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Foreword

Kenya was a turbulent colony, a conquest state that barely sixty years after its creation ended more bloodily than it began, with its conquerors’ brutal suppression of popular violence. Kenya remains a turbulent country; the periodic electoral violence of the past two decades has now been joined by participation in “the war on terror.” In this war, however, Kenya is not so much a “frontline state,” facing outward, as one in which internal division creates opportunities for terrorists who may as often be insiders as outsiders. Nicholas Githuku’s history confronts this violence and its political effects head on. He asks new questions about Kenya’s history, quotes previously unexamined evidence, and offers his readers important new insights. In all this he challenges his fellow Kenyans to join him in resurrecting their local historiography.

Githuku’s approach is informed by a comparative perspective. Unusually for an African historian, he knows his European history and, therefore, how European states have for centuries been shaped by war. In order to fight wars and survive they had to grow in economic and fiscal capacity, in political and administrative discipline, and in educational and technical ability. How does that perspective illuminate Kenya’s history?

Githuku’s answer is that Europe’s history of state-building through war helps one to understand the Kenyan state by pointing up the inter-continental contrasts. Europe’s past wars were of two kinds. Some were internal civil wars or revolutions, the majority were wars of external aggression or defense. The former tore societies apart, often exacerbating social inequalities or hatreds. The latter forced regimes to repair these internal divisions with a mix of social or economic reform and political self-discipline. 

The African experience has been different. Kenya is a good example. Its wars have hitherto been more internal than external. The small wars of colonial conquest of more than a century ago were often (not always) fought as interethnic or interclan raids, under British command. The Mau Mau war of the 1950s was, again, fought between Africans, with one side yet again under British command, as much as between Africans as a whole and their colonial rulers. The little wars of conquest and the larger Mau Mau war exacerbated the local divisions between Kenyans that had provoked violence in the first place. 

Mau Mau did not so much bring independence as give independence its political shape, dominated by men who had fought with the British against the insurgents. Both the British and the African “loyalists” of all ethnic groups in the colonial security forces had to learn the savage skills of counter-insurgent warfare. Their share in this exercise of state violence was the most persuasive political tutor for Kenya’s independent African rulers. Furthermore, unlike their counterparts in Europe, these independence elites have not until recently had to fight an external war. They have not been forced to convert their ethnic clients into a nation of citizens or to create a more competent, more legitimate, state.

As Githuku concludes, therefore, the Kenyan state, like others, has been forged in the crucible of war, but the Mau Mau war, an intimately internal war, has never quite ended. Its insurgent motives have not been satisfied by revolution nor, until now, has the need for national unity in face of foreign aggression demanded that its scars be healed. Unresolved trauma continues to set Kenyans at odds with each other in a particularly destructive way. 

It is not that the grievances of the Kenyan poor are any different from those expressed by people like them elsewhere in the world. That is not what makes Kenya different. Githuku’s fifth chapter makes that vividly plain, drawing on the mass of previously unexplored petitions addressed to the independent government. The men and women who in different ways had fought for land and freedom felt betrayed by those who claimed to lead them. They were appalled by the arrogance of wealth and power shown by their elected rulers, angered by the poverty that continued to deny them the respectable self-mastery that their ethnic cultures expected of them, and dismayed that the freedom for which they had struggled and suffered appeared to be just another form of oppression.

What makes Kenya different—at least from most European states—is, rather, its state and political class. The Kenyan state and its elites are not of the sort that have had to listen, and act, for the sake of their own self-preservation. Their history has not yet been a sufficiently stern mentor. As Githuku shows, conquest long ago made colonial Kenya safe for “big men” white and black, British settlers and African chiefs. Their power rested on a mix of public privilege, manipulated markets, and private patronage. The Mau Mau militants rose against such factional injustice, so contrary to the civic ethnic virtues on which poor clients had previously relied. State-supported African faction, under British direction, then suppressed Mau Mau as a movement but, thanks to the brutality of detention and the inequalities of economic reform, rekindled its supporters’ anger. “Loyalists,” however, not the militants, won the peace that bore the name of independence and ruled to protect their wartime gains. 

Mau Mau’s internal crucible of war forged, therefore, a dynastic state out of factional and ethnic difference; its political patrons flourish on publicly provided assets and deflect their dependent clients’ complaints by giving out partisan prizes. External danger has not, as yet, forced Kenya’s independent rulers to adopt the protective legitimacy of a legal-rational state, obedient to a rule of law and democratically accountable to independent, rights-bearing, citizens. 

Different crucibles of war forge different states. Githuku’s history offers both a salutary lesson to all, and a specific challenge to other Kenyan historians. 

John Lonsdale

Trinity College, Cambridge

 


Foreword

It is an honor and a pleasure to contribute a short foreword to Mau Mau Crucible of War. This is the case as I have been privileged to observe at close hand the evolution of the book from the initial ideas that took shape in the form of a dissertation prospectus, through the research design, to the research and writing of the doctoral dissertation, and finally the evolution of the latter into the current book. Nicholas Githuku is the eleventh Kenyan to complete a PhD focusing on Kenyan history at West Virginia University. As with the others, his research has helped to expand our knowledge of Kenya’s past as it opens new vistas in Kenyan history in the form of this book. 

Almost as soon as he arrived in Morgantown, Dr. Githuku showed himself to be a determined and innovative student. He not only immersed himself in the study of Kenyan history, but he undertook wide-ranging reading, particularly in European and British imperial history, that has helped to give Mau Mau Crucible of War a unique comparative perspective. He is a diligent researcher and a creative and ambitious scholar. His achievement with this book demonstrates the promise of a productive scholarly career. 

Another characteristic of Dr. Githuku’s research that is well illustrated in this book is his attention to detail. The book is most impressive in the archival evidence that is brought to bear on the subject of Kenya’s emergence in the form of a colonial and post-colonial state. This included research at the British and Kenya National Archives as well as the Bodleian Library of Commonwealth and African Studies at Rhodes House in Oxford among others. This enabled him to open new doors by providing readers with examples of the history of everyday struggle in both colonial and independent Kenya as he successfully catalogs history from the bottom. He also makes most effective use of long overlooked evidence in the form of oral testimony and other submissions to the Kenya Land Commission and the Dow commission. Just as significant as these primary sources in producing this impressive narrative, the book demonstrates a masterful engagement with the relevant secondary literature. The numerous notes illustrate this as well as providing readers with an impressive array of additional information and significant insights.

Mau Mau is central to this narrative, but the war occupies only a small portion of the book. Rather the grievances that caused the upheaval and the ideals that inspired it form the prism through which the history before and after the war is explored. These are key, the author contends, in unlocking Kenyan history, especially that of the post-independence years. To those who contend that the history of the colonial period is no longer of much consequence in recent developments and trends in Kenya and other parts of Africa, moreover, the book provides a detailed and powerful refutation.

This is particularly well articulated in the discussion of two drivers of political dissent before and after independence: the unresolved issue of land politics and the desire for what is termed competent living and self-mastery in the sense that individuals and communities have a hand in forging their destinies. The former is well known to students of Kenya while the latter represents a means of unlocking key issues that impact everyday life. Like land reform, it has remained an unrealized dream for the majority of Kenyans. This is in spite of the fact that an aim of British decolonization policy, as announced by the Secretary of State for the Colonies in 1959, was to produce in Kenya a state that would secure for its people a fair standard of living and freedom from oppression. Those who inherited power from the British promised to improve the standard of living for all Kenyans by overcoming poverty, ignorance and disease. Few will disagree with the book’s conclusions both that these lofty goals have not been attained and that this has been a fundamental cause of dissent and protest in independent Kenya.

Robert M. Maxon

West Virginia University
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Chapter 1

Inside the Mau Mau Mind

“Returning the Imperial” Gaze in Centennial Perspective

Somewhere in the Moonward, or 

Sunward, so to speak;

A span or two to Eastward, then 

Southward by a streak,

Was heard to blare of tomtom a 

shameless epic wail,

At fancy of some Lion who had whisked 

his blooming tail

Plumb thro’ a nest of hornets, nor never 

dreamt the hive

Had such a trick to mind him how were 

that tail alive.

And it seems the skies were blathering 

while every wind-god swore

The pities would have curdled to hear the 

Beastie roar.

All offered salve and comfort, said never 

done was Wrong,

But some requiting Themis should venge 

it to her song;

Should smite the pesting dwarfies and 

heal the giant’s mighty bruise,

. . . .

Louis Selmer, Boer Lyrics (New York: Abbey Press, 1903), 3.

The Postcolonial African State: A Revisit

The postcolonial African state has been the subject of extensive study and scrutiny by many scholars such as Colin Legum, Crawford Young, Robert H. Jackson and Carl G. Rosberg, Pierre Englebert and Jean-François Bayart to name but a few. Crawford Young’s work is especially interesting because of the manner in which he treats the process of state formation.1 Crawford Young traces the process to the early beginning of European colonization and focuses on the legacy of the colonial state after independence. By the end of the Second World War, European imperial powers had bludgeoned their economies to a near halt. For this reason, colonial appendages of old European states were, for most metropolizes, no longer economically viable or sustainable. Nor were they consistent with the new post-First and Second World War principles such as the right of all peoples to self-determination and decolonization, and were, thus, abandoned. Colonial states that were part of the international imperial system became shallow seed-beds upon which modern African states were established. This was through a rapid and messy decolonization process characterized by failures of institutional transfers.2 

Nonetheless, the modern African state made its debut in the international arena in spite of the fact that it was the product of an unfinished, and largely, top-down imperial state-building project. For the most part, although popular with the masses across the continent, this process was driven by metropolizes and a few African elite. Subsequently, the imperial system was hastily discarded and replaced with a new state system designed to pursue the imperial mission by other means: development and laissez-faire-driven economic growth.3 As such, liberalizing and refreshing as it was intellectually and politically, the birth of new African states did not go far enough although in European eyes, it was a fait accompli. But in terms of its objectives, stated or unstated, the new state did not fully answer grassroot grievances; it did not fully answer or redress the historical injustices of European colonialism especially in British settler colonies; and it did not provide answers to African grassroot political dissent and aspirations. This gross flaw is a serious weakness but one that is overlooked in analyses of the African state. Perhaps because of the “surgical success” and simplicity of this process of state formation in Africa through European agency, the subsequent confrontational relationship between the state and society in Africa has been the subject of very few studies.4 As a result, everyday realities of the nature of the postcolonial African state, and lived experiences within them, remain rather elusive in a body of work dominated by political scientists. 

That this body of work has benefited disproportionately from the contribution of political scientists cannot be underestimated. At the same time though, the manner in which the African state-building process has been approached by such authors employs methodological perspectives that overlook or undermine attempts at determining the manner in which the making, or unmaking, and evolution of post-colonial African states, is viewed and contested from below. A bottom-up perspective that is cognizant of popular views or dissent affecting the political evolution of African states has been lacking as a result. While there have been a few country-specific studies there’s room for more scrutiny of how African states have evolved since independence paying closer attention to popular forces from below.5 Otherwise, there will be continued preponderance of metanarratives of the making of the postcolonial African state from above, and as an offshoot of the colonial state. But before venturing any further, the rough outlines of this metanarrative are worth a terse revisit.

Generally, independence was followed by a second African “revolution.” Of course, the first had been the arbitrary and artificial manner in which these now decolonized states of the 1960s, had been “imagined” in the minds of European statesmen since the Berlin conference in 1884, and in the first few decades of the twentieth century. It was in Berlin that the political future of the African continent was determined. The continent was divided between the main European powers, which drew up spheres of interest that were to be mutually exclusive and respected among the powers. Groups of people who had previously resided in autonomous indigenous political polities of various forms were now lumped together, or were divided by new international borders. Most of these boundaries remained the same after independence and continue to exist today. As noted above, this is an oversimplified explanation of the origins and formation of the African state. But such bareknuckle and overarching dynamics that paint the making of the African state with broad strokes do not fully explain this oversimplification.

The study of the origin of the African state is even more glaringly simplified when one considers, and compares it with, how its European counterpart has been thoroughly and innovatively studied. The African state has not fully benefited as a subject of competing theories of genesis that have characterized the study of the latter. For this same reason, the study of the genesis of the African state does not lend itself easily to the theoretical formulations advanced to understand the origins of the European state (some of which are discussed in the section entitled, “The State’s ‘Eurogenesis’” below). Rather, as already noted, it is readily understood as the product of various forms of European imperialism. This is all the more reason why our understanding of the African state needs the deployment of radical and creative intellectual perspectives, and analytical refinement that will shed light into the significant and far-reaching implications of how it came into being. Of course, such approaches cannot take the genesis of the African state at its general imperial face value but must pry much deeper. What follows below is brief description of one such perspective that begins to move the understanding of the Kenyan state away from the overarching metanarrative.

Britain’s Kenya: Introducing the Longue Durée Perspective

Kenya is a good example of imperial state formation with significant and far-reaching post-colonial implications. As a result of the Berlin conference, it became part of British East Africa.6 Later, on 23rd July 1920, it was declared a crown colony open to British settlers even before their actual physical presence and without a numerical majority, thus becoming one of the few tropical territories designated as “white man’s country.”7 Like most colonies, a nascent African nationalism developed toward the end of the second decade of the twentieth century with the growth of political consciousness among the colonial peoples. In the intervening period between the creation of the colony and eventual independence, this political consciousness intensified leading to a two-pronged push for independence. One was radical and violent while the other was more moderate and constitutional. However, both coincided with the broader, international political climate resulting in the granting of independence in 1963. Kenya was at last an independent state.

However, as a political project, at its very core, the Kenyan state remains a product of competing ideological constructions. Its institutional, legal and policy architecture is suffused by a logic that points to London as the state’s raison d’être. This is true of its early beginnings reaching back to 1895 and the early 1900s, and extending to the post-Second World War period, which was characterized by the subsequent wind of change culminating to the “decolonization” process. Despite the colonial and postcolonial eras having two quite different constellations of power especially with regard to the social organization of the state, and subtly different state structures, the actual workings of the state and system on the lives of everyday Kenyans are still pretty much the same in terms of limited land ownership; limited access to health-care facilities; limited access to markets, good schools, etc.8 

Moreover, the European settler invasion was a structure and not an event. The settler or colonial sociopolitical agenda was so organized as to enable its definitional horizons to remain stable through time. In this sense, “settler colonialism” is a specific social formation, the colonial and postcolonial structural distinction notwithstanding. It can, therefore, be stated boldly “that settler colonial forms are fundamentally informing current circumstances and that we are facing a settler colonial present as well as a colonial one.” Thus, the declaration of the end of the openly settler colonial dispensation with independence was not only premature but also deceptive. Certainly, “settler colonial forms” continue to characterize the postcolonial state. After all, the settler colonial regime was not replaced by postcolonial African governance in a discontinuous fashion.9 This, then, is what explains contestation of the making and/or unmaking of the Kenyan state from below.

At any rate, Kenya was designed and constructed after the political and economic image or imagination afforded by British white settler supremacy. On the one hand, long before the outbreak of anticolonial movements in Kenya in general, and Mau Mau in particular, “the colonial world . . . rested on a mental construction of social separations. Rulers and ruled were distinguished, and differentially valued, by race.”10 Under this ideological conservatism, Africans were thought of as inherently primitive and innately different. This was but only one strand of at least two competing and contradicting British ideological constructions of colonial Kenya.

On the other hand, liberal administrators and some settlers viewed Africans as “retarded children who promised well as modern men.”11 These mutually opposed colonial ideologies were already in dialogue with conservatives favoring the propping up of reformed tribal authority, and liberals trusting in the gradual improvement of the African when the Mau Mau war broke onto the scene.12 The war represented anticolonial African thought, which called into question, and challenged the colonial social order, power relations and, in essence, the state’s raison d’être. These early competing ideological constructions and contradictory visions of Kenya, then, necessitate a crucial revisit, and considered interpretation of the Mau Mau war, that is more illuminating in this respect. 

It is for this reason, therefore, that I have proposed that the un/making of Kenya can, and should, be understood in terms of a reconsidered, and rework of the, Braudelian notion of history as the longue durée.13 In this volume, the reader will find an analysis of the unfolding history of the Kenyan state laid out as an interpenetration of radical ruptures; stubborn durabilities and sudden breaks and remarkable continuities.14 Herein, the flow and ebb of the history of the Kenyan state is seen as the sum of unpredictable ruptures and subsequent catastrophes starting with the British imperial conquest, and fluid moment of colonial establishment; the struggle for white supremacy that, naturally but not inevitably, led to the rise of the Indian Question; the early beginnings of African political consciousness; the Mau Mau war; decolonization; and the consequences of imperial collapse among other momentary events that have had gigantic and enduring consequences in Kenya’s postcolonial evolution.15

In this regard, the political instability illustrated by the postelection violence following the 2007 polls; the emotive “majimbo” or federalist debate; the proliferation of violent ethnic militia; and spiraling violent crime figures, all indicate that the making of Kenya (statehood and national integration) remains an unachieved aspiration. In terms of the impact of the configuration of power and structure on the lives of everyday Kenyans, the majority of people still live in the Kenya of Britain’s imagination. As a result, Kenyans remain locked in existential uncertainty, and a “sukuma wiki” (literally, “push the week”) survival mentalité as the majority of the people struggle with the mundane demands of day-to-day living that echoes anticolonial sentiments.16 

In other words, to understand contemporary Kenya and the political challenges that it faces, it is necessary to understand the phony transition from colonialism to independence in Kenya, cast in sharp perspective by the outbreak of Mau Mau and its legacy. The war represented a lost opportunity to reconfigure the socioeconomic formation of the state; the political order within it; and its power structure. The war, which is central to circumstances under which Kenya attained independence, is pivotal in this analysis. It is because it failed to produce far-reaching policy, constitutional and institutional changes that I propose and advance the argument that Kenya’s colonial experience, particularly the last fifteen years, and its entire postcolonial political history are, more or less, contiguous. This nexus is made possible through the deployment of longue durée analysis. 

On the basis and strength of this perspective, I, in effect, argue and demonstrate that the Kenyan state is the sum of all specific experiences, and identifiable critical historical junctures and disjunctures; radical ruptures; institutional and structural inventions; and a series of major political crises and events that, in spite of their varying degrees of significance, have had gigantic and enduring consequences. Among them, besides those mentioned above including the radical historical rupture of African societies brought about by British imperialism at the dawn of colonialism, and the Mau Mau war, are important manifestations of the mentalité of struggle such as the Kenya Air Force attempted coup of 1982; the underground antistate resistance movement of the 1980s; and the demand for political pluralism that led to the unrest of the 1990s. 

Put differently, it is possible to draw a connection between the Mau Mau rebellion and more recent sociopolitical phenomena such as the violence meted out by, and against, ethnic militia in the 2000s such as Mungiki, Sabaot Land Defence Force and the political schism along ethnic lines played out in intermittent ethnic clashes. This study considers all these movements, among other militia, and political events in the evolution of the state, as constituting an unbroken historical ideological lineage of dissent or alternative popular statehood. It does this on the strength of vast and varied empirical evidence relied upon to weave ideological connections of political grievance between these movements and the Mau Mau war of independence. As noted, the Mau Mau war is crucial, standing, as it does, in the middle of Kenya’s centennial past. As such, the war is important in understanding the country’s history backward and going forward.

Mau Mau War Looking Backward, Going Forward: A Novel Refutation

There is a glaring and pressing intellectual need for a critical assessment of the making of Kenya in the crucible of the Mau Mau war.17 Hitherto, the war has not been adequately examined as a conflict fought over the construction of the state going backward to the dawn of colonialism, and forward to assess it postcolonial legacy and significance. At the heart of the mind of this movement was the desire to reconfigure the colonial state with regard to socioeconomic and political spheres of life. In this sense, the Mau Mau war not only brought ambiguous ideologies and, as a result of the war, political, labor and land colonial policies, to the fore, but these same issues were the basis of violent contestation in the physical field of battle. 

But this is a line of thought that has, until now, been little explored. This is not surprising in the least because the war is easily one of the most controversial historical events in Kenyan history. As a subject of not only political controversy but also intellectual acrimony, both during and after the war, it has suffered multiple forms of regrettable obscurantism. Moreover, analysis of the war has remained rather episodic, and, therefore, simplistic. This state of affairs calls for calculated, painstaking, and deliberate refutation. It is for this reason that I set about to examine it, simultaneously, as a critical juncture of Kenya’s anti-British movements, and a crucial tipping point affecting Kenya’s postcolonial evolution. 

In so doing, I posit the central argument that, as a manifestation of a deep sociohistorical phenomenon, the war continues to affect or shape postcolonial politics, national identity, and the evolution of the contemporary Kenyan state. The novelty of this volume, therefore, lies in its interpretation of the war as a defining moment affecting Kenya’s socioeconomic and political trajectory. On the basis of copious empiric evidence, I advance the argument that, as the epitome of the everyday struggle for survival out of which the war was born, “Mau Mau” is an ever-present reality in contemporary Kenya as it was before independence. This is an interpretation that has long been obstructed by nebulous and refutable “intellectual” arguments characterizing attempts at the production of Mau Mau knowledge. There has been a glut of information regarding whether the war was a national struggle for independence considering its highly ethnic nature and confinement to the Kikuyu; whether it was simply a Kikuyu civil war considering its territorial limitation to central Kenya; whether it was a success or failure; what its causes, objectives and ideals (if any) were; and incongruous political and “intellectual” debates over its ownership as an event and historical subject. This study attempts to rise above such controversial arguments that have acted as hindrances to honest and healthy academic debate. Furthermore, with the benefit of irrepressible veracities arising from these preceding debates, episodic views, and interpretations, this research has sought to: 


	Examine the main competing ideological constructions of statehood sharpened by the war, and their policy implications, which have affected Kenya’s political trajectory since the 1950s. 

	Analyze the significance, or implications of this ideological contest with regard to statehood, nation-building and integration, and politics in Kenya today. 

	As the central and ultimate objective, to “presence” Mau Mau, or situating “Mau Mau” in contemporary Kenya. That is, by identifying and examining the locus of similar dissent expressing discontent or manifestation of the mentalité of struggle with regard to the socioeconomic and political configuration of the postcolonial state.18 


These research objectives have, simultaneously, suggested, and therefore, necessitated a new, if radical, “longue durée” view of Mau Mau in the quest for a holistic view of Mau Mau. It is a perspective that reveals, and acknowledges, a hitherto befogged Mau Mau present.

Beyond Refutation, a Crucible of War: The Quest for a Holistic Mau Mau Present

The acrimonious debate, surrounding the subject of Mau Mau, has already been intimated. Little space exists, herein, to rehash how the history of Mau Mau war has been beleaguered by opposing views about whether it was a nationalist movement or not; about what its contested place in Kenya’s history should be; whether Mau Mau fighters were heroines and heroes, or deplorable villains; and about what its causes were, or were not. In innumerable instances, the subject has attracted emotionally charged personal and ethnic idiosyncrasies about who owns this history, or who can or cannot write about it.19 Odhiambo in his aptly titled article, “The Production of History in Kenya,” on the Mau Mau debate, captures the sorry subjectivism of it all. Moreover, as if this sorry intellectual deviation from substantive elements of the subject at a tangent was not enough, in the realm of practical politics, the phenomenon, and its memorialization was buffeted by those in positions of power.

As a result, Mau Mau history and memory was suppressed under the Kenyatta and Moi regimes.20 Even after independence, as in the 1950s when it happened, it suffered from competing and distortive claims and counterclaims. This has, at times, featured former Mau Mau fighters, some of who remain landless, whose continuous cry to both society and state has been that they have been forgotten; it has featured people who view themselves as the only ones fit to write this history from their firsthand experience; it has also featured Kikuyu intellectuals, such as Maina wa Kinyatti, who view it as the highest peak of Kenyan nationalism, or others who have accused scholars from western Kenya of relegating it to secondary significance; and Kikuyu elites who have sometimes appropriated this history as an exclusively Kikuyu movement thus excluding every other Kenyan individual and ethnic group from enjoying the fruits of independence.21 To further problematize this, Daniel Branch has, not so long ago, offered new insights of this phenomenon showing just how inter-penetrable the loyalist and Mau Mau-fighter categories were.22 

Therefore, when one adds to all this, the deliberate official colonial obfuscation of the movement as atavistic, savage and a reaction to psychic insecurity, what emerges is a dissipated representation, and distortion, of Mau Mau history and memory, respectively.23 With a rather uncharacteristic pessimism absent in his later intellectual contribution to the debate, Odhiambo argued that not everybody needs this history, and this could be right. Further, Odhiambo stated that there are various consumer components of different Mau Mau pasts. Similarly, Lonsdale explored the imaginative meanings of Mau Mau invented by white conservatives and liberals against their black opponents in the context of divergent and fearful ambitions of shaping Kenya’s future.24 

It is such illuminating moments of insightful historical analysis that this study builds upon. Nevertheless, it propounds, for the first time, the view that Mau Mau was a seminal moment in which the Kenyan state was in the throes of formation.25 By so doing, it casts the war as the epitome of the quest for popular statehood or “stateness.” This study, therefore, attempts to detail the continued struggle for the full measure of “uhuru” (independence) in the absence of which life is just but an attempt to survive precariously in never-ending uncertain times. Standing in opposition to this popular aspiration is the postcolonial Kenya “nation-building” project that has benefited the political class and those well placed to benefit from state patronage networks. In its attempt to shed some light on this binary contention in the making and evolution of the Kenyan state, this study presents a radical departure from previous preoccupations with this subject. 

Therefore, it will be rather obvious, to any reader, that unlike most historical analysis of Mau Mau, this work does not, per se, concern itself with the causes and effects of the war. In so far as it does, it is with the aim of unraveling its deeper ideological and subliminal foundations of the movement, and many others before and after it. At the same time, it does not seek to explain the important question why only the Kikuyu (and some of their close ethnic allies) actually mobilized in armed revolt. Of course, this is a question that I am acutely aware of since it is as old as the subject itself.26 In the same breath, it does not concern itself with the question of whether the conflict was a nationalist or Kikuyu civil war. Instead, it views the struggle as an emblematic representation and culmination of all anticolonial opposition, and a precursor of postcolonial political dissent, social movements and rural and urban militia in Kenya. 

To this end, the singular subject motif of this study is mainstreamed voices or micronarratives expressing everyday concerns, and experiences of ordinary people. It is true that these may be smaller and feeble voices, marginal and marginalized communities, but they are neither of any less importance, nor are they inconsequential. Needless to say, this study is a decisive break with the rather stubborn preoccupation with makers or founders of the nation.There cannot be any putting paid to this important group of people especially considering that the “little man” can only be understood in relation to his declining value to his “big men.” Nonetheless, this study settles the long overdue expense, if there is any to incur at all, of relegating “big men” or fathers of the nation to the footnotes of history in this crowd-history perspective, with this monograph being the result. It has sought to assert, and reinsert into the national fold of history, all those, hitherto, nameless and faceless unsung heroines and heroes in the multiple fights for freedom who do not happen to fit within the dominant single nationalist story or metanarrative that is, for the moment, the approved triumphalist version. In a very real sense, therefore, mine is an alternative national history that aims at restoring these everyday heroines and heroes to public memory. In this manner, this book is a centennial rendition of Kenya’s connected past that gives the living and/or the living dead, and the dead, some room to dance both with pleasure at being (re)membered, remembered, and for our instruction. A kind of history, which, informed by copious and rigorous research, is dedicated to teach in order to educate a critical common citizenry.27 

Furthermore, this is a history that examines, and attempts to figure Mau Mau without being all about Mau Mau. Lastly, it is a history “that in telling no lies,” it is hoped, “might also persuade . . . Kenyans not to kill each other.” After all, although they might not always see eye to eye, the majority of Kenyans all want the same thing, and argue the same issues, regardless of their ethnic group. They all cherish, and have a keen regard for, the personal autonomies which, under the law, give citizenship a chance of self-mastery. In so doing, they seek to hold their rulers to account as they continue to argue, as they have since the first instance, about their rights and obligations.28 In this respect, the Mau Mau war is a lightning rod that enables the assessment of the mentalité of struggle going backward (between 1895 and 1950), and going forward (between 1960 and the present). This, therefore, is an ambitious quest for a holistic understanding of “Mau Mau” as a state of mind unbounded by time or artificial colonial territorial boundaries, or even convenient administrative and political ethnic ones.

As such, the application of the term “Mau Mau” to the colonial era is generic just as it is when used with reference to the postcolonial period. When applied to the latter, it is with the aim of “presenting” Mau Mau. That is, to refer to the war’s ideological legacy or lineage of grievance in the postcolony. Archival and other evidence from popular culture (music, art, graffiti and creative arts like cartoons, novels and paintings) is adduced, and an incisive discussion of public criticism aimed at the postcolonial state is relied upon, to bolster this bold assertion.29 Furthermore, the study is not about the place of Mau Mau in Kenya’s history, prominent or otherwise. Rather, it ponders on the more problematic question of situating it in the present through historical analysis. In addition to the foregoing, the most important question that presents itself for consideration is not why or who should write Mau Mau history, and for whom, but, rather, one about the unboundedness of the phenomenon going backward and forward. Put differently, some of the questions I am concerned with include; why it happened when it did (discussed in chapters three and four); how it was dealt with, and with what implications for postcolonial Kenyan politics, national identity and statehood (chapters four and five); and whether the congenital struggle, which it epitomized, was dealt with, through “decolonization,” and the granting of political independence, with finality. I have argued (in chapters six and seven) that the mentalité or Mau Mau spirit of struggle, survived flag independence, and continues to animate and inspire political discontent in postcolonial Kenya. To appreciate the validity of this assertion requires an analysis of the war vis-à-vis the long sweep of over a hundred years of Kenya’s political history. Thus, this study casts the war in a centennial perspective that, not only unveils a hitherto hidden synthesis, or uniformity of the colonial and postcolonial Mau Mau mind, but, also, allows us to peer into it. 

Synthesis-Availing Centennial Perspective: Getting Inside the Mau Mau Mind

In centennial perspective, the Mau Mau war constitutes a turning point in Kenya’s history. At one level, it stands out as a generic event or an epitome of anticolonial movements that prefigured it including the Kolloa Affray and Elija Masinde’s “Dini ya Msambwa” (DYM). It is, as such, a symbolic representation of the cumulative African experience of half a century under harsh and oppressive British imperial domination. At another level, it constitutes a critical juncture in the country’s historical trajectory.30 It was, in this sense, a manifest state-building crisis. Subsequently, it triggered significant reforms that produced distinct institutional and ideological legacies that served to further strengthen the colonial state. The war occasioned a period of rapid reforms characterized by the colonial creation of institutions, and deployment of far-reaching constitutional and land reforms to counter the violent apogee of anticolonial sentiment. This was with the result of institutional stasis in the postcolonial state because these changes were carried over and consolidated even after independence.

Therefore, this is one of the most distinct characteristics of this Mau Mau war crucible of state formation. After all, as a violent manifestation of the groundswell of African discontent in British East Africa, it forced critical decisions in London and Nairobi. In its wake, were newly instituted state structures that have since persisted. Here, it is crucial to observe that measures such as the strengthening of the provincial administration, qualitative electoral, politics and the Swynnerton land consolidation program including the Million Acre Scheme, were implemented with relative uniformity around the colony even though they were triggered by Mau Mau, and were more effectively carried out, in Central Province, which was the theater of the war.

Further, this centennial view of Mau Mau represents a radical departure in another way. It constitutes an attempt to deconstruct Mau Mau as evil and anathema. Thus, this study was conducted as an intellectual retrieval exercise that sharply contextualizes the movement within the fifty or so years of British colonial rule and over fifty years thereafter. It argues that the war, and the widespread anticolonial discontent it exemplified, was shaped by the colonial state surveillance system in lethal combination with an emasculating architecture of land and labor laws and associated policies. Such institutional and systematic preponderance, and domineering conquest, aimed at absolute subservience of subjugated people was, really, part and parcel, and, indeed, at the very heart, of the British imperial vision and worldview in a few select settler colonies such as Kenya as intimated in a relatively known speech given by Winston S. Churchill at the University of Bristol in 1938.31 It is not far-fetched to presume that British administrators, whether in London or in Nairobi, and even settlers, more than half expected that such a skewed sense of “high” purpose; a prejudiced sense of justice; a misconceived Christian mission, albeit driven by a proud protestant tradition and fervor; and a stunted and biased constitutionalism, all extolled with such great eloquence of none other than Churchill, was, ultimately, bound to stir resentment, mass protest and political opposition that could, very well, end up in open violent rebellion. It had done so in numerous instances in Britain’s imperial experience in the past as it did with regard to the Mau Mau war. Once again, as beautifully and derisively narrated in the poem (at the top of this chapter) by Louis Selmer, the British imperial lion had in Kenya, like in South Africa, whisked his blooming tail plumb through a nest of hornets while never dreaming that the hive had a trick to find out if the tail was alive.

I have, therefore, explained the war as an attempt at challenging and reconfiguring colonially inaugurated social relations of power to create an equitable political economy. Archival sources relied upon confirm that the war was a symptomatic, and highly symbolic, moment of colonial subjects returning the imperial gaze. That is, a response to colonial modernization through the investment and wielding of force that produced a restrictive space-time, physical and psychosociological environment, experienced by imperial subjects. The war was a demonstration of just how far Africans were willing to go to circumnavigate this new imperial physical and metaphorical time, and psychological oppression dimension that this epic transition entailed. 

Colonial capitalism, law, order and associated modalities of state surveillance, individual land holding, Christianity and westernization, education, labor relations and taxation, all had produced an exclusive modern space dominated and enjoyed by the British and Indians.32 The fledgling colonial political economy was unapologetically racially segregated. In less than fifty years of colonialism, Kenyans, not just the Kikuyu, had been violently forced out of their relatively egalitarian precolonial world ordered by an unwritten, but mutually binding, code of civic virtue and reciprocal moral socioeconomic responsibility. This relatively idyllic pre-European order characterized by economic security was ruptured and its distinct “ecological arenas—forests, hills and plains . . .” reordered to pave way for a colonial landscape constructed to conform to modern Western logic.33 

Whereas this world had consisted of hunters, cultivating and hunting peoples and herders operating within pre-European agrarian and pastoral modes of production, it was jarred into a competitive, rigid and policed field where Africans were not only pitted against white settlers, Indians and Arabs, but also against each other. The acquisitive nature of the white settlers also meant that the African ecological arena was not only drastically altered but also dramatically curtailed. As Lonsdale noted, their land was alienated by “capital,” which was the axe with which to cut a path through political jungles as well as nature’s.34 African land was considered to be tabula rasa inviting the colonial state to exploit and (re)order it through the establishment of new relations between capitalists and a few skilled workers. 

Further, Lonsdale observed, the colonial state was a cartographer and maps were its images of order.35 White settlers filled these inviting albeit dangerous spaces with roads, fields and boundary beacons all the while with misplaced hope “for a contented black labour on quiet farms with mortgages . . ..”36 This happened in the first colonial occupation between 1895 and 1930s. The sum of all the above constituted a logic of “order” only understood, and seen through British imperial eyes but a disputed order imposed on colonial subjects by fiat. In this colonial matrix, imperial subjects were locked or trapped in subservient subject positions held together by a restrictive architecture of laws, policies and racial attitudes.37

During the second colonial occupation, between the late 1930s and the post-Second World War era, Africans were subjected to even further colonial restrictions and intensive public works occasioned by the demands of more developed capitalist settler agriculture, and the needs of the metropolitan economy.38 This was perpetrated through policies that placed greater emphasis on colonial development and welfare. This second phase of the imperial gaze was characterized by even more ambitious state intervention and intrusion that included the infamous terracing campaign; the eviction of squatters who had provided the labor required by white farmers to tame the land in the white highlands; further restrictions on the growth of cash crops in Central Province; and the confiscation of African livestock.39 Here, it is crucial to note that these were measures borne out of the colonial state logic of what was best for Africa agriculture while, at the same time, presiding over an “order” in which the best land was owned by white settlers. 

With regard to the colonial assault on their livestock, squatters called it “kifagio,” the sweeping broom, which is symbolic of being forced out of every possible prior habitation and practice through the imposition of a new mode of production—that is, colonial capitalism. This explains why both Cooper and Lonsdale see post-war colonial policies as representative of a whirlwind of change. This was characterized by the adoption, by both the state and settlers, of a rationalized labor system with both labor and land organized precisely around the cycle of the settler crops. This was an official ideology oriented toward systematic social development, which consigned squatters to categorical oblivion.40 

According to Cooper, these policies resulted in a clash of ideologies with Africans being accused of overgrazing and haphazard cultivation. Such colonial policies buffeted Kikuyu squatters in Olenguruone in the Rift Valley; besieged people living in similar socioeconomic arrangements in the colony in places like Kitale; and confined wage-earning slum dwellers in Nairobi into dreadfully squalid landscapes characterized by misery. These spatial displacement and restrictions corresponded with official categories, both liberal and conservative, of Africans as savages and retarded children.41 

On the other hand, Kikuyu oathing, which is an idiom and counter-ideology of resistance, was a form of mimicry, and early beginning of the African returning the gaze. Similarly, DYM and its Kolloa corollary were religiopolitical and psychological fantasies calculated to look back into imperial eyes with the same, if not even greater intensity, in a bid to destabilize and cancel the differences of power in the colonial state.42 What these anticolonial movements had in common was their imitation of the colonial state in an attempt to challenge the imposed colonial politico-economic order. The Kikuyu antiimperial ideology was, therefore, not an isolated spectacle of African political dissent. It was contemporaneous with similar anticolonial responses elsewhere in Kenya, especially in the 1950s. 

It is this kind of outlook, then, that prompted a rethinking of the history of the colonial past of the previous fifty years. Taking note of this, both Odhiambo and Ogot observed that the period between 1945 and 1955 was an age of “matatizo” (social restlessness and the struggle for survival). As such, it quite naturally resulted to “mgogoro” (tumultuous agitation) characterized by pronounced urban poverty, hunger in settler farms, and general labor and political unrest in Kenya.43 Africans were imbued by the mentalité of struggle. Subsequently, Africans were caught busily reworking the interstices of the colonial order to accommodate this hard past and the dim future through strikes, demonstrations and struggle for autonomy.44 

This was an era of the fear of final loss of access to, and security in, the white highlands by Luo squatters in Kisumu/Londiani district, Gikuyu in Nakuru and Naivasha districts, Nandi and Bukusu in Trans Nzoia and Uasin Gishu districts.45 This is also what explains the major strikes in Mombasa that involved thousands of workers demanding higher pay and benefits. But this was not the beginning of unionized labor agitation by Africans. From the 1920s the Kavirondo Taxpayers Welfare Association, a purely Luo and Luhya organization, was involved in a bid to protect peasants from African economic restrictions. Oginga Odinga also formed the Luo Thrift and Trading Corporation, which aimed at providing not only political solutions to Luo social and economic disabilities, but also establishing an alternative vision for the future.46 At this time, Odinga was also involved in successfully opposing compulsory land consolidation and reclamation measures. In Western Kenya, the North Kavirondo Central Association was founded in response to the fears that had risen over land security following the discovery of gold in Kakamega in 1931. It also promoted social and economic advancement for its members. 

Among the Bukusu in Bungoma district, land was also the main problem as it became acute in 1946 when restrictions were placed upon squatters. They believed that Trans Nzoia district was their ancestral land which was stolen from them by the white settlers. Bukusu squatters constituted the majority of the squatters in this region who experienced full exploitation under the colonial system.47 Some Bukusu responded to this through DYM, a Christian syncretic religious movement, which sought the expulsion of Europeans from Kenya and the rejection of European civilization. Its leader, Elija Masinde, led the movement in a protest against the colonial order to uproot the Mexican marigold weed for which he was convicted and imprisoned in 1945. After his release in 1947, he “openly advocated for the use of violence, urging the Babukusu, at several rallies, to take up arms and fight the colonialists.”48 He was arrested but the movement continued to demand the return of Bukusu land and expulsion of the British from Kenya. Elija Masinde, and his lieutenant, Joash Walumoli, were deported to Lamu and remained in detention until the State of Emergency ended in 1960. 

At the same time, an adherent of the movement in East Pokot in northern Baringo, Lukas Pkech, was promoting DYM’s activities there. Around 1949, Pkech was prophesying that the British would soon be expelled. On 24th April 1950, he organized young Pokots, armed with spears and shields, and confronted the government forces at Kolloa in East Pokot at dawn, which resulted in his own death, and left three Europeans, and at least twenty-eight of his followers dead. This event has gone down in the annals of Kenya’s colonial history as the Kolloa Affray that marked Pokot defiance led by a self-proclaimed prophet and a band of three hundred followers against “all that the colonial system stood for; its concept of law and order; and its concept of authority, and its ontology.”49 This is a classic description and example of Africans returning the imperial gaze. 

In view of the above, the immediate historical context against which the Mau Mau war was born, was characterized by similarly spirited anticolonial movements in different regions of the colony. These were inspired by the socioeconomic and political flux caused by the imposition of a highly disruptive and distortive modernity at a breakneck speed. This produced a modern political space, which Africans, in organizing themselves, and embarking on various forms of resistance, were trying to navigate. For this reason, Mau Mau cannot be considered in isolation but can, and should, be best understood as the culmination of these African attempts at bargaining, through various means, for a niche in this new space and their own place in time. As the section on historiographical review below attempts to show, this interpretation of Mau Mau, while it has been alluded to in the past, has not been studied empirically across a broad and comprehensive time spectrum with the intention of mapping out the Mau Mau mind. 

This study tries to close this gap in the body of Mau Mau historiography using archival material to experientially link not only these anticolonial movements, but also post-independence political dissent and clamor for popular statehood. Herein, then, one will find an interpretation of Mau Mau war that is representative of anticolonial movements that prefigured it. Secondly, “Mau Mau” as used in this study refers to the war’s ideological legacy of resistance or dissent which is traced throughout Kenya’s post-independence history through critical analysis of available evidence. This stands in stark contrast to how this sensitive subject has been approached by a constellation of Mau Mau research experts in the past.

Previous Mau Mau Portraits: A Three-part Historiographical Reflection

Kenyan history is characterized by an exuberant historiography covering both the colonial and postcolonial eras. Nevertheless, much less has been done to examine the postcolonial state seen as a flawless continuum with the colonial. Only recently have historians, for instance, Caroline Elkins, David Anderson and Daniel Branch, started juxtaposing these two periods of Kenyan history albeit in a limited way.50 This can, partly, be attributed to the fact that postcolonial history, especially the kind that touches on Mau Mau, has been characterized by an unsettled and unsettling debate among nationalist historians and other Kenyan history specialists over the nature of Mau Mau; its success and extent, or scope, national or otherwise; over its objectives and ideals; and even the ownership of Mau Mau as a historical subject. 

Much energy has been expended on the question of whether this conflict was a national movement of liberation or a sectarian civil war among the Kikuyu, whether or not it was a success, what its ideals, aims and objectives were, whether it is needed as a history and if so, to what ends. This pitted Kikuyu historians and intellectuals such as Maina wa Kinyatti and Mukaru Nga’ng’a against other academics such as Bethwell A. Ogot, William R. Ochieng’ and E.S. Atieno Odhiambo.51 

Be that as it may, let it suffice to note that preoccupation with this debate has contributed to a considerable hiatus in Kenyan historiography regarding the contextual, immediate and long-term significance of Mau Mau. Secondly, and as a direct result of the foregoing observation, revisionist history countering imperial depictions of Mau Mau war, while it does exist, is in fragmented disarray.52 Lonsdale and Odhiambo observed that there are various Mau Mau pasts waiting for their own historians: home guards, loyalists, British soldiers involved in it and so on.53 As such, this lingering preoccupation and debate has tended to focus on various segmented Mau Mau histories at the expense of a cogent problematization of Mau Mau with an overarching singular motif that views it as a struggle for survival in an increasingly modernizing space and landscape.54 

This is what this study does. While appreciating its multifaceted complexity, Mau Mau is seen as a movement that captured the fluid atmosphere symptomatic of a colonial society at a crossroads between pre-European and colonial orders. This omission of an overarching, or longue durée perspective of Mau Mau as a crucible of war in which Kenya was forged represents a gap in the literature that this study seeks to address. This gap is even more glaring in light of the more recent publications on Kenya in general, and Mau Mau in particular. But, at the same time, the initial intellectual din and discordant historical reviosionism is fast receding. These recent re-revisionist histories are important since they offer new and interesting insights on both Kenyan as well as Mau Mau history. 

The two most recent important books are Kenya: Between Hope and Despair, 1963–2011 (2011) and Kenya: A History Since Independence (2012) by Branch and Charles Hornsby, respectively. In terms of scope and themes, both books concern themselves with postcolonial history and, whether by chance or not, happened to precede and, thus, coincide with the fifteeth anniversary of Kenya’s independence. While they are very thoroughgoing, especially, Hornsby’s A History Since Independence, with regard to this period in the country’s history, there is little on colonial Kenya. Although Hornsby’s is more than just a postcolonial history, its main focus is on the country’s post-independence years. As such, both texts are highly selective in terms of their periodization which is limiting.

Of course, one of the very obvious problems that this kind of periodization of any history presents is the tendency to suppress some things or themes while privileging others.55 Far from being a philosophical question, such periodization, besides blurring historical continuities or discontinuities, does, certainly, raise thematic and analytical concerns. As Richard Price, borrowing from E. Said’s Beginnings (1975) aptly noted, beginnings possess an implicit power to produce meaning and, to establish beginnings and endings around historical periods, may be regarded as a policing strategy. The practice of periodical boundary-setting involves the installation of a series of premises and assumptions which determines what follows. Where we start and where we end, and how we get there, do not lie implicit and latent in the matter of history itself. Such matters are created by historians themselves as they order the material within certain categories, and declare certain chronologies “periods.”56 

Put more simply, such artifices, as Price noted, while beneficial to historians, are devices that enable and empower them to illuminate and analyze a problem, and thus make historical statements, limited to a specific period. What this means then, with regard to both Between Hope and Despair and A History Since Independence, is that, in terms of emphasis and problematization, they are limited to understanding the postcolonial era. Needless to say, the omission of an overarching, or longue durée perspective of Mau Mau, is rather obvious. Furthermore, as a “social history” focusing on everyday people, Branch’s book falls short of this aspiration which is something that Mau Mau Crucible of War attempts to remedy. The narrative herein aspires to capture the articulation of everyday people’s political grievances and dissent over the centennial arch of the march of time and, thus, be a little bit more encompassing than these two books as well as Fabian Klose’s Human Rights in the Shadow of Colonial Violence: The Wars of Independence in Kenya and Algeria (2013).

But Klose’s work is of notable importance. It complements, and is closely related to, Mau Mau Crucible of War in at least one respect. Klose’s Human Rights in the Shadow (2013) is a very well researched and provocative analysis of anticolonial conflicts in Kenya and Algeria at the middle of the twentieth century. It focuses on the widespread and gross abuse of human rights in these wars in Africa. In pursuing this theme, the book follows other twenty-first century books which examine the “dirty” wars that sought to suppress protests against colonial rule. It breaks new ground in its attention to abuses perpetrated by two democratic states which were, in many ways, founders and supporters of the modern human rights movement, Britain and France, in the quest to maintain control of important colonies. The book’s preoccupation with the gross violation of human rights mirrors the handling of the same subject in my own research. However, unlike Mau Mau Crucible of War, it is a comparison of human rights violations in the British and French colonies juxtaposed with these two European nation’s leading role in the discourse that led to the acceptance of universal human rights.57 Nonetheless, its analytical framework is within the traditional and legal limits and interpretation of human rights. 

Thus, like Elkins, Klose’s interpretation of what constitutes “human rights” reflects the usual traditional, and, unfortunately, narrow legal hermaneutics of the term. This then limits it to the common interpretation of both the concept and practice of human rights, that is, in the context of the use of force or violence and war in general, and governance, colonial or otherwise, in particular. Mau Mau Crucible of War goes beyond this traditional and legal view to define both the concept and practice of human rights, in the colonial and postcolonial order, as individual self-mastery and/or group self-reliance. This wider view that I discuss extensively in my closing chapters contributes to the increasingly wide conceptual and practice frontiers of human rights that now encompass basic human rights. 

That is, going beyond the narrow legal approaches to expand the scope of rights, or appreciably recognize, and analyze, in panoramic perspective, the strength of ordinary people, and their ability to demand state accountability, and to question its reluctance to deliver resources and justice despite its capacity. Furthermore, it is an understanding of human rights that recognizes the importance of people’s well-developed sense of themselves as citizens and subjects of rights, or their endless capacity to engage with, and reshape power. This is an analytical approach that taps and borrows a lot from the concept of human rights that starts with, and seeks to address, people’s everyday problems and how they experience the world.58 It is, therefore, very much the idea of facilitating competent living and efficacious security of livelihood. Therefore, unlike Elkins and Klose, I argue that self-mastery based on easy access to societal resources, such as land so as to afford three squares, education, health care, and other socioeconomic and physical infrastructure at people’s disposal, should be within the ambit of human rights in order to allow historically dispossessed people to make progress in achieving their personal and collective goals and, thus, enable them to lead a life of satisfaction and affective well-being. 

Besides this contribution to the concept and practice of human rights, Mau Mau Crucible of War compliments and makes finer arguments otherwise broadly brushed in Maina Kinyatti’s History of Resistance in Kenya, 1884–2002 (2008), and in his Mwakenya: The Unfinished Revolution (2014). Kinyatti’s latest book discusses the resistance of anti-imperial forces from the 1970s that reached a high point in the 1980s. Mau Mau Crucible of War focuses on the Mwakenya underground movement as just one anti-government outfit among many other critical publics during that period of Kenya’s history.59 Even so, numerous gaps still remain especially considering the paucity and scarcity of archival evidence in this (1980s) period. This contributes to the larger challenge encountered when writing about Kenyan colonial history, and that of the tumultuous 1950s decade in particular, not least because the existing record of Mau Mau is “official.”

Besides this particular challenge, this evidentiary gap is exacerbated by the fact that documentation of this conflict has, until recently, remained hidden in classified colonial records. Some of this collection still is. In this regard, I have made an attempt to minimize this gap with the benefit of available primary data that has been recently declassified. In addition, analysis of these “archives of oppression,” to borrow the phrase from E.P. Thompson, is done against the grain. After all, the production of the British colonial archive reflected the nature of the colonial state itself.60 This analysis has not only greatly benefited from reference to, and the use of, newly available archival material, but also from their examination under the light of broader and insightful reflections of emerging scrutiny and perspectives of the so-called “new imperial history.”61 It is, therefore, important to conduct a brief overview of this new imperial literature.

Part I: The British National and Imperial Backdrop

I have endeavored to treat the Mau Mau war as part and parcel of Kenya’s experience within the broader subject of British national and imperial history. As a political, economic and social phenomenon, the British Empire (along with other European empires) greatly shaped the contemporary world as we know it. The Empire developed in tandem, and overlapped, between the seventeenth and the nineteenth centuries, with the emergence of Britain as a nation-state in Europe. At the same time, informal economic influence and/or direct political control in the imperial periphery led to the emergence of independent states including the USA, Canada, Australia, Singapore, Malaysia, Egypt and India, not to mention most of the sub-Saharan countries. 

With regard to the former process viz.—the emergence of Britain as a state of remarkable continental and international stature, various historians have focused on different aspects of this process that are relevant to this study. In The Sinews of Power: War, Money and the English State, 1688–1783, John Brewer propounds that war with the French between 1688 and 1783 led to the creation of an aggressive, powerful and expanding fiscal military state in Britain.62 Lawrence Stone’s An Imperial State at War: Britain From 1689 to 1815, a collection of papers, further interrogates, along similar lines, the circumstances under which the British state came into existence.63 In Britons: Forging the Nation 1707–1837, Linda Colley makes a similar argument stating that imperial competition between the two leading European powers, Britain and France, led to the forging of a distinct British identity in the eighteenth century.64 

These three books show the significance of imperialism in the development of British identity, state and emergence as a relatively cohesive political unit. They also draw attention to war as a coagulating and forging force that often times brings about the emergence of nation-states. Although this is not always the rule, it is under similar imperial circumstances that former dominions and colonies such as the USA. and India emerged, respectively. They were inaugurated against the backdrop of rising tensions and conflict, or the crucible of war in the case of the former. This British imperial historical background is, therefore, instructive. Similarly, the Mau Mau war standing, as it does, at the juncture of the colonial and postcolonial period, is a vortex at the crux of the formation and evolution of the Kenyan state. This is an insight that was inspired by the comparable imperial experience that culminated in a violent war of independence behind the forging of the USA in a historical process which has been comprehensively narrated, and stupendously analyzed, by Fred Anderson.

Fred Anderson’s Crucible of War: The Seven years’ War and the Fate of Empire in British North America, 1754–1766, extensively explains how the USA emerged in the process of breaking the shackles of British dominance or rule. It is an examination of the broad circumstances, besides the War of Independence, that set the stage for the USA to emerge as a republic in 1776. Anderson argues that the Seven Years’ War was the defining moment in US history since it led to the unraveling of the British Atlantic Empire.65 The Indian equivalent of Anderson’s Crucible of war is Yasmin Khan’s The Great Partition: The Making of India and Pakistan, which documents how the dissolution of the British Raj was intrinsically intertwined with the partition and, thereby, the forging of India and Pakistan.66 The example of USA, India and Pakistan highly influenced this study that is about the formation and evolution of the Kenyan state within the same general background of British imperialism, and the Mau Mau war in particular.

Further, colonial Kenya is an exceptional example of a British imperial possession earmarked for development as a white man’s country. This was in line with the principal conviction and ideology that Britain and its acquisitions like New Zealand, Australia and Jamaica were culturally and morally contiguous with the metropolis. This was underscored by the classic justification for imperialism: the mission to civilize barbaric and savage societies. This is an imperial theme that is brilliantly captured and

























	That Kenya’s colonial legal architecture propelled the state on a socioeconomic and political trajectory dominated by either white or African big men.

	That the introduction of colonial capitalism and attendant modernity jarred African societies, which began an existential struggle that continues in Kenya today.

	That the Mau Mau struggle, and other anticolonial movements, contested the capitalist order and colonial state, which they all sought to reconfigure favorably.

	That the institutional and structural reforms enacted in response to Mau Mau, laid the foundations for the postcolonial state and order, which have never been overturned, in order to refine, or improve upon them, since.

	That Mau Mau’s anticolonial ideological legacy of dissent continues to contend against the official ideology of law and order represented by the ruling elite.

	That the pervasive ideology of tribalism, shared equally by ordinary Kenyans and the elite, has recalibrated and masked the real nature of politics in Kenya that is, essentially, about the everyday struggles of survival. Consequently, the ideology of tribalism inhibits statehood and national integration in Kenya.
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