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A PERSCNAL NC1l'E 

by 

Margaret Jean Hay 

It was a hot afterroon in July that deai.ded the shape of my 
researdl experience in Kenya. 'lhe harvest was still a few \¥eeks 
CI~~<Jq and in the relative leisure of that period in-between, the 
wanen of Serre fourrl the time to CCI!plete a m.ttber of tasks which 
had been p:lStponed during the peak agrio.lltural mc:ntbs . 
Fifteen-year old Akinyi cane running to tell me that the waren 
of several different families had gathered to help build a 
house and asked if I would like to cx:rte and see heM the work was 
organized. I had only been in the village a few weeks and 
this q:p:>rtlmi.ty to watch a work party in progress seemed too 
good to miss. I graliJed a not.ebodc and set out after AkiJlyi. 

\'a1en I arrived at the work site, I found that the wcrren 
were divided C11D"19 a nUI'l'ber of different jcbs. Teenage girls 
brou;Jht buckets of water fran the river, carefully balanced en 
their heads. 5aTe of the wcrren were digging up soil and mixing 
it with the water and handfuls of straw to make mud. Others 
carried amll.oads of the mud and packed it into the cp:m fratta10l:k 
of wood and twigs that the men had asserrbled earlier. 'lhe 
side walls were already beginning to take shape . Fascinated, I 
sat on a slope behind the house and took careful notes oo who 
was participating, heM they divided the wol:k, and hew they were 
related to ooe another. Occasiooally I I!llllched handfuls of 
nyoyo--the snack of maize and beans-provided to feed the WOikers. 

'Ih:is idyllic scene lasted for about twenty minutes, at 
which point ooe of the older wcrren I had been watching gxunbled 
and called out to me, "Hey, white girl, what's the matter with 
you? Do you think you're too good to get your hands dirty like 
us?" I put dcMn my notes and my precaloeived notions of the 
role of a resea.rdler and started can:yin:] mud. In the follcwing 
JTalths I learned a great deal about wcrren of Serre, fran their 
words as well as their actions. If I wanted to live in the 
village, I would have to give up watching fran the sidelines 
and I would have to make a nUI'l'ber of ooncessions to local 
attitu:3es about the proper role for a yo1JD!1 unmarried wanan. 
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'lhis aneo::1ote illustrates sane of the potential rewards and 
also sane of the prcbl.ems of conducting :researdl CI'OCil9' African 
WCJI2ll. Until :recently, African wcmen have been generally neglected 
as sources of infoxmati.on about the past. Stu3ents of history, 
for exanple, have a marked tendency to head for the old man. 
And an older generation of anthrqx>logists, men like Evans-Pritchard 
and K. C. Shaw, had no qua.lns about basing their discussioos of 
Loo marriage custars entirely on the evidence of male infol:mants. 
Yet a greater attention to African wcmen as informants is 
critical, both in order to include their evidence in a:ey 
larger st\Xly, and to leazn about their present and historical 
situation as wcmen. One of the great \.tl'ltlri.tten chapters of African 
ool.cnial history, for example, is the social history of the 
wcmen \>tho stayed behind as their men were drafted for military 
service or taken to work on mines or plantations. Definitions 
of wcmen's work and waren's education, responsibilities as 
citizens, wives and IOOthers - all of these have changed radi-
cally in the past century and deserve closer study. 

In 11!i own :researdl, ea:maai.c history - and not wcmen' s history -
was the sd:>ject urx1er investigation. But I found that Lw 
men and wcmen exoelled as informants in quite different ~ 
of kr'lowledge. Men were generally the best informants with regard 
to genealogy and political questions and felt lOOSt oanfortable 
discussing these matters, while the wcmen were lJl'XIUE!Sti.alable of 
greater help when it cane to local trade and agriculture. 'lhe 
differences in their accx::JUilts reflected the differential CDloelJlS 

of men and wcmen in that society, and also the relative 
status of various activities. While food Ciq> agriculture 
provides the eamcmic base for the entire :region, it is less 
valued than either pastoralism or wage labor, and as a <XrlSe­
quenoe, many men do not feel it is a worthy topic of discussion. 
A nUii::ler of men ackr¥:Mled:Jed quite openly that they were not 
faniliar with past or present varieties of the staple grain 
crops. '.D'ley advised ne to ask their wives. Althou;Jh this is 
a particular case, but in a:ey society one would expect the 
perspective and expertise of men and wcmen to differ. 

:Researchers sanetines assune that the oldest wcmen of the 
ocmruni.ty a:re neoessadly the best informants . It is true that 
they can help establish the greatest historical depth, but I found 
it more useful to interview wcmen of different ages as one neans 
of trying to assess change over tine. In tenns of collecting, 
cx::oparing and evaluating oral evidence, there is little difference 
bebieen the testim::ny of wcmen and of men. A minor prcblem I 
enc:x:runte:red (and this again may be a local phenanenon) was that 
wcmen informants had greater difficulty assigning specific dates 
to past events than did men. 'lheir sense of historical tine 
often had a personal dlaracter. \'hen asked when sanething 
happened, they lOOSt frequently answered in tenns of their own 
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Jparriage or the birth of their children; "that was just after 
I bore otieno, before he ate gruel," or "that was 'When I was 
pregrw1t with 11¥ first dlild. " Cbt:ai.ninq reliable estimates of 
their children's ages (many of whan now have drildren of their 
CMn) or of the year of their marriage presented ooosiderable 
prd:>l.ens. I found it rrore satisfactory in the lcng :run to have 
worked out a rough du:cnology of locally reJIIE!'Ibered events 
(major famines , when the first plane flew over, the death of 
a particular chief1 and so oo) against which other testi.naly oould 
be rreasured. For exanple, "Did the famine of Ot:alglo fin:i you 
already visiting tl1e market at Luanda?" 

Despite the obvious desirability of using both male and female 
info.cnants for aey type of research, it is \II'ldol.btably rrore difficult 
to interview rural African waren, because of their relative lade 
of ease in dealing with foreign visitors and because of time 
oonstraints. 'lhrough their outside work experience and their 
usually lcnger yea%s of formal education, rural Kenya men 
tend to feel IOOre ccmfortable in their initial oonfrootatim with 
a foreign researcher than do their wives. For a male researcher, 
this would pose an even greater prd:>lem. In this cx:ntext it 
is sanetirres helpful to bring a1cng a friend whan the wanan trusts to 
the first rreeting, and to interview the waren without her 
husband wherever possible. '!be best wey to ensure stinulating 
and helpful interviews, of murse, is for the researcher to stay 
in the sare area for several mc::nths or longer so that the 
waren can cane to krlcM and trust her. 

In 11¥ CMn case, I found that living with an African fanily 
rather than setting up a household of 11¥ CMn made it cx:nsiderably 
easier to fit into the local o:::mro.mity and to make frien::ls. 
Bear in mind that "fitting into a local o:::mro.mity" carries with 
it responsibilities as well as ~rtunities. In addition to the 
demands for 11¥ labor services mentioned above, I was fre-
quently asked to help write letters or intezpret official 
ccmnunications, to get teenagers out on bail, to drive sick people 
to the nearest hospital, to carry grain or chickens to relatives 
in Kisi.I!U and so on. As one of 11¥ info.cnants pointed out' 
"After all, it's Cllly fair. You're asking for our help in your 
research; you should be prepared to help us in return." 

A IOOre serious problem, I found, was the time constraints 
faoed by Luo wcmen. In western Kenya, as in many parts of Africa, 
waren are respmsible for rruch of the agricultural work, and their 
days are quite full with working in the fields , marketing, 
fetching water and firerNOOd, housecleaning and child care , and 
preparing rreals fran the tirre they get up which is often just 
before dawn. To sene extent, it was an inpositim for waren to 
have to talk to rre during the day. 'Ibis is prd:>ably a fairly 
<XII11lCil prd:>lem for researchers, and there are a nurber of ways 
it can be handled. One wey is s in'ply to plan several brief 
visits rather than me lmg <ne which would take out a larqe chunk 



~3-

of the working day. 'llle researdler can plan her own sdledul.e 
to take advantage of those t:j,Jres which are m:lSt ocnvenient for 
the wanen. I found that early IIDD'ling (after breakfast but 
before going to the fields) arxi late aft.erncx:rls (before going 
to market) were the best. Older wcmen with da.u:jlters-in-law in 
the hane often do not have the scm:l t.iire pressures as younger 
ones. Intensive field wo:tk can also be planned to coincide with 
the seasoos of relatively lighter agricultural wo:tk. 

Another ~ which is still better, is for the aspiring 
researcher to aOOCilpa.l'ly local wanen to their fams and to 
market, help rut with sane of their tasks and chat at the same 
t.iire thereby gaining a closer personal urderstanding of their lives. 
I picked up several useful skills in this W<rJ, everything f:mn 
planting, weeding and harvesting maize and sorghun, smeari.n:J 
the floors and walls of houses with Illld and c:admg, prE.paring 
and serving massive quantities of food for marriage and funeral 
cereroc:nies. I also enjoyed waiting oo custcmers who caue to 
the shqJS to buy what seemed like infinitesimally small ano.mts 
of varioos goods: ooe cigarette, a spocnful of oil or of salt, 
one aspirin, a slice of soap. People chudded to see a 
mzungu (Eurc:pean) taking part in all of those activities, and 
I 'm sure it all helped to make ue seen more familiar and less 
strange than I might otherwise have been. 

'!here were other, less ~le benefits. A certain bald 
developed annn;J us as wanen. My new frieros spent a fair amJUnt 
of tine discussing the plight of wanen in that area, and l.aloont­
ing the degree to which wanen had to depend an their husbands for 
social as well as financial security. 'llley cbse1:ved closely 
(sanetimes too closely I ) the progress of my rananoe with a fell.cM 

American and urged ue to maintain friendships with other uen. 
It was foolish to gCit'ble too Ill.ldl oo any one relationship. They 
were very interested to hear ~sons between American 
society and their own, and delighted in the notioo that Anerican 
m:n could be i.nprisooed for polyg_amy l '1hese ocnversatioos arose 
spontaneously, as I certainly made no atteopt to infl.uenbe 
their "ocnsciausness" or to :inpJse my own prejl.Xlioes. After 
all, my continuing presence in that regim depended an the 
tolerance of the uen as well as that of their wives. 

It did not take ue la1g to develq> profound adniraticn 
for the wanen of Selle, and respect for their ca1rage and stanina. 
Ultimately my contact with them helped to shape the quality of 
my experience in Kenya and also the ea1tent of my research. I 
had c::aoo to learn about loc:al. eoc:nanic history; they helped 
me to understand the particularly i.nportant role of Luo wanen 
in rural eooi'¥:1llic change, a topic which had not been included 
in my original research design. (Serre of the results of 
this investigatim will appear in "Luo WelDen and Eccrlanic Olange 
during the COlonial Period. "in Edna Bay and Nancy Hafkin, 
African Women in Changing Perspectives, forthoaminq - stanford 
University Press) . 
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'!hey taught me the narres of all their c:rqlS and the technology 
associated with them. '!hey were exceptionally helpful in 
recall.ing what goods they had taken to which markets in the past, 
am what they bought in ex~. Above all they helped me 
to understand the particular fabric of their lives - the relative 
lac:X of bargaining pc:Mer they have vis-a-vis their husbams 
am the enDti.onal precarioosness of that relationship, the 
difficulty of trying to live as a single wanan in that society, 
am I!Dre than anything else, the hopes they invest in their 
children, particularly their salS, for whose cxmfort and education 
they make coontless sacrifices and in whan ultimately their 
security will lie. 

Up to this point the problems of being a wanan researcher 
as O(:p)Sed to cbin] research about waren - have been neglected. 
en the whole I cb not believe that sudl prcblems are terribly 
inportant. If sare of the elders treated me less seriously than 
they would have a male researcher, this did not emerge clearly 
either during the interviews or in their testirraly. For 
better or worse, being white was probably nore ovel:Whelrning as 
a status consideration than being female. And to tell the truth, 
it seared on occasion that being young, single and female actually 
made it easier am IIDre pleasant to gain access to district and 
agricultural officials, who were unfailingly helpful if saretirres 
patemalistic. 

Of course there were minor annC¥ances. I had to be exoeptialally 
discreet in ~cy personal relations with local men and to avoid 
situations which would lead to gossip and suspicion of ulterior 
notives. All of this ooul.d be true in any research situation, 
however. As for the interesting and important research whidl 
needs to be dale with regard to African wanen, I believe waren 
researchers have a distinctadvantage. 'lhe problems are 
minor and the rewards are very real. 

* * * * * 
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