and
female-organized. The male Kikuyu leaders, however, served as a
buffer between the wamen and the colonial government. It was
the male leaders who discussed the grievance with the District
Camissioner, and not the women themselves.l4

The series of protests staged by the Fort Hall wamen
show that the women were not passive concerning issues that
affected them. What the women lacked was a formal organization,
a vehicle for sustained protest, an association that would arti-
ulate their specific needs.l® It is perhaps ironic that the
only wamen's organization that existed prior to the Mau Mau was
the government-sponsored Maendeleo ya Wanawake ("Women's
Progress") .16  Founded in 1950, the group's explicit aims were
to educate women in the fields of childcare, nutrition, and
hygiene. Despite the fact of its colonial sponsorship, Maende-
leo ya Wanawake did bring wamen together under a black and white
leadership. The story of Florence Wangui Kiguru, as related
by Bildad Kaggia, shows how members of this overtly harmless
group i:?uld use their position to further the nationalist
cause.

After World War II, an African Advisory Council was set
W in Nairobi to acquaint the all-white Naircbi Municipal
Council with African problems and viewpoints.l® The African
AMvisory Council also had some say over the distribution of
trade licenses in African locations and the recognition of
African social organizations.l9 This council was camposed of
representatives fram various African organizations, including
the Luo Union, KAU, the trade unions, and church groups.
Florence Wangui Kiguru was the representative on the Council
fram Maendeleo ya Wanawake. She helped Bildad Kaggia battle
for the repeal of one Naircbi apartheid law circa 1951. This
law created separate European, Asian, and African areas in
Nairobi. Any African found in the Eurcpean or Asian area



146

after 10:00pm was liable to prosecution.20 In early 1952,
Kiguru was also a member of the six-person delegation sent t
the Superintendant of Police by the African Advisory il
The delegation discussed security measures in Nairobi.4l sh
and two other members of the delegation had taken the Mau Ma
oath of unity and thus emphasized the unjust brutality of th
police. Florence Wangui Kiguru was unusual among Kikuyu won
She was a recognized leader of a wamen's organization, she
actively supported the nationalist cause via Mau Mau and her
work in KAU offices, and she was literate.

Even as late as 1954, women constituted only 26% of
African primary school enrollment in Kenya.22 In 1960 women
still only constituted 20-30% of the African primary school
enrollment and only 10.6% of Kenyan Africans enrolled in sec
dary schools.23 Projecting backward, even fewer wamen were
educated prior to the 1950's, although their numbers must ha
increased somewhat after 1931 with the introduction of Kikuy
independent schools.24 Considering the fact that the male
nationalist leaders (Thuku, Kenyatta, and Odinga for instanc
all had higher education, it is no wonder that Kikuyu women
ocould not hope to compete with men for formal leadership pos
tions in the nationalist movement.25

In addition to their low exposure to education, wome
were shielded fram the politicizing experience of the urban
econamy. Once again, Kiguru was unusual. In 1948 the Kikuy
constituted 45% of the African population of Naircbi. There
were 23,354 Kikuyu males in Naircbi and 5,535 Kikuyu female:
Kikuyu wamen thus constituted only 19% of the total Nairobi
Kikuyu population. These figures reflect a pattern which w:
deeply entrenched in Kenya by the advent of the Mau Mau Rew
Kikuyu men lived and worked in Naircbi (or on European plani
tions) while their wives and children remained on the family
shamba ("small farm") in the reserve. Low wages for Africa
and population pressure in the Reserves forced the Kikuyu &
maintain econamic ties in both the urban and rural context,
simply in order to survive.2’ This pattern reinforced the
traditional Kikuyu division of labor, whereby women maintail
the family food supply.28 Thus women's primary econamic ro.
remained largely intact under colonialism.29 In 1948 Africi
women constituted only 8% of African wage labor in Kenya.3'3
Those Kikuyu wamen engaged in wage labor often worked in th
agricultural sphere - on European coffee3l and tea plantati
thus minimally disrupting their traditional sphere of actiw
The persistence of the traditional female economic role not
only reduced the number of women involved in the formal
nationalist organizations and the armed revolt, but also se
to condition what roles women were allowed to fill in Mau M
This "conditioning" perhaps accounts for the urwillingness |
male sources to recognize women who functioned adequately i
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non-traditional roles.

Wamen did not have formal power in traditional, de-
centralized Kikuyu society, although their chance of wielding
temporary, informal power was perhaps greater than it is at
present. The five principal Kikuyu councils, according to
kenyatta, consisted exclusively of mostly men: the council
of junior warriors, the council of senior warriors, the council
of junior elders, the council of peace, and the religious or
sacrificial council.33 wWomen did, however, exercise power over
decisions affecting other women. For instance, an adv:.soxy

concil of wamen elders (ndundu ya atwmia) dealt with the issues
of female circumcision, births, and various religious duties. 34
Women thus occupied limited leadership positions in traditional
Kikuyu society. The basis of this leadership was age and merit.
The wamen formed a kind of sub-culture subsumed under the
larger, male-dominated Kikuyu power system. This traditional
organizational model re-emerged in the context of the armed
nationalist revolt. In the forest, the freedom fighters orga-—
nized themselves by districts. A council of warriors, whose
leader was determined by experience and merit, served as the
main decision-making body. It is possible that subordinate to
these warrior councils with their male leadership, female squads
(probably scouts) existed. Material presented later in this
paper will suggest that these squads had their own leaders who
made the quick, on-the-spot decisions. The premise that such
a sub-culture pattern re-emerged during the Mau Mau Revolt,
paralleling the one of traditional Kikuyu society, is worthy
of further investigation.

Unfortunately, all of the existing first-hand accounts
of Mau Mau forest fighting are written by men.3° They are
mable to address the issue of female organizational patterns,
simply because of their limited exposure to them. In addition,
certain male perspectives hamper their discussion of females
involved in the Mau Mau Revolt.

The men seem to be urwilling to accept women's motives
«c"'aarncn.paungmﬂauuauas similar and equal to their own.
or instance, thecnlywcumwhodoesgomthe forest to fight
«a.uamasNgug:.. s novel A Grain of Wheat does so out of love for
ore of the fighters rather than out of any sincere political
conmi tment. 3¢ Also, Karari Njama attributes his step-sister's
f‘“bal] move into the forest to her position as Stanley
Mathenge's mistress.37 Donald Barnett assigns baser motives

women entered the forests to escape the hardships of the re-
serves, Once in the forest, he admits, they did aid the

struggle, but "they were more concerned with personal safety
ad survival."38 Karari Njama at one point even denies that
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that women participated as actual fighters (i tungati)39 but
sources contradict him.40 Because some forest fighters' acco
question the validity of female participation in Mau Mau, the
do not explore sufficiently the roles wamen filled.

In fact, male forest fighters spend more time in thei
bocks discussing the conflicts and tensions the women's pre-
sence generated in the forest, than they do examining any of
waren's positive contributions to the struggle. In the cours
of 1953 and 1954, for example, the Aberdare and Mt. Kenya
leaders met to discuss what women's role should be in the
forest.4l No woman spcke at those meetings.42 The leaders d
cided on a forest behavior code. The original code prohibite
sexual relations between the ifungati and the wamen in the fc
camp. This prohibition satistied the traditional warrior tak
against sexual intercourse?3 and reduced tensions in the figh
unit. This rule proved to be impractical, so the leaders
authorized liaisons and required them to be formalized before
the entire camp. The leaders also decided at these meetings
officially recognize wamen as "warriors". They decided that
wamen should be allowed to receive ranks up to the rank of
colonel.44 Wanjiru Wambogo, the only waman colonel mentioned
in any of the accounts by name, received her rank apparently
because of her position as mistress to Dedan Kimathi rather t
because of her own contributions to the struggle for Indepen-
dnece.45 As of yet, historians can only guess whether other
women attained this rank and the grounds on which they did sc

Male accounts of forest life do emphasize women's rol
asmlstressesamithewayhmenusedtheuse:mahtytoaidt
forest fighters. While these sexual roles and tactics certai
existed, their possible over-emphasis leaves readers with a
distorted view of female participation in Mau Mau. Consider
for example one of the fifteen rules agreed upon in January Il
by leaders fram the Aberdares and Mt. Kenya: "An officer is r
permitted to play about with girls in front of his soldiers ¢
he should not fall in love with the girlfriend of a soldier;
an officer may not hunt for a girl but must meet her through
our women commanders.' "46 (emphasis added) Waruhiu Itote alsc
notes, "We urged our officers to exercise great caution in
dealing with attractive but unknown women, who might easily
enemy socouts. Indeed, we advised our officers to restrict ti
relationships to women leaders only...."4! (emphasis added)
Itote mentions women leaders casually here, as an understood
phenarenon. His statements suggest that women did indeed hay
their own leaders. But nowhere does he explain who these wor
were, and if they were elected or selected for their positior
Since these "wamen leaders" were supposed to have so many
contacts, we can assume that they were scouts whose headquari
were in Nairobi or in the Reserves. But we cannot be certair
that these women served any function beyond that of matchmake
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Waruhiu Itote, Karari Njama, and J.M. Kariuki all
describe how women acoepted guns and ammunition as payment from
the colonial forces for sexual favors. These wamen then
transferred the supplies to the forest fighters.48 Bildad
kaggia describes how wamen used their sexual favors (and
bribes) prior to the Emergency to win government officials and
others over to the side of the Mau Mau movement. Karari
§jana relates how at the August 1953 Mwathe River meeting of
forest leaders, a woman was assigned to him as a kabatuni
("little platoon"). She was directed to cook and clean for
Njama, and to serve as his mistress for the duration of the
reeting. She was one of over twenty women to be so distributed.
Njama quotes her as saying, "!..it seems to me that the leaders
consider this (sleq:i.ng with a fighter) as part of the wamen's
duty in the Society.'">0

Aside fram her sexual duties, the kabatuni's orders do
illustrate the tasks women performed in the forest. Wamen did
mst of the camp's cocking and cleaning, they gathered firewood,
and they transported water. carried the luggage whenever
the forest unit changed camps they sometimes cared for the
wounded in makeshift l’nspitals.'jl In general then, wamen
performed traditional tasks. Only that small percentage of
mxs‘iﬂn served as fighters deviated fram any traditional
nomm.

In line with the traditional aspects of women's garr.i.—
cipation in Mau Mau was the option of serving as a seer. 3

In traditional Kikuyu society the position of seer was one of

the few prestigious potentially powerful positions that

wmen could occupy.®? The seers were traditionally important
rembers of the Kikuyu war councils and their job was to bless
a:r:‘.cleansethewarrg and to determine the propitious time
and place for raids. The seers mentioned in the Mau Mau .
accounts did not help plan the military strategy of forest units.
They did, however, help maintain the morale of the forest fight-
eérs, by sanctioning the fi ' actions in the name of Ngai
(God) and their ancestors. Mohammed Mathu describes one of his
encounters with a female seer who said: "...we were not to have
any contact with wamen while carrying our weapons and when we
killed someone in battle we were to go to the nearest river,

wash ourselves, and if possible be cleansed by a seer. Before
being used again all our weapons were to be rubbed with the
stomach contents of a sheep."57 He also relates how a woman seer
prified over 100 fighters in a traditional ceremony. The

leaders believed that their misfortunes, including the loss of
Ten in battle were being caused by failure to remove the evils
contaminating them.38 Although Donald Barnett suggests that the
use of seers increased as the forest fighters were subject to
mre and more government pressure, it seems clear that the
fighters could afford less and less to fulfill the measures
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The other major way in which women partici in tt
Mau Mau Revolt was as scouts, spies, and messengers. Wamer
subject to less suspicion and possessing greater freedam of
movement than men, fit nicely into these roles. Paul Mahehu,
a leader in Naircobi, organized a group of 220 women who hid
and delivered quns, ammunition, and food to the Mt. Kenya
forest fighters. These women also secured information concer
ing government military strategy.ﬁl In May 1953, Mahehu
assigned one of these women, Wamuyu Muciri, to the job of
finding out the best time and method of staging an escape of
certain Mau Mau prisoners from Nairobi Prison. She made
arrangements with a warder to close but not to set the lock c
the van's rear door which tock the Mau Mau prisoners to trial
The escape that Muciri arranged was successful. Certainly
such wamen tock great risks. They were trusted members in th
struggle for Independence, responsible for the lives of other
and invested with organizational secrets.

The women who helped the forest fighters and lived on
the African reserves suffered as much as any other participan
in the Revolt. With the flow of young active men into the
forests or into the detention camps, wamen increasingly bore
burden of government retaliation and the responsibility for
sustaining their family members. Shortly after the Emergency
Declaration, the government increased Kikuyu taxes, closed
African trading centers, relocated squatters and the unemploy
and forced the Kikuyu to build police posts in every location
Those Kikuyu who lived in the reserves found their food and
livestock oonfisggtedbyboththel-hleaxardmﬁtsalﬂtln
forest fighters. The fact that the Kikuyu men and women
continued to supply the forest fighters with arms and informa
tion in the face of ever-increasing hardship is truly a testa
ment to their dedication and sincerity. The women in the
Reserves even organized themselves into a Mau Mau support
group - the Wangu Group - in opposition to the government-spo
sored female Home Guard unit known as Hika Hika.64 Between
1953 and 1955 the government moved some 950,000 people into
fortified concentration camps. The Kikuyu were forced to
destroy their own homes and build new ones in the "villages"
where the government could much more efficiently control the
people's movements.65 This government strategy virtually cut
off the forest fighters from their support in the reserves.
The men and women in the "villages" worked six days per week |
campulsory labor projects and were subject to a 23 hour curfe
Waomen were allowed in some places only for one hour a day to
fetch food and water for their families.®® The government's
program of forced villageization was instrumental in the
military defeat of the Mau Mau Revolt. This in itself points
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to the critical role wamen from the reserves played in the
struggle. M.Tamarkin remarks in her article on Mau Mau in

Nakuru that only one of the known Mau Mau leaders fram that

area had gone to fight in the forest after the Emergency
peclaration. She explains, "It seems that the Mau Mau leaders
realized that their main problem was not so mach sending people
to the forests as securing regular lies...essential for
carrying out a sustained resistence: Although Tamarkin is not
addressing the issue of whether women in the reserves contribut-—
ed as much to Mau Mau as the forest fighters, her statement

does tend to support that claim.

The colonial government, in contrast perhaps to many of
the forest fighters, recognized how important the women who
renained in Nairobi and the Reserves were to the Mau Mau Revolt.
Many of the activities wamen performed for the forest fighters
were punishable by death from 1953 on: possession of arms and
anmunition, assisting in terrorist operations, providi
sipplies to terrorists, and consorting with armed men.68 J.M.
Kariuki refers to one woman detainee at Kamiti Prison, Miriam
Muthoni, who was charged with carrying a pistol. Being a
wanan, her death sentence was commuted, but she was still in
dtention as late as 1960.69

The government detention camps served many functions
beyond the obvious one of punishing, often brutally, Mau Mau
fighters and sympathizers. The government used information
extracted from detainees to identify other Mau Mau sympathizers.
The detainees also provided the government with free labor for
major construction and irrigation projects. Men and women
detainees were the objects of the government's rehabilitation
program. T.G. Askwith, an African Affairs Officer in Nairobi,
remarked in his 1953 report on Mau Mau: "Wives have in many cases
suaded their husbands to take the oath and are very militant...
It is probably more important to rehabilitate the women than
the men if the next generation is to be saved."70

Kamiti Prison served as the detention camp reserved for
woren, but women were also held in small numbers at predaminant-
ly male detention camps. Karigo Muchai makes a reference in
iis account of detention camps to three wamen who were transfer-
red to Athi River Detention Camp.’l Mohamed Mathu, in the
account of his detention experiences, provides one example of
how useful female detainees were. While being held at Embakasi
Detention Camp in 1954, he organized a three-day boycott of
the camp food by passing notes from prisoner to prisoner via the
lle detainees who collected eating utensil after each meal.
the detainees were kept isolated in cages in groups of
to thirty, there would have been no other way to communicate
» each other.72 Although Mathu portrays the female detainees
I a rather passive light, the women's coordinated effort may
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suggest that some sort of decision-making organization existe
among them and sanctiocned the boycott.

Male detainees, for instance, did organize themselves
They elected camp leaders who served on a camp committee, mad
behavior rules, passed judgement on the breaking of those rul
and presented the detainees' views to the camp officials.73
J.M. Kariuki in Mau Mau Detainee describes in detail the rule
the detainees made at Lodwar Detantion Camp. A camp policema
reported any breach of these rules. A camp judge and a jury
five elders tried all such cases. Punishments included drawi
28 buckets of water, emptying and cleaning the sanitary bucke
for a number of days, and making circuits of the campound on
one's knees.74 This elaborate system, designed to maintain t
detainees' morale and reduce the possibility of collective
punishment, may have been more effective in same camps than
others, but it did exist.

It is therefore unfortunate that women were kept sepa
rate from the men in the detention camps, because the men's
descriptions do not include references to any similar organiz
tion among the female detainees and because no female has wri
ten an account of her experience in detention, nor has any be
aided in telling it.75 Wamen apparently received no better
treatment in detention than the men, although they were excu
fraom capital punishment. They were subject to the same cruel
beatings, poor diet, and overcrowding, as well as sexual abus
Women may well have responded to these same pressures in a
similar manner, i.e. by organizing their own "government". T
would not have been out of line with tradition and women must
have felt the need to maintain their unity and morale. One o
Kariuki's statements does suggest that some sort of hierarchy
of authority existed among the female detainees: "The women w
finally transferred from Kowop Detention Camp to Kamiti Prisc
where, we heard, Nyamathira, their leader later died."77
(enpha515 added) We can only conjecture in what sense Nyamath
was the waren's leader.

Thus, traditional Kikuyu power structure and division
labor, and the lack of a strong women's nationalist organizat
prior to Mau Mau restricted and defined female participation
the armmed revolt. However, this is no excuse for the researc
neglect of the contributions of Kikuyu women. Other factors,
such as tendencies to focus on the sexual exploitation of wam
who served the cause, to denigrate women's motives, and to de
the title of "freedom fighter" to those wamen who actively
supported Mau Mau in Nairobi and the Reserves, all exacerbate
this basic source problem. As of yet, our knowledge of the
Kikuyu wamen's roles and their organization in the Mau Mau
Revolt is sadly inadequate.
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