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ABSTRACT 
Bernhardsdotter, A. 2001. The Power of Being. A Study of Poverty, Fertility and 
Sexuality among the Kuria in Kenya and Tanzania. Uppsala Studies in Cultural 
Anthropology 61. Uppsala: Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis. 340 pp. Uppsala.  

The study is concerned with power based on ‘being’, which is the thread running 
through the entire thesis. The extended family is the focal point, and three themes, 
interrelated in Kuria society, are explored, namely, poverty, sexuality and fertility. 
Poverty, one of the focuses, involves drawing attention to local perceptions of des-
titution and prosperity, grappling with issues about access to, and control of, re-
sources, pointing out impoverishing mechanisms inherent in traditional socioeco-
nomic systems and exemplifying critical strategies to overcome poverty. In addi-
tion to displaying mechanisms of impoverishment, the thesis specifies vulnerable 
categories of individuals and explores contemporary strategies to overcome desti-
tution. Since Kuria has been recognized as being a patriarchal society, which has 
led to a depiction of reality entailing a de-emphasizing of principles mediating male 
dominance, the study sheds light upon principles restraining male power and on 
compelling female recourses in situations of transgressions of cultural codes. The 
study provides empirical examples demonstrating formal cursing as a powerful fe-
male recourse in contexts of male abuse of power. “Power of being’ is dramatically 
manifested when women curse in their capacity as married daughters and sisters. 
The Kuria woman marriage has been investigated, and the author concludes that 
besides being a strategy by women who are excluded from privileged categories to 
overcome poverty and humiliation, the woman marriage reveals female aspirations 
to male spheres of power and status. Through the woman marriage it might be 
possible for women to own homesteads and to become lineage founders. Sexuality 
and fertility form intriguing parts of male and female being. In order to expose 
values at the heart of society with regard to male and female sexuality, the study 
explores symbols articulated by metaphors.  
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Preface 

When Ann-Britt Bernhardsdotter came to us as a doctoral student at the 
Department of Cultural Anthropology in Uppsala, it soon became apparent 
that none of the other doctoral students came even close to her ethnographic 
insights. This was due to her special background. 

In total, Ann-Britt Bernhardsdotter lived for eleven years among the 
Kuria people in Kenya, with occasional visits also to the Kuria of Tanzania. 
Her first years were spent as a volunteer in a mission project where she 
participated in a linguistic project and was responsible for literacy, mainly 
among women, and later for the production of educational material in the 
Kuria language. Thus she acquired fluency in the Kuria language, a solid 
basis for any fieldworker and an invaluable asset for those with ambitions 
in Cultural Anthropology. 

Furthermore, through her long association with the women of the Kuria 
people, and her interested and respectful attitude towards them, she gained 
more and more friendships over time. Through these, she developed a spe-
cial feeling for “Kuria-ness” that is, for how Kuria women act, speak and 
think. She learned to master not only the language but also gestures, tone 
and how to comport oneself in various social contexts. 

This meant that when she started fieldwork as a professionally trained 
anthropologist, she quickly could reach farther, not only in linguistic but 
also in cultural understanding, than most of her colleagues on their first 
field study. Her established friendships gave her access to the unspoken 
symbolic worlds of her interlocutors in the field. The insights she presents 
in her work are therefore very finely tuned and probably unique in kind. 

Dr Bernhardsdotter was well versed in the anthropological and linguis-
tic literature that the subject touches on, and, in combination with her deep 
field experiences, and successive scrutiny in seminars at our department, 
she was able to produce a genuine anthropological study of an African peo-
ple. 

What is more, she chose to concentrate on a controversial and also burn-
ing current topic, namely the exercise of female power. That women have 
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power in a clearly patriarchal society would seem to be a contradictory 
statement to many people, but Bernhardsdotter succeeds well in demon-
strating fields of female agency – without diminishing the patriarchal su-
premacy that reigns among the Kuria. She also points to female strategies 
when different types of hardships affect the Kuria people, one of its clans, 
or the family. 

A particular strength in the presentation is Bernhardsdotter's analysis of 
symbols. With her deep ethnographic insights, language skills and accu-
mulated trust, Bernhardsdotter arrives in her work at an in-depth analysis 
that is impressive and that enriches African studies in several ways.  

Ann-Britt Bernhardsdotter defended her dissertation as early as 2001, 
but it never became a book at the time because her untimely death stopped 
that process. Now we, her colleagues, have chosen to produce this book in 
retrospect because of its outstanding ethnographic values. Bernhards- 
dotter’s solid contribution to the knowledge of a specific, sub-Saharan Af-
rican culture must not be forgotten! 

Dr. Jan-Åke Alvarsson, Professor emeritus of Cultural Anthropology,  
Uppsala University 

Dr. Per Brandström, former Lecturer of Cultural Anthropology, Uppsala 
University and Graduate Supervisor of Ann-Britt Bernhardsdotter 
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Chapter One 
Introduction 

Research Issues 
Power is the thread running through this entire thesis addressing local strat-
ification mechanisms in the Kuria society, Kenya and Tanzania. The ex-
tended family is the focal point, and three fields of themes, interrelated in 
Kuria society, are explored, namely, poverty, sexuality and fertility. Within 
and between these parameters, a diversity of topics are touched upon. The 
thesis presents new ethnographic data on these topics, and the analysis is, 
thus, to a great extent based on sources that have not been subjected to 
research until now. Poverty, one of the focuses, implies bringing attention 
to local perceptions of destitution and prosperity, grappling with issues 
about access to, and control of, resources, pointing out impoverishing 
mechanisms inherent in traditional socioeconomic systems and exemplify-
ing critical strategies to overcome poverty. The study seeks to give promi-
nence to Kuria conceptualizations of poverty and prosperity. If inequality 
is at the centre of our attention, rather than poverty, it may be equally ac-
curate to propose that the scope of this study is disparities in social status, 
inequality in wealth, and differences in power.  

The Kuria have been recognized as a patriarchal society, which unfor-
tunately has meant a depiction of a reality that persistently implies a de-
emphasizing of female principles mediating male dominance, I have found 
it essential not merely to make references to male power, but to accentuate 
its limits. This endeavour is carried out by shedding light upon principles 
restraining male power and compelling female recourses in cases of trans-
gression against cultural codes. Besides displaying mechanisms of impov-
erishment1, the study seeks to pinpoint vulnerable categories of individuals 

1The need for the acknowledgement of power relations within the communities, and, 
thus, not only as an effect of global/local encounters, has been emphasized by several 
writers. One of them is Broch-Due, co-editor of the volume, Producing Nature and
Poverty in Africa. In order to understand the realities of poverty, Broch-Due suggests 
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and to explore contemporary strategies, particularly female, to prevent and 
overcome destitution. 

Present-day transformations of power relations within the Kuria ex-
tended family is illuminated by descriptions and analysis of the Kuria 
woman marriage, which is a thriving practice. What makes the woman 
marriage worthwhile investigating is that, besides being a strategy by 
women excluded from privileged categories to overcome poverty and hu-
miliation, it demonstrates female aspirations to male spheres of power and 
status. It displays contexts when male prerogatives, like assets and re-
sources commonly controlled by men, as well as male social status, become 
accessible for women. I look into woman marriage with the aim in mind to 
identify what aspects of male power, social status and wealth these women 
desire, and under what circumstances they are likely to achieve these.  

To sum up the intentions of the study, it aims to scrutinize a local system 
of resource access and control, looks into the quest of men and women for 
social status, and draws attention to cries and means for justice when tres-
passing of cultural codes makes anger legitimate. 

Sexuality and fertility, the other subject matters mentioned in the title, 
form intriguing parts of male and female being. The study entails an inves-
tigation of meanings and contexts with regard to issues of present-day anx-
iety, such as prostitution and the upholding of moral codes. Male and fe-
male sexual behaviour are viewed in the light of local ethics. Urgent issues 
dealt with are local views on sex and risk behaviour in relation to the 
spreading sexually transmitted diseases, like HIV. I investigate perceptions 
of male, and female (in the context of the woman marriage), exploitation 
of women and the devastating practices that jeopardize male, as well as 
female, fertility. Differences in consequence and in vulnerability between 
men and women are noted, as in the case of male and female infidelity, 
male sterility contra female barrenness etc. Contemporary masculine and 
feminine ideals are drawn upon as proper procreativity is discussed. The 
intentions are to provide a less partial representation of African sexuality 
than fashionable images produced by Westerners have tended to depict. 
This might be one of the most important contributions of my thesis, to high-
light indigenous values approachable in the struggle against the killer dis-
ease of AIDS.  

that it should be considered that “power is [...] equally operative in promoting certain 
interests against others within the communities...” (2000:28, emphasis original). 
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Being and Becoming 
As is disclosed by the title, The Power of Being: A Study about Poverty, 
Sexuality and Fertility, the thesis, concerned with a number of problems 
that are existential  in  nature,  grapples with the philosophical problem  of  
‘being’. Since we are touching on a classical theme, it may be appropriate 
to make some brief references to Shakespeare and Greek philosophy. We 
find the famous strophe in Shakespeare’s drama of Hamlet, as the author 
of this revenge play has our hero ruminate over whether ‘being’ or ‘not 
being’ is a reasonable choice. It is cited in the following as put forth in 
1623: 

To be, or not to be, that is the Queftion: Whether ‘tis Nobler in the 
minds to fuffer The Slings and Arrowes of outragious Fortune, Or to 
take Armes againft a Sea of troubles, And by oppofing end them: to  
dye, to fleepe... But that the dread of fomething after death, the un-
difcovered Countrey, from whofe Borne No Traueller returnes, Puzels 
the will. (Shakespeare, 1864:755).  

It has, however, been argued that Hamlet rather displays stoic fatalism than 
classic despair (Bullough, 1973). Since Shakespeare’s tragedies of fate are 
influenced by ancient Greek thought, a comment on ‘being’ viewed in the 
light of ancient reasoning should be included. It is significant that there is 
an oppositional nature between ‘to be’ and ‘to become’, as well as between 
‘being’ and ‘not being’. It is notable that Hamlet (or Shakespeare) is trou-
bled over ‘not being’ as an opposition to ‘being’; he is not speaking about 
extinction, since, as Plato points out, what ‘is not’ in a relative sense means 
being something else (i.e. is another sort of existence). Aristotle, struggling 
with similar thoughts, emphasized the distinction between potential and 
actual being, that is, what may become and the realized. It is noteworthy 
that ‘being’, or ‘to be’, in the ancient mode of thought, was usually con-
nected with unchangeability, while ‘becoming’ leaves room for processes 
of change (Regnell, 1996:246). The thesis is occupied with explorations of 
being and the struggle to become.  

Socrates, in his dialogue with Protarkos,2 about the two concepts of be-
ing and becoming, touches on the interdependency of the two. He inquires 
whether becoming is there for the sake of being, or, if it is the other way 
around, that being is there for the sake of becoming? Protarkos phrases this 
dilemma slightly differently, by asking if Socrates wishes to know if it is 

2Plato’s dialogue in Filebos (Lindskog, Vol 1, 1984:150-151). 
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the case that what we term being is what it is for the sake of becoming? 
Socrates eventually explicates that, although all means and all tools and all 
substances are useful for the sake of becoming, every single becoming al-
ways takes place because of a particular being. Furthermore, becoming in 
its completion occurs with respect to being in its completion (Lindskog, 
Vol 2, 1984:150-151).3 This brief reference to the Socratic moral ideal is 
not included in these introductory remarks of the thesis merely for the pur-
pose of paying tribute to Greek ethics, but it has been given recognition 
since those are thoughts that throw light upon fundamental philosophical 
issues. The thesis deals with issues about origin and destiny, states of well-
being and poverty, maleness as well as femaleness in relation to power. 
Hence, the catchphrase “the power of being” is a formulation of an overall 
concern, namely, the aim to reveal the very basis of men’s power and 
women’s power demonstrated in the contexts presented in this study. 
Since, in accordance with my concluding statement, I investigate power 
based on ‘being’, the study strives to reach an understanding of the very 
nature of these conditions by aiming at the question, ‘being what?’ for the 
sake of gain. In other words, it is the acquiring of acknowledged positions 
that counts, and the exercising of these states of affairs. It is not what some-
body pretends to be that matters, because claims have to be justified. Since 
power is a multifaceted issue, and definitions vary according to the ideolo-
gies framing them, contexts are explored and elaborations are made on its 
nature and legitimacy. The use and misuse of power is discussed in relation 
to poverty, resource control and status positions at the family level in Kuria 
society, with the hope of contributing to a better understanding of these 
issues. Although power, as well as its abuse, concerns both men and  
women, special attention is paid to female power and women acquiring 
what is perceived of as male power, in a patriarchal society where male 
dominance has been the frequent theme in ethnographic writings and an-
thropological analyses. The seeking of desired social standing, power and 
wealth largely becomes a struggle about definitions, because the quest ‘to 
become’ implies the bending of rules decisive for inclusion into privileged 
categories, legitimizing aspired status, power and well-being. How to make 
legitimate claims in the struggle over resource control, the opting for pres-

3When applying these conclusive statements on desire, Socrates argues that, if desire is
regarded as a becoming, then it is inevitable that it arises for the sake of some being 
(Lindskog, Vol 2, 1984:150-151).  
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tige positions and the claim for justice, is a compelling question that eluci-
dated. Such negotiations, both verbally expressed and symbolically en-
acted, are exemplified. 

Theoretical Framework 
When investing the above-mentioned issues, I have chosen to pay attention 
to women’s formal power, the existence of mediating female principles and 
forceful recourses available, since these are recognized by men as well as 
by women. I believe that, due to this perspective taken on the selected re-
search issues, my thesis may provide complementary insights into the con-
temporary discussion on these fields of topics. In addition to exploring ex-
pressions and foundations of male and female power, I draw attention to 
the abuse of power, by men and by women, as it is experienced and prob-
lematized in contemporary Kuria society.  

What Perspective Should be Taken on Female Power? 
One might possibly identify at least four approaches in anthropological 
writings to the problem of how to represent female power in relation to 
male power that ought to be mentioned in order to clarify the different 
modes of handling these research issues. Firstly, there is the classical prob-
lem of selectively representing men’s perspectives (among those we  
study), supposing that they are the ones possessing cultural competence 
and normative views. By ignoring women’s experiences and knowledge, a 
number of ethnographic writings render women practically invisible.4 Sec-
ondly, in an attempt to correct such imbalances, a number of feminist writ-
ings arose, repeatedly centred on making women noticeable by disclosing 
their inferior position vis-à-vis men.5 As a consequence of this standpoint, 

4When Evans-Pritchard describes the modes of livelihood and political institutions of 
the Nuer, he only makes cursory references to women (1940). One of his statements of 
women goes as follows: “Women and children have always a position inferior to that 
of men. Women occasionally gain reputation as prophets and magicians but, as a rule, 
they play no leading part in public affairs. Among the Nuer, relations between the sexes,
and between man and wife, are more equitable and give females more privilege than in
any other tribe I have visited in the Southern Sudan. Nevertheless they are subject to 
men.” (Evans-Pritchard, 1940:178). However, he continues by describing social status 
of male elders, warriors and male prophets etc. 
5The persistency of a view promoting a doctrine about the conspiracy of men against 
women, is notable in a number of feminist writings. In the thesis of Henrietta Moore, 
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disparities between women, and between men, are not focussed on. Be-
sides, when change is viewed in this light, and women are positioned 
against men, the presupposition has been sustained that women are always 
the losers, and men the winners. Thirdly, as an alternative mode of dealing 
with the dilemma of how to give recognition to women’s positions, an en-
deavour to give voice to ‘female mutedness’,6 and by emphasizing female 
power based on secret, or esoteric, knowledge,7 became notable in a belief 
that such kind of ‘power’ would make up for the lack of formally recog-
nized social standing. Various ways to manage this preference (as well as 
the other approaches) have been demonstrated by scholars. It is remarka-
ble, however, that a polarization between male official or formal spheres 
of power, and female informal or obscure forces, has frequently been cre-
ated and sustained. An ‘argument’ for this research interest has been that 

Space, Text and Gender: An Anthropological Study of the Marakwet of Kenya, (Moore, 
1986), she proposes that unfortunately women’s fertility traditionally has symbolic 
linkages endowing them with inferior associations compared to the symbolic associa-
tions of men’s fertility. This state of affairs has, thus contributed, we are informed, to 
giving men a more favourable status than women (1986:91-106). 
6Ardener views women as a ‘muted’ group in society who are silenced by the structure 
of dominance. According to this view, they do not share the same dominant male model 
of the world as men (Ardener, 1975:1-27).  
7Witches and female cult members are a theme referred to by Apter in his article, “Dis-
course and its disclosures: Yoruba women and the sanctity of abuse” (1998:68-95), 
where he describes the cult of Oroyeye, a ritual association among the Yoruba consist-
ing of a core of eight elderly women. These women who invoke the powers of deities 
serve as social critics. Their ritual speech, which may take the form of abusive language,
is, we are informed, an expression of Yoruba female power. Apter concludes that “Yo-
ruba women are distinguished from men by two inversely related powers: the procrea-
tive power of fertility and the deadly power of witchcraft. If it is according to their 
‘secret’ that women give birth, it is also with their ‘secret’ that they take life... she 
transforms herself to a witch bird and sucks the blood of her victims until the death... 
Since witchcraft, like fertility, is endemic to Yoruba womanhood, all women are poten-
tial witches” (Apter, 1998:87). In Giles’ article about possession cults on the Swahili 
coast, theories of marginality are re-examined (1987:234-257). She compares Ar-
dener’s view of female possession cults as an example of a ‘muted group’ in society 
with Lewis’ theory of peripheral possession. According to Lewis’ theory, Giles sum-
marizes, “persons in ‘peripheral situations’ (i.e. women in male-dominated societies, as 
well as other subordinate groups) are afflicted by ‘peripheral’ spirits, i.e. spirits which 
are not central to the maintenance of the society’s system of morality” (Giles,
1987:234). Giles accentuates the difference in consequence between these two theoret-
ical stands. Ardener holds, we are informed, that for women the cult is a means of es-
tablishing contact with powerful forces which are crucial to society, while their men 
think that this is a means of delivering their wives from unpleasant spirits that threaten 
the society (Giles, 1987:236). According to the interpretation of female possession cults 
by Ardener, it provides “a positive assertion of female value”, while for Lewis, the cult
is a protest against male dominance (Giles, 1987:236). 
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women’s access to obscure spheres of informal power balances female sub-
ordination in a number of patriarchal societies. 

I propose, quite contrary to the mentioned alternatives, that drawing at-
tention not only to male prerogatives but to recognized female standing and 
formal female power is a valid way to approach such an intricate subject as 
inequality. I have consequently found it essential to shed light upon the 
acknowledged social positions of women and female power grounded on 
legitimacy, which phenomena have frequently been ignored even though 
they make claims to power, status and wealth persuasive. In addition to 
this, I demonstrate circumstances when women actually acquire certain as-
pects of what is perceived of as male power and male social status, The 
prime data, presented in order to achieve the goal of drawing attention to 
these unnoticed positions, is, I believe, one of the main advantages of my 
thesis. This endeavour is fundamental, since the complex of gender8 power 
relations cannot be adequately understood without considering the basis of 
women’s, as well as men’s, indigenous rights. To leave out acknowledged 
ideals and local ethics  of a society,  backing  up not least women, means 
ignoring a whole dimension in ethnographic depictions of male and female 
power. This is because it is in the light of indigenous socioeconomic sys-
tems that their claims to, and negotiations of, resource control, power and 
social status, are judged and the question is measured regarding whether it 
these claims are justified. My intention has thus been to produce less a re-
ductionist representation of social realities, by describing contexts of fe-
male power, and circumstances of both female and male exploitation of 
women. 

I have attempted to search for theories to fit my data rather than the 
opposite; to advocate for a popular theoretical view and to sort out empiri-
cal findings accordingly, in order to find data matching the ideology pro-
pounded. Theoretical assumptions, viewed as tools in the process of find-
ing patterns and connections, are, thus, chosen from the point of departure 
of my findings. Aware that I present valuable primary data on these issues, 
the aim has been to let my own data speak. The theoretical framework, 
chosen for this purpose, is drawn from various fields of thoughts, such as, 

8I regard it appropriate to give credit to Simone de Beauvoir for making a distinction 
between sex and gender as early as the 1940’s (Simone de Beauvoir, 1949). However, 
it seems to me that she gave priority to being one’s social sex (one’s gender) at the 
expense of one’s biological sex. When touching on the subject of sexuality, I find it 
right and appropriate to acknowledge Sweden’s most famous scientist Carl Linnaeus 
for his efforts to classify the sexual systems of plants in Systema Naturae (Linnaeus, 
1735). 
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social economy, sociology, sociolinguistics and anthropology. These se-
lected elaborations are profitable for my analyses since they make helpful 
distinctions. Theoretical standpoints and enlightenment regarding stratifi-
cation mechanisms and power are mainly fetched from the following three 
scholars: Weber (1978), recognized for his attempts to create an economic 
sociology and efforts to introduce social structure in economic analysis; 
Giddens (1984, 1995), one of the leading practitioners of contemporary so-
cial theory, and, Sen (1992), winner of Nobel prize for economy, acknowl-
edged for his writings on, and conceptualizations of, poverty. When it 
comes to symbols and images, I have drawn on Black (1962) and Richards 
(1936) because they provide theoretical tools enabling a dynamic under-
standing of metaphorical processes. 

Power, Domination and Reflexive Actors 
When dealing with the  classical problem of  how  to  view  social systems 
constituting society, the mode of approaching the relationship between 
structure and actor has often been regarded as a methodological problem. 
Theories have had a tendency to either overemphasize the deterministic 
role of social structure in influencing behaviour, or to ascribe the individual 
a position more or less separate from social structure. Giddens, in his struc-
turation theory (1995), struggles to overcome the dualism of structure and 
agency that so often informs social theory when theorizing the role of so-
cial life. He accents the reflexive role of people in fashioning and repro-
ducing social institutions. The agent is reconceptualised, in Tucker’s refor-
mulations of Giddens’ attempts, as, “neither a passive follower of rules nor 
an entirely free person, but a reflexive knowledgeable actor, bound by par-
ticular circumstances” (Tucker, 1998:29). The relationship of agency and 
structure is, consequently, conceptualized as ‘the duality of structure’, in 
which people are seen as active agents reproducing society. The point is 
that the constitution of agents and structures are not two independently 
given sets of phenomena, a dualism, but represent a duality – an intercon-
nectedness. Structural duality is, thus, the mediating concept which goes 
beyond the limits of an oppositional relation between actor and structure. 

In order to grasp how changes come about, a distinction between struc-
ture and system, made by Giddens, should be included, before proceeding 
with further considerations about agency. The duality of structure explains 
how these are interrelated. Social systems can be understood as ‘repro-
duced relations’ between actors or collectivities, which are organized as 
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‘social practices’ (Giddens, 1984:25). A social system is, according to this 
line of thought, a pattern of repeated acts. In the words of Giddens, “Social 
systems are composed of patterns of relationships, between actors or col-
lectivities reproduced across time and space. Social systems are hence con-
stituted of situated practices” (Giddens, 1995:26). Giddens proposes, fur-
thermore, that social systems do not ‘have’ structures but, “exhibit ‘struc-
tural properties’” (Giddens, 1984:17). He suggests that structures can be 
understood as follows: 

Structures can be analysed as rules and resources, which can be treated 
as ‘sets’ in so far as transformations and mediations can be identified 
between the reproduced properties of social systems. In examining 
over-all societies we can attempt to identify structural principles or  
basic ‘principles of organisation’ involved in a multiplicity of transfor-
mation/mediating relations. (Giddens, 1995:26-27) 

We are informed that structures cannot be said to ‘be’ but are constantly 
created through the agent as he acts. In contrast to social systems, structures 
are out of time and space, as the following remark illustrates: “Structures 
exist in time-space only as moments recursively involved in the production 
and reproduction of social systems. Structures have, thus, only a ‘virtual’ 
existence” (Giddens, 1995:26). The structuration, hence, means studying 
the modes in which such systems are grounded; to investigate the condi-
tions governing the continuity of structures. Since structure is understood 
as organized sets of rules and resources, it is emphasized that structure is 
both constraining and enabling (Giddens, 1984:25). 

The essence of the structuration theory could be summarized by empha-
sizing that system is grounded in the knowledgeable activities of situated 
actors, who “draw upon rules and resources in the diversity of action con-
texts” (Giddens, 1984:25). As a consequence, norms and values are posi-
tioned in the actors, not in the system. This way of conceptualizing the 
relation between structure and actor allows for transformation, since it 
leaves room to structural changes due to ascribing individuals the role of 
reproducers of structures. According to the notion of the duality of struc-
ture, structure is both the medium and the outcome of the practices which 
constitute social systems. The methodological problem dealing with the is-
sue of how to prevail over the supposed opposition between actor and struc-
ture, should then be overcome by regarding structure both as the means of, 
and the result of, the actor’s accomplishments (Giddens, 1984, 1995). The 
structural duality could consequently be seen as a mediating concept which 
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goes beyond the limits of an oppositional relation between actor-structure. 
Systems are, thus, produced and reproduced in interaction through trans-
formative social practices (Giddens, 1984:17). However, I would prefer to 
view social systems as practice dependent, rather than claiming that they 
are constituted by situated practices (a matter of emphasis). It is the manner 
of positioning a reflexive active person at the centre of theory, the fact that 
individuals are being ascribed the role as reproducers of structures that has 
made me to draw from Giddens theorizing when seeking to understand pro-
cesses of change among the Kuria. It is not just the assumption that social 
interaction is an accomplishment of knowledgeable social actors that  
makes this standpoint dynamic, but the very connection of social interac-
tion to the reproduction of social system gives them transformative poten-
tials. 

When looking into stratification mechanisms and the transformation of 
relationships at the level of the extended family, Giddens hypothesizing 
about how power is culturally produced, reproduced and manipulated is 
notable. Power and domination are referred to as a complementary couplet, 
and Giddens suggests, in accordance with the structuration theory, that 
power is to be viewed in relation to ‘structures of domination’. Power, 
within social systems, can be analysed as relations of autonomy and de-
pendence between actors in which these actors draw upon and reproduce 
structural properties of domination (Giddens, 1995:28, 29). Power is, 
hence, generated in, and through, the reproduction of structures of domi-
nation (Giddens, 1995:4). It is noteworthy, that power (in German, Macht) 
and domination (in German, Herrschaft) are treated as a pair already in the 
writings of Weber (Weber cited in Swedberg, 1999:99). Domination is, ac-
cording to Weber, “the probability that a command with a given specific 
content will be obeyed by a given group of persons” (Weber cited in Swed-
berg, 1999:53). This definition, however, makes the meaning of domina-
tion come close to ‘authority’. Weber differentiates between three kinds of 
legitimate domination, depending on the basis of the exercised authority. 
Domination may, accordingly, rest upon enactment, the belief in sacred-
ness in the social order, or be established upon the affectional and personal 
dedication of the follower towards his/her leader. One of the strengths of 
viewing legal dominion in this light is that the potency of charismatic gifts, 
as in the case of the Kuria prophet, are recognized, together with legal or 
traditional domination. Legal domination rests, according to the phrasings 
of Weber, on enactment (as in the case of governmental authorities), while 
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traditional domination is established on the belief in the sacredness of tra-
dition (as for patrimonial dependents) (Weber cited in Swedberg, 1999:99-
104). An awareness of the existence of different types of establishment of 
legitimate domination is essential when looking into power relations. How-
ever, according to my view, Weber presents a rather static view, as he states 
that the structure of power, that is, what domination rests on, is viewed as 
legitimate by right by both ‘rulers’ and ‘ruled’. The problem of a rigid de-
piction of domination is that it does not allow for the reflexive agent who 
can imagine different courses of action. However, although power is re-
lated to domination, the holding apart of the two is critical if one is striving 
for a refined tool of assessing social action. In order to achieve effective 
means for our analyses, it might be fruitful, besides from distinguishing 
power from domination, to argue that notions of power and exploitation are 
to be held separate as well. 

I find the prospect of power as rooted in the very nature of human 
agency constructive, in Giddens’ approach to structure and agency, be-
cause this represents a view presupposing people as concept-bearing be-
ings,9 which means that they can imagine different courses of action. In  
this light, at the heart of both power and domination lies the transformative 
capacity of human action (Giddens, 1995:51). Along these lines of thought, 
conceptualizations contrasting to notions merely emphasizing repressive, 
coercive or dominating aspects of power are brought forth by Giddens as 
well  as  by  Weber. Power is, thus, according to  Giddens, found in, “the 
freedom to act otherwise” (1995:4). Weber, suggests (when discussing 
class, status and party) that “In general, we understand by ‘power’ the 
chance of a man and a number of men to realize their own will in a social 
action even against the resistance of others who are participating in the ac-
tion”10 (Weber cited in Swedberg, 1999:83). There is a critical difference 
that I wish to underline between concepts of power measured in the ability 
to impose one’s will on somebody and power as realizing one’s will in a 

9In this context, it may be appropriate to mention that scholars have, at times, preferred 
to take a look at people whom they study either as status seekers, or, as meaning-seeking
creatures. Giddens has been criticised for, among other things, not examining people as
meaning seeking creatures whose lives are shaped by their cultural beliefs (Tucker, 
1987:7). However, I do not see that it is always meaningful to separate the two, since 
my study concludes that the Kuria are not content with meaning-seeking alone, but opt 
for both status and meaning. My research clearly displays that women may even aspire 
to male status. According to my view, Giddens’ theoretical propositions leave consid-
erable room for a recognition of individuals as status seekers.
10According to Weber’s sociology, social action is defined as a meaningful action di-
rected to the behaviour of others (Weber, 1968:251). 
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social action. The first reflects a belief, or an interest, in the coercive nature 
of power, even though it is not necessarily repressive, while the latter rec-
ognizes people as concept-bearing beings and their transformative poten-
tials. 

When selecting definitions and notions of power appropriate for our  
analyses, we should be aware that definitions tend to decide the scope of 
the exercise by hinting at whose, and what, social actions are worthwhile 
drawing attention to. Concepts may thus set limits or facilitate an under-
standing of the complexity of social interdependencies. Power is, according 
to Weber’s formulation, the chance to realize one’s will. Giddens goes one 
step further, since he emphasizes that power is the freedom to act other-
wise. In other words, these concepts recognize power as the freedom to 
non-conformity. These notions go beyond an admiration of the capability 
to coerce, as they point out the capacity of an individual, or a group, to take 
control over their situation and to opt for alternative courses of action. 
What is striking about these conceptualizations is that they allow for pro-
cesses of empowering. Weber’s proposition could be divided into the fol-
lowing three parts: firstly, ‘the chance of man’, which indicates the require-
ment of an opportunity; secondly, ‘to realize his own will’, a notion allow-
ing for processes of becoming conscious of alternative choices; thirdly, ‘in 
a social action’, an assumption directing the action to the behaviour of oth-
ers. 

It is certainly equally justifiable to pay attention to the repressive power 
of an elite (or superiors) imposing their will in a social action. My research 
points out legitimate, as well as unacceptable (according to local percep-
tions), use of power in Kuria society. It exemplifies contexts when legiti-
mate domination is experienced as exploitation by the subjects. Since ex-
ercised patriarchal domination may also be regarded as illegitimate, empir-
ical cases throw light upon recourses and the coercive power of the indi-
viduals liable to power abuse. As a contrast to definitions tying power to 
freedom and interdependence, let us consider a directive understanding of 
power by citing Maquet, who formulates power as, “the capacity to pro-
duce desired effects” (1971:30). Such desired effects might be produced 
through manipulation, sanctions, force etc. I regard both aspects of power 
to be of interest. For the sake of completeness, Socrates’ view on power (as 
it is presented in the Hippias Minor 366b7- cl), should be included. He 
presents a rather self-centred definition of power, since he proposes that a 
holder of power is, “every man has power who does that which he wishes 
at the time he wishes” (Benson, 1992:276). I do not argue that this point of 
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departure is irrelevant in the Kuria context since Socrates is not the only 
one to emphasize that holding power means being able to fulfil desires. I 
will exemplify circumstances when Kuria men are accused of having a sim-
ilar attitude, to the extent that patriarchal positions are misused. Notions of 
power as, ‘realizing one’s will in social action’, and ‘freedom to act other-
wise’ poses another focus, though, than an understanding of power as im-
posing one’s will on somebody. It reveals a confidence in potentialities of 
individuals, since it ascribes to them a capability to reflect over, and to 
transform, their social reality, and, thus, also their destiny. Power could,  
thus, be measured as the extent to which a person or a group can exercise 
control over their situation. The advantage of these formulations is that they 
are less rigid and present a focus which does not necessarily position the 
elite at the centre of attention, but facilitates an understanding of the em-
powering of the exploited, or less fortunate, categories of individuals in 
society. Those who are impoverished thus become included in the category 
of beings that are reflexive concept bearers. 

Poverty as Deprivation of Capability 
Along the same lines as the stipulation that power is rooted in agency, in 
other words, in the freedom to act otherwise is the capability perspective 
on poverty taken by Sen (1992, 1997). In his elaborations on how to meas-
ure and perceive poverty, freedom is elevated. Freedom, in Sen’s concep-
tualizations, is thus not only of an instrumental importance, as a means to 
other ends, but also of an intrinsic importance, a value in its own right.  
When he defines poverty as “the deprivation of some minimum fulfilment 
of elementary capabilities” (Sen, 1992:9), capability means freedom to pro-
mote objectives we have reason to value. This denotation of capability 
comes pretty close to Weber’s assumption that freedom consists of making 
deliberate choices between open alternatives (Gerth and Mills, 1967:70). It 
is notable, that capabilities (i.e. the chance to achieve valuable function-
ings) are distinguished from actual achievements (Sen, 1992:xi). The ad-
vantage of viewing poverty as deprivation of capability is that it provides 
a finer tool than assessments occupied with income rates, or wealth, since 
it allows for a sensitivity of what people actually value to achieve, and the 
kind of lives they wish to live. Another advantage of the capability per-
spective on poverty is that it makes it possible to identify destitution in the 
midst of plenty, which means that it is applicable not only to poor regions 
of the world. 

25 



 

      
     

    
         

   
    

 
   

        
  

       
   

    
     

         
    

   
     

       
     

    
    

     
           

   
   

       
   

     

 

                                                 
       

 
 

  

With such a purpose in mind, it is essential to be specific about the focus 
of our social exercise. ‘Inequality of what?’ is consequently a suitable 
methodological question to be asked:11 What are the aims of our investiga-
tions? Are we focussing on disparities in wealth, income, liberties, achieve-
ments etc.? When poverty is seen as deprivation in different spaces, it could 
be that we, or the people under study, look into disparities in the capability 
to lead secure and worthwhile lives. Consequently, when assessing pov-
erty, or, when attempting to reach an understanding of people’s perceptions 
and experiences of the same, I hold that viewing poverty in terms of depri-
vation is a creative approach since it does not just give prominence to ine-
quality of wealth, but also to equity of freedom and rights.12 This advantage 
is accentuated by Sen, with the following wordings: 

in the capability-based assessment of justice, individual claims are not 
to be assessed in terms of the resources of primary goods the persons 
respectively hold, but the freedoms they actually enjoy to choose the 
lives that they have reason to value. (Sen, 1992:81) 

It could thus be argued, in accordance with Sen’s perspective, that poverty 
is better seen in terms of capability failure than as the failure to meet the 
‘basic needs’ of specified commodities (Sen, 1992:109).  

Diversity is another issue to be taken into account which is not revealed 
by sweeping investigations of inequality and poverty. When seeking to 
grasp an understanding of inequalities in achievements, the fact that indi-
viduals vary in their personal capability to achieve needs to be considered. 
There is a diversity both in internal human characteristics, such as age, 
gender, talents etc., and a diversity due to external circumstances, like own-
ership of assets, social background, environmental predicaments, that de-
serve attention (Sen, 1992:79-84). A focus on primary goods,13 concentrat-
ing on the individual’s control over resources as the basis for interpersonal 
comparisons of individual advantage, tends to overlook what the individual 
actually achieves (Sen, 1992:36, 37), since the relationship between pri-
mary goods and well-being is not self-evident, as Sen points out: 

11Sen poses this question the other way around, by asking “equality of what?” (Sen, 
1992:13).
12For Socrates, the meaning of life implies the right to scrutinize and be scrutinized — 
a right he eventually had to die for (cf. Brickhouse and Smith, 1994:10-16, Brickhouse 
and Smith, 1992:14-29).  
13Cf. Rawls’s focus on primary goods in his theory of justice (1971). 
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because of personal diversities in the possibility of converting primary 
goods into achievements of well-being... Similarly, the relationship be-
tween primary goods and the freedom to pursue one’s objectives – well-
being – as well as other objectives – may also vary. We differ not only 
in our inherited wealths, but also in our personal characteristics. (Sen, 
1992:27) 

Let us consider the conceptualizations of poverty as capability failure in  
the light of the above-mentioned propositions about power rooted in free-
dom. If we accept notions of power as ‘the chance of man to realize his will 
in social action’ (even against resistance) and ‘the freedom to act other-
wise’, then poverty of being deprived of freedom of choice means power-
lessness. An awareness of poverty denoting the powerlessness of lacking 
choices, which implies no opportunity to live a valuable life, entails being 
sensitive to the extent of a person’s deprivation. From my empirical exam-
ples, it is evident that often it is the capability failure resulting from desti-
tution that is experienced as humiliation (not necessarily the hunger itself).  

If we hold that structures are practice dependent, meaning that they do 
not exist as patterns outside practices, and combine this insight with the 
exhortation that individuals are able ‘to act otherwise’, then there is room 
for empowerment, because people are able to opt for alternative ways, even 
different from the expectations of a dominant elite. The point is that the 
maintenance of structures of domination depends on the replication of the 
same (just as all kinds of structures), and that power is not contrary to free-
dom, but rooted in agency, that is, structure of agency. This understanding 
of power is not merely reduced to the ability to coerce but underscores the 
force of the capability to act in divergency to fellow men and women, and 
contrary to persistent contemporary patterns of behaviour, even against re-
sistance. This is empowerment, when individuals (or groups) take control 
over their situation, by realizing their will in social action and, accordingly, 
by acting otherwise (if this is opted for). The consequence of duality, mean-
ing that even agency has its structure, is, in my understanding, that power 
might imply non-conformity (by not reproducing repressive structures). 

To manage significant symbols means to hold power. This is one reason 
why an extensive part of my thesis is devoted to elaborations on Kuria 
symbolism, especially around sexuality and fertility (one of the main con-
tributions of my thesis). I have found it crucial to search for approaches 
recognizing the dynamics of metaphor, because, in the everyday power 
struggle, individuals claim meaningful identities through the argument of 
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images, and by evoking symbolic meanings. When attempting to grasp on-
going dynamics and processes of social life, a more flexible view of meta-
phorical processes than metaphor as one thing explaining the other is re-
quired. Keeping in mind that I have favoured theoretical views taking a 
capability perspective on poverty, advocating a dual understanding of 
structure and agency, recognizing coercive aspects of power as well as pro-
cesses of empowerment of individuals, I have, logically enough, chosen to 
apply an approach ascribing metaphor an interactive character. The inter-
active view, formulated by Richards (1936:38) and made famous by Black 
(1962), goes beyond an understanding of metaphor as understanding one 
thing in terms of another. It means that two fields of thoughts are con-
nected, and in this process they do not merely enrich one another, but, as 
they are active together, new ideas are also created. Theoretical views on 
metaphor allow for interactiveness and are more advantageous, I believe, 
when seeking to understand the complexities of social interdependencies 
and the meeting of ideas. 

The above-mentioned theoretical assumptions provide an overall frame-
work for the analysis of the posed research questions. More detailed issues 
of a concrete nature, and of current interest, are raised in the various chap-
ters, which could be seen as sub-questions forming a totality by shedding 
light on the more generally formulated questions. In each chapter, the clas-
sical theme of power of being is handled in its distinct way, by referring to 
various contexts in which ‘being’ is the key to power, resource access and 
social positions.  

How This Has Been Accomplished – Organization 
of the Thesis 
In this introductory chapter, the overall goals, research questions and meth-
ods of the study have been presented. It outlines the main issues, the ap-
proach and focus of each chapter. The theoretical framework, chosen as 
tools for this purpose, is drawn from various fields of thoughts. These tools 
deal with problems of how to view the relationship between structure and 
actors, provide approaches to poverty, suggest how to assess the Kuria so-
cioeconomic system labelled the house property complex and enable a dy-
namic understanding of metaphorical processes. Chapter two, “The Kuria 
Who Are They?” provides brief background information about the Kuria 
people. It refers to the problem of categorizing people by looking at the 
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Kuria’s linguistic and cultural relatedness to other peoples. Since the Kuria 
are described as agro-pastoralists, their concern for cattle and their profi-
ciency as agriculturalists are touched upon. Important characteristics of the 
Kuria are mentioned, such as circumcision and age groups, life stages, the 
Kuria generation classes and different kinds of local political leadership. I 
give an account of the various ‘provinces’ forming the Kuria people as well 
as the different sociopolitical units constituting a ‘province’. Accounts of 
the origin of the Kuria people have been afforded attention, and a migra-
tional legend about the Zebra people is explicated. Some clues are also 
given as to the nature and circumstances under which my fieldwork among 
the Zebra people was carried out. 

In chapter three, social welfare and security provided by the socioeco-
nomic system labelled the Kuria house property system is the main issue 
addressed. This  is done  in the light of  some theoretical contributions on 
house property complexes in general, notable for their usefulness in as-
sessing house property systems. Kuria principles of lineage attachment and 
meanings of bride-wealth transactions are looked into since these are issues 
pertinent to the matter discussed. What it involves in terms of rights, on the 
side of the man and his group who receive a woman, is specified. Percep-
tions of marital infidelity are mentioned and attention is afforded to its met-
aphorical expressions. However, since I strive to go beyond an emphasis 
on male rights in women, I have chosen to explore the implications of 
bride-wealth transactions for defining even female rights and statuses. 
Since the house property complex is about resource allocation, the different 
categories of cattle within the extended family and their significance are 
mentioned. It is of interest to clarify under whose control these are and to 
explicate the right to acquisition of the same. Special recognition is given 
to a category of cattle which is notable since it constitutes a female resource 
that has not been investigated as such in previous ethnographic writings. 
The basis of this socioeconomic system is investigated as well as the secu-
rity it provides for those included. The empirical example of Mary, who is 
a prostitute, demonstrates not only marital demands on in-married women, 
but the social security and attachment the system provides even in disor-
derly situations. Since prostitution is one of the focuses of this thesis, the 
relationship between the trading of female sexuality and bridewealth is ex-
plored. Furthermore, differences in the nature of the lineage attachment of 
a woman’s fertility and her sexuality is explicated. 
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Chapter four, about poverty, scrutinizes the Kuria socioeconomic sys-
tem from another angle. If chapter three emphasized the security and wel-
fare provided, this chapter brings into focus mechanisms of marginalisation 
and impoverishment inherent in the Kuria house property complex with the 
aim to identify what categories of people are rendered vulnerable by the 
same social system. It investigates not only who is likely to become mar-
ginalised, but also who is actually outdefined, and on what grounds. Dif-
ferences in male and female vulnerability is another topic thrown light 
upon. This chapter draws from the documentation of social actions, reac-
tions and coping strategies during a year of food crisis in this area. Power-
lessness, poverty and vulnerability is in this chapter elaborated on in the 
context of drought, when Kuria society was under extraordinary stress. 
This time of hardship produced conditions under which uneven access to 
basic resources became obvious, and underlying structures legitimizing ex-
clusion were revealed. Individual and collective coping strategies are ex-
emplified, like child marriage and woman marriage. With this in mind, the 
critical question – What is poverty in the eyes of those experiencing im-
poverishment? – is posed. The case study of Rusia, a proposed child mar-
riage, reveals aspirations, manipulations and different views with regard to 
female rights and male duties. 

The woman marriage, a fairly recent phenomenon among the Kuria, is 
investigated as a female strategy to combat poverty. Since it means that 
women do as men, acquire male rights in women, this section also demon-
strates female aspirations to male power. It throws light upon various con-
texts of woman marriages by presenting some empirical cases. One of those 
examples, from the urban context, highlights female sexual exploitation of 
women, when girls married into this kind of arrangement are forced into 
prostitution. The woman marriage makes evident a contesting of power re-
lations between middle-aged men and middle-aged women, and also points 
out inequality in power, prestige and properties between different catego-
ries of women. The Kuria woman marriage is an interesting expression of 
female power of being, and as such, I argue, it should be considered in 
relation to the socioeconomic system of the Kuria house property complex. 
The exploration of a woman’s lineage principle, the female house, and im-
ages of sexuality and reproduction provides a necessary framework. Fur-
thermore, the homestead, its spatial meanings and actions reveal what 
women and men aspire to.14 

14My intentions were to write a thesis on the Kuria woman marriage; however, in the
process, after finalized field work, and after having spent eleven years among the Kuria, 
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Chapter five explicates cursing in the Kuria context. Special considera-
tion is given to a forceful formal female recourse in case of injustice, 
namely the  curse of  married daughters. It deserves attention since it is a 
powerful expression of female power in the face of male power abuse. For-
mal cursing is contextualised by explaining differences in Kuria percep-
tions between sorcery or witchcraft on the one hand and formal cursing on 
the other hand. Although both are believed to cause extinction; the latter is 
viewed as legitimate wrath while the former are held to be a sneaky and 
immoral behaviour. Making oaths, and male cursing are also mentioned. 
However, chapter five concentrates on the daughter’s curse since it is a 
phenomenon that has not yet been investigated. This is done by presenting 
six empirical cases explaining both female genital exposure as a curse, and 
nudity as a form of protest. Attention is drawn to incidents of female nudity 
as a form of protest under circumstances of governmental power abuse, 
which means that this has become a political tool. As mentioned, formal 
cursing is a means when there are severe transgressions of cultural codes. 
This chapter reveals under what circumstances this form of legitimate 
wrath is called for. One of the examples, the case of “married sisters strug-
gling over modern resources”, gives evidence of the renegotiation of cus-
tomary law by women who strive for access to non-traditional resources. 
The interesting thing is that claims are made to new forms of properties by 
the means of this old way. I argue that one cannot claim to reflect female 
and male gender power relationships without paying attention to these re-
courses. 

Chapters six and seven explicate male and female symbols articulated 
by metaphor in the context of the homestead in relation to its space and 
actions. This is done by the analysis of classical key symbols, like door-
ways and cooking stones. Chapter six, dealing with space and actions, ex-
emplifies how individuals claim meaningful identities through the argu-
ment of images. Since analysing metaphorical argumentation is a task de-
manding a dynamic view on metaphor, the chapter begin with considering 
metaphor in the light of some prevailing theoretical stand points of defining 
metaphor. Kuria proverbs are metaphorical expressions that have provided 

I became hesitant about doing so. After recognizing that Westerners (without studying 
this phenomenon) had an interest in telling me what the woman marriage really is about,
I realized that this tradition among the Kuria has to be studied in its symbolic and soci-
oeconomic context. I decided to avoid the evil of imposing a partial image on this peo-
ple: another ethnographic creation of an exotic people implying that the Kuria would 
not only deserve to be studied because they are notorious for cattle rustling, but also for 
their remarkable practices of woman marriages. 
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a valuable source (my own collections) which I have chosen to frequently 
draw from to display Kuria values. The nature of a proverb and a metaphor, 
from a Kuria point of view, is outlined. In chapter six, spatial aspects of the 
homestead are explored in relation to organizing principles in terms of hi-
erarchy. Special attention is given to the corral entrance, since it is a focal 
point for spatial order and is concerned with intricate male and female sym-
bolic actions and meanings, because the fussing about the recognition of 
male and female social positions, wealth and power is to a great extent a 
struggle about core activities and architectural features. This chapter pre-
sents common metaphors of male power acquisition. Images of male and 
female sexuality and procreation are presented, and analysed, in both chap-
ters six and seven. 

Chapter seven explores male and female imagery of sexuality and re-
production in the context of the female house and household chores. Like 
chapter six, it is concerned with evoking powerful symbolic associations. I 
give examples of the innovative use of metaphor by the Kuria, which re-
quires a view on metaphor allowing for change and interaction. Female 
authority and prestige, fertility and sexuality, symbolically attached to the 
cooking stones, are explained. Male symbolic representations are also evi-
dent from metaphoric expressions with regard to the hearth and cooking 
items. Images of femininity, like containers with sweet contents, are ex-
plained in relation to prostitution and marital infidelity. Ideals of masculin-
ity and male sexuality are also highlighted, not the least through proverbial 
comments and male sexual imagery. Under the heading, “Male Desire, Fe-
male Sweetness – Exploitation and Contamination”, colourful images of 
uncontrolled male desire and risk behaviour are drawn upon, like the prov-
erb about a man named Chööra Amang’o with a reputation for being ‘a 
greedy eater of carcasses’. Since these metaphorical statements represent 
valid imagery in the Kuria society, such images tend to be spectacles 
through which men and women are viewed. It is therefore explained what 
the implications are of viewing women as containers, how this affects per-
ceptions about female contagiousness, the female nature and the spread of 
sexually transmitted diseases, etc. 

The sad story about male infertility and female barrenness is also illu-
minated with Kuria images. Differences between male and female vulner-
ability in this regard, and strategies how to cope with your partner’s inca-
pability, are also discussed. Views on child spacing is touched upon by 
symbolic references to planting preferences. The chapter, so much con-
cerned with fertility, ends by explicating how doorways in the homestead 
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are symbolically linked to lineage formations. Fertility is, thus, given a po-
litical dimension. 

Chapter eight provides a summary of the thesis by making concluding 
remarks on issues of contemporary interest. Aspects of power, male as well 
as female, together with efforts to overcome inequality and poverty, are 
discussed. 

Previous Writings 
Even though it has frequently been claimed that the Kuria people present a 
field lacking comprehensive research, today there are extensive writings, 
in the form of dissertations and other products of long-term fieldwork, pro-
duced on the Kuria people. I wish to present a number of major works in 
this introductory chapter which are referred to, and cited, in various sec-
tions of the thesis. As earlier researchers on the Kuria have pointed out, the 
Kuria have not been the target for research to the same extent as many 
surrounding peoples, like the Maasai and the Gusii. The linguist Whiteley, 
who did his fieldwork between 1952-54 in buTimbaru Tanganyika, is the 
first scholar to write a thesis on the Kuria people. In his work, The Structure 
of the Kuria Verbal and its Position in the Sentence (1955), written in the 
1950’s, he establishes the fact that “only the most general features of the 
language or the society are currently known to us” (Whiteley, 1954:1). 
About 50 years later, after evaluating existing articles and manuscripts, 
Cammenga finds the lack of sufficient descriptions on the Kuria language 
to be a motivational force for taking up the task of conducting a compre-
hensive linguistic investigation. As he himself phrases this challenge, “The 
paucity of available literature and the state of research on Kuria constituted 
the most important reasons for undertaking this study” (Cammenga, 
1994:9). The outcome of Cammenga’s research in linguistics is presented 
in his thesis, Kuria Phonology and Morphology (1994), in which a descrip-
tion of the language as well as theoretical considerations are presented. 

However, a number of articles and essays of uneven quality have been 
produced, as mentioned, which, although some of these undoubtedly have 
provided serious contributions to the understanding of Kuria history, lan-
guage, and society, are not evaluated here. The historian Kjerland (1995) 
correctly points out, as she directs attention to the deficiency of historical 
studies that most of them are actually on linguistics and anthropology. In 
her thesis, Cattle Breed; Shillings Don’t: The Belated Incorporation of the 

33 



 

    
    
      

       
    

      
  

        
   

   
  

    
 

  
       

     
    

        
      

    
        

  
  

    
   

    
 

  
     

   
   

    
         

    

    
     

    

abaKuria into Modern Kenya (1995), she enlightens us on this need by 
revealing that “The present study is the first non-linguistic extensive piece 
of work from the Zebra in Kenya in thirty years” (1995:23). Kjerland’s 
thesis throws light upon some phases of the history of the Kuria people, 
focussing particularly on the provinces of Nyabasi and buTimbaru over the 
past 200 years. She poses the question why stock-keeping and stock theft 
are so important to the Kuria men, and seeks answers to this propositions. 
The study is based on interviews with key informants between 1986-88, 
and a scrutiny of archival records. Some 15 years before, however, another 
historical study, A Traditional History of the AbaKuria C. A. D. 1400-1914, 
was presented by Abusu (1980). This book, covering 500 years of migra-
tional history of the Kuria people, is a serious attempt to trace the origin of 
the present-day Kuria people. 

Ruel, who carried out fieldwork towards the end of the colonial period 
(between 1956 and 1958) on the Kenyan side of the border, is, according 
to my knowledge, the first anthropologist in Kurialand whose study re-
sulted in a doctoral thesis. His findings are accounted for in the fieldwork 
report, “The Social Organization of the Kuria” (1959), which contains 
basic descriptions on the Kuria society. Another manuscript produced by 
Ruel, is, The Kuria Rituals (1957), a rich source of Kuria ritual life which 
I hold to be his major work. Since then, various articles and essays by Ruel 
have emerged out of these findings (and complementary fieldwork). In-
spired by reading Ruel’s accounts of the Kuria society some 20 years later 
(see Tobisson, 1980:vii), Tobisson, another anthropologist, selected the 
Kuria area as the locus for her field study. She, consequently, carried out 
her fieldwork in a village on the Kuria highland (in the ikiaaro of buTim-
baru) between 1977-1978, in Tarime District, Tanzania. In her thesis, Fam-
ily Dynamics among the Kuria (Tobisson, 1986), she deals with issues of 
gender inequality, as she is especially concerned with male ability to mo-
bilize female labour force for male interests and for male wealth accumu-
lation within the extended family. Prazak, another anthropologist aiming 
to capture transformation and unevenness, did a study in the ikiaaro of  
Bwirege on the Kenyan side (1987-89), with the purpose in mind of reveal-
ing socioeconomic indifferences resulting from structural changes. Her 
thesis, Cultural Expressions of Socioeconomic Differentiation among the 
Kuria of Kenya (Prazak, 1993), differs in character (from the descriptions 
of anthropologists like Ruel, or Tobisson) since it is a sociological study 
presenting findings from a survey data of some 233 households. 
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Cattle raiding and the image of the Kuria as notorious cattle rustlers, a 
spectacular theme reflecting a factual problem and a burdensome image,  
have been dealt with and affirmed by several researchers. The anthropo-
logical studies, by Fleisher, Kuria Cattle Raiding: A Case Study in the Cap-
italist Transformation of an East African Sociocultural Institution, 
(Fleisher, 1997), and Kuria Cattle Raiders: Violence and Vigilantism on 
the Tanzania/Kenya Frontier, (Fleisher, 2000), focus entirely on cattle rus-
tling in the Kuria context. He is drawing on an extensive interview material 
from a Kuria village in Tanzania, famous for this notoriety, which served 
as the prime field site for the research on which this dissertation is based. 
Fleisher’s thesis provides important insights into these issues. In contrast 
to Kjerland, who connects cattle rustling with masculinity, Fleisher does 
(according to his own statement) not occupy himself with ideological ex-
planations to this phenomenon but is rather concerned with more practical 
reasons. His data, based on interviews with 64 cattle raiders, offers infor-
mation about their background and motives. Besides, by focussing on cattle 
rustling in connection to the market economy, he throws light on, as 
Fleisher phrases it, “the means and processes by which a particular eco-
nomic niche was created” (Fleisher, 1997:14), that is, the theft of cattle for 
market sale. 

Another researcher dealing with aspects of social and economic change 
is Rwezaura, whose thesis, Social and Legal Change in Kuria Family Re-
lations (1985), is a lawyer’s contribution to the understanding of peoples’ 
responses to socioeconomic transformation. The study, according to  
Rwezaura, aims to analyse, “the Kuria response to capitalist penetration” 
(Rwezaura, 1985:1). The focus of this judicial study is on conflict situa-
tions and local court cases which Rwezaura elaborates on, a material col-
lected during a six months field study in Tarime District between 1979 and 
1980. Although dealing with similar themes as Prazak and Tobisson, the 
scrutiny of legal cases makes his study a valuable complement. 

Throughout this thesis, I am drawing on my own collection of Kuria 
proverbs, a source rich in symbolism and elaborate language, part of which 
I presented in Ibirëëngiö 505 – 505 Kuria Proverbs (published under my 
former name, Svensson, 1994). This book was printed in Nairobi and dis-
tributed in the Kuria speaking area of Kenya and Tanzania, since preserv-
ing oral tradition and making it locally available was one of the purposes 
of my field study and a response to a local request. Each of the 505 proverbs 
is presented in the Kuria language together with a fairly literal translation, 
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followed by a short explanation in English. My field data on proverbs, how-
ever, include contextual information, discussions and elaborations on sym-
bolic meanings, as well as local perceptions on proverbs’ appropriate usage 
and possible applications. The Kuria proverbs, which represent central val-
ues, are looked upon as accumulated experience and wisdom associated 
with ancestors. This makes the oral heritage of Kuria proverbs a valuable 
source of intricate symbolism, well worth interpretational efforts.  

Concluding Remarks 
This thesis thus deals with issues about the principles of life transmission, 
inequality in wealth, social status and power, as well as about female aspi-
rations to male spheres and patriarchal privileges. Since the study draws 
attention to, and examines, various aspects of power in Kuria society, some 
definitions and concepts of power have been discussed. The aim is to rec-
ognize male as well as female power (with a special focus on interaction 
and relations within the extended family), and to investigate the legitimate 
exercise of power, as well as to exemplify male and female abuse of power. 
My intention is to highlight man as a reflective actor and to give credibility 
to transformative aspects of power. I have thus referred to different posi-
tions with regard to the nature of power. When dealing with coercive as-
pects, or power in terms of dominance, Socrates’ notion, implying the ful-
filment of desires, serves as a point of departure when he argues that a man 
in power is the one who does what he wishes when he wishes. Another 
definition concerned with power as a directive force, which also relates to 
the capability to force one’s will on somebody, is Maquet’s formulation 
that power is the capacity to produce desired effects. When favouring a 
view on power in terms of a process of empowerment and self-conscious-
ness, I find the Weberian view claiming that power is the chance for a man 
to realize his will in social action, even against resistance, challenging, be-
cause it reflects a concept with transformative capacity. I argue that the 
Weberian standpoint should be considered together with Giddens’ state-
ment that power is rooted in the freedom to act otherwise, since this notion 
reflects a belief in man’s capabilities to take alternative courses of action, 
even under severe circumstances. Freedom is central to Sen’s theorizings 
on the meanings of poverty. In the writings of Weber, freedom consists in 
making deliberate choices and the availability of options. When Sen advo-
cates a capability perspective on poverty, freedom is regarded as a value in 
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itself, as he describes poverty in terms of deprivation of capability and free-
dom of choice. To sum up, power has many facets, and this thesis expli-
cates transformative power as well as repressive power. 

Photo 1. A Kuria Homestead (photo by the author). 
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Chapter Two 
The Kuria – Who are They? 

To categorize people may not always be meaningful, and when the com-
plexity of life does not fit neatly into the analytical categories available, 
they may obscure more than they actually explain. How to classify the Ku-
ria speaking people of Kenya and Tanzania is an issue which has troubled 
researchers. Whiteley considers them to be “a group of Bantu-speaking 
pastoral agriculturalists living in the rolling highlands northeast of 
Musoma” (1955:1). Researchers, evidently, tend to forget that Kuria peo-
ple do not only inhabit the highlands, but are found on the Tanzania plains 
of Kiribo and Mugumuas well. The Kuria speaking area, in our time fre-
quently referred to as Kurialand (buKuria),15 is situated some 40-50 kilo-
metres east of Lake Victoria, on both sides of the Kenyan-Tanzanian bor-
der. On the Kenyan side, where ethnic differences have been incited, the 
Kuria speaking area was awarded its own district in 1992, that is, the Kuria 
District. Since Tanzania differs in this respect, Kurialand on this side of the 
border may not be discerned on official maps, but it is sufficient to know 
that they are found in the Districts of Tarime and Serengeti. The total num-
ber of the Kuria people may be estimated to be about half a million, 
whereof the main part, approximately two-thirds, live in Tanzania, and 
one-third are settled on the Kenyan side of the border. From a linguistic 
point of view, the Kuria people belong to the subgroup of Eastern Bantu 
languages (Cammenga, 1994:4). Linguists differ, however, as to how to 

15Since Kuria is a Bantu language with nominal classes and concord prefixes, the word 
‘Kuria’, for example, will be prefixed with bu- (buKuria) when referring to the country, 
with umu- (umuKuria) for ‘the Kuria person’ in singular, and aba- (abaKuria) in plural, 
meaning ‘the Kuria people’. The initial vowel of the nominal prefix is sometimes 
dropped, such as in the case of direct address, which means that ‘you Kuria’ (singular) 
and ‘you Kuria people’ will, thus, be written muKuria and baKuria, which for a non-
linguist might appear inconsistent. Whiteley, who warns against generalizations about 
the significance of the initial vowel, has given an account of cases when it is omitted 
and retained in his article, “Kinship terminology and the initial vowel” (1959).  
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divide the Eastern Bantu languages into sub-groups. It is striking that clas-
sifications vary in consistency from one another, and it is obvious that di-
visions into language groups are not always based entirely on linguistic 
grounds. The linguist, Cammenga, in his thesis (1994:4), draws attention 
to the problem with exact linguistic classification by comparing decisive 
factors by which these groupings have been made, since the reason for this 
confusing disparity, according to Cammenga’s analyses, is that compara-
tive studies are based on different criteria. The criteria employed are: an-
thropological, lexicostatical, typological and geographical. Cammenga 
concludes that “One result of all this has been a descriptive state of affairs 
that is not always altogether perspicuous” (1984:4). 

On what grounds people should be divided, or merged together, is a 
crucial question occupying scholars and policymakers. What sorts of dif-
ferences between and within peoples should be determining? Identity and 
relatedness are complex issues and neighbouring people, as pointed out by 
Kesby (1977:15), although sharing a common culture, often speak unre-
lated languages. A grouping of various peoples in an area based on com-
mon cultural characteristics, such as socio-political organisation, symbols, 
rituals, crafts, staple crops and livestock, consequently, differs from a map-
ping based on linguistic investigations. Kesby claims that his division of 
the peoples of East Africa into regions and subregions is based on varying 
degrees of cultural similarity and difference. The Kuria are situated in, “the 
Maasai Centred Eastern Rift Coast Region, on the lake shore represented 
by Jita, Nata, Kuria and others” (Kesby, 1977:91).16 It is notable, that 
Kesby argues that the Eastern Rift Coast Region is characterized by a 
strong pastoral ethos. His argument is that this pastoralist ideal, shared even 
by “semi-pastorals”, is embodied by the culturally dominant Maasai. 
Kesby explains this ‘dominance’ as follows: 

Until the arrival of European missionaries and administrators, the whole 
region was marked by the precedence of the Maasai, who probably did 
not originate the cultural ideals, but who represented them, as a living
example of how such ways could be practised. (Kesby, 1977:93, 94) 

The Maasai have, consequently, been admired and imitated by neighbour-
ing peoples in this region. It was not the Maasai in themselves who were 
of interest, however, but the prestige associated with the Maasai way of 

16Kesby is either not aware that it is the Suba, not the Kuria, who reach the lake shore 
south of the Luo, or, he does not find it necessary to distinguish between the two.  
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life. The Maasai played critical role as representations of cultural ideals for 
surrounding peoples, causing them to imitate certain aspects of their way 
of life. Although there has been a never ceasing repetition of conflicts be-
tween the Maasai and the Kuria, due to cattle rustling and conflicts over 
land, the Maasai were imitated even by the Kuria (see Kjerland, 1955). It 
is noteworthy, that early European writers describe people linguistically 
related to the Kuria, like the Kikuyu and the Meru, as people who resemble 
one another although being recognizably different from their common 
neighbour, the Maasai (Kesby, 1977:85). Despite the fact that the Kuria 
themselves claim historical relationship with the Gusii, Kikuyu and Ragoli 
(Abuso, 1980:38), early European writers and travellers emphasize that the 
Kuria resemble the Maasai (Weiss, 1910:244), or even suggest that they 
are of Maasai origin (Cory, 1952, cited by Whiteley, 1955:2). It is my im-
pression, that the Maasai still stand for outstanding Kuria ideals, in partic-
ular ideals of masculinity. Maasai men are commonly referred to as ‘real 
men’ in Kuria narratives. A similar admiration and feeling of relatedness 
can be discerned towards the Kalenjin, with whom the Kuria tend to em-
phasize cultural resemblance. 

The mentioned zeal for cattle, which the Kuria share with a number of 
other East African people, has been known as ‘the cattle complex’, a con-
cept made famous by Herskovitz (1926). Herskovitz, when elaborating on 
this concept by drawing on examples from societies practising stock rais-
ing, claims that one cannot ascribe a society a ‘cattle complex’ just because 
it happens to practise pastoralism. He argues that such an inclination (i.e. 
the existence of a cattle complex) rather depends on whether cattle actually 
play a comprehensive part in the life of their owners. Herskovitz, further-
more, speaks about various degrees of development of the cattle complex, 
through his account of a number of East African societies and descriptions 
of the position of cattle in them. Accordingly, the extent to which cattle 
dominate people’s lives is decisive for whether an area may be mapped out 
as a region having this trait, or not. As Herskovitz enlightens us: 

But it is the cattle that have become the dominant element in the cultures 
of these peoples. Yet, in the determination of a culture-area, the presence
of the dominant trait is not everything. It is the extent to which this trait 
has gathered about it a complex of other traits which makes possible the 
mapping of an area [...] It is these outstanding traits that seem to affect 
most deeply the other traits composing the entire culture... [...] Cattle as 
wealth, cattle as the only acceptable dowry, cattle as the proper animals
to be used in ceremonies or at special feasts, cattle associated with dis-
tinct sex or occupational taboos… (Herskovitz, 1926:652, 653) 
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Since, among the Kuria, cattle play a significant part in a number of do-
mains of life (evident from this thesis, as well as the writings by other re-
searchers of the Kuria), it can be stated that this represents a society in 
which a cattle complex is manifested. The relevance of the cattle complex 
has been discussed by several scholars, such as Shorter, whose description 
could as well have been a reference to the Kuria people. He suggests that  

Briefly, it is a type of society in which cattle are the central value of a 
whole culture complex, and the basis of association in a complex of 
institutions, social, political and religious. Cattle are objects of interest 
in themselves, their hide markings and their horn shapes. They are the 
subjects of praise poems and songs. They are used to mark crisis and 
transitions in people’s lives and it is through cattle, particularly the sac-
rifice of cattle, that they seek contact with the deity. (Shorter, 1974:32) 

However, the image of the Kuria as notorious cattle rustlers, as mentioned 
above, is a burdensome identity which has been sustained by a number of 
researchers anxious to explore the rationale of this preoccupation. Exten-
sive studies on this issue have been made by the historian Kjerland (1995), 
who presents information from colonial reports about the problem with the 
Kuria cattle rustlers. Another study dealing exclusively with this issue is 
the thesis by Fleisher (1977), who bases his findings on field research in a 
village on the Tanzanian side in which young men have the reputation for 
being cattle raiders. To sum up the significance of their contribution, Kjer-
land views cattle rustling from the point of view of being a requirement for 
the preservation of masculine ideals, while Fleisher holds that this is a dis-
ruptive practice for the Kuria society since, according to his findings, it 
denudes the area of its cattle. It should be noticed, though, that men lacking 
bride cattle are overrepresented among the cattle rustlers (Fleisher, 
1999:247). 

Despite this strong pastoral ethos, the Kuria are cultivators growing 
crops for subsistence as well as to meet the demands of the market. Even 
though the Kuria economy relies heavily upon the production of crops, the 
question whether the Kuria should be regarded as cultivators or pastoralists 
is a matter of definition, since cattle are, as mentioned, a dominant value in 
their lives.17 In contemporary writings, the Kuria mixed economy has been 

17My small son, who very soon realized that cattle represented the ultimate value among 
the Kuria, became increasingly involved in assisting the other herdsboys when grazing
livestock. This interest, on his side, was approved of by cattle owners who frequently 
commented on this concern with phrases, like “Look, Marwa (my son’s Kuria name), 
he is really a man”. Regard for cattle is obviously a distinctive variable for appraising 
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labelled as agro-pastoralism (Tobisson, 1986, Kjerland, 1996), indicating 
that agriculture provides the basis of the economy of which animal hus-
bandry is an integral part (cf. Brandström, Hultin, Lindström, 1979). How-
ever, the interrelationship between agriculture and cattle keeping is a com-
plex issue since cattle, i.e. bride cattle, allow access to female labour which 
actually is the prerequisite for intensive agriculture. When deciding to what 
degree the Kuria are cultivators or pastoralists, one should note that they 
are agro-pastoralists who occupy more than one ecological zone’.18 On the 
Kuria highland, periods of abundant rainfall facilitate two harvests a year 
of crops like maize. The two planting seasons follow the rain seasons, that 
is, the long rain period taking place between March to May, and the short 
rain somewhere between October and November. The favourable condi-
tions, in the form of high annual precipitation rate of the region and the 
quality of the soil, contribute to the high agricultural potential of the Kuria 
highland. Finger millet, the traditional crop, is grown during the main sea-
son in combination with the long rains.19 This crop normally requires fal-
low grounds and involves work intensive weeding which is often done by 

maleness. When discussing ideological reasons for cattle rustling, one should be ob-
servant of the very renderings of this practice. Even though it is often condemned as a 
criminal activity, men nonetheless have a tendency to wax lyrical when describing cat-
tle rustling. For example, our neighbour who complained about the unfortunate circum-
stance that cattle thieves the previous night had succeeded in getting a lead of two hours,
before the raid was discovered. The man, who doubted that the cattle would be restored, 
depicted the skilful rustlers with the following poetic renderings, “They are like the 
wind... Like a bird they fly ahead with the cattle.”
18Rwezaura informs us in his thesis about the following climatic variations between the 
three main regions constituting Tarime District, “The Mara river valley stretches along 
the river. This area lies between 1128 and 1219 metres above sea  level, and has an  
annual average rainfall of 635-889 mm... The plateau area covers the central part of the 
district. It lies between 1200 and 1270 and 1500 metres above sea level and has an 
annual average rainfall of 1016-1270 mm... Tarime highland is the third and perhaps 
the richest and most fertile of the three zones. Situated in the north-eastern tip of the 
district adjacent to the Kenya boundary, the highland area rises from an altitude of 1500 
metres to over 1800 metres above sea level. It has an annual rainfall of 1524 mm, dis-
tributed evenly through the year with marked peaks during the months of April and 
December... although a larger part of the highland area is rapidly coming under culti-
vation of permanent crops, cattle are still reared in large numbers” (Rwezaura, 1985:7, 
8).
19The Kuria traditional calendar follows the agricultural cycle of the cultivation of fin-
ger millet. The first month of the agrarian year is November, Itiiria (Tobisson, 
1986:25), which is the month when the farmers start to prepare the soil. Kjerland
(1995:34-37), whose account of Kuria names of the months differ slightly from Tobis-
son’s findings, suggests that this is a derivation from the verb -tiiria, meaning ‘make
sharp’ the tools for land preparation. Characteristically enough, the Kuria agrarian year
ends with Ikuuri (October), a month meaning ‘cry from hunger’ (Tobisson, 1986:24). 
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work parties. It is used for beverages as well as a staple food but has to a 
great extent been replaced by other food crops, like cassava, millet and 
maize. The cash crops introduced into the area are mainly maize, coffee 
and tobacco.20 The Tanzanian plains, Mugumu and Kiribo are more suited 
for pastoralism than agriculture, since those are areas with less reliable 
rainfalls and have another type of soil. This is also where one finds large 
herds of cattle. Even so, crops like maize and cassava are planted on the 
plains, but not finger millet. 

Although the Kuria area in Kenya is of great agricultural potential, ac-
cording to Heald, “there had been little commodification of agriculture 
prior to 1975” (Heald, 1999:213). She further suggests that the Kuria are 
one of “those agro-pastoralist’s societies which have shifted into agricul-
tural commodity production for the market” (1999:213), a development 
which has caused a decline in the pastoral sector. Kjerland speaks about 
pastoralism as more or less belonging to the past, and pastoral values as 
remnants of earlier livelihood. She declares that “When, in the 80’s, men 
were forced to give up their cattle, they continued to speak about them-
selves as cattle people” (Kjerland, 1986:6). Population growth and pressure 
on the land have surely led to a decrease in cattle among the Kenyan Kuria. 
However, although scarcity of land in the highlands prevents the people 
from holding as large herds of cattle as they may desire, cattle keeping is 
still part of their lives. Cattle are grazed on available pasturage in the vi-
cinity of the homestead, by herdsboys under the guidance of the homestead 
head. I would dare to suggest that pressure on the land has led to alternative 
grazing strategies. That ownership of cattle is, and has always been, a sen-
sitive issue, is obvious by the fact that cattle owners are reluctant to reveal 
the number of cattle belonging to their households, as well as where those 
are kept. It is, however, of relevance to pay attention to the Kuria tradition 

When maize was introduced, this meant a change in the cyclical pattern. Tobisson ex-
plains that ‘‘particularly after the point when maize was grown for the dual purpose of 
subsistence and a cash income, a “minor” agricultural cycle (omobo) was added to the 
existing “major” one (omoka omonene) which was then slightly modified” (Tobisson, 
1986:25).
20Tobacco was introduced as a cash crop in 1975 when BAT Kenya Ltd (British Amer-
ican Tobacco) arranged for tobacco contract farming in the Kuria area. It is spoken of 
(by the Kuria) as a crop giving immediate returns and a lot of money which commonly
is spent and controlled by men. Heald is an anthropologist who has focussed on what 
she views as, “‘the agricultural success of the Kuria” (Heald 1999, cf 1991). She notices 
that by 1985 many of the farmers had developed a dual maize and tobacco strategy for 
cash income (Heald, 1999:217). 
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of ‘setting out cattle’ (ogosaria), which means that a cattle owner may de-
cide to locate, on the basis of mutual agreement, a certain number of cows 
at another place, under the care of another homestead head in whose herd 
they will temporarily be included and in whose cattle byre they will be  
sheltered. Reasons for taking  such a measure are many, like  creating or 
strengthening friendship bonds, support for underprivileged relatives in 
need of milk, lack of pasture, precaution in case of cattle diseases and as a 
hide-out for raided cattle. Previously, this practice provided an effective 
strategy for the purpose of concealing one’s cattle from the colonial tax 
collectors. Today, it is common that highland Kuria keep part of their cattle 
in homesteads on the plains of Kiribo and Mugumu, since these are grass-
lands suitable for pasturage.21 The implications are that there are cattle be-
longing to Kenyan households grazing on Tanzanian plains;22 in other 
words, herds exist that are invisible to neighbours, local government, eth-
nographers etc. 

21As this thesis will demonstrate, notably chapter four in which the Kuria woman mar-
riage is described, even women are concerned with cattle. It happened that female elders 
on the Kenyan highlands, aware that I had acquaintances on the Tanzanian plains, ad-
vised me to invest in some cows and ‘set them out’ in homesteads in Mugumu. They 
argued that in this area cattle thrive and multiply rapidly.
22During my fieldwork in 1992-94, Kenyan Zebra men spoke as always about the pas-
tures on the Tanzanian plains (and so did the Tanzanian Zebra men). The following 
claims were frequently stated, “There is nobody here who does not keep cattle in Mu-
gumu”, “We just keep some few heads of cattle here (on the highland) since there are 
no grazing areas available anymore; we keep our cattle in Kiribo”, “We have relatives 
placed out there”, “On the plains of Tanzania the Kuria are still Kuria (a reference to 
pastoralism as ‘Kurianess’”. A number of polygynous senior Kuria men have positioned 
one wife, with adult sons, in Mugumu, or Kiribo, while another wife is based in the 
highlands. 
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Map 1. Kuria Land 

 

 

  
 

  

Source: J. Cammenga, 1994, Kuria Phonology and Morphology, p. viii, Vrije 
Universitet, Amsterdam. 
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The ‘Country’ 
There are differences, however, not only between the Kuria and surround-
ing peoples,23 but also within what today is usually referred to as the Kuria 
people.24 The label ‘Kuria’, which according to oral tradition originates 
from a shared ancestor named muKuria,  has  to a great extent  become a  
shared identity for a number of linguistically and culturally closely related 
‘provinces’ (ibiaaro). ‘Kuria’ as a common label for this cluster of ibiaaro, 
was introduced during the colonial time. Kurialand, or buKuria, consists of 
a number of such provinces (ibiaaro, in singular ikiaaro), each in our days 

23The ethnic and linguistic surroundings are very complex, although the Kuria are Bantu
speakers, they are surrounded by non-Bantu peoples on the Kenyan side, such as the 
Luo, the Kipsigis and the Maasai. The neighbouring Gusii are one of their closest lin-
guistic affinity. On the Tanzanian side, however, linguistic borders are more controver-
sial, and accounts vary with regard to how many ibiaaro should be counted as belonging 
to the Kuria cluster. There are a number of linguistically related ethnic groups to the 
south, like the Ikoma and the Zanaki. According to my knowledge, linguistic research 
establishing whether the languages of these peoples should be viewed as Kuria dialects
and their inhabitants as Kuria people, or be counted as completely different languages 
and ethnic groups, is still lacking. The fact remains that they do have many ritual prac-
tices in common with the Kuria; circumcision being the most important. Another ethnic 
group neighbouring Kuria, worth mentioning, are the abaSuba who live along the shore 
of Lake Victoria. There are local legends claiming that they are the abaKuria who have 
interacted with the Luo to the extent that they are on their way of being assimilated: 
losing their language and transforming their culture. According to my own observa-
tions, today it is mainly the old Suba people who know to speak their mother tongue, 
which is distinct from the Kuria language, the young generation and middle-aged peo-
ple speak Luo. Attempts are currently made to revive the language of the abaSuba 
24How the Kuria relate to their neighbouring peoples varies, and any attempt to depict
these in a few sentences is doomed to become generalisations. Yet, it is striking that the
Maasai (abalkwabe) have been seen as the worthy adversary. They are, to cite Ruel, 
Kuria’s “traditional and honoured enemy” (Ruel, 1959:2) with whom the Kuria have a 
long tradition of mutual warfare and cattle raiding. Cattle rustling between the Kuria 
and the Maasai is still frequent. Even though conflicts between the Kuria and the Maa-
sai, or the Kuria and the Kipsigis, are not uncommon, the Maasai and the Kipsigis nev-
ertheless tend to be depicted as ‘real’ men by the Kuria, since they have similar age-set 
systems and are circumcised, are brave fighters and value cattle. The Luo people are 
called abaGaya (by the Kuria), an epithet signifying people who do not circumcise. 
Even though abaGaya is a label for the Luo people, any ethnic group not practising 
circumcision may be referred to by this designation. Quite contrary to the Maasai, the 
uncircumcised Luo are often spoken of as not being real men, and their women as not 
marriageable. Today, intermarriage is common, and women from Maragoli and Gusii 
are among those peoples whom Kenyan Kuria seems to prefer to marry. An elder ex-
plained that Maragoli women are hard-working and give birth to many children. An-
other reason given, is the considerably lower bridewealth for these women in compari-
son to Kuria women, and the preference for polygynous families. 
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strongly associated with a specific territory.25 One should keep in mind, 
though, that different lineages belonging to the same ikiaaro are not always 
of the same origin. Some lineages are, according to oral history, ‘original’ 
(ibinaine) while others have moved into the very ‘province’ at a later stage. 
Ikiaaro, the ‘province’, to use Ruel’s term (1959:26), is frequently trans-
lated as ‘country’ by the Kuria, which makes sense since this is the largest 
political unit and is seen as an autonomous ‘province’ when it comes to 
internal matters, like circumcision, cattle rustling, vengeance etc.  Every  
ikiaaro functions, thus, as an independent ‘country’ with a common terri-
tory when  it comes to  Kuria  internal affairs. However,  on the Tanzanian 
side, it is not self-evident how many of the existing ibiaaro ‘countries’  
should be counted as belonging to the people of Kuria. Each ikiaaro has a 
separate name and a totemic symbol. The historian, Abusu, suggests that 
the ibiaaro represented in Kenya and Tanzania are as follows: 

The Kenya Kuria The Tanzania Kuria 
The Abairege The Abairege 
The Abagumbe (Abarenchoka)  The Abanyamongo 
The Abanyabasi The Abanyabasi 
The Abakira The Abatimbaru 

 The  Ababwasi
 The  Abakira
 The  Abamera  

The Abakenye 
 The  Abakiini
 The  Abasweta  

The Abakiroba 
 The  Abatobori  

(Abusu, 1980:7, 8). 

As is evident from this list of ibiaaro, the abaIrege, the abaNyabasi and 
the abaKira are found on both sides of the Tanzanian-Kenyan border. The 
totemic symbol of abaNyabasi and abaTimbaru, where I was located when 
I carried out my fieldwork, is the Zebra. The female Zebra is the symbol of 
abaTimbaru and abaNyabasi are represented by the male Zebra. Legend 
relates that once they formed the same ikiaaro which eventually was di-

25Ikiaaro is defined by Tobisson as, “a descent group of a higher order” (Tobisson, 
1986:27). 
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vided into two. I lived, thus, in the territory of the Zebra people. Even to-
day, these provinces claim to stand close to one another, which is also ev-
ident by the fact that they share ritual centres and assist one another in 
emergency situations, like warfare. The unity of the Zebra people is said to 
be their strength, which is highlighted by the proverb: 

In chage tekobaarwa kereenge hai – The hoof of the Zebra it does not 
split. (Svensson, 1994:33) 

Ikiaaro, the largest political unit within the Kuria community, consists of 
a number of ibisaku (in singular  egesaku),26 lineages of a higher order 
which form the subsequent socio-political level.27 Symbolic connotations 
of egesaku, which can be translated as ‘doorway’, are elaborated on in 
chapter seven. As mentioned, not all ibisaku forming an ikiaaro, have the 
same origin, since a number of them have been incorporated into the pro-
cess of Kuria expansion, a detail indicating the adaptable nature of a ‘coun-
try’. An egesaku is associated to a specific area within the ikiaaro, and 
competition between them is common. There is a lot of prestige in the abil-
ity to define oneself as belonging to an original egesaku, that is, as being 
ibinaine, as one of my neighbours when I was doing field work in Tanzania 
underscored, with the following words: 

Do you know what egesaku you live among? AbaGesukia (lit. the ‘gor-
ing people’) after Gesukia. It is the leading egesaku here. Abanchaama 
(the conclave of ritual elders) has to ask them first before making deci-
sions. 

To my question whether they are ‘leading’ because they were firstcomers, 
the man explained: 

Gesukia was the eldest son of umuTimbaru... AbaGesukia they  are  
ibinaine. 

Evidently, the people of Gesukia are ibinaine, original in the sense of being 
‘true descendants’, not as original inhabitants. Each egesaku is subdivided 

26Tobisson suggests that the number of ibisaku constituting an ikiaaro are usually five, 
or fewer (1986:98). 
27Ruel, who has contributed to the understanding of the significance of ikiaaro and its 
sub-divisions, has chosen to translate ikiaaro as ‘province’, egesaku as ‘descent sec-
tion’, irigiha as ‘clan segment’ and eka as ‘lineage’ (Ruel, 1959:34). 
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into a number of amagiha (singular of irigiha), patrilineages, the next so-
cio-political level within ikiaaro. The last sub-unit is eka, followed by the 
extended family, umugi. The principles for descendancy and settlement are 
patrilineality and virilocality. Today, scattered homesteads are the typical 
form of settlement in Kenya, while in Tanzania the form of settlement was 
changed when, during the 1970s the system of ujamaa was followed by the 
introduction of villages. 

Anthropologists have noticed variations in informants’ use of these 
terms. Prazak notes inconsistencies in people’s responses to her question-
naire surveying the abaIrege. We are informed by Prazak that she faced 
problems when asking people to specify lineages, at the level of the ege-
saku and  irigiha, “everyone’s understanding differed as to what level of 
inclusiveness was entailed in each” (Prazak, 1992:100). The same diffi-
culty was experienced by Tobisson, when carrying out her field study 
among the abaTimbaru in Tanzania, who complains that 

It is when one asks informants to name the different ibisaku, amagiha 
and ichika forming a clan, or to specify the range of kin associated with
each level, that the complexity of descent organization becomes appar-
ent. Such an inquiry may reveal, for instance, that a specific descent 
group may be referred to as an irigiha by some informants, and as an 
eka by others. Moreover, informants belonging to the same minor line-
age may trace their descent from the sub-clan founder by reporting dif-
ferent intermediate ancestors. When one asks about the omitted links, 
the reply is often that these ancestors merely constitute “names on the 
way” and that they are therefore less important. (Tobisson, 1986:101) 

These experiences provide evidence that the neat model of the different 
levels of subunits constituting an ikiaaro: egesaku, irigiha and eka, are not 
uncomplicated when people who belong to various segments are asked to 
rank lineages. I wish to underscore, though, the expansiveness built into 
this kind of segmentary society, a dynamic making the family head of even 
the smallest segment, umugi, to constantly strive to become a founder of a 
lineage of a higher order. Every homestead owner dreams of forming his 
eka, and with time an irigiha may under fortunate circumstances become 
an egesaku. The condition is oboroonge, a concept constantly recurring in 
Ruel’s writings (Ruel, 1957, 1997), meaning ‘straightness’ on the side of 
the homestead owner. Since oboroonge is a central theme and value, its 
notions deserve a more specific description, like the following by  Ruel  
who, as mentioned, carried out an extensive study of Kuria rituals: 
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Map 2. Kuria land – Environments 

In this preliminary account of Kuria ritual one quality should be men-
tioned whose content is not immediately apparent but which is in fact 
of central significance to ritual, both in its content and in its effect: this
is the quality of oboronge,28 ‘straightness’, ‘continuity’, ‘ordered ex-
tension’... In a ritual context an omonto omoronge, ‘a straight person’, 
is a man whose point of growth – extensions of himself – have all flour-
ished: his first wife must be alive and so also must his firstborn child. 
“Nothing of his (i.e. homestead/family) has been spoilt. ’ (Ruel, 
1957:189-190) 

Ruel continues by elaborating on the confidence, on the side of the society, 
in the office of a person qualifying as omoonto omoroonge: 

28Since the apparent inconsistencies in the spelling of words, as in the case of omoronge
and omoroonge, might be confusing for the reader, I wish to point out that the Kuria 
language consists of seven long and seven short vowels. There are, thus, pairs of words
where the only phonetic difference in pronunciation is between a long or a short vowel, 
a contrast which makes the meaning become completely different. An example illus-
trating this phonemic feature is taken from the thesis of Cammenga (1994:18) where 
we are informed that the Kuria words for ‘to resemble’ and ‘to dump’, are to be written 
ugutuuba and ugutuba respectively. 
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A ‘straight person’ is, as we shall see, frequently required or preferred
to officiate in ritual, notably in the communal ritual of initiation, in the
major rites of the generation cycle, and, where possible, in the elder-
hood ceremony. (Ruel, 1957:190) 

Oboroonge is, thus, a quality sought for because of what it signifies and by 
virtue of its consequences, which Ruel points out: 

Similarly, the circumstances in which ritual is performed should also be 
observant of ‘straightness’, due order: any fighting, squabbling or dis-
cord, and above all the shedding of blood, should be avoided in the  
homestead where the ritual is being carried out. Exemplified in the con-
ditions of ritual, formal ‘straightness’ is one of the major qualities – 
perhaps the major quality – that Kuria seek through its performance. 
(Ruel, 1957:190) 

The value of the quality of oboroonge has given rise to the following ex-
pression, cited from my book of Kuria proverbs: 

Omoroonge newë agokëra ichinyaangi – A straight person is the one to
perform ceremonies. (Svensson, 1994:13) 

This wise saying was explained to mean that a ‘good person’ (that is, good 
in the sense of being a ‘straight person’) is given preference and respect. I 
wish to underscore that, according to the Kuria logic, there is a connection 
between the quality of oboroonge, prospering lineages and claims to land. 
This coherence is displayed in the very legends, presented at the end of the 
introduction, legitimizing the structural order of lineages.  

Fieldwork among the Zebra People 
This thesis is mainly the result of 26 months of anthropological fieldwork 
done in Kurialand, Kenya and Tanzania, between (1992-94 and in 1996).29 

29It would not be fair to pretend that I gained the insights providing the basis for my
findings during a period of 26 months alone, or that during this period of time I managed 
to establish the required relationships for the exchanging of confidences. It should be 
mentioned that I have participated in a number of development projects in the Kuria-
speaking area previous to my field work period, and have, thus, spent a total of 11 years
in Kuria land. I worked as a social worker with home-visiting programme in the four 
ibiaaro on the Kenyan side, between 1979-82. Between 1985-90, I was co-ordinating a 
SIDA sponsored literacy programme involving the four Kuria ‘nations’ on the Kenyan 
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During my long fieldwork period I was settled among the Zebra people in 
the ikiaaro of Nyabasi (the male Zebra), in the Kuria District, Kenya, and 
on the Tanzanian side in the country of buTimbaru (the female Zebra), the 
Tarime District. I performed a complementary study in a number of urban 
centres in 1996, mainly in the town of Tarime. My aim, this time, was to 
follow up earlier accounts and findings on a number of topics, like prosti-
tution and woman marriage.  

To try to assess one’s position in the field is of the utmost importance, 
not least because living arrangements, roles and approaches determine 
what channels of information are accessible, but also since it is a means of 
interpretation of social relations in the society under study. Even though 
this section does not allow for an exhaustive elaboration on this issue, I will 
still give some brief details about the circumstances under which my field-
work was accomplished. For the sake of gaining experience from home-
stead life of developing stages during my prime fieldwork period (1992-
94), I was settled in two disparate homesteads together with my little son.30 

We were mainly settled in the umugi (homestead) of an old respected man 
in Tarime District, Tanzania, which meant that we were under his protec-
tion and supervision. There were times when we faced trouble and realized 
that the notification that “they live in the umugi of Marwa” made all the 
difference. Our host had many sons and grown-up grandchildren living on 
his land (or in town), and we were invited to stay in a separate house that 
happened to be vacant since it belonged to a deceased son. Carl, my son, 
was three-and-a-half years old as I began my fieldwork period and was in 
need of a good environment where he could be a natural part of life, in 
order to enable me to carry out my study. It was actually the way the old 
woman (about 75 years old and wife of Marwa) greeted Carl that made me 
decide to accept their offer to let us stay with them. When I introduced my 

side of the border. Since the programme included the production of reading material for
adults in the Kuria language, we had to deal with unsettled issues concerning orthogra-
phy and spelling rules. At the same time, I was invited by the Bible Society of Kenya
and Tanzania to co-ordinate the Kuria Bible Translation Project, initiated as early as the
1950’s, which faced the same linguistic problems as the local literacy programmes. As 
a consequence of my involvement in the Kuria Bible Translation Project, I had the op-
portunity to listen to Kuria elders for five years discussing suitable cultural concepts. I 
was most impressed by their arguments that the Kuria language and culture are so rich 
that no loan-words are needed. This commitment meant that I became involved in a 
project involving all the Kuria ‘provinces’, in Kenya as well as in Tanzania. I have also 
served as a consultant, in my capacity as anthropologist, in ongoing literacy campaigns.
30Since I was married I enjoyed a married status, even though my husband tended to be
absent due to his commitments in other parts of Tanzania. 

53 



 

      

 
  

 
  

   
     

 
 

     
        

    
    

      
  

     

     
 

  

 
          

   
  

                                                 
     

 

  
     

 
    

             
       

        
  

 

son by mentioning his Kuria name Marwa,31 she responded by greeting him 
guuka: 

-This is Marwa, I said as I introduced him to the woman. 
-Guuka (meaning great grandfather32), she greeted him.  
-Marwa, greet göökö (grandmother), I responded. 
-göökö, Carl answered to the old woman’s delight. 

The old couple enthusiastically took on the role of grandparents towards 
my son Carl, which means a mutually informal and warm relationship in 
the Kuria society as well as in many other African societies. It did not take 
long before Carl realized that being a herdsboy was a most enviable occu-
pation and insisted on taking part in this activity. I am aware that my iden-
tity as “Mama Marwa” (mother of Marwa), which implied having a son 
named Marwa33 who took on the role as herdsboy (umuriisia) and won the 
heart of this cattle-loving people, meant a key to success. 

We also spent some time in an ordinary homestead on the Kenyan side. 
The homestead head had two wives, each living in a separate arrangement 
of houses together with their children. We were invited to live in the home-
stead of the second wife whose children were not yet married. The house 
that I occupied, in the circle of houses constituting the settlement, had the 
position of daughter-in-law number two, and as my son related to the 
homestead owner and his wife as göökö (grandmother) and sokoro (grand-
father), it was quite natural that my role (to some extent), accordingly, be-
came the one of a daughter-in-law. 

There are, however, a multiplicity of roles that are available in the field, 
depending on contexts, for the anthropologist who seeks to do classical 
fieldwork which advocates participant observation. I often accompanied 

31My son was born in Kenya and was called Marwa which, together with Mwita and 
Chacha, is the most common Kuria name for males. The corresponding set of female 
names are Boke, Gati and Robi. 
32Guuka, meaning ‘great grandfather’, is a term of address usually used by grandmoth-
ers showing affection to young male grandchildren, a manner indicating a cyclical pat-
tern of shifting generations. 
33I got a Kuria name, Gati, although I was mostly addressed mama Marwa, which is a 
term of respect. It was explained that Gati means, ‘the one who cuts firewood’ — a 
symbolically charged female act. However, Gati derives from the verb -gata, which 
means ‘cutting a case’, (i.e. to decide a case, pronounce a judgement, according to a 
Kuria word book of (Muniko, oMagige, Ruel, 1996:38)). An alternative meaning 
would, thus, be ‘the one who cuts cases’. 
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marriageable women when they visited their favourite aunt, gaakai (fa-
ther’s sister), or a grandmother (often father’s mother, or the mother of a 
paternal uncle), for the purpose of asking her to instruct them about adult 
life, since it is the duty of aunts and grandmothers to transfer basic values 
and to teach brother’s daughters and female grandchildren about adult-
hood. In these situations it became natural even for me to relate to the fe-
male elders in their capacity as gaakai, or göökö, which are also terms of 
address ensuring admission to an informal and warm mutual relationship 
with women who usually had a good sense of humour. There is a warm, 
albeit respectful, relationship between a classificatory father and his daugh-
ter as well, which made male elders appreciate that I addressed them,  
“Taata” (my father), and caused them to act accordingly.34 

The most intriguing data was gained by happening to be in the right spot 
at the right time. The contexts and what happened around, or in connection 
with, interviewing situations were often more enlightening on intriguing 
issues than answers produced by interviewees on posed questions. Since I 
did not depend on any assistant for the sake of translation, I took every 
opportunity to exchange greetings and to discuss different topics with var-
ious categories of people, whenever and wherever I met them. I also made 
an extensive collection of oral literature, especially in the form of praise 
poetry, songs, and proverbs, which required the knowledge and explana-
tions of the female and male elders. I printed a book with some 500 prov-
erbs out of my collection of proverbs (Svensson, 1994), as previously 
noted, which was sold in bookshops and was distributed to schools through 
a SIDA sponsored project named the KOL Project (The Kuria Oral Litera-
ture Project which funded my fieldwork in 1992-94). My interest in Kuria 
oral literature, together with  my efforts  to preserve  and  make  it locally 
available, made old men, considered as cultural experts (by themselves and 
their environment) declare that my study was both understandable and of 
importance. 

34I sometimes overheard pleased elderly men notifying fellow elders that; “She calls me 
taata (‘my father’)”.  
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Circumcision and Age Groups 
Identification with one’s ikiaaro is especially obvious at the time of cir-
cumcision, and so are the borders and rivalry between ‘countries’. The Ku-
ria practise male circumcision as well as female genital operation.35 Girls 
and boys, in their early teens, are circumcised at the same time, although 
separately. Every ikiaaro arranges for the circumcision of their youths un-
der the guidance of the council of ritual elders (abanchaama). This event 
usually occurs in December, every fourth year, or so. After the operation, 
there is a liminal period when the youth ‘roam about’ together, for some 
few weeks, until they are declared to have a new status and their circumci-
sion group is named by the elders. A few circumcision groups (usually 
three) make up a set, and it is the circumcision set that is named. During 
this period of time, although it is characterized by celebrations and prepa-
rations for festivities, the country is perceived of as being in a vulnerable 
condition. This is because this means the creation of a new generation of 
men and women, a social fact that makes circumcision become a socio-
political issue. The girl is transformed, from being omosaagane, uncircum-
cised girl, to umwiseke, a nubile woman. The boy’s status of umuriisia, 
herdsboy, is changed into umumura, a young man who should be respon-
sible for the defence of his country. However, circumcision does not only 
mean the creation of a new age group of ‘warriors’ and nubile women, but 
is the fabrication of a new age group of appropriate Kuria women and 
proper Kuria men. Since the value of fertile women for the community is 
elaborated on at length in this thesis, the following metaphorical recogni-
tion of these young men as an asset for the country should be included in 
this introductory chapter: 

Bamura bamwito nguba nkong’u – Our young men are a strong shield. 
(Svensson, 1994:32) 

This poetic expression expresses confidence in the ability of the ‘warriors’ 
to protect the country. The process of circumcision is, thus, a sensitive po-
litical issue since there is so much at stake. During this period, people do 
not move as freely as usual between the various ibiaaro, for example, for 
the purpose of visiting marketplaces. It is striking that movements by out-
siders are carefully followed. People are on their watch, looking out for 

35In the female genital operation, traditionally, the clitoris, labia minora and some parts
of labia majora were removed. Today, girls claim that it happens that the female oper-
ator may agree to leave labia majora intact. 
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spies sent out from competing ibiaaro on the mission of finding out details 
about the proceedings of the planned rituals to come, making it possible for 
their abanchaama (rituals elders) to harm the initiates of their rivalling ‘na-
tion’ by special kinds of sorcery.  

The circumcision group (esaaro) forms a strong fellowship. It is a fel-
lowship with mutual obligations, based on the covenant of circumcision, 
with one another and with ancestral founding spirits associated to the coun-
try. This character of the covenant is manifested in the state of being of the 
youths during the liminal period, as they are considered to be abasaamba, 
‘spirit beings’ moving around. Although the covenant formed through cir-
cumcision seems to apply to both men and women, I would say that on the 
side of women it is less firm because, principles of patrilineality and viri-
locality make men remain on the land while women are married off. This 
is why this covenant is different from male and female perspectives. This 
is also why, in the face of the threat of AIDS, the procedures to some extent 
have been adapted, especially concerning the operation of girls. It has be-
come acceptable (at least in a number of ibiaaro) for girls to bring their 
own razor blades, in order to prevent the spread of HIV virus from infected 
initiates. I want to draw attention to the fact that, on the side of boys, this 
measure of precaution is not readily taken, since the patrilineal covenant of 
circumcision demands being cut with the same knife. 

It is notable that, although it is usually stated that circumcision is to take 
place every fourth year, it takes place more frequently and the youths tend 
to be younger from time to time. Several reasons are given for this tendency 
to circumcise at a lower age despite the fact that this gives rise to a paradox, 
since the main purpose of circumcision is to produce defenders and child 
producers. Reasons which I believe have heavily influenced the ritual el-
ders as they nowadays find it suitable to perform this ritual almost every 
year, are, firstly, the fear of governmental interference and a possible ban-
ning of ‘female genital mutilation’. Secondly, is the risk of teenage preg-
nancy, since these days when girls are at school parental control over their 
sexuality has decreased. This must be understood in the light of the circum-
stance that a girl who is not circumcised and yet becomes pregnant is still 
viewed as an anomaly referred to by the epithet irikunene. The abnormality 
consists in giving birth without being transformed into a nubile woman 
(umwiseke). Such a girl provides a threat to the prosperity of her society, 
and in the past she was consequently killed (and so was the boy who made 
her pregnant, if found). Since during the colonial period, to get rid of hu-
mans by killing them was not allowed, these girls were merely expelled 
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from their country and were often secretly received by childless women in 
need of offspring. I would argue that circumcising girls at an earlier age, 
and doing it every year, is, firstly, to ensure the availability of future 
women with proper fertility, on behalf of the country. Secondly, it means 
that the society has eliminated the risk of the irikunene phenomenon, that 
is, inappropriate fertility. 

Gender differences, with regard to the nature of a person’s link to 
ikiaaro, are pointed out in the following popular wise saying: 

Temokari aana kiaarë hai – A woman has no nationality. (Svensson, 
1994:50). 

This wise  saying  points  out  that a woman,  in contrast  to a man, can be  
married to a man of any ‘nationality’, i.e. from any ikiaaro, and hence be-
comes a national of a country that was not hers. A similar difference is 
underlined by another allegorical expression: 

Temokari aana saiga hai – A woman has no  age-set. (Svensson,  
1994:50).  

The saying points out that a woman is not eternally fixed to the same age-
set,36 since she is not necessarily married to her age-mates. The Kuria age-
set system, provided through circumcision, means that a girl first belongs 
to the set in which her circumcision group has undergone this ceremony. 
After marriage, however, a woman is included into her husband’s age-set. 
Incest rules of the Kuria do not allow marrying the preceding generation, 
which means that you are not to marry either in your children’s, or in your 
parent’s, generation. This is applied to the classificatory relationships re-
sulting from the age-group system, as well as the Kuria generation class 
system. When individuals break this code by ‘moving around’ with part-
ners of an inappropriate generation, this is condemned, just as is done in 
the following proverbial remark: 

Nkungu ikubimoori – An old cow among calves. (Svensson, 1994:14). 

The metaphorical statement was explained by the remark that this is how 
an elderly woman is told, if she prefers the company of someone belonging 
to a junior age-group. 

36Esaaro is the usual term for a named age-set, while esaiga (used in the saying) is used 
in a more general sense to denote a person’s contemporaries. 
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Life Stages 
Although the transition from childhood to the state of being young women 
and men is the most marked change in a person’s life, not least due to the 
observable liminal period, this is not the only formative phase of develop-
ment of adult life. The following four male, and five female, life stages can 
be distinguished, each involving processes improving the individual’s sta-
tus in the Kuria society, and within the extended family: 

Male Life Stages: Female Life Stages: 
umuriisia omosaagane 
umumura  umwiseke 
------------ umusubaati 
omogaaka umukungu 
umusubi umusubi 

A young girl is called omosaagane until she undergoes genital operation, a 
transformation to umwiseke, nubile womanhood, which means a dramatic 
change in status. Young women did not hesitate to emphasize that without 
esaaro, ‘the cut’, which is the name for male circumcision as well as female 
genital operation, an omosaagane cannot achieve the status of umwiseke, 
regardless of whether she matures physically, marries and gets children. 
The third stage, implying a significant change in female status, occurs 
when a married woman gives birth. From this time and onwards, she is 
umusubaati, which may be translated as wife even though this is a term 
frequently used to denote a married sister/daughter. In other words, mar-
riage in itself does not mean entering another life stage, but circumcision 
and childbearing do. The fourth female life phase, ubukungu,37 female 
elderhood, has been reached when a woman’s first child has been circum-
cised and consequently has passed the gateway to marriage. Circumcision 
is, thus, not only concerned with a change of status on the side of the initiate 
alone but is a juncture in life with implications for the parents’ status as 
well because this state means that they are entering another phase, or level, 
in the social hierarchy of family dynamics. The last stage is umusubi, which 
a woman, according to my understanding, reaches in her capacity as wife 
of an elder for whom this means entering the state of ritual elderhood.  

37Female elderhood is called ubukungu and female elders are abakungu (in singular  
umukungu). 
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The male life stages are only four, from boyhood to senior elderhood. 
The young boy is named umuriisia, meaning ‘he who grazes cattle’, a ref-
erence to his assignment as a herdsboy. Upon circumcision, the umuriisia 
changes into umumura, the warrior, a process transforming him to a de-
fender of his nation and rendering him (at least in theory) fit for marriage. 
Quite contrary to a woman’s development, a man does not enter another 
life stage because he gets offspring, but in the process when his first child 
is circumcised and his first son’s wife eventually enters his homestead. This 
new status, on the side of a man, is to be manifested by letting the initiate, 
returning to his father’s home from the place of circumcision, enter through 
his father’s passage to the cattle corral (ikihita).38 A man is, thus, umumura 
until the circumcision of the firstborn makes him become a male elder,  
omogaaka, a condition entitling him to establish his own homestead (being 
omoneeti, i.e. ‘your own’). When the first daughter-in-law is attached to 
his umugi (homestead), he has, consequently, achieved the status involved 
in being a homestead owner, that is, being umwëëne wumugi. Finally, a 
man may reach the stage of ubusubi (a word related to the verb -suba, fre-
quently used in the sense of ‘celebrate’), which, accordingly, could be 
translated to mean ‘the state of celebration’. The elders reaching this stage 
of senior elderhood, associated with dignity and vital knowledge, who have 
succeeded in performing the required ceremonies, are named abasubi (in 
singular umusubi). It is clear that one does not reach any of the above-
mentioned life stages by ageing alone, but instead these stages depend on 
various kinds of achievements. Unfortunately, the above-mentioned pat-
tern of levels of development have not always been realized by anthropol-
ogists in their attempts to identify life stages from birth to old age.39 How-
ever, I find support in the writings of Ruel who, interestingly, mentions that 
initiates in each of these two phases are referred to in terms of arriving 

38From this time onwards a man should have his own cattle corral with his own passage 
(ikihita), indicating that he is now a male elder (omogaaka). If the man still resides at 
his father’s homestead, then an extra passage to the cattle corral has to be opened to 
show that there is another umugi here as well. 
39Prazak proposes the following male life stages, which she claims that each individual 
proceeds through: umuriisia, umumura, omosaacha, omogaaka and umusubi. The cor-
responding female set is suggested to be: omosaagane, umwiseke, omorekari, 
umusubaati, umukuungu and umusubi (Prazak, 1992:138-141). She incorporates the 
two male ‘titles’, umuguru, meaning bachelor, and omosaacha, meaning husband (also 
a word for ‘man’) into her chart, as well as the female designation omorekari, ‘bride’. 
However, as I have argued above, a man does not leave the state of being ‘warrior’ 
(umumura) either by having the role of a bachelor, or as a husband. The same applies 
to a woman who marries; she will certainly enjoy an increase in status as ‘bride’, but 
she is umwiseke until producing children.  

60 

https://ikihita).38


  

 
     

    

   
 

 

     
    

          
         

           
   

 

  
   

 

 
           

  

  
    

    
   

  

 

    
 

  

(aahika, meaning she/he has arrived) and matureness (abaaye omoonto 
mokoro which means ‘he/she has become a mature person’) (Ruel, 
1997:150). To succeed in reaching the last phase, that is, to become 
umusubi, must, accordingly, be viewed as entering the highest level of ma-
turity. Notions about the greatness and fortunate position of being umusubi 
are drawn attention to in the Kuria saying: 

Urisuba – You will celebrate. 

This is frequently uttered in situations when a person who is about to be 
killed is lucky to escape death. It is understood, by this exclamation, that 
the person in question will manage, against all odds, to eventually perform 
the ceremony of elderhood. I wish to draw attention to the fact that  the  
qualities making an elder respected are often contrasted with the expected 
behaviour of young men (abamura) by citing the following proverb from 
my collection: 

Omoonto omokoro nengöögö araagora arëënta haang’i – An  elderly  
person is a commendation, he praises and draws people near. (Svens-
son, 1994:70). 

And: 

Omööna omokë nomörrö gonö kogööka, na moonto mokoro nkurimi-
aare – A young child is a burning, but an old person is choking the fire.
(Svensson, 1994:70). 

The first was explained to mean that elders have a talent for reconciliation, 
and the latter to imply that elderly people settle disputes and prevent prob-
lems from escalating. A brief description of Kuria generation classes is 
given below, and thereafter follows a section dealing with Kuria traditional 
leadership and valued qualities associated with leadership. 

Kuria Generational Classes 
When Kuria elders wish to emphasize that something is valid forever, they 
frequently use the expression amakora namakora, meaning, ‘from genera-
tions to generations’. Generation in singular is called irikora and refers to 
the Kuria generation classes. The Kuria system of generation classes, 
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which provide a fundamental point of reference for belonging, are, “a dou-
ble cyclical series of four named classes each whose membership is deter-
mined primarily by generation at birth” (Ruel, 1959:129). The double cy-
cles consist of the following generations: 

monyaSaai monyaChuuma 
abaSaai  abaGorongoro 
abaNyambureti abaGini 
abaGamunyere  abaNyangi 
abaMaina abaChuuma 

Membership follows in patrilineal descent. Since these are cyclical series, 
the children of abaMaina are abaSaai, as well as the sons of abaChuuma 
are abaGorongoro. Each generation class is also associated with a certain 
age-group of the community. Ruel suggests that there are two outstanding 
consequences of the generation class system:  

it provides formal expression in terms of named classes to the latent 
age-structure of the community... by ascription or assimilation, it links
all members of the community – and, indeed all Kuria speaking persons 
– in a single system of classificatory relationships expressed as lineal 
(or sibling) kinship. (Ruel, 1959:131). 

The classificatory relationship created is reflected, not least, in the Kuria 
mutual exchange of greetings and terms of address. 

Local Political Leadership 
Every ‘country’, ikiaaro, had a political organization consisting of various 
offices at the time of colonisation. The spokesman (omogaambi), the dream 
prophet (omorooti), the war leader (omoncheena) and the secret conclave 
(inchaama, the members are referred to as Abanchaama) held positions 
with political significance. A number of these functions of traditional Kuria 
leadership (traditional in the sense of existing before the colonial era) had 
a mandate based on rhetorical capacities. Rhetorical competence and the  
usage of elaborate language are highly valued qualities in most African  
societies. The spokesman, omogaambi (from -gaamba, referring to formal 
speech), denotes anybody (usually men) recognized for the ability to speak 
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in an assembly. However, when speaking about the political role of omoga-
ambi, we refer to individuals who have proved themselves capable of 
speaking to their people, as well as to speaking on behalf of them. The 
power of a spokesman depends on what socio-political unit he represents 
and the nature of his public recognition. Those abagaambi (plural of 
omogaambi) who held significant political power were spokesmen for the 
entire ikiaaro. Since they were not elected, Ruel accentuates that their au-
thority rested on public recognition of their personal qualities and social 
status, conditions which he formulates by the words, “They were leaders 
because they were followed” (Ruel, 1959:43). The context in which 
omogaambi played a leading role varied. He could, for example, outline 
the plan of attack in case of war raids, or cattle raids, which was frequently 
accompanied by verbal challenging of the warriors at general meetings 
(Ruel, 1959:44). There are a number of individual abagaambi who  are  
commonly referred to and remembered as powerful. I wish to emphasize 
that this is an example of leadership based on respect (which is seemingly 
mutual) that is earned, not demanded. 

The dream prophet, omorooti, meaning ‘the dreamer’, is another char-
acter who has played (and still does) a significant role on the political arena. 
Every ikiaaro had its prophets who foretold events of concern for the prov-
ince. Just like the spokesman, he had some influence over people, often the 
entire ‘country’, ikiaaro, through the spoken word. The dream prophet sees 
visions in his dreams which are to be announced in public. He is the one 
who dreams and speaks up. Famous prophets tend to evolve from special 
lineages famous for their abarooti (plural of dreamer). He tends to be a 
special character who at times provokes and stirs up strong feelings. I recall 
one incident at the weekly assembly, called the ‘chief’s baraza’, when, all 
of a sudden, the omorooti interrupted the meeting by declaring that the pre-
sent chief (the governmental representative) was to lose his office. The rea-
son given was corruption. The words uttered became a prophesy which was 
grounded in his dreaming and served as a prediction as soon as they were 
revealed to the meeting. As a consequence, the participants of the meeting 
were disturbed, and sometime after this incident the chief was replaced. 
The omorooti, a controversial person often leading an odd life, is held to 
be a prominent figure in the struggle against evil. This is just one example 
of the pressure the prophet may place on the community. I could refer to 
accounts of how the prophet reveals and rebukes social evil, like witchcraft 
and corruption, efforts which have not always been popular on the side of 
the practisers of mischief. The prophet may make a declaration like, “today 
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nobody shall do this or that, because I have dreamt”. If people ignore the 
warning, this would have consequences for individuals as well as for the 
entire society. According to Ruel, Kuria prophets are said to have predicted 
matters, like future attacks from outsiders, threatening catastrophes in the 
form of disease, famine or failure of crops. The prophecy could also be a 
prediction about a potentially successful cattle raid and include instructions 
to the abamura about how to proceed in the operation itself (Ruel, 
1959:44), There was, however, a special title, omoncheena, for an 
acknowledged organizer of raids. A young man, successful in leading cattle 
raids, is still praised as omoncheena. By the introduction of governmental 
offices, assumed to take on responsibility for keeping order, it is especially 
the omoncheena who is not called for to the same extent anymore. How-
ever, it should be underscored that many young Kuria men have ambitions 
to become soldiers, which is a prestigious occupation among the Kuria. 

The secret council of elders, inchaama, is considered to be occupied 
with the ritual well-being of the ikiaaro (as mentioned, its members are 
called Abanchaama). Their power is  not, as  with the prophet and the  
spokesman, based on their rhetorical ability but on their secret knowledge. 
Even today they take on a ritual responsibility for the country (ikiaaro). 
The secret council, we are informed by Ruel (1959:46), consisted of senior 
men, about thirty, representing the major lineages of the ikiaaro. They were 
spoken of as ‘the quiet people’, abakiri, who did not reveal their secrets. 
The Abanchaama were acknowledged for their ability to influence events 
by, what Ruel calls “supernatural processes”. The secret council performed 
necessary sacrifices and cleansing rituals when the country was endangered 
by disease or misfortune. Inchaama also prepared magic medicine, to pro-
tect the abamura of the country when going for raids, or the opposite, to 
destroy the young men of another ikiaaro that they were going to fight 
(Ruel, 1959:46). Circumcision is an event still demanding careful ritual 
preparations by the inchaama. Fleisher explains that Abanchaama contin-
ues to play this role in Nyamongo sporadic inter-clan warfare by, “prepar-
ing magic medicine to protect their own fighters, to destroy the enemy’s, 
and, in the case of night raiding from enemy cattle corrals, to ensure that 
the enemy will sleep through the raids and that their dogs will not bark”  
(Fleisher, 1997:91). 

I would argue that the conclave plays an intermediary role between the 
past and the present, the spokesman is more occupied with present-day af-
fairs, while the role of the dream prophet makes him become an interme-
diary  figure  between the past, the present and  the future. The  role of the 
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omogaambi, traditionally speaking to, and on behalf of, ikiaaro, has been 
replaced by the system of appointed chiefs, introduced during colonial 
time.40 There is a difference, though, in their power base, because the man-
date of the chief rests on being chosen by the government, while the 
spokesman’s authority depends on the fellow ‘country’-members confi-
dence in his ability as a leader. As a consequence, these two types of rep-
resentatives for ikiaaro tend to differ with regard to the locus of their loy-
alty. It is in the nature of the office of omogaambi to agitate in the interest 
of the people  of the ‘country’,  to whom his loyalty was directed and on 
whose support and confidence he relied. The appointed chief seems to have 
represented a role with divided loyalties, as they acted as intermediaries 
between the local population and the colonial authorities because, the Brit-
ish (who after the World War I took over Tanganyika from the Germans), 
as Tobisson puts it, “sought to rule indirectly through “chiefs” (Tobisson, 
1986:15). The chiefs were supposed to arrange for the collection of taxes, 
dispute settlements and to urge for the development of commercial agricul-
ture (Tobisson, 1986:15). The Kuria had no traditional chieftainship, a fact 
that may explain why the appointed chiefs, as has been documented, did 
not enjoy the required respect of their subjects and misused their power 
(Sillery, n.d.:130, cited in Tobisson, 1986:17). The Kuria elders’ responses 
to the appointment of chiefs were diverse, but in general they reacted 
against the tendency to use their position and authority to increase their 
personal wealth. Kjerland, in her scrutiny of colonial reports, gives an ac-
count of chiefs who she claims the Kenyan colonial authorities found to be 
“inclined to disregard Government orders”... “failing to bring offenders to 
justice”... “withholding information about thieves”... “suspected of receiv-
ing bribes”... “failing to report stock theft”... (Kjerland, 1995:76-81). It was 
not uncommon for these chiefs to be punished by the colonial government. 
From a District Report, we are informed that the intermediary position and 
divided loyalty held by a chief could favourably be turned into the corrup-
tion of, “concealing crimes and turning them to his own advantage” (South 
Kavirondo District Annual Report 1920, DC/KSI/1/2, cited in Kjerland, 
1995:77). 

40The Germans, who were on the Tanzanian side, established a military station in Shirati
1898 some fifty kilometres west of Kurialand (Tobisson, 1986:13). They were the ones 
who introduced chiefs for each ikiaaro with the responsibility of checking that German 
orders were carried out. In 1903, the British established a station at Karungu in Kenya, 
the border was demarcated, and a system of chiefs and headmen was introduced in Ku-
ria on the Kenyan side as well (Ruel, 1959:148, 149). 
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There are, however, collaborations between the chief  and the spokes-
men of lineage segments of different orders, and the chief and inchaama. 
It is worthwhile underscoring that the colonial power realized early that if 
chiefs settled cases in consultation with the elders at local courts, such a 
co-operation would reduce abuse of authority and oppression on the side 
of the chiefs. The Kuria are said to be a litigious people, and, according to 
Tobisson’s, sources, the courts in Kurialand attracted huge audiences 
throughout the colonial period (Tobisson, 1986:19). Even today, a number 
of matters are solved through co-operation between governmental repre-
sentatives and elders in Tanzania as well as in Kenya. In Kenya, this is 
done by the means of the baraza, a public council meeting usually assem-
bling every Monday in which family heads are supposed to participate. 
“The chief’s baraza’ is a medium for public announcements of governmen-
tal laws and directives. It serves the purpose of settling local disputes of 
various kinds. In times of emergency, it happens that that the local govern-
ment seeks the assistance of the secret conclave in solving intricate matters. 
This is usually done when they are defeated in settling serious conflicts,  
like, cattle rustling, land controversy, or when culprits are to be identified. 
The secret conclave has, from time to time, assisted in traditional oath tak-
ing for the sake of identifying and punishing the perpetrator. Tanzania, 
which chose another course than Kenya after independence, propagated for 
ujamaa (1962), African socialism, an ideology putting an emphasis on the 
community and drawing on certain indigenous community values.41 Upon 
this ideological mobilization followed another phase, the villagization pro-
gramme, implying that people were to live in villages in order to facilitate 
agricultural co-operatives, development centres and to communalize and 
redistribute land.42 The implementation of this programme in the Kuria 
speaking area was usually referred to as ‘Operation Mara’. Scattered home-
steads, not villages, were the pattern for settlement and farmers were forced 
to move to centres and become villagers.43 After the resettlement  of the  

41Nyerere outlined the ideas of the African socialism, on which Tanzania was to base 
its policies, in, Ujamaa — the Basis of African Socialism (1962). The Arusha Declara-
tion in 1967 was a public statement by TANU (the ruling party) about socialism and 
self-reliance as state ideology.
42Tobisson, doing fieldwork in Nyamwigura village in 1977-78, retells the farmers’ ac-
counts of how this village changed from 30 families into 180 families and how the 
resettlement affected individual families (1986:38-42). 
43Matango, in his article, “Operation Mara: The Paradox of Democracy” (1975), de-
scribes what happened in October 1973 in Mara Region, two weeks after the TANU 
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people into villages, village councils were created consisting of elected vil-
lage representatives (see Tobisson, 1986:43). Ritual elders, responsible for 
communal rituals, are usually invited to the village council, if the need for 
special measures arises. 

Founding Fathers and Legends about Origin 
Since a number of Kuria legends of origin endow political legitimacy to 
the present state of affairs and to communal visions, I will include promi-
nent elders’ accounts of their roots and some outstanding migratory traits. 
A number of Kuria elders whom I have met insist that they originate from 
Misiri, that is, Egypt. Others are more hesitant and take the common an-
cestor muKuria as their point of departure. MuKuria, a man with several 
wives, was, according to these accounts, born in Ethiopia from where he 
migrated southwards. The informants of the historian Chacha are more pre-
cise as they claim that the Kuria come from east of the Nile River (Chacha, 
1963:1). In a wild guess, Chacha suggests that this might have been be-
tween 1200-1300 AD. That the Kuria have carried out extensive migrations 
is an indisputable fact, supported by their own, as well as other people’s, 
oral history. The Kuria’s migration towards their present area, still charac-
terized by movements to and fro across the plain of Kiribo and the outskirts 
of Serengeti, has been gradual and has continued over a long period of time. 
However, Egypt as an ancestral home has been disputed by outsiders car-
rying out research on the Kuria. They have met this declaration, on the side 
of their informants, by relocating Misiri to other areas which they find more 
probable, like Ethiopia. The historian, Abusu, who realizes that various ibi-
aaro within the Kuria cluster claim that they originate from Misiri, pro-
poses that the descriptions of ‘Misiri’ do not seem to refer specifically to 
modern Egypt, but rather fit with the geographical region to the north of 
East Africa, that is, the Ethiopian highlands (Abusu, 1980:69).44 My mis-
sion does not encompass speculations whether the Kuria legends of origin 
represent historically and politically correct accounts or not, but I include 
the passing on of messages conveyed by elders. These legends, I propose, 
fulfil qualifications ascribed to myths, since the Greek word mythos means 

conference calling for rapid villagization in the entire Tanzania before 1976. He criti-
cizes the Tanzanian government for forcefully, and without proper information, moving 
peasants into villages. 
44Later migrational movements of the Kuria, with special reference to the Zebra people,
are described by Kjerland (1995:114-169). 
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‘word’ or ‘story’ and has nothing to do with speculations whether a narra-
tive is false or not. ‘Myth’ has come to signify a sacred narrative explana-
tion how the world and man came to be in their present form of existence. 
According to Pettazoni, “myth is true history because it is sacred history” 
(Pettazoni, 1984:102). Malinowski proposes that “Myth... is not merely a 
story told but a reality lived... It is not of the nature of fiction... but it is a 
living reality” (Malinowski, 1984:198). Dundes suggests, along the same 
line of thought, that myths are prose narratives which are considered to be 
“truthful accounts” of what happened in the past. He phrases the essence 
of this truth by the wordings, “They are accepted on faith, they are taught 
to be believed, and they can be cited as authority in answer to ignorance, 
doubt, or disbelief’ (Dundes, 1984:9). Legends, according to Dundes, have 
a tendency to be secular rather than sacred, are concerned with a more re-
cent past, and have human characters (1984:9). I regard the stories about 
the origin of Kuria, the Zebra people, migrations of founders, and the 
emerging of provincial lineages, as legends. But they are, I suggest, sacred 
historical narratives because the narrating elders make the claim that “this 
is history”. It should be underlined that this was the argument by the Kuria 
prophet giving an account of the legend about the Zebra and his three sons, 
presented below, who was concerned that these words should be spread in 
order to protect the young generation from ignorance of their origin. An-
other interesting feature of a sacred narrative (drawn attention to by Dundes 
with regard to a ‘myth’) is that its sacred character offends people if it is 
referred to by renderings typical for secular fictional narratives (Dundes, 
1984:1). This can also be said about these legends. 
Why the People of MoSonga Live Dispersed among Their Brethren 

The following legend is about migrational moves of Waigare, the Zebra, 
and his sons who had left the plains of Mugumu and at this particular point 
of their migration reached the escarpment. It is believed that Waigare 
dropped behind at Rosana45 (see map), where ‘the glittering land’ promised 
by their prophets was unfolding in front of them in the form of the rolling 
fertile hills constituting the Kuria highland. The following description of 
this phase in the Zebra history was retold by one of the Kuria prophets to a 
young woman who conducted some interviews for me: 

45The place Rosana, which is situated just at the escarpment above the plains of Kiribo, 
might possibly be a reminder about this phase in the Zebra people’s movements, since 
the verb -rosa means ‘becoming tired’. 
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Prophet: ‘Waigare Omogaaka’ – The man Waigare gave birth to (-
ibioora) three sons, moSonga, Nyabasi and muTimbaru. Their father 
had grown old, he said, “Come and carry me.” MoSonga refused, he 
said, “I am looking after cows.” His father said that “Whenever you go 
stay there!” I only know this.  

Interviewer: Mogaaka, ‘Elder’, I have a small question.  

Prophet: Just ask.  

Interviewer: Amongst his sons, who is firstborn? 

Prophet: The first-born was moSonga, the second child was Nyabasi 
and the last child (omokogoti) was muTimbaru. 

Interviewer: You said that the father to the three sons was by then very 
old? 

Prophet: Yes.  

Interviewer: Why did he request them to carry him? 

Prophet: He said so because they were migrating from Ikorongo to  
Gokegorro (‘a glittering place’). The prophet had told that we were to 
go there. That is why he said, “Carry me.” The whole family (umugi),
their  wives  and  children, and their cows, their goats – all  moved to 
Gokegorro. People and all things were in front, and the sons were be-
hind. When the father told them, “come and carry me”, muTimbaru and 
Nyabasi went back to carry him. But moSonga refused (by saying) that
he was looking after the cows in front of them. My words end here.  

Interviewer: Now father, you were almost to finish. Why can’t you fin-
ish for the sake of your kindness? 

Prophet: What else am I to finish for you? You know that your words 
(amang’ana) are good. So you know that even you, you send a child 
(you ask your child to do something for you). Then he/she refuses. You 
feel bad, you can even beat him. So, when moSonga refused, what did 
his father feel like? Did he feel good? No, his father was annoyed with 
moSonga. He felt so bitter (naigurre oborro obonënë). You know, be-
cause he was very annoyed, when he reached ‘the glittering place’. He 
told all his three sons to light the fire. After lighting, and it was ready, 
their father told them to add firewood. When they did as he said, he 
asked them to take one burning firewood to put in the other fireplaces 
(amariiko), so as to be only two hearths. They did as he said. When they 
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finished, their father told them that “Since moSonga refused to carry
me, I can’t divide for him my land. He will stay amongst my sons. When 
he goes to buTimbaru, he will stay there and when he comes to Nyabasi, 
he will stay. But since he cared for cows more than me, I will divide 
some cows for him. Even today, when you see clearly, abaSonga have 
many cows compared to other people. 

Prophet continues:  Why is  it  that,  when you marry a daughter-in-law 
from boSonga (the area of the Songa people), she comes and starts abus-
ing you? And they are so bitter, they even beat their mothers-in-law and 
their husbands. You know that, when their founder, their father mo-
Songa, was called by his father and he refused, Waigare told him that 
his house (inyuumba) will be bad (embe). But me, I am not bad, since 
you have seen that I have left my work so as to tell you words of long 
ago (amang’ana gakarai). I am omoSonga, but I am not tough headed 
(omotwe omokong’u), nor am I annoying anybody. Have you heard that 
I have annoyed somebody? 

Interviewer: No. 

Prophet: Have you heard that I have abused anybody? 

Interviewer: No. 

Prophet: So, my child, I am a good person. Now, where are you taking 
my words to? 

Interviewer: You know with us (young generation), we do not know 
things of long time ago, since we do not have anyone to teach us.  

Prophet: Yes that is true. Surely, you do not know what happened long
time ago. People have neglected our customs (amang’ana gaweito).
They say that they are educated. Baaba (young woman), and that they 
are modernized! Let us fix our eyes on them and see them (tiga toba-
torre amaiso)! So these words will be kept, so that the coming genera-
tion (abaanto banë bariicha, literally ‘those people that are to come’) 
should know about where the Kuria people come from. And to know 
‘customs and traditions’ (imigirro) and things (amang’ana) which hap-
pened long time ago to their people. You know good words (amang’ana 
amaiya). A person like you (refers to the girl conducting the interview) 
is the one I wanted. Continue nicely, and God will help you in your 
work. Be like your father. But go and make many copies of these words 
(print these words) and send me a copy. Have you heard? 

Interviewer: Yes.  
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Prophet: Greet all people of home. Remain with peace (otame no-
moreembe). 

Interviewer: Ogaambere buuya, you have said well. But tell me only 
one word... Why did the Zebra split? 

Etc. 

(Field notes, Interviews I, History: Legends, 26/2/93, pp 125-141). 

Another man, known for his cultural competence, gave the following ac-
count of the same legend: 

The father who was in Mugumu emigrated from there with his three 
sons: moSonga, Nyabasi and muTimbaru. When they reached Kiribo, 
then moSonga took care of all cattle, while the other two sons carried 
their exhausted father. MoSonga refused to help his father. He did not 
give him milk and did not carry him. Because of this, his father cursed 
him, and now abaSonga they are few and they have no territory as the 
other two. Some live among abaTimbaru and some are scattered among 
the people of Nyabasi. (Diary II, 15/2/93). 

This legend is different in character from secular fictional narratives. I find 
it constructive to distinguish between sacred and secular narratives, as do 
the theoretical contributions to the understanding of myth, that I have re-
ferred to. I would, however, like to ascribe traits, claimed to be the nature 
of myth, that is, the dealing with order and origin of state of affairs, to  
sacred narratives as well. Legends, like the one presented here, about mi-
gration to ‘the glittering place’ promised by prophets, and the explanation 
why abaSonga have no territory of their own, have a sacred character in 
the eyes of the people concerned, because they deal with their being, by 
explaining from where they come, what they are today and why this order 
came to be. 

It should be underscored, that this sacred legend is about birth right ver-
sus right bestowed by blessing. This narrative both explains the origin of 
the present socio-political order, how it came to be, and gives legitimacy 
to the current state of affairs. Its affirmative function makes it to give a 
stamp of legitimacy to contemporary power relations and hierarchy be-
tween dominant lineages. The issue is, the right to his own territory, in 
opposition to the doomed state of always having to live among other people 
(even though they are your ‘brothers’). It illustrates when rights bestowed 

71 



 

    
    
  

  
      

   
        

      
  

 
  
   

 
        

 

    
        

           
   

   
     

     
    

       
    

   
     

   
     

      
   

  

    
     

on blessing supersedes birth right. As the legend goes, Nyabasi, muTim-
baru and moSonga were all sons of Waigare, the Zebra. They were sons of 
the same mother, and, by virtue of this fact, they were theoretically on the 
same level of ranking in terms of lineage formation principles. OmoSonga, 
the eldest son, ranks above his brothers, though, and is entitled to a greater 
share of inheritance and authority, than muTimbaru and Nyabasi. However, 
in contemporary society, it is evident that they (in their capacity as found-
ing fathers) are not equal when it comes to socio-political structural rank-
ing. The fate of the descendants of moSonga is frequently described as: 

1. These days the abaSonga are few in number. 
2. AbaSonga have no territory of a higher order (ikiaaro), like the 

descendants of the other two brothers.  
This implies that 
3. AbaSonga are dispersed. Some live among the abaTimbaru and  

others are spread out among abaNyabasi. 

The legend legitimizes this seemingly inequitable order by referring to a 
certain point in the history of migration from the plains of Mugumu. Since 
the father, Waigare, was worn out on the plains of Kiribo, the two sons, 
Nyabasi and muTimbaru carried him. MoSonga, however, showed no re-
spect towards his exhausted father, a matter of fact demonstrated by his 
refusal to support him or to nurture him. This is the background to the 
founding father’s decision to bless muTimbaru and Nyabasi at the expense 
of their brother, whom he actually cursed. The cursing was performed by 
ritual in which Waigare asked his sons to make one hearth each, in other 
words, to construct an image of amagiha, that is, the lineages symbolized 
by, and named after, the three hearth stones. With his staff, symbolizing 
his patriarchal status, he divided the hearth of moSonga into two parts 
which were given to Nyabasi and muTimbaru. As is illustrated by this ritual 
metaphor, these two brothers were given the mandate to form an ikiaaro of 
their own, which meant being entitled to their own territory in which their 
descendants are counted as ibinaine, that is, original in the sense of being 
“true descendants’ who form a nation. This entitlement is based upon prin-
ciples of birth right, a mandate bestowed through ritual blessing. MoSonga, 
on the contrary, was denied his birth right to become the founder of ikiaaro, 
as a consequence of his detrimental actions.  

The present political order concerned with the ranking of Zebra lineages 
of a higher order which are decisive for territorial rights, is, thus, backed 
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up by sacred legends. This legend is an example of a Kuria narrative re-
garded as sacred history, and as such as a truthful account, giving legiti-
macy to the existing order of power relationship between competing sec-
tions within the Zebra provinces, which, consequently, can be cited as au-
thority in answer to ignorance, doubt or contesting statements. 

Concluding Remarks 
Chapter two has mainly been concerned with presenting the necessary 
background information about the Kuria people. The problem of categoriz-
ing people has been illustrated, since the Kuria people do not provide a case 
that readily falls into the neat categories available. One should be aware 
that depicting people in too narrow terms tends to uphold typified repre-
sentations, and that generalisations enable the creation of new images. The 
Kuria speak a Bantu language although they share a number of cultural 
traits with Nilotic neighbours. They cultivate fertile land on the Kenyan 
and Tanzanian highlands, at the same time as they have access to pasturage 
on the plains. 

In this chapter the role of traditional leadership has been mentioned, like 
the dream prophet, the spokesman and ritual elders. The power of a spokes-
man to influence matters depends to a great extent on his capability to ad-
dress an assembly and to speak on behalf of people. The dream prophet is 
a charismatic figure who also can influence matters through the spoken 
word. He dreams, often about misdeeds, and he speaks up, even when it is 
inconvenient, about the necessity of alternative courses of action. The el-
ders who assist in solving cases at the chief’s baraza have a considerable 
power over people’s lives, since they are the ones who have the privilege 
to interpret events, in their capacity as experts on Kuria traditionary laws. 
They tend to display an impressing competence in rhetoric and elaborate 
language. Since oral skills are valued, elders tend to cultivate such a com-
petence. Finally, the members of the secret conclave, who are responsible 
for the ritual well-being of the country, or province, their power is not 
based on the spoken word, but on secret knowledge. 

The sacred narrative explaining why the abaSonga people have to live 
dispersed among their brethren, is a thrilling illustration of ‘the power of 
being’. The founding father, Waigare the Zebra, migrated with his three 
sons over the plains. Two of the sons were supportive of their father, 
namely Nyabasi and muTimbaru, while greed overcame omoSonga at the 
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sight of ‘the glittering place’. Being firstcomer would give him the right of 
claiming to be ‘true’ inhabitant, ekenaine. At the prospect of becoming a 
founding father in a land of prosperity he left the brothers and his exhaus-
tive father behind, a neglect moving the father to put a curse on him with 
his paternal staff. The curse implied that the people of omoSonga would  
never have the right to claim a lineage of the highest order, that is to form 
a ‘nation’, ikiaaro, with their own territory. Today, being omoSonga means 
being included into the ibiaaro of Nyabasi and Timbaru. The legend gives, 
thus, legitimization to the being of territorial founders on the highest level 
(ikiaaro). Let us consider the thoughts of Socrates on the topic of interde-
pendency of becoming and being, as he argues that every single becoming 
takes place because of a particular being. In the light of these ideas, the 
legend conveys a message about the fulfilment of male aspirations to a par-
ticular being, namely being founder of ikiaaro, and a becoming that never 
materialized, that is, the restrictions on the people of omoSonga to  form  
their own ikiaaro. The myth of origin legitimizes hierarchical structuring 
of lineages, as it explains the becoming of the two ibiaaro, Nyabasi and 
buTimbaru, and affirms a relatedness between the two. 
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Chapter Three 
The Kuria House Property Complex 

Chapters three and four aim at  scrutinizing  a  socioeconomic  system that 
scholars call ‘the house property complex’. This term, coined by Gluckman 
in the 1950’s (Gluckman, 1950), refers to marriage and kinship systems 
regulating property holding according to wife units, that is ‘houses’ in the 
polygynous family. I will look into general statements about definitions 
and features of house property complexes in general. In this chapter, I will 
mainly concentrate on aspects of social welfare and security provided by 
the system, leaving its mechanism of exclusion to be discussed and exem-
plified in the chapter to follow. The exchange of women and bride cattle 
and what this transaction means in terms of transfer of rights, is a recurring 
theme, since this is a key to the establishment of female and male access to 
property entitlements. In view of the fact that the practice of bridewealth 
has commonly been described as a transaction mainly in the interest of 
men, bridewealth meanings, their rules and consequences, in the Kuria con-
text, is elucidated, in an attempt to avoid such reductionist representations. 

The analyses of the cases presented in these two chapters aims to iden-
tify structural principles involved in social relations. When dealing with 
the empirical examples presented in the various chapters, my intention is 
to call attention to the transformative capacity of human action. Social in-
teraction is regarded as connected to reproduction of the social system. 
Structures are viewed as actor dependent insofar as they are reproduced by 
actors, a condition which in this process causes changes in the structures. 
This chapter presents and elaborates on a socioeconomic system having 
force, a system with structures to be reckoned with, enabling property hold-
ing as well as setting up limitations for inclusion. The Kuria house property 
complex is, thus, a system that is reproduced by actors ‘stretching’ its struc-
tures, just like any other social system in case these actors find themselves 
to be restrained by these. 

In connection with the treatment of the Kuria house property complex, 
inequality and mechanisms of marginalisation (mainly treated in Chapter 
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Four) are discussed. In an attempt to avoid the mistake of merely conferring 
on individual’s roles and positions in the system, which means that indi-
vidual actors are not given the room they deserve, this focus on structures 
is complemented by examples from real life, demonstrating interactions 
and motives of individuals. On the basis of my empirical data, I am confi-
dent in my point of departure that these chapters deal with a socioeconomic 
system actually determining people’s socioeconomic situation, and conse-
quently, that its underlying structures are relevant with respect to people’s 
wellbeing, and their vulnerability. There are structures that cannot be ig-
nored, I argue, making themselves felt not the least in times of competition 
and crisis, like periods of food stress (see Chapter Four). At the same time, 
however, ‘out there’ in the real world there is room for agency, a fact that 
an approach merely viewing the Kuria house property complex as a com-
pelling system would not recognize. Besides, to ascribe agency to individ-
uals, or groups, means, I believe, a recognition of processes of change re-
sulting from a discrepancy between unfulfilled wants and conditions of life. 

The House Property Complex – A Kind of Paradox 
within the Patrilineal System 
Gluckman observed a common pattern in the African jural systems regu-
lating inheritance and property holding in a number of African societies. 
As these differed in rule and consequence from similar systems of sur-
rounding societies, Gluckman made the point in the 1950’s that those com-
mon patterns of complexes of inheritance and property holding had not yet 
been defined. He thus undertook the mission to sort out what he considered 
to be a certain category of “marriage and kinship systems”, from property 
holding systems differing in nature. In this endeavour, he found ‘the house 
property complex’ to be a suitable label (Gluckman, 1950:195), since prop-
erties are vested in socioeconomic units referred to as ‘houses’. By creating 
the concept of ‘the house property complex’, Gluckman has won recogni-
tion as a serious contributor to the understanding of the underlying struc-
tures of African systems causing variations in basic property holdings be-
tween societies. In the process of creating this category, that is, the house 
property complex, he contrasts the jural complex of a house-property-
based society with the jural system of a society applying other rules with 
regard to resource access. ‘The house property complex’ applies to a num-
ber of Central African jural systems of patrilineal societies, underscoring, 
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as the term indicates, that marriage and kinship systems of a number of 
African societies are juridical systems regulating inheritance and property 
holding according to ‘houses’. The implications are that each ‘wife unit’ in 
the polygynous family has its own property.  

In order to make clear that these systems actually differ in essence from 
the surrounding property systems, Gluckman brings out their characteris-
tics by contrasting the Zulu marriage and kinship system, which qualifies 
as a ‘house property complex’, with the Lozi system. At first glance, the 
Zulu and the Lozi families might appear to be similar, as the families con-
stitute economic units in both societies. Bridewealth is transferred at mar-
riage, and it is the duty of the husband to provide his wife with house and 
land for cultivation. The wife for her part, is expected to engage in farming 
and household activities. However, a decisive difference is, Gluckman sug-
gests, that among the Zulu, a man’s rights of inheritance is vested in his 
agnatic lineage, while the Lozi, in contrast, have a shallow kinship system 
with no corporate unilineal group of kinsmen. Even though among the Lozi 
a child is supposed to reside with its father, there are no fixed rules of af-
filiation. The Lozi hold that a child belongs to both its father’s and its 
mother’s side and the child may, thus, decide to live with its maternal rel-
atives. However, since the Lozi families represent a system that differs 
from the house property complex, they are outside the focus of this study 
(Gluckman, 1950:193). In order to bring out the common pattern of ‘the 
house property complex’, Gluckman draws attention to differences in rules 
and consequences between these two patrilineal and patrilocal societies on 
a number of points. Differences in marriage stability between the two so-
cieties becomes one of the major focuses for his analysis, after pointing out 
the comparatively stability of Zulu marriage unions, in contrast to the Lozi. 
He argues that observable variations between the two societies, like differ-
ences in marriage durability and principles of property holdings, are con-
sequences of divergences in the nature of the two systems. Explanations 
should preferably be sought in the meanings of bridewealth transactions, 
as I will return to (Gluckman, 1950:166-206). 

Evans-Pritchard, who draws attention to the matrifocal principle of fe-
male houses, with reference to the Nuer, regards this as a paradox, because, 
although being a patrilineal society, the social principle of agnatic descent 
is still traced through the mother. His argument goes as follows: 

Agnatic descent is, by a kind of paradox, traced through the mother, for 
the rule is that in virtue of payment of bridewealth all who are born of 
her womb are children of her husband... They may count as children of 

77 



 

   
       

     

 
   

        
   

   
 

  
  

       
    

   
  

        
     

  
   

   
  

     
      

 
  

     
 

                                                 
      

   
   

 

  
 

   
  

    
  

  

a man their mother has never even seen. They may have been begotten 
by several fathers, but they all have the same pater. It is the fertility of 
the womb which a lineage receives by payment of bridewealth. (Evans-
Pritchard, 1951:122).  

Since Evans-Pritchard refers to the same principle as Gluckman’s concept 
is based on, the house property complex could be seen as a kind of paradox 
within a patrilineal society. This principle is also spelled out by Gluckman, 
“I must stress that I refer here under ‘house property complex’ to the in-
heritance of rights through the mother” (Gluckman, 1950:197). 

I would argue that defining and identifying the ‘matrifocal’ family 
within such patriarchal and patrilineal systems, means paying attention to 
a mediating principle, assuring the married woman greater economic and 
social security than authoritarian patrilineal systems normally permit. In  
other words, when a patrilineal society is studied without paying attention 
to internal structures of interest for women, like property holding vested in 
women, a unidimensional image of gender power relationships is created. 
This might seem needless to point out after decades of research has been 
carried out aiming to highlight even women’s concerns. It is my experi-
ence, though, that studies dealing with resource access and inequality do 
not always take the significance of house property complexes into account. 
As a consequence of ignoring female principles, studies of patrilineal soci-
eties, I claim, still tend to depict women in terms of dependents.46 

The mentioned paradox, or mediating principle, of tracing descent 
through the mother and assuring rights in properties according to matrifo-
cal families, is found in Kuria society as well. Male- and female-oriented 
lineage principles are implied in the Kuria terminology of family units 
since they carry a double meaning. A man’s homestead is  termed  umugi 
and consists of a number of houses, depending on the number of wives and 

46To illustrate my point, Prazak may serve as an example of a researcher depicting 
Kuria women as ‘dependents’. In her description on relationships between members 
of a homestead, she suggests that “The top position within a homestead is that of its 
male head... He holds first rights to land, cattle, and crops. His status within the home-
stead is of absolute and unquestioned authority... Since his status in the community 
and the social identity of the homestead both depend on the size of the homestead and 
the degree of harmony with which it functions, it is in the umuene’s interest to consult 
the dependents in his homestead... The homestead head’s dependents include his 
wives, his sons, and married daughters. Whereas his sons will eventually attain the 
position of homestead head, and thus become the ultimate authorities in their own 
right, females are permanent dependents. In effect the male head continues to have au-
thority over his wife even after his death.” (Prazak, 1992:116-117) 
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daughters-in-law. Umugi is also how his extended family, his emerging 
lineage, is named. The same duality of meaning is found in the Kuria term 
for a house, inyuumba. Although this is a label meaning a house in general, 
inyuumba usually denotes the house of a properly married woman which, 
just like umugi has an extended meaning, is a concept involving more than 
merely a physical house. Inyuumba denotes the matrifocal family, which is 
the smallest socioeconomic unit within the polygynous family. Such dual-
ity in meaning is referred to by Schneider, as he warns that the house prop-
erty complex should not be reduced to a physical aspect of homesteads. It 
should rather be viewed as, “a kind of arrangement of relations in which a 
man heads a household and allows his wife or wives to conduct their own 
production operation, passing the proceeds to their sons... Nevertheless, 
this arrangement takes on a physical dimension” (Schneider, 1979:106).  

The aspect of house property complexes as an arrangement of relations, 
implying the passing on of proceeds to sons by their mothers is further  
elaborated by Håkansson (1988) and Oboler (1994), as I will discuss after 
a brief note on bridewealth meanings. To sum up, the socioeconomic struc-
ture, referred to as the Kuria house property complex, deserves to be ex-
plored since just like among the Zulu, this is a common jural system of a 
patrilineal society regulating inheritance and property holding ‘according 
to houses’, i.e. each wife’s house has its own property (as I will return to 
and specify in detail). 

Meanings of Bridewealth Transactions 
Gluckman (who takes a great interest in marriages and divorces) claims  
that patrilineal societies with house property complexes have compara-
tively stable marriage unions, and accordingly he discusses motives for 
such durability. The fact that the Zulu, for example, transfer a compara-
tively higher amount of bridewealth than the Lozi, may certainly be a rea-
son in the pressure parents of a girl place on here in order to force her to 
remain with her legal husband (Gluckman, 1950:191). The Kuria, have 
been famous for a high bridewealth rate as well. Ruel suggested in  the  
1950’s that the rate of bridewealth, at that time, was one of the highest for 
the whole of East Africa (Ruel, 1959:107). I have observed, from the Kuria 
context, how brothers have used force and strong persuasion in order to 
make eloping sisters return to their husbands, as their own marriages de-
pended on their sisters’ bride cattle. From my experience, a married 
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woman’s brothers are often very concerned that their sister remain with her 
husband, if her bride cattle has already been exchanged for a wife. How-
ever, the argument, put forward, that explanations for marriage durability 
should be sought in variations of meanings of bridewealth transactions be-
tween societies is worthwhile investigating. According to Gluckman, “In 
patrilineal societies of the Zulu type the marriage payment permanently 
transfers the woman’s procreative capacity to her husband’s lineage. 
Therefore, relative to the society’s wealth, the payment tends to be large” 
(Gluckman, 1950:200). 

The endurance of marriage arrangements in this society is, thus, accord-
ing to Gluckman, due to a permanent attachment of a woman’s fertility to 
her husband’s lineage. In other words, the transfer of rights in women and 
children by the means of bridewealth is not the same in the Lozi marriage 
system as in the Zulu society. Divorces are not easily obtained among the 
Zulu, since marriage payment transfers the woman’s procreative power 
completely to her husband’s agnatic lineage for her life. Among the Lozi, 
on the contrary, according to Gluckman, marriage cattle are paid for sexual 
rights. The meaning of marriage payment, thus, has consequences for the 
affiliation of women and children. He, furthermore, suggests that this is 
why the payment tends to be high among the Zulu. This principal conclu-
sion, by Gluckman, is opposed by Schneider who claims that “the glue in 
the house property complex is rather the kind and amount of property 
which a husband can confer on his wife when he marries her’ (Schneider, 
1979:107). There is, thus, a contradiction in views whether the wealth  
given for a woman, or the property conferred on her at marriage, is what 
ties her. Schneider, furthermore, associates the phenomenon of house prop-
erty complexes to livestock production (1979:109), so called ‘mobile 
wealth’, or ‘movable property’. The point of argument is, thus, whether the 
observed marriage stability depends on the nature of rights in the woman, 
conferred on her husband’s group, or, if such endurance is due to resource 
access and property holding entrusted to the woman. 

The transfer of a woman’s fertility, by Evans-Pritchard expressed as a 
lineage receiving “the fertility of the womb” by payment of bridewealth 
(1951:122), is obviously a central theme in bridewealth transactions. A lin-
eage group loses its daughters but insists on its rights to the fertility of its 
daughter-in-law. Gluckman argues, consequently, that in these societies 
(concerned with house property complexes) marriage payments “bind” the 
woman’s reproductive capacity to the perpetuation of the extended agnatic 
lineage: 
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The giving of cattle transfers her fertility for all her lifetime to the ag-
natic group of her husband, who may indeed have been dead before she 
was married to his name, or who may be a woman or an impotent man. 
If the wife goes off in adultery, the children are her husband’s; if he 
dies, she continue to bear for him; if she is barren, or dies before bear-
ing, a young sister should replace. (Gluckman, 1950:200, 201). 

The transfer of bridewealth may be formulated in a less specific way, 
though, as a transaction concerned with rights in land, property and people 
as I will  demonstrate  in  the following sections.  Kuper, who is  also con-
cerned with the Zulu, argues that bride cattle establish a husband’s rights 
in his children and in his wife’s productive power. The Zulu express this 
transfer of a woman’s procreative capacity by the Zulu expression, ‘cattle 
beget children’ (Kuper, 1982:10). A Kuria elder, who was trying to make 
the same principle clear to me, expressed the same idea with the words: 

It is not from where the seeds originate that counts. It is where the cattle 
come from that matters. 

This emphasis on cattle instead of seeds, implies that a man becomes the 
legal father to any child born by his wife. The expression, ‘not the seeds 
but the cattle’ is, thus, a reference to the Kuria principle of affiliation of 
children; the legal consequences of ideological ‘structures’ of the Kuria  
house property complex. 

Ethnographic writings have often tended to look into bridewealth trans-
actions from the point of view of the man’s group, i.e. what cattle do on 
the side of the man. From such a perspective, bridewealth transactions in 
Kuria society could be seen as a transfer of a cluster of rights, that is, rights 
to a woman’s labour and services, rights to her procreative power and rights 
to her sexuality. One could assume that the heavy emphasis on this princi-
ple of fertility transfer, which means that the source of the cattle determines 
birth right, would make sexual rights in a womanless rigid. For that reason, 
it may be crucial to point out that in the case of infidelity on the side of the 
woman, customary law demands that the intruder is to compensate her le-
gal husband with a fine of some heads of cattle. Furthermore, the adulter-
ous wife  was  sent  home  to her parents in  order  to fetch a cow (or some 
heads of cattle) named eng’öömbe yeboke, meaning ‘the honey cow’. ‘The 
honey cow’ is supposed to be fetched from her bride cattle, which means 
that she was expected to return a head of cattle which once was given her 
by her husband. On the side of the man indulging in sexual affairs with 
somebody else’s wife, this transgression would mean that he had to pay her 
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husband a fine of some few heads of cattle. This fine is termed eng’öömbë 
yekirugi, meaning the cow of stirring (the symbolic meanings of these two 
kinds of cattle are elaborated on further in Chapter Seven). These penalties 
indicate, firstly, that payments for rights in a woman’s sexuality actually is 
included in the Kuria bridewealth. Secondly, this highlights that sex is not 
something that a man should enjoy free of charge, since the holder of sexual 
rights was entitled to demand compensation.47 

The idea of rights for compensation in the case an outsider makes use 
of a married woman’s sexuality is a perception worth paying attention to, 
since it does not only apply to the Kuria context. To further underline the 
existing link between female sexuality and bridewealth, I wish to draw at-
tention to a remarkable jargon of ‘madams’ managing brothels in Kenyan 
towns. These ‘madams’ might make references to customers’ payment for 
sexual services provided by prostitutes, by saying that they have ‘paid bride 
price’ or by demanding that they are to ‘pay bride price’ (bridewealth in 
Swahili is mahari). Such notions indicate the relevance of scrutinizing 
bridewealth meanings when seeking to grasp the nature of social phenom-
ena, like prostitution. The transfer of rights in a woman, between two 
groups of people, is at times explicitly stated in terms of a purchase, like 
this Kuria proverb demonstrates: 

Etëto nkogoraana – Marriage is a selling and buying from one another.
(Svensson, 1994:51) 

Bridewealth transactions do not, however, only assure men of the perpetu-
ation of their lineages and access to female labour and sexuality, because 
women do not merely view themselves as links in a patriarchal society, but 
ascribe themselves fairly influential positions within the system.  

Criteria for Assessing House Property Complexes 
Quite contrary to what an emphasis on male rights acquired in women by 
the means of bridewealth reveals, house property complexes have implica-
tions for defining female rights and statuses as well as male prerogatives. 
In the Kuria context, land and cattle are allotted to each female subunit, 

47These payments are frequently overlooked nowadays. It should, however, be under-
lined that although adultery is by no means infrequent, it is still condemned. 
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which is called inyuumba, within the Kuria homestead; as in the case 
among the Zulu: 

What we may call the ‘house property complex’ has wider implications. 
A Zulu allots land and cattle to each of his wives. Land and cattle thus 
allotted become irrevocably property of the house, even if the woman 
is divorced or demoted in status. This property can be used by the father,
subject to the rules set out above, but it is inherited by the sons of that 
wife against her half-brothers by their father’s other wives. (Gluckman, 
1950:195).  

The Kuria principle of lineage attachment, ‘not seeds but cattle’, has con-
sequences for married women as well as for their children. But before elab-
orating further on the socioeconomic security provided, a discussion com-
paring some contributions to the enhancement of theories on house prop-
erty complexes will be presented. Scholars elaborating on the house prop-
erty complexes differ in their understanding of what sort of criteria should 
be applied to decide whether a specific society can be said to have this kind 
of property holding system. In an effort to render this label a useful analyt-
ical tool for assessing property holding in patrilineal societies, it has been 
developed accordingly. I shall mention Håkansson’s comparative study of 
house property systems in Eastern Africa48 and Oboler’s contribution 
(1994) with reference to the Kipsigis, as they exemplify attempts to sort 
out differences and similarities between house property complexes. 

Rights in properties within the extended family are complex, but what 
characterizes these systems is that the houses, within the extended family, 
are more or less independent units. Håkansson, in his attempt to identify 
patterns of similarities in the variations of complexes, distinguishes be-
tween two polar extremes of systems. His point of departure is that these 
systems should be assessed in terms of male control. Accordingly, a system 
where the family head may be relatively free to distribute and control prop-
erty is, by Håkansson, labelled a ‘centralized system’ (1984:2), while a 
system where the property of the house units is regulated by customary law 

48The comparative study of house property systems by Håkansson (1984) has been 
recognized by other scholars writing on the same topic. According to Oboler, it is “the 
best comparative treatment of house property systems published to date” (Oboler, 
1994:343). 
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is named a ‘decentralized system’.49 I will pay extra attention to the defi-
nition of the latter category, which is distinguished on the ground that, as 
Håkansson argues, “the family head’s control over cattle and other re-
sources which have been allocated to a house cannot be alienated by the 
family head. This I term a “decentralized system” because ownership and 
control of family resources is divided between the family head and mem-
bers of houses” (Håkansson, 1984:2). My own discussions concentrate on, 
what Håkansson terms, a decentralized system, since I will argue that this 
is what the Kuria house property complex is about. At the same time, at-
tempts to sort out just any patrilineal property system in accordance with 
these criteria and this scale, should be objected to by drawing attention to 
the fact that, per definition, patrilineal extended families where the male 
head allocates cattle from a common pool according to his own judgement 
do not qualify as a house property system. This is why I hesitate when it is 
argued, as Håkansson does on the basis of his study, that property although 
allocated to houses are still under the “ultimate authority of the extended 
family head” (1984:1). By referring to his authority as ‘ultimate’, with re-
gard to house properties, the main theme of female principles within the 
system is downplayed.  

Oboler, who has elaborated further on analytical tools for the classifica-
tion of these concepts (1994), distinguishes ‘highly developed house prop-
erty systems’ from less developed complexes. She not only regards this as 
a more adequate labelling than the centralized/decentralized terminology, 
but objects to the criteria for such classification as well. A high level of 
control of house property by women, Oboler argues, is not a defining cri-
terion of what she terms a ‘highly developed house property complex’ 
(even though it might be a result of the same) (1994:347). She suggests that 
a number of other traits, which she gives an account of, make a house prop-
erty system of a certain society highly developed. In dealing with the im-
plications of the house property complex for the position of women, Oboler 
stresses that these systems actually confer on women well-designed rights 
in the property designated as their house property, which makes them “far 
from powerless” (Oboler, 1994:342). She draws back to, what has been 
identified as the core issue, ‘the paradox within the system’, that descent is 
traced through the mother (Evans-Pritchard, 1951:122) and that property 

49 Male and female rights established through bridewealth in the Gusii society, are de-
scribed in detail in Håkansson’s thesis, Bridewealth, Women and Land among the 
Gusii of Kenya, (Håkansson, 1988).  
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rights are established through the mother (Gluckman, 1950:197). Devel-
oped house property complexes, we are informed, are, thus, characterized 
by making women crucial links: 

From the standpoint of the study of gender, the significance of the  
house-property complex in its most developed form is not so much that
it distinguishes and divides one set of half-brothers from another as that
it is a system which makes women crucial links in the patrilineal inher-
itance of property and assures to women, as wives, definite rights in 
certain blocks of property and an interest in the control of that property.
(Oboler, 1994:345). 

Oboler draws attention to the motivational force provided by the house 
property complexes, for women, and she emphasizes that women’s rights 
in property holdings are guarded by customary law. I find it contradictory, 
however, that she at the same time speaks about house property systems as 
women’s strategies to circumvent and manipulate a system with ideologies 
of male control (Oboler, 1994:342). I would argue that women rather em-
phasize their position within the system, a position guarded by customary 
law. 

The following four determining factors are proposed as valid when as-
sessing whether a house property complex should be considered highly de-
veloped, or not. According to Oboler (1994:347), a system qualifies as 
highly developed if: 

a. More cattle are allotted as house property than are retained in  the  
male household heads’ residual herds.  

b. Women’s rights in their house properties are viewed as inalienable.  

c. Wives have some recourse if rules are violated and husbands appro-
priate their house property.  

d. Rules which prevent the reallocation of house property are acknowl-
edged and infrequently violated. 

Another focus of interest is cohabitational features of significance for these 
complexes. Co-wife residential autonomy fits Schneider’s conception of 
house property systems, in which wives, “conduct their own production 
operation, passing the proceeds to their sons” (Schneider 1979:106). A 
number of scholars draw attention to the fact that house property systems 
are characterized by cohabitational features (see White, 1988:550, 
Bretschneider, 1995:53). This trait, or possibility, facilitated through the 
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house property system, might be viewed as an option that reduces social 
tensions, which I will return to with reference to the Kuria context. 

The environmental correlation, proposed by Håkansson on the basis of 
his comparative study, should also be recognized. He suggests an environ-
mental correlation with regard to house property systems, in so far as de-
centralized house property complexes are likely to exist in areas with high 
rainfall (Håkansson, 1984). This would mean a correlation of decentralized 
house property systems with fertile land. It is notable that Bretschneider, 
whose comparative study of polygyny using a worldwide sample of 186 
societies, questions the proposed environmental correlation. When investi-
gating this expected interdependence of variable quantities, whether the 
claim that climate conditions may be a condition developing these systems, 
the logics of Håkansson’s arguments are scrutinized. Thus, Bretschneider 
argues that 

Factors facilitating decentralization are, according to Håkansson 
(1989), high precipitation rates and an agro-pastoral mode of produc-
tion. Societies purely dependent on pastoralism, on the other hand, will
be characterized by centralized house property systems... In generaliz-
ing Håkansson’s arguments, I expected any indication of food stress to
inhibit decentralized house property systems (Bretschneider, 1995:176) 

Bretschneider cautions, however, that “there is only very little evidence 
supporting Håkansson’s suggestions concerning the direct and indirect im-
pact of certain environmental conditions upon the type of house property 
systems” (Bretschneider, 1995:176, 177). That being the case, Bretschnei-
der concludes that the impact of precipitation rates upon the type of house 
property systems is  much too indirect  to support such  a  conclusion 
(1995:176, 177). 

Let us return to the criterion suggested by Oboler, that it is the size of 
the herd, counted as house property in relation to the size of the residual 
herd, that decides whether the society in question can be said to have a 
developed house property complex. One should be aware, that although 
she is striving to develop a comparative analytical tool, Oboler, naturally 
enough, shapes this in accordance with her own ethnographic field. A 
larger rate of cattle at the disposition of houses is, consequently, one of the 
suggested indicators of a developed system, since the pastoral Nandi soci-
ety is her referent. Similarly, Håkansson measures house property com-
plexes in the light of the Gusii context, where rich rainfalls and intensive 
agriculture are striking. One of the assumptions of Håkansson’s theory is 
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that high bridewealth is a feature of centralized systems and that decentral-
ized systems  imply a low bridewealth average (Håkansson, 1984:128), 
which does not seem to apply to the Kuria context, though. The Kuria 
house property complex could, I will argue, count as a decentralized system 
on the same premises as the Gusii variant, since there are striking resem-
blances between the two. Even so, the size of the bridewealth is consider-
ably greater than the Gusii case, or any of the decentralised societies in 
Håkansson’s table (1984:32)50 As already mentioned, this state of affairs 
was called attention to in the 1950’s by Ruel, who suggested that the Kuria 
bridewealth rate is one of the highest in East Africa (Ruel, 1959:174). Alt-
hough there have been remarkable fluctuations during this century,51 even 
today a larger number of cattle are transferred for a Kuria bride than for a 
wife from neighbouring people, like Luo, Maasai, Gusii etc. This is not an 
issue I intend to elaborate on further, but my argument is that the variations 
in bridewealth size found in Håkansson’s table should not be attributed to 
a certain type of house property system alone. 

I regard it as essential to point out that power relations on the level of 
the homestead are more complex than findings antagonizing male and fe-
male interests allow for. When presenting the view that in the light of this 
system women are merely links, even though these links are said to be cru-
cial since they provide men with property access and lineage affiliation 
(e.g. Håkansson, 1984), women’s incitements to develop their houses are 
overshadowed. The reason behind their interest in their house, I claim, 

50It is notable that the statistics in Håkansson’s table are compiled from a wide range 
of sources and refer to different points in time. The figures for Luo society date back 
to 1933, those for Gusii society are from 1988, while the rest of the figures are col-
lected from somewhere in between. The reason why I draw attention to this variability 
and question whether the figures really are comparable is that when I compare these 
with the average bridewealth in the Kuria society during this time span, I find that 
there are remarkable fluctuations during this period. These fluctuations are due to so-
cioeconomic changes, and circumstances such as governmental restrictions, cattle dis-
eases, wage labour etc.
51The following account of Kuria bridewealth rate is presented by a FAO/SIDA pro-
ject in 1972: 
Period: Bride-Price in Cattle: 
1913-1920 11-15 
1920-1927 20-25 
1927-1960 25-50 
1961-1971 26-31 
(Lexander & Chacha, 1972:13). As we can see from the table, Kuria bridewealth 
reached its peak between 1927 and 1960. 
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should be sought in the very positioning of their house in the house prop-
erty system. This is why I object, with reference to the Kuria context, to 
Oboler’s concluding remark that the house property complex should be re-
garded as women’s manipulation of patriarchal authority.  

A sex-based polarization regarding access to labour is presented by To-
bisson, who refers to the Kuria society. She elaborates on the concept of 
emongo, the granary at the disposal of the homestead head which is filled 
up through the labour of wives (Tobisson, 1986:183-189). The conse-
quence that attracted attention is that the input of women’s labour enables 
a man to increase his wealth by transforming cash crops into cattle and 
wives.52 It should be noted, though, that Nyamwigura village (where To-
bisson carried out her field work) is situated in an extensive farming area 
where several families have access to large-size fields for agriculture. In 
this context, competition over women’s labour power is obvious. A word 
of caution is appropriate regarding the danger of depicting women as an 
undifferentiated whole whose interests generally are opposed to men’s,  
since this means that significant power relations between women, or be-
tween men, are obscured. It should be underscored that a daughter-in-law 
first of all becomes labour power submitted to her mother-in-law. Aware 
of this, in my experience, young women were very concerned about not 
getting a “harsh” mother-in-law. Mothers-in-law clearly had a tendency to 
criticize their sons’ wives and often found them to be lazy. However, as 
times proceed and the married woman gets her own children, her own 
house will gain in status and the influence of the mother-in-law decreases 
accordingly. One should be aware that the nature of the relationship be-
tween a daughter-in-law and the homestead head is very different, since it 
is characterized by strong rules of avoidance. I realized, though, that elderly 
men tended to become lyrical when speaking about their daughters-in-law, 
recognizing that they were the source of their prestige and the very icons 
of the growth of their umugi. 

An adult son is declined to be loyal towards his mother in case of intra-
family conflicts between the parents, which is a natural consequence of the 
house property system. His own umugi is initiated at marriage, and as the 

52That a Kuria husband began to fill the granary, emongo, with cash crops, while 
crops for subsistence remained ‘female’, was drawn attention to as early as 1960 
(Chacha, 1963:41). The lawyer, Rwezaura, underlines this practice, that the granary 
traditionally viewed as a reserve became a means for men to take control over cash 
crops (Rwezaura, 1985:124).  
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house of his wife (or houses, if polygynous) develops, his ‘lineage’ (umugi) 
begins to emerge. When it is time for the first child to be circumcised, a 
man should build his own homestead separate from his father’s. These 
physical reconstructions indicate a new status, since he is now said to be 
‘owner of umugi’, which implies increasing autonomy in relation to his 
father. Logically enough, there are often tensions between father and son, 
especially the eldest son who is to replace his father as a family leader. I 
found that middle-aged sons tended to grumble over old fathers not realiz-
ing that the appropriate time to hand over the responsibility of family mat-
ters to them was at hand. 

In short, the insistence on women’s rights in property holdings guarded 
by customary law as a basic criterion for a system to be recognized as a 
developed house property complex, will be elaborated on with reference to 
the Kuria context. The characteristics of the Kuria house property system 
will be illuminated in the following by descriptions and empirical examples 
exemplifying views on women’s rights in their house properties, conse-
quences of violated rules, etc. 

Cattle of the Daughter and Cattle of the Backbone 
Since one of the aims of this chapter is to focus on rules and consequences 
with regard to the Kuria house property complex, the kind of properties 
(i.e. cattle) available, or allocated, in the Kuria society should be sorted out. 
Two categories of cattle, crucial with regard to the Kuria house property 
complex and commonly referred to are, ‘the cattle of the daughters’ 
(iching’öömbë chiabasubaati) and ‘the cattle of the backbone’ 
(iching’öömbë chiomogoongo). There is, however, a third category of cat-
tle, named nyakihita, which has been ignored in ethnographic writings de-
spite its being of relevance when it comes to female influence over house 
properties. I will go into detail about this category of cattle under the fol-
lowing section headed, “Nyakihita – a female category of cattle”. 

The above-mentioned labels indicate the source from where the differ-
ent categories of cattle originate. “The daughter’s cattle’ are, just as the 
name indicates, the bride cattle received for daughters as they are married. 
These cattle become the property of the very house (inyuumba) to which 
the married-off daughter belonged and are to be used for a wife of  her  
brother. The implication is that the head of the extended family, referred to 
in terms of ‘the owner of the homestead’ (umwëënë wumugi), is not free to 
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use these cattle for a wife for himself. ‘The cattle of the backbone’ is used 
as a common label for cattle deriving from other sources than off-married 
daughters, as Ruel writes: 

The ‘cattle of the back’ may have been acquired from the homestead’s
own father, from the marriage of his sister or the later gifts arising from
it, from his share in the inheritance of other patrilineal kinsmen whose 
descent lines have died out, or from his economic efforts through barter
or (with the money obtained from cash crops) purchase. (Ruel, 1959:88) 

Even though it is commonly stressed that this category of cattle is at the 
disposal of the family head, reality is more complex than an analysis fo-
cussing exclusively on the authority of the head of the umugi allows for. 
Despite his having an overall responsibility, and being the one to officially 
represent his umugi, the ‘owner’ of the homestead still ought to be attentive 
to the source of the cattle counted as ‘cattle of the backbone’. If not, his 
disposal of cattle will be viewed as an abuse of power and is likely to lead 
to intra-family tensions. In other words, to present ‘cattle of the backbone’ 
as an undifferentiated whole without considering individual claims would 
mean leaving out important aspects of property access. 

Rules of inheritance go along with these categories of cattle. In princi-
ple, the ‘cattle of daughters’ can only be inherited in the house into which 
they once entered. The unmarried sons of this house will have the first 
claims on cattle for wives, before those are divided among sons in general 
(of this house). It is said that the senior son is to receive slightly more than 
his junior brothers (Ruel, 1959:90). Male offspring are, however, a prereq-
uisite enabling the matrifocal house to make legitimate claims on the cattle 
of daughters. The cattle of the backbone are divided according to similar 
principles, even though they are divided between all the sons in a man’s 
homestead (i.e. not on a house-to-house basis). This is preferably done by 
the homestead head himself before his death. When he feels that his days 
are running out, he will call upon his sons and declare his will. Each son 
will then be given his ‘share’ (omoondo), but daughters have no traditional 
rights to inheritance. 

According to my experience, young men tended to speak about cattle 
named ‘of the backbone’ (yomogoongo) in the sense of a category that a 
man is entitled to decide over. Besides, they emphasized that this grouping 
includes cattle resulting from a man’s own strength (ichinguru, which also 
means power). It seems as if this categorization has become an extended 
concept, since even other properties acquired through your own effort may 
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be labelled yomogoongo. This extension of meaning should be highlighted, 
I hold, since it gives a clue to the fact that the categorization and entitle-
ments of this system may embrace goods, or resources other than cattle, 
like land. Cattle acquired through rustling will, consequently, automati-
cally be ‘yomogoongo’ and the young men who were successful in this en-
deavour are likely to claim them for bridewealth, if the need arises. The 
source of the cattle is, thus, decisive for their use and distribution. Young 
men who lack cattle deriving from married sisters will have to depend on 
other sources for their accumulation of bride cattle, like the father’s herd. I 
found that often the father is neither able, nor willing, to provide sons with 
cattle from the residual herd. In such cases, it is far more common that the 
son has to rely on his own efforts, like rustling and wage labour. It is nota-
ble that when bride cattle resulted from sources like wage labour, or sales 
of cash crops, these were often referred to as ‘cattle from one’s own sweat’, 
implying that the one who has ‘sweated’ for them should also have rights 
to those cattle. 

Since this patrilineal system confers property rights through the mother, 
and due to the condition that the cattle establishing marriages derive from 
sisters, an imbalance between the sexes of siblings constitute an actual 
problem. In other words, the condition of a man, in terms of poverty or 
vulnerability, is to a great extent dependent on the fact that his mother’s 
inyuumba is not ‘daughter-poor’. An imbalance in the sister-brother ratio, 
thus, often creates social maladjustment (Fleisher, 1995:325). When asked 
how this inequality, created by the system, was perceived, young men re-
sponded by explaining that a man who is successful in acquiring wealth 
(oboome) by rustling, will brag that the bride cattle derive from his own 
efforts. However, the state of affairs for sister-poor households causes a 
problem forcing people to try various ways in order to acquire the required 
wealth. Fleisher calls attention to unfortunate young men exposing a deter-
mination and an ability to take initiatives: 

Boys who grow up in households with more brothers than sisters exhibit
more drive and ambition, are higher achievers generally, than boys who 
grow up in households with more sisters than brothers, for the simple 
reason that, being sister-poor, such boys are under far greater pressure 
to go out and make their own way in the world than their sister-rich 
peers, who can afford to lie back and wait for the cattle wealth to flow 
into their households. (Fleisher, 1999:248) 
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That the inequality caused by an imbalance in cattle is frequently solved 
by the means of cattle rustling has been confirmed by Fleisher on the basis 
of his investigations in this matter: 

What sets the sample of sixty-four cattle raiders apart from their fellow
villagers is that 77 percent of them come from households with too few 
uterine sisters to bring in sufficient bridewealth to enable all their uter-
ine brothers to marry, notwithstanding the fact that, in the surveyed 
homesteads, females constituted 52 per cent of the population and males
48 percent. (Fleisher, 1999:247). 

Another option, sometimes used as a temporary solution, is the borrowing 
of cattle from another house within the umugi which is not suffering from 
such an imbalance. However, when a house is established through ‘the cat-
tle of daughters’ lent out by another inyuumba, everybody is aware of the 
fact that those cattle have to be returned. If this is not done, the children 
delivered by this daughter-in-law, will be regarded as legal descendants of 
the house where the bride cattle derived from. The same principle applies 
to the in-married woman who, consequently, will be regarded as the legal 
wife and daughter-in-law of this house. 

I agree with the conclusion that rights of property within the extended 
family are complex and that they vary according to one’s social status (see 
Håkansson, 1984:1). However, since houses are more or less independent 
units within the umugi, there are more factors in play that decide access to 
rural  capital than  the  social status  of being a legal wife,  or  being a son. 
Since marriage cattle is supposed to originate from sisters, I wish to under-
score that there is a male dependency on female siblings that is decisive for 
resource access. Since this is the case, that women in their capacity as sis-
ters and daughters generate cattle (“bring wealth”), one should be aware of 
the fact that the position of a married daughter/sister (umusubaati), within 
the socio-political structures constituting the Kuria house property com-
plex, bestow more status and prestige on her than ethnographic writings, 
like the following account by Ruel, usually acknowledge: 

All rights concerning the homestead, its cattle, crops and land, reside in 
the first place with its head. The homestead is ‘his’ (yae) and, whatever
rights its members may have, all primary rights belong to him... A wife 
can never herself hold primary rights of possession. Nor can a son say 
of any cow or cows in his father’s herd that they are his (even though 
they were acquired through the marriage of his sister and should be used
therefore only for his own marriage); to do this is to undermine the sta-
tus of the head (Ruel, 1959:73). 
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The same applies to the properly married woman in her role as wife and 
mother, due to holding a position in which her house is the unit through 
which descent is traced and property rights transferred. I argue, conse-
quently, that this mediating principle, or paradox within the Kuria patrilin-
eal system, has neither received the attention it deserves nor been properly 
examined. I suggest, thus, that the Kuria have a decentralized system, or, 
to use the terminology of Oboler, that this is a society with a fairly highly 
developed system in which an extensive portion of the cattle consists of the 
bridewealth that are attached to individual houses. This argument is taken 
further in the next section by exploring the third category of cattle, nya-
kihita, and the section thereafter, demonstrating that the homestead head is 
not free to reallocate ‘house property cattle’ against the interest of the house 
to which they belong.  

Nyakihita – A Female Category of Cattle 
The Kuria distinction between the two categories, ‘the cattle of the daugh-
ters’, iching’öömbë chiabasubaati, and ‘the cattle of the backbone’, 
iching’öömbë chimogoongo, has been discussed since this conceptual dis-
tinction, which is related to the Kuria property system, is decisive for who 
will get access to available ‘property’. There is, however, another kind of 
cattle, labelled as nyakihita, which should not be ignored when elaborating 
on resource access with reference to the Kuria house property system. Nya-
kihita, meaning ‘the cow of the passage’ that is, the passage of the corral 
entrance, is the cow the bride is welcomed with in the process of marriage 
rituals, as she reaches her husband’s home.53 The first part of the wedding 
ceremonies, however, take place at the bride’s home. At a fairly traditional 
wedding, which I was invited to in 1996, I found it most striking how the 
bridegroom’s group lined up vertically in front of the corral entrance (iki-
hita) upon their arrival to the homestead of the bride’s father. In this posi-
tion, gazing at ikihita, they were waiting silently for the bride-to-be to come 
out through the gate and welcome the bridegroom. When the celebration at 

53Ruel, who translates nyakihita as ‘the cow of the gateway’, argues that this cow is 
given to the bride, “in recognition of her social status as well as her actual entry into 
her husband’s homestead and family” (Ruel, 1959:85). 
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the bride’s place is over54 (it might last for some days) the bridegroom’s 
group escorts the bride (omorekari) to her new home.55 The bride, who has 
taken farewell of her natal home, is to do this walking as slowly as possible 
(depending on distance). When she has reached the new homestead, that is, 
the homestead of her father-in-law, she is supposed to stop in front of his 
corral entrance. This part of the proceedings is something women obvi-
ously enjoy discussing, and emphasizing, in their accounts of weddings. 
The meaning of nyakihita is best described, I believe, by quoting my in-
formants, who commonly summed up the significance of nyakihita by the 
following statement: 

It is the cow the bride receives in order to enter. 

As the quotation indicates, the bride (omorekari) will simply refuse to enter 
the corral entrance of her father-in-law until he has given her the cow of 
the corral entrance, nyakihita. Before elaborating on the meanings of this 
cow, I wish  to  draw  attention  to the fact  that a woman’s detachment, or 
‘transfer’, from her father’s homestead, and her attachment to her father-
in-law’s umugi, is visualized through the focus on the corral entrance (iki-
hita) in the context of wedding ceremonies. I found the transfer, from iki-
hita to ikihita, as it is displayed in the course of action, most fascinating. 
The owner of the homestead, i.e. the bride’s father-in-law, gives this cow 
to his daughter-in-law. She, in her turn, will respond by patting the cow on 
its chest as a sign of acceptance, and after that she will enter the homestead 
through the corral entrance. Elderly women, exalted by this thought, de-
scribed nyakihita in enthusiastic terms, like the woman who exclaimed: 

This cow delivers and delivers and delivers! That is why a woman can 
give out a cow to her son when he is going to marry. One to each son. 
They know that it is a cow from nyakihita. Surely, nyakihita is a useful 
cow... But you cannot give away nyakihita itself. 

54The father of the girl expressed in a speech to the wedding guests that his daughter 
was now getting “her own house”.
55The women of the man’s group used to escort the bride to her husband’s place while 
dancing, singing and rejoicing. It is said that they perform the act of -suba to her 
(could be translated as celebrating). They are usually accompanied by some local mu-
sicians. 
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The blessing of this cow was a frequent theme, and a topic inspiring women 
to describe it as an asset, as in the following: 

You must be given nyakihita for milking... and it is really yours, com-
pletely. Nobody can cheat you of that one... that is the time you will be
given a female cow. That is the time you will be given, and it has not 
yet given birth. 

And: 

It must be a female cow, so she can milk it. It is hers! But the homestead 
head, umwëënë umugi, may use it, or its calves, to plow with. 

Women clearly pronounced nyakihita to be a female resource, a resource 
they handle in their capacity as wives and daughters-in-law. I wish to un-
derscore that women repeatedly referred to the strategic usages of the same. 
When discussing this issue with middle-aged and elderly women, only one 
woman suggested that this kind of cattle could serve as a kind of reserve, 
to be sold in order to provide money for buying things like clothes for the 
children, when money is lacking. There was rather a tendency to stress the 
utility of these cattle as long-term investments, by drawing attention to how 
this cow would yield and provide a resource women could count on, when 
the son (or sons) would be in need of bride cattle. The capability to provide 
the son with bride cattle, even if it would only mean one head of cattle, 
evidently provides the woman with the status of being influential in im-
portant matters and prestige value – the power to impress others by the use 
of wealth. Women’s resource control over this category of property became 
obvious indeed when a middle-aged woman from the Kenyan side of the 
border visited me, as I carried out fieldwork on the Tanzanian side. She 
was  the  widow of  a  polygynous Kuria man who  had wives living  on the  
Kenyan side, as well as the Tanzanian side where his brothers lived. The 
purpose for the visit of this industrious woman was to collect some heads 
of cattle which the brothers of her deceased husband kept for her. When I 
tried to investigate how she could claim a number of cows to belong to her, 
it was simply explained that they were descendants of her nyakihita. On 
this occasion, she collected nine ‘calves’ for the purpose of her son’s mar-
riage. The fact that she was able to supply her son with bridewealth in this 
way obviously affirmed a sense of female independence and power. Later 
on, when I discussed the potential of this category of cattle with her daugh-
ter, she proudly informed me that since then three more cows had produced 

95 



 

  
 

     
      

        
          

 

 

       
 

  
  

   
        

  
   

 
      

   
     

      
     

       
       

        
    

 
       

   
      

   

       
      
     

        

calves. The daughter also emphasized that her mother’s nyakihita, which 
she got as she married, was still alive and continued to produce calves, even 
though this cow was getting old. 

As is revealed through the above-mentioned citations and references, 
this cow is spoken of in terms of female rights and female property. But it 
should also be highlighted that nyakihita is perceived of as an issue about 
respect, which an elderly woman verbalized in the following formulation: 

This is respect! It is hers (the bride's) and she will benefit from it. 

Another woman referred to a tendency to leave out nyakihita in modern 
marriage arrangements as a lack of respect: 

These days, people despise and they leave the old ways. Yes, they des-
pise, they despise. 

This ‘modern’ trend to replace the cow welcoming the new daughter-in-
law with a sum of money is met with by a variety of responses. These re-
actions are noteworthy, I believe, since they reveal perceptions of mya-
kihita. Economic explanations are not sufficient to explain why women 
waxed lyrical when the topic of ‘the cow of the corral entrance’ is brought 
up. The prescribed ideal of handing over a female cow to the bride, seems 
to imply a significant symbolic identification between the in-married 
woman and the cow of nyakhita, which certainly is a contributory cause of 
her attachment to the same and an explanation for her unwillingness to sell 
this cow. The expectations for this cow to produce calves, I would argue, 
is also similar to the demand on this new daughter-in-law to bring forth 
offspring. Married women commonly pitied young girls who did not re-
ceive nyakihita since they held that they missed something essential 
providing freedom of choice and prestige. Mothers whose daughters re-
ceived ‘the cow of the corral entrance’ were most satisfied and described 
this act of performance in detail. Daughters themselves, not least those with 
a college education, often articulated an expectation of being given nya-
kihita, and it happened that they were disappointed if they were not. In such 
cases, they felt being deprived of certain aspects of the respect they deserve 
as daughters-in-law. 

The giving and the acceptance of ‘the cow of entrance’ is, however, a 
question of mutual respect, and the women are, thus, not the only ones to 
experience feelings of deprivation when this transaction is left out or is 
replaced by money. Intra-family conflicts, which are not uncommon, are 
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frequently conflicts in interest over bride cattle between a father and his  
sons, or between different houses within the same umugi. Such a conflict 
led a young man, whom I know quite well, who was not on good terms 
with his father, to protest by deciding that his bride was not to pass through 
the ikihita of his father. The reason given, was that this young man did not 
wish to provide his father with the prestige it implied for him to stand inside 
the corral while his son’s wife entered, after having received nyakihita. 
This denial produced the intended response from the father, who disap-
pointedly complained over not being allowed to give his daughter-in-law 
‘the cow of the corral entrance’. When I asked for the reason why he would 
bother, the young man replied: 

It gives him prestige in relation to his agemates. Because ikihita belongs to 
him. A son has no ikihita or umugi of his own before his children are grown 
up. 

When I discussed with young marriageable women about the conse-
quences of replacing nyakihita with money, they mentioned the increasing 
practice of girls merely eloping. It was pointed out that this category of 
women are not given ‘the cow of cattle entrance’, even though bride cattle 
might eventually be given for them. It is notable that some elderly women 
expressed a tension between male and female interests, like the woman  
quoted in the following: 

Before, when the daughter-in-law got nyakihita, she rejoiced. In the 
past, the husband also showed respect. He did not touch this cow. Today 
everything is getting different when money is given. 

Another woman touched on the issue of men intruding on women’s tradi-
tional rights by exclaiming: 

I feel pity for young women of today. They lose something... These 
days, men attempt to appropriate nyakihita. The husband of the woman 
tries to say, “Hand it over to me. Cows are for men.” 

When it comes to replacements, there are examples of family heads replac-
ing the heifer with a female goat in circumstances when there is no cow. 
The goat will then be seen as nyakihita, and the woman will be entitled to 
dispose of its kids. Even though the giving as well as the receiving of a goat 
is less prestigious than if it would be a cow, this kind of replacement is still 
regarded as an intention to recognize this custom of welcoming a woman 
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with nyakihita. The market value of a goat is certainly less than the value 
of a head of cattle, which means that a woman’s bargaining power, based 
on her nyakihita, will be reduced accordingly. This kind of substitute is, 
however, viewed as less problematic than when the nyakihita cow is  re-
placed by money (or by nothing). 

From the responses and descriptions of various women on this issue, my 
conclusion is that cattle constitute a prestige sphere in the Kuria society 
that men seemingly wish to control, but which the women evidently do not 
want to give up their connections to and influence over. 

When Rules are Violated 
Since one of the measurements, or indicators, of a developed/decentralised 
house property system is the control over, and access to, cattle designated 
to individual houses, responses to violation of transgressions in this field is 
a highly relevant focus of this study. I will, thus, give some empirical ex-
amples in order to illustrate the seriousness of the involuntary reallocation 
of house property cattle. This exemplification is especially important with 
regard to the Kuria, I believe, since male ultimate power over cattle and 
women is a frequent theme in the ethnographic accounts.  

Werema, who was working as a clerk, was about to marry. He had, how-
ever, a problem getting hold of the requested number of bride cattle, alt-
hough his sister recently got married and brought ‘daughter’s cattle’ to his 
mother’s inyuumba. This dilemma was due to the circumstance that his fa-
ther, who was not on good terms with his mother, took some of ‘the daugh-
ter’s cattle’ and married a wife for himself. People spoke of this as a shame-
ful act and an abuse of power. Young women commented on this incident 
by expressing that Werema’s father was “too cruel” and the abanchaama 
(ritual elders) ridiculed him by commenting that 

This is not your wife. This is your daughter. 

By referring to the wife he had acquired by the means of his ‘daughter’s 
cattle’, as his daughter, this act was given the status of incestuous behav-
iour. This response is a consequence of the breaking of rules that I want to 
highlight, since it is not merely a condemnation of inappropriate property 
usage, but an accusation of a serious violation of moral codes. 
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I will give another example of such an abuse on the same premises, that 
is, a father getting married, using his daughter’s cattle. The following ex-
ample is retold by one of the daughters, called Boke: 

My father has four wives. One of them has died. My mother, whom he
has chased away, lives nearby Musoma. Then he has two young wives. 
But he has a problem in spite of the fact that he is staying together with
these two wives. When he goes to one of them, in order to get some 
food, he is told to go to the other wife and eat. Nobody takes care of 
him properly. If he had stayed together with my mother, she would have 
cared  for  him.  One  of these two wives,  she  just runs around,  and she 
has given birth to all her children ‘from the outside’ (i.e. by other men). 
She despises her husband. When he admonishes her, she says that the 
bride cattle for her come from John Marwa’s umugi. 

In brief, the man used the bride cattle, received for his own daughter Boke 
(who is the one describing this dilemma), for the purpose of marrying an-
other wife. This transgression, on the part of the family head, makes him 
lose respect and makes the young wife despise him, since she is aware of 
the fact that his act is criticized by the community. The daughter makes this 
clear by referring to the nature of the young wife’s assaults: 

She tells her husband: “I am equal to your daughter Boke. Get me a 
young man.” 

Aware that he has married her by the means of ‘the daughter’s bride cattle’, 
which his son is entitled to use, the new wife views herself as married to 
his son. (Besides, it is not acceptable to marry in your son’s generation.) It 
consequently becomes an incestuous act of the old man to have sex with 
her – since she, in this sense, is equal to a daughter-in-law. The logic behind 
this is simply that cattle replaces the daughter, and the in-married woman 
replaces the cattle. Or, if we put it the other way around, the in-married  
woman derives from the cattle paid to detach the daughter. The equality, 
or the similarity, created in the process of exchanging the two women,  
makes a family head’s act not only to be counted as an unacceptable mis-
appropriation of household goods. It seems as if a father’s transaction, 
when he uses cattle earmarked for a son, is compared to incestuous behav-
iour. Even though the above-mentioned young woman’s rudeness towards 
her husband is unacceptable conduct, since a wife is supposed to show her 
husband respect, still her dishonour is likely to be overlooked, because she 
succeeds in bringing the husband’s transgression of norms into focus.  
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Where the cattle derive from is consequently a key to who is entitled to 
the very rights transferred between groups, in the woman concerned. The 
above-mentioned examples illustrate sexual rights in disorder, creating 
conflicts in loyalty and insinuations about incestuous actions. 

The Attachment of Women and Security 
From a female-oriented perspective, the house property complex means 
that a woman is attached to her husband’s lineage and that this is where she 
develops her matrifocal family (inyuumba). It should be noted that when a 
daughter marries it is not suggested that she is ‘married off’ to another 
group, but it is pointed out that “she goes into hers” (araaye mööë). The 
fact that inyuumba is viewed as ‘her’ causes is to become her focus of in-
terest and concern. The implications are that the lineages of her future sons 
are actually vested in her because sons do not only inherit through their 
mother, but form part of the lineage and their father’s umugi (extended 
family), through the female house. It is the bridewealth that detaches a 
woman from her natal lineage and attaches her to her husband’s group, who 
rejoice over getting another omokamööna (daughter-in-law) in their umugi 
(homestead/extended family). It is strongly felt that this is where she be-
longs, even in modern times when married sons may be living outside “Ku-
rialand’, which is the theme in the first of the examples presented below. 
Otherwise, this section is concerned with, as the sub-headings indicate, the 
socioeconomic security provided by the Kuria house property complex. 

The Case of the Urban Physician 
Local people emphasized the importance for a man (and for his women) to 
construct a house and a cattle corral ‘at home’, even if he is working and 
staying in an urban area elsewhere. A fundamental reason for this insist-
ence is that physical representations of lineage and family belonging are 
crucial. The following example was given by two middle-aged men who 
wanted to illustrate this point: 

Dr Mwita was a specialized physician who lived in the town of Eldoret. 
One day he died. A large convoy of cars with fine educated people es-
corted the coffin and came here to Kuria to attend the funeral. When the 
convoy reached his father and they asked for Mwita’s home, he re-
sponded by questioning, “Mwita who?” Then these people explained 
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that his son had passed away and that they had now brought the body. 
The father, however, refused, by requiring, “Who is this Mwita? He has 
not built here. He has no cattle corral here. His wife has no house here. 
So he cannot be buried here. Then he turned towards the late Dr Mwita’s 
wife, pointed at her and asked, “Is this my omokamööna (daughter-in-
law)? She has neither acted as that, nor been here”. 

The visitors and friends of Dr Mwita did their best to persuade him.  
Finally, in the evening, he accepted and said, “bring the coffin into the 
house”. So they did, and the man was buried. After the funeral, the old 
man asked, “And omokamööna, she is probably planning to leave im-
mediately?” The widow did not dare to leave together with the other 
visitors but stayed for a week in the homestead of her father-in-law. 

The men who retold this incident pointed out that Dr Mwita had made a 
serious mistake by not building at least a temporary house on his father’s 
land. They concluded that other educated Kuria people in the same situa-
tion might have learned a lesson from this: 

Hopefully, the other highly educated people who came got a lesson. So 
they will not make the same mistake, but build ‘at theirs’.  

It is evident from this event, and its retellers, that the daughter-in-law is not 
viewed only as useful labour. She simply belongs in her father-in-law’s 
umugi, a fact that is symbolically manifested and emotionally experienced. 
Her positioning has consequences for her own status, at the same time as it 
is a confirmation of the status of the owner of the homestead. Besides, this 
incident illustrates the necessity of physical representations in the form of 
house buildings and corral construction, in order to confirm the existence 
of a family unit, a necessity which was clearly demonstrated in situations 
similar to the one described above. When middle-aged Kuria men living in 
towns passed away, relatives would contribute money for the heavy ex-
penses involved in the transportation of the coffin to the father’s home-
stead. 

Hence, the situation referred to above, that the deceased had failed to 
invest in any building, or a cattle corral, to indicate the existence of his 
umugi, is not unique. On one occasion, when the body of a Kuria man who 
died in Dar es Salaam was brought home, this dilemma was solved by let-
ting one person dig the grave whilst another hastily built a house. My ar-
gument is that this, to an outsider, seemingly unnecessary effort in times of 
distress and grieving reveals the connection between the construction of 
buildings and lineage belonging. 
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Mary the Prostitute 
It seems as if the attachment of a woman’s fertility, or to be more precise, 
the affiliation of her children to the lineage of her husband, is more funda-
mental than her sexual attachment to the same. This principle is the very 
basis of the socioeconomic security of her offspring and the nature of this 
security applies even to her own affiliation. I am thus referring to institu-
tionalized rights which are often verbalized in precarious situations. It was 
emphasized that a properly married woman in Kuria is always entitled to 
return home (by ‘home’, meaning her husband’s place), even if she has 
deserted her husband and has been living in town most of her life. Still, she 
is entitled to return home, to die and be buried at her husband’s umugi. 

Since ‘cattle not seeds’ count, this marriage system provides security 
and lineage affiliation to the children born by a properly married woman, 
no matter under what circumstances they are begotten. To illustrate the se-
curity provided by the ‘cattle not seed’ principle, inherent in the Kuria  
house property system, I will make a brief reference to Mary, who lived a 
life of her own choice although being legally married to a Kuria man. Mary 
was a beautiful woman who was never content with staying together with 
her husband and children inside the Kuria-speaking area. Over a long pe-
riod of time, between 15 to 20 years, she spent most of her life in various 
towns, like Mwanza and Nairobi, where she earned her living as a prosti-
tute. Her husband, who certainly did not agree with her conduct, kept on 
asking people returning from town about her whereabouts. Whenever he 
was reached by a rumour telling where the wife was said to be, he went to 
search for her and sometimes succeeded  in finding her and bringing her 
back home. She would stay for a while, only to suddenly leave again with-
out notice. Or she would come home to give birth and spend some time 
together with her husband and her children. Mary was eventually found 
stabbed to death in Nairobi in 1996. 

By referring to the lifestyle of Mary, I want to draw attention to  the  
security provided to her, as well as her children, by the legal system of the 
Kuria house property complex. Although she spent most of her time in 
town living a disorderly life, and her children probably had different bio-
logical fathers, yet nobody could question the children’s rights to affiliation 
and inheritance at her husband’s umugi. They were still his, although fa-
thered in a disorderly manner – ‘from the outside’ (i.e. outside the eka, the 
husband’s immediate lineage group). Her way of life had consequences for 
her husband, in terms of a damaged reputation and loss of prestige. Evi-
dently, he had been proved unable to keep a good order in his umugi, since 
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her conduct not only caused his sexual rights, acquired through bride cattle, 
to be in disorder, but his rights to other services were lost as well.56 It  
shouldbe underscored, however, that the immorality does not actually con-
sist in the exchange of sex for money, since such a transaction is rather a 
proper thing to do because to compensate for sexual service, or to value a 
woman’s sexual capacity in terms of goods or money, is a component of 
the bridewealth as well as of adultery fines. One should be aware that these 
practices reflect a view of female sexuality as an asset in itself, an item of 
value that may be ‘traded’. It is rather the social distance that is the decisive 
factor for making exchange of sex for money become prostitution. When 
the sexual rights are kept within the husband’s eka,57 or circumcision group 
(esaaro), then matters are in order. A woman having affairs outside this 
circle, is criticized for indecency, and it is said that she ‘moves around’, -
taarataara (omotaari is a loose woman). However, when one wants to em-
phasize the vulgarity of prostitution, the word omomaraya is commonly 
used, which has come to mean somebody who trades sex outside her loca-
tion (ikiaaro). Then, we are not only concerned with women merely having 
a number of local lovers, but such epithets draw on notions of the vulgarity 
of selling sex to foreigners. This distinction, or perception of prostitution, 
is constantly reaffirmed in the socialisation of young girls. Vulgar behav-
iour in the young woman is immediately corrected by rebukes connecting 
the unaccepted conduct to immoral behaviour. For example, girls, not ex-
hibiting what is considered to be decent body posture in public places, are 
told to not ‘sit ikiaaro’, i.e. not to sit in a provocative way like the prosti-
tutes who visits other provinces.58 Doing something ‘ikiaaro’ has thus be-
come an epithet with notions of a prostitution character. In other words, to 
exchange sex for money outside the province, is per definition a vulgarity. 
I argue, consequently, firstly that the offering of sex outside confined space 
is one of the components making the trading of sex become immoral. Sec-
ondly, to make use of a woman sexually without giving any compensation 
for this is another immoral act.  

56A husband’s rights to his wife’s labour, a family head’s rights to his daughter-in-
law’s labour and a mother-in-law’s right to her daughter-in-law’s labour have re-
ceived some attention in ethnographic accounts. Tobisson’s writings on the Nyam-
wigura village is notable, as it deals with male exploitation of female labour (1986). 
57eka is a descent section on the level above umugi, see Chapter Two. 
58A decent woman keeps her legs straight, whether she is sitting on the ground, or she 
weeds in the fields. 
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When it has been stated that a woman and her fertility is permanently 
attached to her husband’s lineage, the possibility of divorce and being ‘re-
deemed’ by another man who repays the bride cattle has not been consid-
ered. Divorces are termed obokwe bukwa. I presume that obokwe means 
‘the raising’, since various forms of the word – boka, literally meaning 
‘raise up’ or ‘awaken’, occur in the context of the establishment of a 
woman’s house. The term obokwe bukwa would then literally mean ‘the 
killing of the establishment’, in other words, a nullifying of the marriage 
agreement established through bridewealth. I want to draw attention to the 
Kuna renderings, since they point to the establishment of inyuumba as the 
focus  of  these negotiations. A marriage contract is, thus, spoken of as 
obokwe and the process of formal negotiations proceeding marriage, be-
tween the two groups concerning bride cattle, is called okogaamba obokwe, 
meaning ‘to speak raising’. When a man decides not only to cohabit with 
an already married woman, but to attach her to his lineage, he will repay 
bride cattle to her husband. This act, called okoborora (the redemption cat-
tle are termed emborori), is rather rare in the case of a woman who already 
has developed her own family (and so are divorces). The dilemma of living 
together with, and to be the father of the children of a woman who has not 
been bought out, is expressed in the Kuria saying cited by Ruel, ‘nyantabo-
rooye ariibora, bagëënde’,  meaning, ‘when she who  has  not  been re-
deemed bears, they go’ (i.e. the children) (Ruel, 1959:102). To redeem a 
married woman is a legal procedure following complex principles and re-
quiring negotiations, as well as in the case of an initial marriage. When 
such a case is brought in front of a local court,59 how many years a marriage 
lasted is decisive for an agreement whether the full number of cattle should 
be repaid. A young healthy woman is valued as a child producer and labour 
and is, thus, frequently redeemed by the same number of cattle as her initial 
bridewealth (plus their offspring, i.e. the calves born).60 

59Since in the bundle of rights transferred at marriage, the woman’s services and la-
bour are included, she will not only weed fields with crops for subsistence. Even the 
tedious weeding of fields of cash crops, from which the husband most likely will 
profit, is a routine female task. Without elaborating exceedingly on this part, it should 
be noted that sometimes Tanzanian local court cases have regarded such female inputs 
as qualifying for compensation.
60Women on the Tanzanian side who explained general principles applied by local 
courts in divorce cases claimed that when children are divided between spouses the 
new husband is likely to be asked to repay half the number of cattle. When it is only 
the mother who is bought out, a quarter of the cattle are paid back to the first husband. 
If the local court finds out that the woman has been working on her husband’s fields 
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The following example demonstrates another paradoxical situation with 
regard to the issue of rights to a woman’s sexuality. A helpful foreigner, 
concerned about the sad fate of a beautiful young girl whose husband had 
died of AIDS, gave raise to intriguing consequences as he decided to help 
her to become free from leviratic claims. He did so by repaying the full 
amount of her bridewealth, which in the eyes of the local people meant that 
he redeemed her (okoborora). She was given her own house to stay in, got 
sewing machines and was trained as a tailor. Satisfied over his opportunity 
to solve this delicate dilemma by giving a young woman the freedom to 
live her own life, he was probably not aware of the contradiction in his 
commitment. Evil tongues were not slow to announc that he had ‘bought’ 
a wife for himself. When, in addition to this, rumours could tell that he had 
been seen travelling together with the young woman, gossipers maintained 
that he merely made use of the sexual rights that he had invested in.  A 
certain man suggested that this foreigner had “redeemed her enough to be 
able to walk around with her”, a statement implying that the man had not 
paid full bridewealth but given enough to be able to claim rights to her 
sexuality. Friends of the girl rejected this, though, claiming that he could 
as well have been her father. Others argued that this man was old, that his 
children had produced descendants and that these children of his were older 
than this young woman. This is a way of negotiating legitimacy of mar-
riage, since a man is not to marry from the generation of his parents, nor 
from the generation of his children. In other words, this woman could not 
be seen as belonging to his children’s generation, and, consequently, she 
should be regarded as a potential wife.61 Again, the importance of tracing 
the source of the cattle is accentuated, since the giver/redeemer is expected 
to make claims to sexual rights in the woman (or rights to her labour and 

during the last year, one head of cattle may be reduced from the bridewealth to be re-
paid. The lawyer, Rwezaura, in his scrutinizing of local court cases, concludes that a 
woman suing for divorce who claims compensation for her husband’s use of her la-
bour is not likely to get compensation if her labour contribution has merely been in his 
fields. Rwezaura, however, highlights a case of a woman who had been a shopkeeper 
and who was successful in claiming labour compensation upon divorce (Rwezaura, 
1985:125). The observation that wives hold that they are entitled to compensation for 
their labour, points to rights to a woman’s labour in bridewealth, at the same time as it 
indicates the impact of national socioeconomic changes.  
61This prohibition of marrying in the generation next to yours is expressed in the Ku-
ria saying, Mokari atare nyaköweinyu, gose mööna waaö, mmokaaö — A woman 
who is not your mother, nor your daughter, is your wife (Svensson, 1994:53). 
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offspring). In intriguing cases, like the last example, the fact that cattle have 
been transferred is a circumstance legitimizing such claims.  

But in the case of Mary, who made her living as a prostitute in Kenyan 
and Tanzanian cities, her conduct did not lead to any divorce even though 
she took charge of her sexual rights and traded them for her own benefits. 
In the light of other Kuria women making a career as prostitutes, I suggest 
that her marriage was not dissolved due to her ability to produce offspring 
which were left in her husband’s umugi. Her lifestyle, however, did cause 
marital conflicts and forced her husband to carry out female assignments 
considered to be humiliating for a male family head to do. 

To ‘Break off’ – A Conflict Solution and a Lineage-
Founding Mechanism 
When a conflict arises within a polygynous homestead, the house property 
system offers alternative solutions to divorce. In the case of a senior wife, 
with adult sons, who is not on good terms with her polygynous husband (or 
her co-wives’ families), she is not likely to solve her marital conflict by 
divorce (nor is it common that her husband tries to divorce her). She might 
choose to branch off from her husband’s umugi, a common strategy, and 
have her son build for her at another place. This potentiality, to break off, 
implies the opportunity to eventually form a lineage of your own, a socio-
political mechanism built into the structures of the Kuria house property 
complex. I would argue that this is a valid conflict solution which may also 
be an opting for lineage formation. This argument is supported by 
Rwezaura, who suggests that such tactical withdrawals is a technique ap-
plying mostly to older women, brought about by a need to secure the cattle 
assigned to their houses (Rwezaura, 1985:127). I want to go further, by 
pointing to deserting wives as a mechanism for lineage formation. 

In order to grasp the principles facilitating this desired state of affairs, I 
want to underscore that there are two contradictory principles in play. The 
first is the hierarchy of seniority – which means a ranking of sons, of 
houses, of brothers, of lineages etc. according to the principle of being the 
first-born son, being the first daughter-in-law, the first wife etc. The second 
rule in play, in the formation of lineages, is evidenced in the desired state 
referred to in the expression ‘to have people’. ‘He has people’, ana 
abaanto, is an indisputable argument. Likewise, the statement, “we are 
many enough to form an eka” (the lineage level following umugi), is a 
common argument when negotiating ranking in terms of lineage levels. 
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This indicates the contradiction between these two principles, in other 
words, ‘he who has people’ may pass his senior brother in a socio-political 
competition since he fulfils the requirement for lineage formation, that is, 
to be enough in number. My informants pointed explicitly out that it is a 
trait of the system for segments to branch off when growing in number and 
to form a branch of one’s own. Male commentators usually referred to a 
breaking up at the level of umugi, like the Kuria household head making 
the following comment: 

When you become enough in number, you may be a branch of your 
own. 

It was also emphasized that this inherent nature causes competition and 
rivalry between houses of co-wives. We may refer to Gichonge, himself 
being a lineage founder (in buTimbaru) with many wives, since this pro-
vides an example of houses (ichinyuumba) that have broken off and formed 
their own lineages. Two of the wives of Gichonge, it was explained, got 
many descendants who competed with one another. One of these two rival-
ling wives, Masero, ‘broke away’ and formed a new lineage. According to 
my informants, abaMasero (the people of Masero), an egesaku (a lineage 
of a higher order) in buTimbaru, are the descendants of this woman. Since 
Masero ‘had many people’, she was able to branch off and form a lineage. 
Even though most lineages are founded by men,62 conditions under which 
female founding is possible should be highlighted, not least since this 
touches on the theme throughout this thesis, namely, the power of being. 
This case is about the becoming of a people and aspirations of being a lin-
eage founder.  

Widows and Sexual Rights 
The consequence of the attachment of a woman’s fertility to her husband’s 
lineage is that a Kuria widow will continue to bear children in the name of 
her deceased husband. From the point of view of her husband’s group, this 

62Rwezaura argues that married women in contemporary Kuria society are more eager 
to gain access to “matrimonial assets” than their predecessors, and that they are pre-
pared to use a variety of strategies to that end. In this struggle over resources, he 
claims that the move aside technique is a new trend in order to gain freedom from 
husbands (Rwezaura, 1985:128, 129). I claim that it is rather a popular strategy build-
ing on an old principle. 
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means that they can still claim that her child-bearing capacity is to sustain 
their lineage. From the perspective of the woman concerned, her attach-
ment implies that she is likely to be interested in a continuity of her house 
despite the absence of her husband. In other words, her position in the 
umugi is not really disturbed if her inyuumba is well established. 

This view on female security provided by the Kuria house property sys-
tem is supported by the findings of Kirwen (1979) whose comparative 
study focuses on widow inheritance and the care of widows. Kuria widows 
are likely to be more respected in their status as widows, he claims, than, 
for example, the neighbouring Luo, who also have leviratic practice. I as-
cribe this favourable conclusion, with regard to the Kuria, as being due to 
the developed form of house property complex found in their society. The 
married woman, even if widowed, is ascribed a respected a valued status 
in her capacity as being the possessor and developer of inyuumba. It should 
be added, though, that this security provided for widows applies mainly to 
women with male offspring. From the responses to Kirwen’s questionnaire, 
it seems as if barrenness is a common trait of a number of widows ‘divorc-
ing’ after the death of their husband. Kirwen, who is interested in inter-
cultural variations of the custom of widow inheritance, draws attention to 
another notable trait of the Kuria variant, namely, that the Kuria differen-
tiate between a leviratic partner and a sexual partner. The implications of 
this distinction is that, even though a widow may choose, or be assigned, a 
brother to her deceased husband as her leviratic partner, i.e. to care for her, 
she is still able to select a man of her own choice, outside the family group 
of her deceased husband, as a sexual partner. This might, at first glance, 
appear contradictory when one is concerned about social order and sexual 
rights of the woman. However, the logic behind this relatively great free-
dom (compared to the Luo) should be sought in the blood brotherhood cre-
ated in male circumcision: 

According to the Kuria tradition, therefore, both the blood brother by
birth and the blood brother by circumcision are seen as capable of sub-
stituting for a deceased man in leviratic relationship with his widow. 
This is so because a man has communal identity with both his lineage 
and his circumcision-group fellows. (Kirwen, 1979:67) 

The covenant formed by circumcision, transforming the initiates into 
‘blood brothers’, consequently, gives to Kuria widows the opportunity to 
choose a sexual partner from a wide range of males without violating the 
cultural code. The role of the brother-in-law as a legal leviratic inheritor in 
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case a widow chooses a ‘leviratic friend’, is, Kirwen suggests, to make sure 
that the woman and her children remain in the lineage of her husband (Kir-
wen, 1979:67). 

Displaced Fertility and Female Lineage Founding 
I hold that discrepancies between the prescribed social order and the ad-
ventures of divergency might be revealing, when it comes to understanding 
of social security and vulnerability. That is why this section aims to throw 
light on consequences of a woman not being detached from her natal line-
age, and yet she bears children. Since bridewealth means a transfer of her 
fertility to another lineage, her children will belong to the lineage of her 
father as a result of delivering at home. Because a daughter has neither 
customary right to inheritance from her father, nor from her mother’s 
house, her children do not have any legal right to hold property, or access 
to land for agriculture at her natal home. To transfer female fertility is so 
natural in the minds of the local people that a woman’s position at her fa-
ther’s homestead becomes increasingly odd when she is marriageable and 
yet she remains there. Today, the number of girls delaying marriage is in-
creasing. Those who decline young men’s proposals and who have the 
chance to attend college are still likely to be the target for insinuating com-
ments, such as, “she has really stayed’. Such statements indicate the unnat-
uralness of the young woman’s position and are often insinuations that 
there is something suspicious about her, as she is not yet married. When a 
‘remaining’ daughter gives birth at her parents’ home, this is thus fertility 
that is disapproved of because to remain at home and produce offspring, 
without the process of detaching and affiliation to another lineage, is evi-
dently viewed as an unnatural situation. This state of affairs is spoken of as 
shameful behaviour, and these girls are often married off to elderly polyg-
ynous men or become daughters-in-law to barren women in a woman mar-
riage arrangement (woman marriages are discussed in chapter four).  

There is a certain label for a daughter who gives birth at her parents’ 
place and remains there. She is called enkeneraka, which literally means 
‘the thing growing up at home’. Here I want to shed light on this behaviour 
by reminding the reader that the expected and accepted conduct, in con-
trast, is the ‘raising’ (obokwe) of a female house which is initiated through 
bridewealth. Such a divergence from the prescribed proceedings of produc-
ing children has Jed to the proverbial comparison, ‘wahënyëra yenkenera 
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ka’, meaning, ‘rude as the one who delivers at home’.63 The daughter mar-
rying properly, on the contrary, is praised for showing respect by remarks 
like, “she fetches cattle’ and “she has given you something”. Mothers with 
adult daughters tried to clarify exactly what they perceived of as being un-
natural about a daughter who was raising children at her parents’ home, 
like the mother cited in the following: 

Everything goes wrong. There is no transmission, or change, as it 
should be. Instead it becomes a continuous process at home! Because 
she is not going away like other girls. 

The problem was formulated in terms of a “continuous process”, which is 
viewed as an abnormal state of affairs since the girl does not leave home. 
This continuous process was spoken of as a deterioriation due to the omis-
sion of the necessary transmission. Ruel goes so far as to speak of the off-
spring produced by an unmarried daughter as, “children of an abnormal 
descent line” – a notion deserving attention. He further claims that this di-
vergency from normality makes the children potentially dangerous to the 
“normal” descendants of the woman’s father (Ruel, 1959:112). I wish to 
underscore that Ruel hints at the fact that this kind of offspring might be 
viewed as a descent line, even though of an “abnormal”, or extraordinary 
kind, because one should be aware of the fact that even though this is a 
condemned behaviour, still there are examples of women who in this way 
have become lineage founders. Kemaro is an example of a female lineage 
founder in buTimbaru and her descendants are, accordingly, called abaKe-
maro, i.e. the people of Kemaro. Kemarois a derivation of the verb -
kamarra, meaning ‘scratch somebody in the face’, and abaKemaro, conse-
quently, means, ‘the people scratching faces’. Her name reveals that  she  
did not choose an ordinary life course. Her children, who were the ones 
growing up at the wrong place, had a difficult time, as the name draws 
attention to. These children became tough since they used to defend them-
selves against abusers, and ‘the scratching of faces’ was, thus, her chil-
dren’s response to insults due to their odd position. It is notable that alt-
hough Kemaro did not conform to local female ideals, she is still recog-
nized and admired due to her toughness and reproductive success. But she 
is certainly no ideal used by grandmothers, or aunts, when they 
instruct young women about proper female behaviour.  

63Mhenyera is an epithet for a disrespectful person. 
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I met with a few women who managed to establish houses at their natal 
home in contemporary Kuria, and who were considered as being mighty 
and wealthy even though they were women. For example, there was Gati 
on the Tanzanian side, who was a middle-aged woman with sons and 
daughters-in-law who built impressive brick houses in her own name. She 
had the status of a married woman, although she was married by an outsider 
who lived far away. I was puzzled by young women who regarded her as 
“a great person” and “a leader”, even though her family was growing up 
on the wrong spot. It was, however, impressive how she managed to invest 
in buildings and sons’ wives in  her  father’s place. When  I  asked young 
women about their opinion, whether she was developing her inyuumba, or 
if she was building umugi, their immediate response was that she is build-
ing umugi. 

My argument is that, even though the Kuria have been ascribed to have 
a fairly rigid patriarchal system, there are possibilities for female lineage 
founding since women and their offspring provide the basis for units stand-
ing in opposition to one another. Or, to be more precise, women may under 
certain circumstances utilize the inherent principles for the establishment 
of new lineages. In the case of abaKemaro, attention should be drawn to 
the fact that her descendants are spoken of as a lineage of prophets. This 
prophet lineage had a special origin and, consequently, they became a spe-
cial people, despite the fact that they ‘grew’ in the wrong context (or, this 
is what might have made them to become so distinct). When it comes to 
Gati, the circumstance of living separated from her husband and her ability 
to invest in people and material goods made it possible for her to form a 
separate production unit together with her sons and sons’ wives. She was 
even admired in the eyes of people for her industriousness. However, this 
does not mean that her conduct was morally defensible per se, as I realized 
when we were offered beer by her son’s wife and my female companion 
uttered in an embarrassed manner, “they are crazy these prostitutes”. 

Conclusions 
The actuality of the matrifocal principle of female houses in a number of 
African societies, which means that descent is traced through the mother 
and that cattle are vested in her, has attracted attention from a number of 
researchers. This principle can be seen as a paradox within patrilineal sys-
tems, or, as I prefer to phrase it, a mediating principle assuring women 
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more economic autonomy and social security than an authoritarian patri-
lineal system normally permits (or than what has been recognized). The 
Kuria house property complex is a socioeconomic system with political 
connotations since it is concerned with issues of property access as well as 
lineage formation. The implications are that inheritance and property hold-
ing are regulated in accordance with female subunits, ‘houses’, within the 
polygynous family, which means that in the polygynous extended family 
each wife’s house has its own property. Bridewealth transaction plays  a 
key role, since marriages and houses are established through the transfer of 
bride cattle. 

The Kuria house property complex is a socioeconomic system ensuring 
well-defined rights to different categories within the extended family. 
Some of the structural principles creating stratification mechanisms have 
been examined in this chapter, like the rule that ‘cattle – not seeds – count’. 
According to the Kuria principle of affiliation of children, verbalized by an 
elder in the declaration that “It is not from where the seeds originate that 
counts, but from where the cattle come”, it is implied that a man becomes 
the legal father to any child born by his wife. Bridewealth transactions 
transfer to the woman’s husband’s group rights to her capabilities, in the 
form of her sexuality, labour and fertility. The access to a woman’s fertility 
ensures the continuity of her husband’s lineage. However, from a woman’s 
point of view (which is emphasized by her group), marriage is not merely 
a transfer of rights to another patrilineage but means a lineage affiliation 
assuring well-defined rights for herself and her offspring. This detachment 
from her natal home and attachment to her husband’s group, means an es-
tablishment of the socioeconomic unit inyuumba (house). This is concep-
tualized in terms of that ‘she is going into hers’, indicating the formation 
of a unit that she will invest in. Social security, on the side of the properly 
married woman in the Kuria society, based on the above-mentioned prin-
ciple, is exemplified by the example of Mary who preferred to earn her 
money as a prostitute in town. Although being criticised for leading a dis-
orderly life, nobody would question, neither her right to return to her hus-
band’s place, nor the rights of her children (even though fathered by 
strangers) to lineage affiliation and resource access at the same place in 
accordance with the rules of the house property complex. However, when 
children are born ‘from the outside’, or when wives and mothers insist on 
earning their living as prostitutes in towns, these are circumstances when 
sexual rights are in disorder and male honour and prestige is at stake. It 
seems, thus, as if the transfer of rights to a woman’s childbearing capacity 

112 



 

  
 

  
  

 
   

       
       

   
     

     
     

          
       

 
 

  
 

   
     

   
    

       
  

   
   

    
      

   
   

     
   

     
 

    
       

      

to her husband’s group, or, to phrase it less specifically to also include a 
female perspective, the attachment of her fertility in another lineage group 
where her house is established, is more rigid than the attachment of her 
sexuality and labour. 

As concluded, there is a female lineage principle conceptualized as in-
yuumba (house) within Kuria patriarchal society which means that the fe-
male units  of  houses are likely  to compete with one  another.  Hence, the 
Kuria house property complex not only ascribes well-defined rights to men 
and women, but also involves a power struggle at the lineage unit of an 
emerging eka (which  is the level above  umugi), the extended patrilineal 
family (umugi), or between houses (ichinyuumba). The mechanism of 
‘breaking off’, which means the forming of a different lineage at a separate 
place, is an available conflict solution and a strategy opted for, since this 
entails the opportunity to become a lineage founder and the emergence of 
a people spoken of as your descendants. Although most lineages of various 
orders are named after male founders, it should be drawn attention to that, 
under certain circumstances, there are women who have founded lineages. 
Masero might serve as an example of a woman who ‘broke off’, and she 
gave rise to the people of Masero (abaMasero). AbaMasero are today 
counted as a lineage (a ‘door’) of a higher order. When clarifying principles 
of power structure with regard to this matter, it should be pointed out that 
‘to have people’, that is, ‘to be enough in number’, is a condition overruling 
the principle of seniority based on being the first-born son or the first  
daughter-in-law in a homestead. 

The practice of detaching a woman and her fertility from her parents’ 
home, and the consequent attachment of a woman’s fertility into another 
lineage group where her house is to be established, has made such transfers 
of daughters become natural and decent in Kuria perception. I found, how-
ever, a number of industrious women who had managed to establish them-
selves at their natal home where they built permanent houses and brought 
daughters-in-law as they had adult sons. In the case mentioned above of 
Gati, whose husband was absent, when I inquired about her social Status it 
was stated that she had actually established a settlement that was to be rec-
ognized as umugi, a homestead and an extended family in her own name. 
That ambiguous feelings were expressed with regard to her endeavour 
should nevertheless be underscored. As a case in point, the lineage named 
abaKemaro illustrates the existence of a lineage of a higher order founded 
by a woman who was never detached from her natal home. That her chil-
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dren, who multiplied and became many descendants, had a tough time be-
cause they were considered to be misplaced, or ‘growing at the wrong 
place’, is revealed by the very name of this people. AbaKemaro could be 
said to mean ‘those who scratches faces’, a label describing the survival 
under extraordinary circumstances and, consequently, the creating of tough 
individuals. It should be noted that this lineage is said to be famous for its 
prophets, in other words, for producing exceptional individuals. 

The Kuria house property complex, I argue, should be seen as a highly 
developed system, since it mediates patriarchal power by assigning prop-
erties to houses. In general, it could be stated that ‘cattle of daughters’, 
which are considered as house property, constitute an extensive part of the 
cattle available in this society. There are well-defined rules about access to 
these cattle, and in case a family head misappropriates the cattle of daugh-
ters, by bringing a wife for himself at the expense of a son’s future mar-
riage, this conduct leads to conflicts within his homestead. What might be 
worse, he loses respect, and is likely to be abused by elders who will ridi-
cule him for incestuous behaviour. Such insinuations by fellow elders (and 
the community) are made on the grounds that it is the origin of bride cattle 
that counts, which is his own daughter. The in-married woman is said to be 
‘equal’ to his own daughter who is to provide her brother with cattle for a 
wife. According to this logic, the family head is having sex with a woman 
who  should have  been his daughter-in-law. He is, therefore, likely to be 
accused of breaching cultural codes, and be the target of comments point-
ing out that the woman in question is not his wife, but his daughter. Such 
condemnations, on the side of the community, are also protests against 
family heads disregarding the prohibition of marrying in your son’s gener-
ation. To conclude, there are well-established rules in Kuria society, con-
cerning the assignment of cattle according to houses, and the breaking of 
these laws is consequently condemned by society. 

The Kuria house property complex is a forceful socioeconomic system 
with structures ensuring people’s well-being and determining their vulner-
ability. Even though mechanisms of marginalisation, inherent in the sys-
tem, is mainly discussed in the chapter to follow, it should be noted that 
availability of daughters/sisters is the base for inyuumba’s wealth accumu-
lation in form of cattle. However, the fact of life does not always rhyme 
with the ideal of the system. Since brothers are sister-dependent when it 
comes to the establishment of their marriages and their wives houses, the 
opposite, to be “daughter/sister-poor’ is, thus, an impoverishing condition. 
Sons who are ‘sister-poor’ provide, thus, a category rendered vulnerable 
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by the very system. However, social systems, we have argued, are actor 
dependent, since they are reproduced in social interaction. As a conse-
quence of viewing norms as positioned in actors, not in the system, to focus 
on the ability of people to react and act on the same, which means enabling 
a process eventually causing changes in the systems structures is essential. 
Innovative young men, without bride cattle, due to an unfortunate sister-
brother ratio, searching alternative means of getting hold of the required 
bride cattle could be viewed as an example of actors stretching the systems 
structures. That those cattle emerge from their own efforts are emphasized 
by referring to them as, ‘cattle from one’s own sweat’.  

Since prostitution, and the Kuria view of this practice, is one of the top-
ics elucidated in this thesis, it should also be concluded that in the light of 
a transfer of rights to a woman, by the means of bride cattle, a woman’s 
sexuality, just like female labour and fertility, is an asset and a value that 
the woman in question possesses. As an implication of the transfer of rights 
to a woman’s sexuality by the means of marriage payments, sexual services 
are perceived of as something that a man should not enjoy free of charge. 
To illustrate this stand, it is to be noted that the holder of sexual rights to a 
woman, i.e. the man who has paid bride cattle for her, is (or was) entitled 
to demand compensation if an outsider would enjoy her sexual capability. 
In case of adultery, this would mean that the intruder was obliged to pay a 
fine to the woman’s husband. This idea, about the cattle giver’s right to 
compensation if a non-permitted person makes use of the married woman’s 
sexuality, is worth pointing out, since it is a perception applying even to 
prostitution. Whereas in a number of Westernized societies it is the very 
exchange of sex for money (or other privileges) that is the indecency mak-
ing this transaction qualify for being defined as prostitution, it should be 
noted that here there are other criteria making the trading of sex to become 
prostitution. I wish to underscore that to use a woman sexually without 
paying anything for such services is viewed as indecent, exploitative and 
immoral. A decisive factor, with regard to whether sexual relations should 
be seen as prostitution, is social distance, which might also mean spatial 
distance. It should be borne in mind that within the extended family (and 
at the level of  eka), there  are certain obligations in  this respect,  such as  
becoming a leviratic partner, or a sexual partner, in the case of women with 
deceased husbands. Besides, circumcision creates bonds between age-ma-
tes of a province, and a widow is said to be free to choose a sexual partner 
among her husband’s agemates, which means within the same ikiaaro 
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(‘country’/’ province’). However, when promiscuity is referred to as vul-
garity, such as prostitution, then it is often spoken of in terms of social 
distance, like, females ‘moving around’ outside confined social space, and 
worse, the trading of sex in other provinces which implies women ‘moving 
around’ with strangers. 
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Chapter Four 
Selective Hunger – Vulnerability 
and Coping Strategies 

It is part of the aim of the thesis to focus on poverty and to explicate ine-
quality in power, social status and wealth. That socioeconomic structural 
systems of every society have their weaknesses as well as their strengths is 
a truth that holds also for the Kuria house property complex. While the last 
chapter was mainly concerned with elaborations on the security provided 
by the system, this chapter identifies categories of individuals within the 
extended family that are rendered vulnerable by the same system. The ex-
amination, focussing on the polygynous family and its mother centred 
units, pinpoints under what circumstances such a unit (inyuumba) does not 
qualify for inclusion into the system, and, consequently, become socially 
and economically unprotected categories. The assigning of certain houses 
to unfortunate categories is not merely an analytical creation made by 
scholars, but I refer to distinctions made by the Kuria people themselves. 
This should be underscored, since I want to caution that the exercise of 
‘poverty identification’, made by scholars, governments, or development 
authorities, implies an acknowledgement of deprivation (Sen, 1992:107), a 
designation that might have consequences for the people concerned.64 

The main part of this chapter describes events during the drought of 
1993-94. This time of hardship, when conditions under which uneven ac-
cess to basic resources became obvious and, thus, possible to explore, dis-
closes weaknesses of a socioeconomic system normally giving security to 
the people concerned. In this chapter, motivational forces are highlighted 
through empirical examples, as I try to capture a particular moment when 
Kuria society is under stress and underlying structures in the society are 
revealed. The case of Rusia, presented in the chapter, throws light upon 

64Social grouping and image creation, even when it comes to lumping people together 
and labelling them as ‘poor’, certainly has sociopsychological consequences for those 
concerned. 
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stratification mechanisms within a polygynous family by identifying who 
among the co-wives, or rather what house (inyuumba), becomes vulnerable 
and falls out of the welfare system of the house property complex. I also 
present some empirical examples that shed light upon the Kuria woman 
marriage as a strategy used by women who do not qualify for inclusion into 
the house property system to combat poverty. Prostitution and this practice, 
in relation to female power, is also discussed. 

A Year of Food Stress – Coping Strategies 
The Kuria area was struck by drought in 1993-94, after the failure of two 
subsequent seasonal rains. Since 1993 had very little rainfall, this period of 
time was most problematic for many Kuria families, as well as to surround-
ing peoples. The drought proved to be a greater threat to the people living 
on the plains of Kiribo and Mugumu, since they, as pointed out above, de-
pend on cattle herding to a larger extent than the Kuria inhabiting the high-
lands where the climate normally permits two harvests a year. When the 
rains failed, the cattle herders faced difficulties in finding pasture and water 
for their herds. As a consequence of the drought, the crops failed, and food 
reserves were eventually emptied. Several streams and wells dried up, and 
pastures became scarce, having the result that calves died, which meant 
that the regrowth of the herds was endangered. The lack of pasture and 
water supply affected the grasslands of the plains of Serengeti, with its wild 
game, as well. Grazing animals, notably wildebeests, who drew near to hu-
man settlements in search for pasturage, were killed for food. Since fami-
lies were starving, the wild game provided a welcome contribution to the 
shrinking food resources, as a man from the Mugumu area declared: 

Now there is none here who slaughters a goat. We all eat meat from 
wildebeests. 

It was no wonder that the wildebeests became a reserve supply, since the 
herds of game roaming around, besides being available, were competing 
with cattle herds over already-scarce resources. The local government, 
however, disapproved of this coping strategy on the part of the local peo-
ple, of utilizing wild animals as substitute food. During the month of No-
vember 1993, people stated that about 200 men from the Mugumu District 
were brought to court in Musoma town, and that they were subsequently 
fined. The government supplied relief food in some areas, but accessibility 
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was reported by the local inhabitants to have been uneven. Even the Kuria 
highlands were struck by the continuous dry weather and people feared 
famine as wells dried up, especially when wells said never to run dry were 
affected. Old men claimed that they had not seen such a drought since the 
1930’s. 

One should, however, be aware of the fact that famine hits selectively, 
and that poverty is always exploited.65 This time of hardship, naturally 
enough, gave rise to a wide range of innovativeness and entrepreneurship, 
not least when it came to getting access to food from other areas,66 Cassava, 
which provides an important substitute when there is a shortage of crops 
like finger millet and maize, became an important food source’.67 Those  
farmers who were lucky enough to have cassava fields thus had to guard 
their crops carefully in order to prevent neighbours from looting their 
fields. When, after the failure of two rain seasons, in 1994, the rain at last 
materialized and crops like maize and millet started to grow, many people 
could not afford to wait for harvest time, but harvested grains prematurely. 
Before I present the case study of Rusia, illustrating differences in famine 
vulnerability, I will briefly mention a few coping strategies which were the 
responses of the local people during this year of scarcity and food stress.  

Ritual Measures 
The long period of drought led to the deployment of ritual strategies, as 
well as pragmatic food-coping measures. When the situation worsened, 
pressure was put on the conclave of ritual elders (abanchaama) in each of 
the various Kuria provinces to make use of their secret knowledge in order 

65Such exploitation may take many forms. There were, for example, individuals with 
access to surplus of food like maize who took advantage of the situation and sold grains
at a much higher rate than normally.  
66We are informed by the historian, Alsaker Kjerland, that in times of food shortage 
cattle were, according to her, bartered for grain. Livestock was only eaten at times of 
severe famine (Alsaker Kjerland, 1995:131). 
67After the Rinderpest of the 1890’s, a time of severe hunger followed in East Africa. 
This is a period remembered as the Incharra ya giturra maho, the famine when skins 
were eaten, because people saw no other way out than to roast and eat the skins of the 
deceased cattle (Alsaker Kjerland, 1995:131- 140). This time of crisis led to various 
desperate strategies, like parents bartering their children for food in hope that they 
would survive among neighbours who were better off. Other families migrated to neigh-
bouring peoples, like the Suba, who were said to have had supplies of sweet potatoes. 
It is notable that, as a result of this time of hunger, the drought-resistant crop of sweet 
potato came to be cultivated in Kurialand (Alsaker Kjerland, 1995:135, 136). 
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to save the country (ikiaaro). Since things were growing worse, people ex-
plained that abanchaama had declared the necessity of special sacrifices 
for getting the rain to start. As the drought continued, ritual elders  were  
said to prepare for such sacrifices, and one day neighbours started to whis-
per that a head of a pregnant woman was found in a water hole. This drastic 
measure seemed to be fertility rite performed in order to persuade super-
natural powers not to withhold rain. The discovery of the ritual killing, 
made in order to change the barren state of the land, was spoken of in horror 
and dismay by ordinary women and men.68 It was reported that in the past 
the Kuria had a tradition of human sacrifices as part of their cleansing rit-
uals. Elders told about times of plagues, or bloodshed, when the ‘country’ 
(ikiaaro) had to be cleansed by the means of a human sacrifice. The person 
(it could be a child), picked out by the secret conclave, was mangled to 
death69 and the chyme was painted on the foreheads of representatives from 
every homestead. This rite was part of the rituals ‘restoring’ the country. It 
was, however, claimed by elders, that today human sacrifice in cleansing 
rituals has been replaced by a sacrificial animal.70 

68I include this footnote since I realize from colleagues’ responses that this is a sensitive 
issue, as I was advised to refer to this incident as a legend, in the sense of a fictional 
narrative. Due to such reactions, I feel it is crucial to draw attention to the fact that there 
are different genres of oral traditions in Africa (as elsewhere), and that genres vary in
linguistic form, narrating style, context of retelling etc. in accordance with the very type
of oral tradition in question. Knowledge about what kinds of oral traditions that exist in
the society under study, and what form they take, together with the acquired experience 
of gossip and formal speech events, is likely to contribute to a more professional judge-
ment of oral accounts in the field. An eyewitness report, told in the course of events, 
has naturally a different documentation value than events recalled and retold later on to
researchers, which often is the case, since anthropologists, or historians, cannot possibly 
find the occasion to observe all data finding their way into their writings. Because part 
of their findings are usually based on oral accounts, a critical stand involving self-re-
flection over selectiveness with regard to what type of data one is inclined to exclude 
as unwarranted is advisable. Besides, one should be aware of the fact that it is a moral 
positioning to falsify a report of eyewitnesses on the grounds that the report is unaes-
thetic, or does not correspond to the image we wish to create of the people of our study.
69The normal procedure for ritual slaughter is to first suffocate the animal and then to 
‘open’ the stomach, from where chyme is removed. 
70It happens, according to the local people, that human sacrifices are carried out, for 
various purposes and by a variety of agents. It was believed that the gold fever in Tan-
zania (Nyamongo) could cause (a belief held both by local authorities and ordinary 
people) young gold diggers to secretly sacrifice humans. It was said that human sacri-
fices to the spirits in the earth would make the gold ‘come up’ and become available. 
However, such kinds of sacrifices were not about chyme, I was informed, but demanded
the shedding of the victim’s blood. It is notable, that as soon as a child got lost on the 
Tarime highlands, it was immediately suspected that the child had been carried away 
for the purpose of being sacrificed in order to make a gold digger become rich. Now, 
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Rituals involving sacrifice that may imply life-taking are common in the 
African context. In the past, the African peoples have conducted sacrifices 
in times of tribal distress of various kinds, like famine, drought, or epidem-
ics. Under these circumstances the people concerned have performed an 
expiatory sacrifice. In the writings of Lambo (1964), we are told that such 
sacrifices were commonly directed to the tutelary animal of the tribe,  
“which is said to have withdrawn its protection, thus, exposing the tribe to 
the current catastrophe of epidemic or famine” (Lambo, 1964:444). The 
Kuria elder cited below gives an account of a time of crisis when the coun-
try (ikiaaro) was in such state that it had to be ritually cleansed. The secret 
conclave, we are told, chose a specific child and simply demanded that its 
parents give the child to them: 

In the past, even during the colonial time, Binagi (the territorial supreme
being who was believed to dwell in the sacred hill of Binagi) demanded 
human sacrifices in order to cleanse buTimbaru in times of war, or ep-
idemics. Then Abanchaama approached somebody and told him that 
they were in need of his child in order to save the country (ikiaaro). It 
could not be just anybody, but they looked for certain names. Or, some-
body was sent  to another  ikiaaro (province), for example Buirege, to 
get somebody who was named so and so. They pretended to be nice and 
lured him (or her) to leave, so he would become the sacrifice. That is 
why the colonial power told people not to move between the provinces
(ibiaaro), otherwise they could get into trouble. The child was brought 
to Binagi, where it was mangled so the chyme came out through anus. 
Then, the chyme was taken care of, and was applied on children around
the entire area (BuTimbaru). Not on all, but on certain appointed chil-
dren. My own father, who was involved, ‘painted’ me when I was a 
small child. And it was chyme after a human being. 

Chyme is an important element in sacrifice in the African context, due to 
the purifying power ascribed to it (de Heusch, 1985:59). Ruel, in his exten-
sive writings on Kuria rituals, gives an account of rituals, like isubo,71 when 
goat chyme is rubbed on the foreheads of the candidates and the homestead 
members, occasions when everyone present touches the chyme. Ruel inter-
prets this as an act to restore, or cleanse, something unpropitious and sug-

when the area was struck by drought, aware of the rumours of bloody sacrifices by 
greedy and unscrupulous individuals, a number of people suggested that this state of 
emergency was a punishment by God. The land had become barren as a consequence 
of such sacrifices, it was stated. 
71Isubo is a man’s initiation into the state of ritual elderhood. 
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gests that it closely parallels the cleansing following a death. The implica-
tion of using chyme in situations when people have been in contact with 
danger, or death, is that the chyme of the goat absolves that danger (Ruel, 
1957:357). Ruel, accordingly, speaks about ‘chyme-based restorative ritu-
als’ (like death rituals), which are acts performed by a ritual elder who takes 
the chyme once removed from the animal’s stomach and scatters it over the 
place, or rubs it on the individuals concerned (Ruel, 1957:421).  

A distinction is made, by Ruel, between cleansing rituals on a home-
stead level and those concerned with the ‘country’ (ikiaaro). The latter cat-
egory, which has been labelled ‘communal rites of circumstance’, are per-
formed on behalf of the entire province “to secure general well-being or to 
ward off misfortune” (Ruel, 1957:450). A cow, or a goat, would be sacri-
ficed when the province ‘had gone bad’ (ukunyaanku). This condition of 
ukunyaanku is, according to Ruel, a state affecting the province through 
the failure of crops, through the disease of cattle or of people, or because 
women were not bearing children (Ruel, 1957:450-451). It was, however, 
emphasized by my informants, almost 40 years later, that these were the 
devastating consequences, or the manifestations of the fact that the “coun-
try had gone bad’, rather than the causes of this state of affair. A number 
of people suggested that this state of emergency was a punishment by God. 
The land, it was stated, had become barren as a consequence of transgres-
sions. Other reasons, like bloodshed, were given for causing ukunyaanku. 
The spreading of chyme from a sacrificed animal over an area is, conse-
quently, a purifying act that implies a calming of social tension and an at-
tempt to reinforce the social order. Ruel points to another feature, with re-
gard to whom the sacrifice is directed, distinguishing a communal sacrifice. 
The communal sacrifice is, according to Ruel’s informant, directed to 
Riooba72 the sun (sacrificing in a homestead by a homestead head may also 
be directed to Riooba), “since the sun gave life to us all” (Ruel, 1957:451). 
These kinds of sacrifices commonly took place at special places, like the 
sacred centre of Binagi in buTimbaru.73 

It is notable that one of Ruel’s informants in the 1950’s confirms the 
occurrence of human sacrifices, which means that his statement verifies 
earlier accounts of this peculiarity. We understand, from the depiction of 
the informant’s hesitation to speak about this topic, that it was a very sen-

72Iriooba is used as a name for God in daily speech and in prayer. It is one of  those  
Kuria terms that has extensions of meanings, like the sky etc.
73The ritual centre of Binagi is located in Tanzania. 
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sitive issue. Besides, he was eager to claim that this act of sacrificing hu-
mans did not involve a direct killing, an act he admitted happened occa-
sionally in the past (Ruel, 1957:452-453). Ruel’s rendering of the elder’s 
description goes as follows: 

A man who had to be from one of the two ‘original’ descent groups in 
buTimbaru, abaGituukia or abaGitiamui, was brought to Binagi, where 
the conclave elders had gathered. He was then thrown to the ground and 
was trampled on by the elders until intestinal material/excrete, came 
out... But in itself the trampling was not expected to kill him, but the 
expectation was that he would not live long afterwards: returning home, 
he would become ill and would be likely to die: Nothing would be done
if he did not die: his illness and death were not necessary to the ritual, 
merely the expected consequences of it. The custom was stopped soon 
after the beginning of the century... Gisieri (the informant) asserted the 
‘goodness’ of the ritual in terms of its being a ritual which brought 
‘well-being’ or ‘life’ (obohoro) to the country... The ‘excrete’, amabi, 
of the man was like the chyme, ubuhu, of goats or cattle. (Ruel, 
1957:452-453) 

We are furthermore informed, that the conclave elders might seek the as-
sistance of a rain maker, whom they present with a gift of tobacco and a 
goat. And the rain maker, we are told, “He would use his own procedures” 
(Ruel, 1957:457). It seems likely that the grotesque incident, reported dur-
ing the drought of 1993; the act of killing a pregnant woman, beheading 
her  and  throwing the head  into a water hole, was  the outcome of a rain-
maker being allowed to “use his own procedures”. The symbolic associa-
tions between a fertile woman, a water hole and the quest for rain, will not 
be explicated here. However, such a ritual, should be seen as an extraordi-
nary course of action, I believe, due to the threat of famine. Still, this trag-
edy should be noted, as it draws attention to mechanisms at play in times 
of crisis, because it is precisely in emergency situations, I hold, that a soci-
ety’s ideologies should be scrutinized, and its weaknesses disclosed. By 
heeding attention to elders’ information about ritual proceedings in order 
to restore ‘the country’ in case it has ‘gone bad’, this event has been placed 
in a larger context. 

The Stones in the Cooking Pot – A Hunger Narrative 
Another phenomenon, I found remarkable, was the sudden circulation of 
hunger narratives, like the one about the woman who cooked stones that is 
outlined in the following. Such narratives may, I believe, serve as a kind of 
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coping mechanism in times of stress. The following story was narrated with 
very small variations and without tears, by different people in Nyabasi as 
well as in buTimbaru. It was told as if a recent event were described, but 
the characters involved were untraceable. The hunger this year is very se-
vere, I was told. In order to illustrate the acuteness of the situation, refer-
ences were made to a certain family on the plains of Keribo, consisting of 
a man, his wife and their two children, which had run short of food. Their 
food supply and grain stores had been emptied and, as the story goes, it was 
only the woman who made efforts to find food for the family. The man 
relied on his wife to provide for their subsistence and did not care to look 
for ways to get foodstuffs. One day, the woman found that there was simply 
no food, whatsoever, to prepare for her children and husband to eat. Yet, 
she filled her cooking pan with stones, added water and put it on the fire. 
Then, she told her children to watch the sweet potatoes in the cooking pot, 
while she went to the garden. When the father arrived home, he found that 
his wife was absent and the children were keeping an eye on the boiling  
cooking pot. The ‘sweet potatoes’ in the pot never became soft, however, 
and soon the starving father found out that his wife was boiling stones. 
Upon this discovery, with outrage he went out in search of his wife. He 
found her – hanging in a tree. Since the mother could neither bear to see 
her children starve, nor to tell them that all the food was gone, she had  
chosen to commit suicide. When the man realized that his wife had ended 
her life, he could not see any other way out than to follow her example. As 
I asked narrators how this tragedy had become common knowledge, they 
claimed that these two children, a boy and a girl, were found alone in a 
village on the highland. Since nobody recognized the children, and they 
were not accompanied by any adult, people started to investigate where 
they came from and what they wanted. Then, the children told them about 
their tragic fate and begged for housing. 

I wish to underscore that whenever this story was narrated, emphasis 
was put on the replacement of food by stones, male incapability, female 
despair and scattered children. I do not intend, however, to elaborate on 
possible symbolic meanings of the different parts constituting this story, or 
to discuss the role these narratives might play in times of turmoil, since this 
would entail too much guessing. But I hold that the narration of hunger 
stories, as a way of confronting the severe conditions, still deserves atten-
tion. To ignore them in my account of this crisis would, thus, mean omit-
ting a significant aspect of this period of time.  
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The Case of Rusia – Child Marriage 
The case of Rusia, presented below, demonstrates that famine hits selec-
tively, a fact which is concealed when referring to poverty and vulnerabil-
ity as regional problems. Attention is drawn to differences in famine vul-
nerability not only within the same region and society, but within the po-
lygynous family – between houses belonging to the same umugi. I will 
quote from my diary: 

Friday 15/4/94
In the morning, when we were having breakfast, a woman from Tarime 
came for a visit... remember that her youngest child, a boy who was  
around one year old, looked malnourished last time we had met. The 
woman who introduced herself as Boke, looked like he was suffering. 
As I welcomed her to have breakfast with us, she claimed that she had 
not eaten a full meal for a week. After she had finished all that remained 
on the table, (She must have been very hungry!) she asked for aid. Boke
said that she had been sick and begged for money for hospital fees and 
medicine, for herself and her little son. When I asked about her back-
ground, she related that the drought forced her, and her children, to mi-
grate from the plains of Mugumuto the town of Tarime. This was in 
January 1994... Her problems began after the death of her husband. 
Boke, who is around 25 years old, was married as a young girl (1983) 
to an old man with many wives. The bridewealth given for her 
amounted to 25 heads of cattle. She became wife number nine. Alt-
hough the other wives had grown-up sons, still they all lived in the same
homestead.  

At the time of her husband’s death, in 1990, Boke had two daughters, 
Robi who was about eleven and five-year-old Rusia. Now the home-
stead was divided, and all wives with sons formed their own separate 
homesteads. Every wife strived, according to Boke, to develop the 
branch of their own house. “Nobody built any house for me”, Boke 
complained bitterly (men build houses and women smear them)...  “had 
to sleep among the goats”... “and when I was in hospital nobody both-
ered to come and see me!”... “None of my co-wives asked their son to 
plough for me (ploughing is another male task). How can I possibly 
farm?”... Boke described how she was humiliated by her co-wives. One 
of them had mockingly suggested that she should let one of their sons 
sleep with her. “It would be shameful (ichinsconi)”... ”it would be as 
sleeping with your mother”, Boke complained loudly as she pointed at 
me and added “wë”74 to give weight to her words. She expressed feel-

74‘Wë’ is a word commonly added in order to underscore the previous statement. 
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ings of humiliation and powerlessness. When the drought hit the Mu-
gumu area, she decided to move to Tarime town, where her father re-
sides. He is a driver. Boke expected him to assist her, and even implied
that he was obliged to do so... But when she asked her father to build a 
house for her in Tarime, he replied, “I have no debt to you. I have no 
unsettled matters with you”... “And me, I have given them wealth!” 
Boke exclaimed and referred to her bridewealth... She explained that,
at present, she is trying to make a living in Tarime by buying and selling 
cassava... “Kuria, they are tough”, Boke lamented, “they neither care 
for daughters, nor co-wives”. 

Monday18/4/94 
Somebody at my door called ‘hodi’ (‘May I come in?’) and when I 
opened, I found Boke Mataro on my doorstep. This time she was not 
alone but brought her three children. My first thought was, “how comes
she has let her children walk all this way from Tarime to here (approx-
imately ten kilometres), this early in the morning!” After exchanging 
greetings, Boke, with a strikingly erect and proud body posture, smil-
ingly entered the house. She pushed five-year-old Rusia in front of her, 
as she proceeded while declaring with a voice full of confidence and 
proudness, “I have come to give you a daughter-in-law (omoka-
mööna)”.  Boke led Rusia slowly  towards  Carl (my son,  5  years  old),  
and she addressed him, “Marwa (Carl’s Kuria name), come and greet 
your wife”. The pretty little girl looked curiously at Carl. They were 
almost the same size. “Mum, what does she mean?”, Carl asked in Swe-
dish, not knowing how to respond. Since I realized from Boke’s formal 
behaviour that she was not joking, I tried to understand what was going 
on. Something in the back of my head reminded me of the practice of 
ekebete (child marriage). “Marwa, I will explain later”, I replied, “Why 
don’t you greet Rusia?”...  

“Take Rusia with you overseas”, Boke sounded very determined. A lot
of thoughts circled in my head. How should I respond? What should I
reply? Boke did not look like as if she expected her offer to be declined. 
Maybe it was not possible to turn down such an offer? I wished I 
knew!... The contrast between the visit of today and the last time when
Boke came alone, was most striking. This time, she clearly did not come
as a beggar, but with an offer. And we were in the humble situation of 
receiving... I prepared food for our guests. After food, it was explained
to them that we were not able to accept the offer, since in our country 
we do not have this custom... that people at home would misunderstand 
the whole thing... Besides, as parents, we are not entitled to make deci-
sions about whom Marwa would marry... “You do not need to give cat-
tle, I really require a house”, Boke pleaded... 
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Boke was very disappointed when she left. It was obvious that things
did not turn out as she expected. “Maybe, you do not like to marry Af-
ricans”, were her last words, before saying goodbye. Marwa and I es-
corted them to the road. 

This case pinpoints structural vulnerability on the level of umugi. It demon-
strates the fact that hunger tends to be selective and since the scope is the 
extended family, it singles out who, or what inyuumba, female unit, is 
likely to be marginalised when competition over meagre resources is a re-
ality. When Boke became a widow, she was more vulnerable under the 
severe conditions that arose than her co-wives, as the units of various 
mother-centred houses were determined to form their own homesteads. 
Since she was the latest wife of the deceased man, her inyuumba was en-
dangered in the competition between sons and houses over access to land, 
because her house had not yet reached the stage of having grown-up sons 
and daughters-in-law. This state of affairs entailed that her house did not 
really qualify as a proper inyuumba. One could say that her house was 
simply outdefined in the process of claiming rights to land for grazing and 
agriculture, which was previously held by her polygynous husband. Be-
cause, in this struggle over resources, Boke had no adult son to speak in 
her favour and to protect his own interests. 

Her vulnerability was also displayed with regard to the maintenance of 
life. While the other wives were able to form homesteads over which they 
became female heads, Boke did not even have a house of her own. Since 
men are the ones to perform the tasks of building (except for the smearing 
of clay), her co-wives were able to take advantage of her dependency on 
them for access to male labour. The absence of a son, required by the house 
property system, made her become disadvantaged even on the side of agri-
culture, since she “had no son to plough for her”. Even in this situation the 
other wives were reluctant to assist with male labour. It should be under-
scored that this poverty in the form of manpower, on the part of Boke, had 
severe consequences with regard to prestige and status. As the latest wife, 
she had probably been the favourite among the wives, according to com-
menting women. But as a widow, without any adult son, she could not  
claim the same status as her co-wives whose daughters-in-law were the 
guarantee for the development of their son’s lineages. Boke was deliber-
ately humiliated in various ways, not the least by the fact that she, although 
being a married childbearing woman entitled to her own house, had to sleep 
in a hut of goats belonging to the homestead of her co-wife. Since the phys-
ical house is crucial in defining a person’s status, and in representing a life 
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goal, it is no wonder that Boke under these circumstances felt disgraced 
and demeaned. 

In this time of crisis, Boke’s co-wives could even allow themselves to 
openly insult her, by mocking her about her need for a male input in order 
to produce offspring making her house to ‘come up’.75 According to Ku-
ria’s customary laws the suggestion by her co-wives, to let one of their sons 
sleep with her, is unthinkable because she is regarded as their classificatory 
mother, even though their sons were of her age. In other words, this was an 
incestuous suggestion and, thus, a grave offense. It is obvious that in the 
competition between houses, built into the Kuria house property complex, 
Boke became most vulnerable when the drought struck the plains of Mu-
gumu. Since a woman’s bargaining power increases in accordance with the 
development of her house, in this time of crisis, the competing co-wives 
were able to take advantage of her. Boke, due to the immature state of her 
inyuumba, also lacked the network of alliances, critical in many emergency 
situations, created when daughters are married off and daughters-in-law are 
attached to a house. 

According to Boke’s own explanations, it was hunger, humiliation and 
powerlessness which compel led her to move to the small town of Tarime, 
where her father lived. Since Boke’s father had employment, and, thus, a 
monthly salary, she requested her father to build a house for her in town. 
As Boke told this to me, she gave reasons for the obligation on the part of 
her father to assist her by emphasizing that she had ‘given them wealth’. 
By wealth, Boke referred to her own bridewealth by the usage of the term 
oboome, meaning riches or prosperity. It should be pointed out, that it is by 
no means an extraordinary statement on the part of a woman, to speak about 
themselves in this way. Quite the contrary, during the eleven years I have 
spent in Kurialand, I have heard women use this argument, “I have given 
them riches!” or “I will give them wealth!” over and over again. It is evi-
dent that women do not view themselves as simply being ‘married off’, or 
merely being exchanged, but hold that they play a central role in the estab-
lishment of new houses, and lineage formation, through their bride cattle. 
They commonly express, just like Boke, that the link formed through their 
bride cattle provide them with a considerable bargaining power. Boke’s 
father was, however, of a different opinion with regard to his own obliga-
tions towards his married, although widowed, daughter. “I have no debt to 
you”, was his response to her claim for assistance. To back up this state-
ment, implying that he was not responsible for his widowed daughter and 

75Unfortunately, I do not have any information about leviratic arrangement for Boke.  
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her children, he referred to the fact that her bride cattle had been exchanged, 
“long ago”. By saying that these cows were exchanged, he explained that 
they had already been used as bridewealth for another woman. It is most 
likely that they were exchanged for a daughter-in-law, in other words, that 
the brother of Boke ‘exchanged’ them for a wife, in his capacity as the 
legitimate user of his sister’s bride cattle. Because, if the father had used 
them to provide a wife for himself, he could not have claimed that he had 
‘no debt’ to Boke. In such a case, the cows would have provided a link  
enabling her to speak about assistance in terms of obligations. However,  
given the fact that her father’s salary could not have been very high, prices 
for food items were increasing, the father had his own family to support 
and that Boke had no customary claims on her father, then it is not difficult 
to understand that Boke failed to convince her father about his liability to 
assist her. 

The options available for Boke were limited, and migration, one of her 
coping strategies, did not turn out to be as promising as she had hoped for. 
Boke, consequently, opted for new strategies. Since wealth and poverty 
may be defined in terms of human resources, ‘having people’ attached to 
your inyuumba or umugi, like children, sons and daughters-in-law, is, as a 
consequence, viewed as an access to assets. The strategy, on the part of 
Boke, was, thus, an attempt at social investment by using available assets 
of her inyuumba,  i.e. her five-year-old daughter. This  is what  the  above-
described event, when Boke presented Rusia for my small son, was about. 
One could refer to this practice as a child marriage, but in order to be more 
precise about its significance, it should be pointed out that the proper Kuria 
term for this custom is ekebete, meaning a debt. Social investment is a com-
mon African coping strategy in times of famine and food shortage, accord-
ing to Shipton who defines ‘social investment’ as follows: 

Social investment means giving, sharing, or lending to others with ex-
pectation of direct or indirect return. It includes aspects of kinship,
friendship, and patronage; and it encompasses both dyadic reciprocities 
and concentric redistribution (including ceremonial exchanges, and 
tribute- or tax-fed relief). Socially and politically, rural Africans tend to 
spread their investment widely. (Shipton, 1990:368) 

Due to the desperation of Boke and her children’s situation, she decided to 
‘give away’ her youngest daughter Rusia in an ekebete arrangement. 
Ekebete is, according to my informants, a viable strategy in emergency sit-
uations, such as famines, debts etc. As the meaning of this term indicates, 
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it builds on the principle of establishing a ‘debt relation’. It implies making 
sure that one has established a claim on somebody. The houses of Boke’s 
co-wives had reached another stage in their developments, which meant 
having had the opportunity under many years to store up debts and obliga-
tions, while Boke’s possibilities, in contrast, to rely on reciprocity were 
rather limited. This principle of social investment is expressed in the fol-
lowing Kuria wise saying: 

Kohaana nkwibeekera – Giving is keeping. (Svensson, 1994:64). 

And: 

Onö aana siire mmoome – The one who has claims is rich. (Svensson, 
1994:79).76 

These seemingly paradoxical statements, expressed in the form of a wise 
saying, are explained in terms of reciprocities. The first saying means, I 
was informed, that  

If you wish to receive from people, you also have to give. 

The second proverbial statement was said to point at the well-known truth, 
that 

The one who is owed something can always claim it in times of need. 

These proverbs not only underscore principles of reciprocities, but explic-
itly advocate an establishment of ‘claims’ that may be utilized in times of 
hardship. In the case of Rusia, when it came to the choice of allies and in-
laws, to be provided through the premature marriage of ekebete, my son 
probably provided an economically viable alternative. It is likely that Boke 
expected this arrangement to involve more than an increased status on her 
part, proving that her house was in the making. It should be noted, however, 
that ekebete might be regarded as a fitting strategy for various purposes, 
not only as a coping strategy in the face of hunger. Tobisson, who has an-
other focus, suggests that “Its customary function is to ensure a balance 
between the availability of cattle, the need to secure marriages of offspring 
and the desire for grandchildren in each maternal ‘house’” (Tobisson, 

76I have, as previously noted, published a few books under the name Svensson, before 
I took the name Bernhardsdotter, after my father Bernhard, in 1997.  
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1986:165). I hesitate, though, to agree with descriptions of ekebete that  
make it sound like an ordinary measure to balance cattle resources. In my 
experience, as well as according to my Kuria informants’ explanations, it 
is mainly viewed as an emergency strategy. This standpoint, that it is not 
an ordinary course of action, is supported by Ruel who states, after his field 
study in the 1950’s, that “child marriages were made in the past for both 
uncircumcised boys and girls but are now relatively rare” (Ruel, 1959:110). 
Forty years later, we may conclude that the practice of child marriages in 
Kuria land has not vanished. National newspapers reported in November 
1996 about a child marriage in Kuria District, Kenya. The Kuria District 
was referred to as an area “notorious for child marriages”, and the account 
of the sensational marriage goes as follows: 

A sensational wedding featuring a nine-year-old boy and a ten-year-old
girl took place in Kenya recently, but it was subsequently outlawed by 
government authorities. The “bridegroom” was a standard three pupil 
while the “bride” was in standard two. The event took place in Kuria
District which is notorious for child marriages. According to a newspa-
per report the two children were united in a ceremony which they least
understood a thing about. Five head of cattle were paid for the girl’s  
hand in marriage, and clothes, plus other niceties were given to her as 
wedding presents. (Sunday News, 1996-11-17). 

The article continues by announcing that the local government authorities 
have attempted to ban traditional weddings involving schoolgirls in Kuria 
District, as part of a governmental campaign to stem schoolgirls’ dropout 
rate. That newspapers commonly depicted the Kuria in terms of notoriety 
is a well-known fact. But they have normally been described as notorious 
when it comes to cattle rustling, which has repeatedly been announced until 
they in governmental circles and among researchers have become icons for 
the wildest Africa. My point is that, as the article draws attention to, ekebete 
is still a valid custom, but to suggest that the Kuria are notorious for child 
marriages is an exaggeration. 

Ruel, although not realizing the vitality of this practice, supports Tobis-
son’s observations that child marriages may be practised in order to invest 
a surplus of cattle in a future daughter-in-law. A man who has plenty of 
cattle may choose to invest his cattle in a wife for his son, even if the son 
is not yet circumcised. The girl, however, in this example provided by Ruel, 
seems to be circumcised and, thus, considered as nubile. She will be 
counted as the boy’s legal wife, although a consort arrangement is set up 
while the boy is maturing. As a consequence of this arrangement, the son 
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will be circumcised as soon as possible, and after achieving the marriage-
able state of ubumura (warriorhood), he will live together with the girl who 
is his wife. It happens, though, that the son finds, when he has reached an 
adult state, that he does not wish to live together with the in-married girl, 
but chooses to let his wife remain in the consort arrangement (Ruel, 
1959:110). 

It should be noted, however, that the above-described variant of a child 
marriage is not considered to be ekebete.  In other words,  ekebete should 
not be seen as equivalent to ‘child marriage’. Ekebete implies the marriage 
of a little girl. Ruel  suggests,  as he  sums up  the  character of this  Kuria  
custom, that “the marriage of an uncircumsiced girl, ekebete, is a promis-
sory arrangement rather than a full legal marriage” (Ruel, 1959:110). When 
this practice is characterized as “a promissory arrangement”, it is seen from 
the point of view of the receivers of the future wife. The accounts of Ruel 
on ekebete, although brief, support my argument that on the side of the 
girl’s family (the bride givers), this is a solution in times of crisis. “Should 
a man fall upon hard times but have a daughter as yet too young for cir-
cumcision or marriage he may ‘exchange ekebere’ with a rich man, prom-
ising him his daughter in future marriage for finger millet or cattle provided 
now” (Ruel, 1959:111). On their part, the meaning of ekebete is consistent 
with the principles implied by this term, that is, an establishment of a debt, 
in the sense of an establishment of a claim. It is crucial to point out these 
differences, according to the parties involved, to avoid the misconception 
that in this society parents marry off their girls prematurely without hesita-
tion. For both parties this arrangement means a social investment for the 
future, but on different conditions.  

It was the formalized behaviour, when Boke presented little Rusia, that 
informed me about an ongoing ritual performance. Ruel describes the ritu-
ally formed request for such an arrangement with reference to buTimbaru: 

The child was taken early in the morning, carrying a basket of flour on
which was placed a piece of ikinyanchera grass... to the homestead of 
the person to whom the request was to be made; the grass was imuma, 
a ritual pact, and could not be gainsaid. Finger millet, a goat, etc., would 
be given as requested to the girl’s father who, if he later suffered any 
further shortage, could return to the same man. (Ruel, 1959:111) 

I believe that it may be crucial to include this brief reference to the ritual 
of request, because this is what the visit of Boke, as she brought Rusia, was 
about. When I realized the formalized behaviour, accepted the gift in the 
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basket, grasped my humble position of being a receiver and heard Boke 
declaring that she had come to give me a daughter-in-law, I became uncer-
tain about the right thing to do. Besides, Boke’s compelling demands did 
not seem to leave any room for objections. In addition to this, I had proba-
bly read this Ruel reference some years earlier, where he states that ‘the 
ritual of request’ means a ritual pact (imuuma) which is indisputable, and 
yet I resisted the offering. Just as the case concerning little Rusia demon-
strates, Ruel points to ekebete as a coping strategy in times of crisis in the 
form of the establishment of a debt relation: 

When the daughter (who was given away in this arrangement) was cir-
cumcised she could be given in marriage to a suitable son of the donor, 
everything that had been given being reckoned against what was con-
sidered a suitable bridewealth, the difference being then given and the 
marriage proceeding normally. Either partner could break off the agree-
ment if it was wished, the amount already given being reckoned and 
returned. As will be apparent from the above, the ekebete is in effect a 
type of mortgage, the loan being guaranteed against a future marriage 
with the girl or against the bridewealth she will obtain from another 
marriage. (Ruel, 1959:111, my parenthesis) 

It should be added, that next time I met with Rusia and her mother, the 
same issue was brought up again. This time, Boke made it clear that she 
did not demand cattle in exchange for Rusia, but that her need rather was a 
house.77 Although the ekebete arrangement never materialized, this case 
indicates the vulnerability of women without adult sons. It exemplifies that 
famine, as well as poverty, strikes unevenly among houses of the same 
umugi. Under these circumstances, the house of Boke was singled out, 
since one of the basic criteria for qualifying as an inyuumba is male off-
spring. 

77In 1994, as the rains started, Boke eventually returned to the plains of Mugumu. It 
was arranged that the local authorities contacted sons of her co-wives and persuaded 
them to let her stay in one of their homesteads for the time being. When I visited their 
homesteads in 1996, 1 was shown large areas of land by one of the sons of Boke’s 
deceased husband Mataro. He proudly explained to me, as we proceeded in a four-
wheel drive Toyota, that all this land belonged to Mataro.  
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The Kuria Woman Marriage 
As we have seen, the constitution of a house, inyuumba, is one of the fac-
tors that are decisive for the social welfare of its members. The inequality 
created due to an imbalance in the sex ratio of sisters and brothers of the 
same mother is troublesome, and in case brothers outnumber their sisters, 
alternative strategies for a reliance on ‘the cattle of daughters’ are required. 
However, for a woman with only daughters, her house, although cattle rich, 
is yet regarded as poor in the sense of lacking the male offspring necessary 
for sustaining the inyuumba. As time proceeds and no male offspring has 
materialized, her inyuumba will be spoken of as being in a condition of 
collapse. This state of decay is not merely a saying but is usually reflected 
in the physical state of her house, as well as in the treatment she gets. Son-
less women used to complain that nobody cares to restore their house as it 
deteriorates, since the act of renovating demands male input. She will not, 
in the long run, be able to keep the wealth in cattle assigned to her house, 
since it does not fulfil the required conditions for the establishment of an 
inyuumba. In other words, her house is plainly outdefined. Her position, in 
relation to property access provided by the house property complex, is, 
thus, most vulnerable, as she cannot claim the social security granted by 
the system. These women’s paradoxical situation has given rise to a new 
phenomenon during this century, by scholars referred to as a variant of 
woman marriage.78 

In the Kuria context, woman marriage means an arrangement attaching 
daughters-in-law to a son-less woman’s house. This family arrangement 
has been noticed by some scholars doing research in the Kuria speaking 
area, and attempts have been made to make the logic behind the Kuria 
woman marriage understandable. It has been suggested, for example, that 
it implies a marriage to a non-existent son (e. g. Kjerland, 1995:227). An-
other suggestion, in the endeavour to straighten out misconceptions, is the 
claim that it is more accurate to name this practice ‘the daughter-in-law 

78The term ‘woman marriage’ was coined by Evans-Pritchard in the 1940’s with refer-
ence to the Nuer. He argued that the woman marriage, among the Nuer, is one variant 
among various forms of marriage unions complementing “simple legal marriage” (Ev-
ans-Pritchard, 1945:5). Herskovitz gives one of the first descriptions of woman mar-
riage as he refers to this practice in Dahomey (1937). He has been criticised, though, 
for his misleading insinuations about homosexual relations between the women in-
volved. There are ethnographic accounts of woman marriage among various African  
peoples, like the Zulu (O’Brien, 1977) and the Lovedu (Krige, 1974) in South Africa, 
the Ibo in West Africa (Amadiume, 1987), the Nandi (Oboler, 1980) and the Gusii 
(Håkansson, 1989:117-133) in East Africa, etc.  
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marriage’ rather than woman marriage, on the grounds that the in-married 
woman’s role is that of a daughter-in-law (Tobisson, 1986:171). Curiously 
enough, the introducing of the label ‘the daughter-in-law marriage’ is fol-
lowed by the creation of an indigenous term for this marriage, that is, ‘the 
omokamööna marriage’ (Rwezaura, 1985:143, Kjerland, 1995:227). Omo-
kamööna is the Kuria term for a daughter-in-law, which means that, in a 
way, any marriage could be said to be ‘a daughter-in-law marriage’. I hes-
itate, though, to uncritically accept clarifications smoothing over traits, or 
principles, that seem to be contradictory, or ambiguous, in favour of less 
complicated explanations. I would rather claim that the rationality of this 
practice builds on principles inherent in the house property system and the 
rights transferred in bridewealth transactions. This variant differs from ‘or-
dinary’ Kuria forms of families in that the husband of the in-married 
woman, and the social father of her children, is missing. But as I have al-
ready drawn attention to, absent, and deceased men, are replaceable, since 
the principle of the origin of bride cattle, not the seed, applies. A male rel-
ative in the same generation as the woman’s non-existent son will serve as 
a male representative (instead of a bridegroom) during the marriage cere-
monies, and he is formally appointed to be the genitor to her children. This 
man, is likely to be chosen within the eka (the extended group, including 
the wanting woman's husband’s brothers’ families) which means that he 
may be the son of the husband’s brother, or a son of a co-wife. But he has 
no role whatsoever as a social father or a husband. It was stressed that he 
ought to be married in order not to become emotionally involved with the 
woman whom he was to provide with seeds. In reality, the young women 
who were married into these arrangements frequently preferred to choose 
their own lovers. For the son-less women, who manage to secure access to 
land and cattle, and to achieve the prestige role of being a mother-in-law, 
this strategy means a kind of short cut, since she acquires the status  of a  
mother-in-law without first achieving motherhood by this means. 

It should be pointed out that the Kuria woman marriage is a phenome-
non that has evolved during the twentieth century. According to elders, it 
was a woman named Robi Karenge, with many daughters giving rise to a 
great wealth in cattle, who was the initiator of this practice within buTim-
baru (around 1910). I was told that she, “married three daughters-in-law to 
raise up her house”. It was emphasized that she managed to do so since she 
had “cattle of daughters”. In retrospective it was argued that even men ap-
proved of this solution to her problem, because “this caused girls to come 
and give birth to many boys”. The practice of barren women attaching 
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daughters-in-law to their houses, which means that they first have to strug-
gle to earn money to be converted into bride cattle, was suggested to be a 
later invention. It was claimed that the first childless woman in buTimbaru 
to do so was named Mugusuhi Weisiko. She accumulated wealth by grow-
ing and selling crops, which implied that she ‘married from her sweat’.79 

I believe that it is crucial to draw attention to local terms designating the 
Kuria woman marriage, if one seeks to understand its significance. This 
practice is usually referred to as inyuumba mboke, meaning ‘the house is 
to raise up’, or ‘the house is to waken up’, indicating the restoration of an 
inyuumba on the point of collapsing as the main purpose of this course of 
action. Even women without daughters frequently resort to this solution, in 
order to avoid falling out of the socioeconomic system, which probably 
would mean becoming a servant to any better-off relative having mercy on 
them. The circumstances and conditions are different, though, in the case 
of a childless woman who attaches a daughter-in-law to her house, than 
when a woman with daughter’s cattle uses the same strategy. It should be 
noted that a number of elderly women insisted on depicting the former as 
inyuumba ntobu (‘the poor house’), rather than inyuumba mboke (the house 
to be raised), pointing at the miserable state of such a house, in comparison 
to the house holding cattle of daughters. Besides, they were less enthusias-
tic about the barren woman who managed to get hold of daughters-in-law. 
Ambiguity was expressed with regard to the legitimizing of ‘the raising up’ 
of inyuumba ntobu, as such a house did not hold any cattle, and it was ar-
gued that this is a more recent phenomenon. Since the process of ‘raising’, 
or the opportunity for the house to ‘waken up’, is implied by the very term 
inyuumba mboke, this strategy was explained to be available for a house 
that has access to daughters (and no sons). When this term was elaborated 
on further, the attachment of a daughter-in-law to a woman’s house was 
included, as for the following definition given by an elderly woman:  

A woman who only gives birth to girls, when the daughters are married,
she receives cattle. Then, the woman sends away these cattle and mar-
ries a daughter-in-law. This girl, she goes to inyuumba mboke (‘the  
house to be raised’).  

79Woman marriage was found among neighbouring peoples, like AbaSimbeti, before it 
was known in Kurialand. It seems as if Kuria provinces differed as to when the Kuria 
woman marriage was introduced. By the informants of Kjerland, we are informed that 
the first child born in such an arrangement in Nyabasi was a boy, born around 1910, 
named Kemero Ngariba, and that his mother was called Muchagera (1995:228). Old
men claimed that woman marriage did not exist in Buirege before the 1940’s. 
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Inyuumba ntobu, in contrast, is commonly described in terms of despair, a 
doomed house, like this man does: 

When there is no male offspring, the husband has died, and the woman 
she has no cattle for bridewealth. This is inyuumba ntobu. 

The pessimism indicated by labelling a woman’s house inyuumba ntobu is 
understandable, since even though a raising of a house of that kind today 
is possible, success stories are not always the case. However, in everyday 
speech this distinction is not always made and inyuumba mboke is a label 
covering both kinds of arrangements, that is, the attaching of a daughter-
in-law to a son-less inyuumba, as well as to a childless house. The state of 
her house is, thus, referred to as inyuumba ntobu, a poor house, until] a 
daughter-in-law has been ‘married in’. Then it is labelled inyuumba mboke, 
a house to be raised, indicating that the house will develop. However, it 
will continuously be called inyuumba mboke, in order to point out its origin, 
that is, a son-less  house. I shall  present  three  examples  in  the following, 
illustrating inyuumba mboke as a female strategy to combat poverty80 and 
a means to penetrate male spheres of prestige and power.  

The Case of the Female Child on the Road 
I was sitting and discussing an interesting topic with two elderly women in 
the countryside in the Tarime district, when their attention was drawn to 
our hostess, who entered the room together with a girl. The woman who 
made her entrance explained that she had come across this girl, who was 
about 14 years old, on the main road. All of a sudden, it was just impossible 
to continue our discussion since the girl became the main interest, espe-
cially for one of the elderly women. When I tried to investigate what was 
so compelling about that girl, why she seemed to preoccupy this woman, I 
was informed that the woman in question was childless. Since she was pre-
sent, an old man explained her barren state indirectly by circumscriptions 
stating that “she has been unfortunate”. He continued by clarifying: 

However, now she wishes to take care of this katoto. 

80Although I concentrate on conceptualizations of poverty in connection with the Kuria 
house property complex, rather than making references to Kuria terms for poverty, it 
might nevertheless be relevant to include the term entaka. Entaka, a common word that 
means a poor, or, a destitute person, is frequently used as a label for a person who lacks
relatives, for example, an orphan.  
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By using the Swahili word katoto, a diminutive form of the word for 
‘child’, mtoto, he made it to sound as if they were dealing with a small 
defenceless child. When everybody started to refer to the young woman as 
a katoto, whom they pitied even though she was a young teenager, I found 
their behaviour most intriguing. We were told by the woman who found 
her that the girl had been sitting at the roadside crying. According to the 
girl’s story, retold by our hostess, her parents had both passed away and 
her ‘small mother’, i.e. a younger wife to her deceased father, treated her 
badly: 

They insulted her. 

When, in addition to being offended, she did not get enough food from her 
‘small mother’, she decided to leave them and look for employment. At 
this point, my female informants had completely forgotten the purpose of 
our gathering, and the childless woman was absorbed by the discussion 
about the girl. Obviously, she was anxious to get her (“to take her”). As the 
girl was carefully scrutinized, the barren woman made gestures and said 
that she was amazed about her nice and healthy body. Her healthy and at-
tractive body was, evidently, advantageous. But the critical question, on 
the part of the barren woman, at this moment, was what she should do in 
order to get hold of her. Our hostess reassured the woman that her problem 
could be solved, because they were probably acquainted with the girl’s un-
cles. The paradox displayed in words and actions were most striking, of 
pitying the girl and referring to her as katoto while, at the same time, the 
interest in her physical appearance and capacities revealed that the barren 
woman had something else in mind beyond caring for a katoto (‘a poor 
little thing’). She did not want to miss this opportunity to get a cheap 
daughter-in-law, as she realized that this was the chance she had been wait-
ing for. 

Afterwards, when I discussed this event with another elderly woman, 
she explained that the barren woman who intended to take care of this girl 
is bound to give her relatives something as compensation. She argued that 
this is a must if the child is a girl. This insistence made me ask whether the 
woman eventually will marry off the girl, or if the girl will deliver for her. 
Upon this question, she replied without hesitation that the woman will get 
somebody to sleep with the girl, so the girl will provide her with descend-
ants. It was, thus, confirmed that the childless woman opted for a daughter-
in-law, even though everybody pretended that she wished to take care of 
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an orphan. The consequences of the first alternative, the adoption of a fe-
male child, would mean acquiring the role of a mother. It would also mean 
an asset of bridewealth to come, and the opportunity to exchange the cattle 
for a daughter-in-law in order to sustain the house. The second choice,  
which after all was the barren woman’s intention, implies immediate access 
to the prestigious role of a mother-in-law. After all, it is no wonder that she 
opted for the last alternative, as it meant a more immediate assurance of a 
developing house. 

The Striving Woman in Mugumu 
I had been informed that an elderly woman who was the cashier in a grind-
ing mill, a small, income-generating project in the Mugumuarea, ‘had’ in-
yuumba mboke. Since I was interviewing her at her place of work, I was 
also able to follow the daily routine at the mill. A man was responsible for 
the grinding procedure, and this woman, whom we may call Jane, was 
elected to care of the money. In spite of Jane’s assignments, I still got the 
opportunity to converse with her without interference. When asked about 
the practice of inyuumba mboke, she explained that this is a solution for 
women giving birth to girls alone. She emphasized the daughter-cattle link 
by the words: 

When your daughter gets married, you will say, “my child produces 
cattle”. 

Jane was kind enough to clarify that this proud statement, on the part of the 
girl’s mother, means that “she has been bought with cattle”. She continued 
to elaborate on the logics of inyuumba mboke by explaining that 

These cows ‘bring a girl to the cooking stones’. 

The metaphorical meaning of the expression, ‘to bring a girl to the cooking 
stone’, is elaborated on in depth in Chapter Six. In an attempt to summarize 
the meaning of this deeply symbolic and emotional phrase, I wish to draw 
attention to the fact that the cooking stones in a woman’s house stand for 
the production of legal offspring. In the case of a barren woman, it is said 
that those stones are cold, and if a daughter-in-law is attached to her house, 
according to the same logic, she is said to be brought to this woman’s cook-
ing stones. The replacement of the barren woman’s required fertility with 
another woman’s childbearing capacities, which is a consequence of  the  
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Kuria woman marriage, is indicated by Jane’s explanation of the above 
cited phrase: The girl who has been brought will ‘do what your child should 
have done’. The situation of the girl is paradoxical in several aspects, and, 
obviously, she fills a gap. The girl is replacing something essential that is 
missing (but which should have been available), in order to mend the 
woman’s house to fit into the ideal of the house property system. She is 
‘instead of’ something that never materialized, and she is ‘producing’ as a 
replacement for insufficiencies on the side of the son-less woman. The con-
tradiction in their relationship and roles is reflected in the inconsistencies 
in the women’s own descriptions. Sometimes, the girl is referred to as a 
daughter-in-law, which highlights the woman’s prestige role as mother-in-
law. In other situations, women preferred to exclaim that now we dealt with 
‘women who marry’; when doing so, they stressed that this practice meant 
female access to spheres of authority commonly regarded as male. The ab-
sence of a son, husband and social father, suggest a number of intriguing 
consequences for the ‘marrying’ women, as well as on the part of the girls. 

My informant continued her story by relating that her own daughter-in-
law, who comes from iching’öömbë chiabasubaati (daughter’s cattle), 
lives in the same homestead as Jane’s husband. The old woman explained 
that she herself had moved away from her polygynous husband’s umugi 
and at present was living by herself. The reason given was that Jane’s hus-
band used to assault her because she did not give birth to a son. This con-
dition made him repeatedly ask her to leave his homestead. In response to 
my question, if a woman must have daughters to be able to ‘take daughters-
in-law’, she insisted that this is not the case. She described how women 
without daughter’s cattle struggle to accumulate bridewealth: 

They are ready  to take  any  wage earning they  come across.  Or, they 
might ask somebody to cut down a tree which they can split into fire-
wood and sell in bundles. They may even sell maize. These women, 
they do not allow themselves anything. They hardly eat. Every shilling
they earn is carefully kept aside. They may put it into a cup and dig it 
down, only to dig it up again and dig it down on another spot. Just to 
make sure that nobody finds it. Or, such a woman will give the money 
to a friend who will keep them on her behalf. Until the ‘riches are full’. 
Then, when the woman says that she will now do bridewealth negotia-
tions, people will wonder from where she will get the required amount
of money. They will be astonished when they realize that she is able to 
pay. 
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The admiration for such a woman’s industriousness is apparent. It is im-
pressive how much a barren woman is ready to give up in order to get hold 
of a child producer, something which I have heard several women describe, 
women who have been successful in raising up their house by strategic 
planning and self-sacrifice,. When my informant suggested that she might 
consider building a house for her daughter-in-law at her place, I asked her 
to explain the difference. Then, Jane made it clear that 

If a woman with inyuumba mboke lives in the same homestead as her 
husband, since he is omogaaka (male elder), he will become the um-
wëënë wumugi (the owner of the homestead), If not, the mother-in-law 
becomes ‘the owner of the homestead’. 

The opportunities for a woman to acquire the status of being ‘owner of the 
homestead’ are more self-evident by the means of Kuria woman marriage 
than in the case of an ordinary house unit breaking away from a polygynous 
umugi (as referred to earlier). The simple reason is that, under such circum-
stances, she is not only replacing her own husband, but taking over the 
supposed authority of the non-existent husband to her daughter-in-law, as 
well. 

Jane continued, informing me that her own daughter-in-law had deliv-
ered two daughters. Both are girls. Since she did not look happy as she 
revealed that both grandchildren are girls, I tried to comfort her by suggest-
ing that the daughter-in-law may continue to give birth. The woman agreed, 
(I have, though, come across several cases of inyuumba mboke when son-
less daughters-in-law, in their turn, have attached daughters-in-law to their 
houses, in order to raise it up). Jane ended our discussion by drawing at-
tention to the difference in a husband’s interests and efforts if he  is not  
polygynous: 

If the man has only one wife, he will assist her with cattle if she is bar-
ren, so she may get a daughter-in-law. But if he has five other wives, 
then he does not care about the situation of this only childless wife. 
Because the other wives eat and prosper.  

When a man has one wife, his own homestead emerges with his wife’s 
inyuumba, which means that his umugi depends entirely on the develop-
ment of her house. He is then more likely to make efforts to provide her 
house with cattle for a son’s wife than if he has several wives with devel-
oping houses. Jane’s description of the barren woman’s struggle to find 
means for bride payments of a daughter-in-law, as well as her own story 
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about a son-less woman’s strategic plans and arrangements, are fairly typ-
ical accounts of these women’s dilemma.  

Urban Prostitutes and the Woman Marriage 
The example in this chapter, of Rusia and the intended child marriage, 
draws attention to a common problem that is especially notable in times of 
food crisis, that is, the availability of unattached young women seeking 
their fortune in urban areas. Unattached women living in town are looked 
upon as unnatural and suspicious and can be said to form a vulnerable so-
cial category. It is common that unmarried women agree on temporary co-
habitational arrangements with men who dwell in town. I became aware of 
the precarious situation of these women, as I complemented my field data 
on woman marriage by a comparative study of this practice in the town of 
Tarime (situated on the Tanzanian side of the border). People with different 
ethnic backgrounds have come to stay, at least temporarily, in Tarime, be-
cause of involvement in governmental assignments, business activities etc. 
The single girls found in Tarime also are of mixed origin, even though a 
majority of them are Kuria. The reason why I am bringing these girls into 
focus is that Kuria woman marriage provides a viable alternative for young 
women in town, as it implies that they can be attached to an inyuumba 
without the claim of submitting to a husband. On the part of the young 
woman, this arrangement means achieving the status of being a daughter-
in-law, and on the side of the mother-in-law it involves an increase in her 
status and power, especially when her inyuumba is extended by a number 
of runaway girls. I do not, however, suggest that all urban Kuria woman 
marriages consist of cheaply provided runaway girls, but the opportunity 
structures in town81 evidently encourage industrious son-less women to use 
the woman marriage as a strategy to cope with unfortunate circumstances. 
The availability of young women searching for a livelihood, and in need of 
some kind of attachment giving social security, is a situation that makes it 
possible for barren women to get hold of cheap labour and child produc-
ers.82 

81I do not intend to give an account of my mapping of the visual petty trade activities, 
or the more formal spheres of business characterizing Tarime town, since this would be 
outside the scope of this thesis. 
82Rwezaura has included a full chapter about the Kuria woman marriage in his thesis 
on how the transformation of the Kuria traditional economy has affected family rela-
tions (1985:143-168). He notes that young women who have ‘drifted’ into urban areas 
are frequently married to son-less houses, or to old men (1985:165).  
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After making a brief survey of commerce in Tarime town in order to  
grasp the significance of Kuria woman marriage for female access to dif-
ferent spheres of business management, I decided to discuss my findings 
with ordinary women. Since I did not depend on an assistant, or interpreter, 
I quite freely discussed these issues whenever I met women who could 
spare me some minutes, when queuing at grinding mills, taking shelter for 
sudden rains, visiting the marketplace etc. Impressed by finding Kuria 
women owning houses and renting out rooms, and that a number of women 
actually were shop owners, I suggested that women apparently have man-
aged to penetrate male economic spheres. As a response to my conclusion, 
they readily clarified their point of view on this matter, by pointing to the 
following conditional circumstance: 

Those are women who have families, but no husbands. 

When arguing that successful women “have family but no husband”, they 
referred to women using the Kuria woman marriage in order to get subor-
dinates who may assist them in running various business activities. As 
these industrious women tend not to cohabit with husbands, and since their 
daughters-in-law have no man to render account to, this form of arrange-
ment opens up for opportunities not usually accessible for ordinary Kuria 
wives. I wish to draw attention to the fact that, even though these girls were 
spoken of as daughters-in-law, the arrangement was referred to as ‘marry-
ing’. When asked to make themselves clear on this point, people insisted: 

Yes, they marry. 

It should be underlined that when it is said that these women ‘marry’, the 
active form of this word, -tëta, is used, which is normally used to denote a 
man’s role in marriage contracts,83 Then I asked about a ‘marrying’ woman 
(i.e.  a  woman  giving bridewealth for another woman in  this form of  ar-
rangement) who neither is a widow, nor has been abandoned, but has a 
husband. The question posed was whether the husband would not be the 
one to take care of the income from the woman’s business. Under such 
circumstances, I was told, it depends on the agreement between spouses. 
However, as a general rule, it seems as if a childless woman managing to 

83Men ‘marry’, -tëta (active form), while women ‘are married’, -tëtwa (passive form). 
The applicative form, -tëtera, meaning ‘marrying for/into’ the house is also used with 
reference to women using the woman marriage. 
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invest money from her own efforts in a daughter-in-law also acquires more 
substantial claims to her capacities, like any income from her labour. 

An old man, acknowledged for his cultural competence and brilliance, 
advised me to visit a certain woman famous for successfully running vari-
ous businesses activities with the assistance of her daughters-in-law, whom 
she had married to her house ‘by her sweat’. He instructed me to approach 
her in the following manner: 

Tell her that you have heard that she is a most capable woman, who has 
managed through her business, and ‘from her sweat’, to get a large 
umugi. Tell her that she has a large family. And then, you may ask her, 
“How many women do you have?” After that, you can go ahead and 
ask how she does business. 

I was most thankful for the instructions, though I did not understand, until 
I visited this woman, the reason for the old man’s insinuating tone, since 
he suggested that I should ask about her methods of doing business. I even-
tually realized that she made use of these young girls in prostitution. I was 
told that this woman, whom we may call Gati, had five daughters-in-law, 
but found out that only three were remaining with their mother-in-law at 
the time of my visit. I already knew that she was considered to be wealthy, 
since Gati had several daughters-in-law and since she had built “two huge 
houses” in Tarime. People said that Gati’s daughters-in-law assisted her in 
brewing and selling beer, and in buying up bananas which were sold at the 
border village, and in Musoma, etc. (“etcetera” was prostitution).  

When I found the house where Gati was living, I realized that it (one of 
her two buildings) was an extensive but fairly low-ridged earth-brick 
house, roofed with iron sheeting. Since the buildings formed a square with 
a muddy yard in the middle, this style of construction provided some extra 
space. The house rows were divided into different rooms/apartments for 
the purpose of taking in lodgers. As I approached the yard, a woman who 
rented a room received me. She pointed at two young women standing in a 
doorway and explained that these were the family of the woman I looked 
for. One of the girls reminded me of individuals usually counted as ‘not 
normal’. She had a crooked back and was limping, her face was swollen, 
her hair uncombed, her body was dirty and her clothes were ragged. This 
girl gave a most miserable impression and the other girl also looked 
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shabby. In other words, they differed84 from ordinary Tarime girls.85 The 
house was also remarkably untidy. These girls clearly did not look like the 
prostitutes I had met at the hotels and bars.86 Evidently, this sort of city 
prostitution, in which odd girls are attached to inyuumba mboke, means a 
sex trade of a lower status which does not compete with the bar girls. Un-
fortunately, the businesswoman, madam of the brothel and mother-in-law 
was herself not around this day. So the interview had to wait. 

Later on, when I met Gati, she explained that she, at present, had three 
daughters-in-law. Since she had no daughters of her own, Gati emphasized 
that she really had to start from scratch. Her own husband, who passed  
away some years earlier, had many wives. Gati described how she strug-
gled by selling small portions of vegetables, potatoes etc, and that she sys-
tematically set aside the small amount of money earned by her petty trade. 
In this way she managed to invest in three daughters-in-law. This was, she 
explained, a long time ago (maybe in the 1970’s), and today the eldest  
grandchildren have attended secondary school. It is obvious that she was 
not willing to include accounts of the two girls whom I met and who, ac-
cording to well-informed sources, were engaged in sex trafficking. She was 
evidently proud over being capable of attaching daughters-in-law to her 
house, as she explained that 

It is not easy to strive for a daughter-in-law. Some give up. They don’t
make it. It is wealth that is difficult to get. You have to go for small, 
small things. 

Gati claimed that, under these circumstances, it is she herself who is um-
wëënë wumugi, that is, the owner of the homestead. When asked about any 
difficulties experienced due to this family form, she mentioned the fact that 
the daughter-in-law has no husband, and complained about the heavy re-
sponsibility involved, on her part, to guard her daughters-in-law and to care 

84I wish to underscore again, that I have experience from working as a social worker 
for three years, with home visiting included in my duties. This was a period when I 
learnt from experienced colleagues, whom I am indebted to, to pay attention to social 
differentiation between families. 
85I wish to emphasize that I have carried out an extensive number of interviews with 
mothers-in-law as well as daughters-in-law of Kuria woman marriages, and that, even 
though living standards have differed from case to case, and resources might have been
scarce, very few have resembled this family in terms of misery.
86It seems as if this kind of prostitution targets a different social stratum than the com-
mercial sex business at bars. The latter category targeted the Italian road constructors, 
amongst others, not ordinary Tarime wage earners. 
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for her grandchildren. House construction was mentioned as an example of 
a problematic task, since it requires male input. Gati explained, though, that 
she was satisfied, since she had reached her life goals. She had built here 
in town and lived here together with her family.  

Two of her daughters-in-law came from outside the Kuria area. Gati 
related that she gave eight head of cattle for the first girl, who lived in an-
other town together with her parents. Due to the distance, Gati sold  the  
cattle and brought the money with her (to hand it over to the girl’s father), 
as she had to travel with the bridewealth. Gati claimed that she was making 
this journey alone but did not answer the question how she could possibly 
be aware that there was a girl available in such a far-away town. Thus, in 
this case it was the woman herself who did the bridewealth bargaining 
(okogaamba obokwe). The second daughter-in-law was also ‘from out-
side’. She originated from Burundi, but was living in Tarime together with 
her parents. Boke stated that in this case she gave the parents money (i.e. 
she never invested money in bride cattle, as in the first case). Since she did 
not reveal the amount of the transferred money, I sensed that she got off 
cheaply. The third daughter-in-law was Kuria, and her natal home is in the 
neighbourhood of Tarime. Boke gave a total of seven heads of cattle for 
her, which must have been very little for a bride at that time (1980’s). All 
three daughters-in law have provided Boke with grandchildren. 

I wish to make it clear that it is not only in the town of Tarime that I 
came across mothers-in-law putting their daughters-in-law into the com-
mercial sale of sex. This practice, which often co-existed with beer-brew-
ing for customers, occurred even in the countryside. Since the transfer of 
male and female rights is central with regard to the house property com-
plex, and since Kuria woman marriage builds on inherent structures of this 
marriage system, I wish to draw attention to how transferred rights to a 
woman’s labour and sexuality match with prostitution. When I asked about 
the entitlement to the money paid by the girl’s customers for her sexual 
services, people agreed that it is bound to be the mother-in-law, because 
she has paid her bridewealth. What evidently happens is that the woman 
has acquired the sexual rights to the girl, as she has given bridewealth pay-
ments for her and since there is no husband who is able to claim them. But, 
as she is not making use of the claims she holds to the girl’s sexuality, 
herself, she is delegating these rights (which normally is done to  a  male  
relative) to men interested in buying casual sex. When the mother-in-law 
demands her daughter-in-law’s labour in the business of prostitution, she 
(and everybody else) is aware that it is this ambiguity when it comes to the 
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claim of sexual rights (the fact that a woman has acquired rights to a girl’s 
labour and sexuality), that is the very basis for the possibility of marketing 
her sexuality. I also want to shed light on the conflict on the side  of the  
girls, expressed by anxious daughters-in-law, when they were expected to 
serve as providers of sexual pleasure to customers at the same time as they 
were to be child producers. Girls confided in me, when their mother-in-law 
could not hear, that they were concerned about their eggs. They referred to 
the traditional Kuria believe that semen from different men, mixed in the 
womb, is likely to cause pollution and thus endanger a woman’s eggs. It 
was declared that a woman has to care for her eggs, since she possesses 
just a limited number of them (see Ch. 6). It is noteworthy that when I 
discussed the practice of woman marriages with young women and asked 
for reasons why it seems to be increasingly popular, they tended to empha-
size that those women enjoyed a greater freedom than their fellow Kuria 
women. However, when I talked with women who were married into inyu-
umba mboke, they were inclined to draw attention to incompatible claims 
put on them by their mothers-in-law. One should be aware that woman 
marriage does not have the same social status as an ordinary marriage and 
that it might not be the girl’s own choice. Woman marriages frequently 
provide an alternative for girls who do not conform to prescribed ideals. It 
is commonly women with setbacks, or unfortunate circumstances, who are 
married off to son-less women. Woman marriage has, thus, become an al-
ternative for categories of women not regarded as suitable for ordinary 
young men, like disabled women and women with premarital pregnancies. 

I noticed a remarkable inconsistency in views, that is, with regard to the 
nature of the ‘marrying’ woman’s authority. When I discussed such issues 
with mothers-in-law, in the presence of middle-aged men who themselves 
were family heads, these men tended to have a different opinion. They fre-
quently interfered and corrected the women, when they ascribed to them-
selves influential positions usually held by male family heads. It is obvious 
that they regarded autonomous mothers-in-laws, successful in raising up 
their houses, as a threat. One should be aware of, firstly, that independent 
hard-working women investing in daughters-in-law actually compete with 
these men over fertile women, whom they wish to attach to their umugi as 
sons’ wives (they are in need of sons’ wives). I found, however, that old 
men, secure in their position and who did not compete over fertile women, 
were more willing to ascribe these women power and prestige like this old 
man who compared them to polygynous men: 
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They do as men, they marry many wives. 

The same man meant that by ‘marrying’ other women, these women, as  
well as polygynous men, get prestige. It was suggested that this is a parallel 
case to men who invest in several wives as a tactic to get subordinate com-
panions in different kinds of economic activities.87 To conclude, women 
are, thus, utilizing the same wealth accumulating strategy as men, that is, 
polygamy. From this perspective, Kuria woman marriage means that 
women do like men; they give bride cattle for women to attach their labour, 
fertility and sexuality to their issue, that is, their inyuumba. Secondly, these 
self-sufficient women, consequently, provide a threat to male homestead 
heads, since they take on male roles and make a way into male spheres. 
Male traits in these women’s conduct were often pointed out by observant 
young women who accompanied me while I was carrying out the inter-
views. A young woman remarked, after an interview with a business-
woman engaging several daughters-in-law in her activities, that 

This is an unusual woman, so courageous. She behaves almost as a 
man... She has a male manner of conducting herself, is fearless, out-
spoken and takes initiatives.  

It should be underscored that the ‘maleness’ in her manner consisted in 
what was perceived of as courage, frankness and the capability of taking 
initiatives. These traits, considered male, were acquired by autonomous 
mothers-in-law practising inyuumba mboke. It is notable that those charac-
teristics were admired by men as well as women.  

Even though one could present these women’s struggles as success sto-
ries, I wish to accentuate that they represent fates of women desperate to 
change their own life course. The childless woman presents the most hope-
less case in the eyes of her own society, since she is not even capable of 
producing daughters. This part of my field data displays narrated and ob-
served dramas about rights to possess recognized female positions within 
the prevalent socioeconomic system, by scholars called the house property 
complex. Contempt is an all-pervading theme in the women’s narratives, 
since they describe how they are exposed to scorn, sufferings, humiliation 
and rejection. These are accounts of despair, desperation and about being 

87Men claimed that a man would rather invest in wives as business partners, than in 
daughters-in-law for this purpose, since there is a sense of competition between a father
and a son. 
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stamped as unfit. Under these circumstances, women display a motiva-
tional force which I find most compelling, as they are struggling to achieve 
female value and social affirmation, restored dignity and socioeconomic 
security. In the face of stories of success, it is easy to ignore that it is not 
every barren woman who is successful in this endeavour of getting hold of 
a daughter-in-law, because it demands skilfulness, endurance and thrift. 
Even if these unfortunate women possess these characteristics, yet there 
are no guarantees that they will make it. I found that these women were 
often admired for their industriousness and perseverance. However, several 
of the women with inyuumba mboke whom I met complained that their 
agreements (marriage agreements between them and the girl’s groups) 
were not respected to the same extent as in case of ordinary marriages. It 
was argued that the girls did not remain in their homes.  

Conclusions 
In this chapter stratification mechanisms of the Kuria socioeconomic sys-
tem, the house property complex, have been scrutinized during uneven cir-
cumstances. Generalizing conclusions about poverty have been avoided in 
favour of the exercise of identifying categories of people rendered vulner-
able by the social system which is providing security for others, by focus-
sing on the polygynous family. The year of food stress reveals vulnerability 
due to the nature of structural properties of the house property system. Lo-
cal responses and coping strategies ensuing from this reality are thus one 
of the main themes of this chapter. The claim of the heading that hunger 
tends to be selective, reflects the condition that poverty and food shortage 
strikes unevenly and that it is possible to pinpoint, or speculate on, what 
categories of people are likely to be affected in such a time of social stress. 
Under these circumstances, the strengths as well as weaknesses of the so-
cioeconomic system of the Kuria house property complex became more 
obvious than usually. This period of time provided, thus, a context enabling 
a fairly detailed analysis of destitution and local mechanisms of impover-
ishment and exclusion. On basis of these experiences, I suggest that pre-
dictions can be made about whom, and under what circumstances, individ-
uals are likely to be affected, if proper knowledge is acquired about local 
systems regulating resource access. The observations referred to in this 
chapter may be useful when searching for an understanding of differences 
in vulnerability and in predicting coping strategies in the case of future 
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disasters leading to similar situations. Besides, by giving an account of hu-
man reactions from Kuria society, judged in the light of this period of social 
distress, it is possible to reflect over responses tending to crop up in times 
of competition and crisis. 

When a number of wells dried up, Kuria elders spoke about what they 
perceived of as an emergency state of ‘the country’ (ikiaaro) and explained 
that during circumstances like these the country was usually restored by 
ritual means, involving ritual killing. It was believed that ‘the country had 
gone bad’ due to transgressions by its inhabitants, and had, consequently, 
become barren. The rumour relating that the head of a pregnant woman 
was found in a water hole, which implied the carrying out of a fertility rite, 
suggests that the quest for rain and the restoration of barren land is reflected 
in the analogy between rain, the fertility of pregnancy and a waterhole. 

In addition to pragmatic strategies, like the trading of food from other 
areas, and suggested ritual measures by the secret conclave of elders, a 
number of rather standardized hunger narratives began to circulate. The 
story about the mother who boiled stones is one of the predominant re-
countals during this time. It represents a narrative expressing sentiments of 
despair as it gives account of coping with incapacities and extinction. 

It should be underscored that sister-poor houses, son-less houses and 
childless houses provide a basis of inequality that is legitimized by struc-
tural principles exhibited by the house property system. The empirical ex-
ample of Rusia, the little girl (daughter to Boke) who was to be given away 
in an ekebete arrangement (a child marriage), provides a case that illumi-
nates several issues with regard to social security and exposed positions of 
wife-units within the same polygynous family. During this period of food 
stress and threat of famine, the individual houses making up the umugi (ex-
tended family) of Boke’s deceased husband were hit unequally. One could 
also express this state of affairs from the point of view of a conflict of in-
terests. In other words, competition between houses was accentuated at a 
time of crisis which caused the co-wives with adult sons to emphasize ex-
isting structural principles of inclusion and exclusion to resource access. 
They obviously took advantage of their own position when land and cattle 
were divided between houses as the homestead split up, and withheld as-
sistance to the youngest wife on the grounds that, since she had no adult 
son, she had no house. Since the emerging of her house was questioned, 
Boke could not legitimize her claims that her inyuumba had the right to co-
exist along with the houses of the other wives. As land and cattle were 
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divided among houses, Boke’s and her children’s presence was undesira-
ble. Boke’s house, consequently, became vulnerable since she, when her 
husband passed away and the drought hit the area, had no grown-up son 
who could defend her (and claim his own right), although her house had 
assets in the form of her own fertility, her two daughters and a small son. 
Taking into consideration the fact that the house of a son-less woman is  
conceptualized in terms of decay, as a house on the point of collapsing and 
in need of being raised up, these ideologies, thus, link a woman's personal 
status and rights to property holding to her fertility, so that a childless wife 
receives diminishing status and loses rights to resource access. 

This situation, on the part of Boke, can favourably be judged in the light 
of poverty as deprivation of capability, as it involved losses in so many 
areas of life. As a consequence of the fact that her inyuumba was not rec-
ognized, she experienced a diminishing of meaningful and prestigious so-
cial roles, a threatened life course, limited (or no) access to resources such 
as land and cattle, and the absence of a physical house of her own affirming 
her status as a proper wife and mother. Her poverty, thus, meant not only 
deprivation of basic resources, but also deprivation of freedom of choice. 
She described how her life became so restricted that she experienced her 
situation as unbearable. It should be underlined that when inyuumba, i.e. a 
Kuria woman’s house, is questioned, then the very basis of her autonomy 
and female power is threatened. Because of being deprived of rights con-
nected to her house, and due to the very manner in which she was being 
outmanoeuvred, Boke experienced strong sentiments of powerlessness and 
humiliation. When she searched for alternative strategies in order to sur-
vive with her children, Boke first tried to cope with life in the urban area 
as a dependant of her father. However, her first choice of strategy turned 
out to be a failure, since she was not able to legitimize any obligation on 
the side of the father to assist her. Then, she decided to opt for ekebete, a 
premature marrying of her small girl, which implies the establishment of a 
debt relation in which she, as the giver of the small bride, has a claim on 
the receiver. This is a strategy often used in times of hardship and poverty. 
From Boke’s point of view, this would have been a clever move, since it 
means a social investment, the creation of bonds of affinity and the estab-
lishment of economic claims to be reciprocated immediately, or as need 
arises (according to agreement). 

The struggle of women whose houses are outdefined, can be viewed as 
a struggle about definitions, as they are eager to get their inyuumba rede-
fined. As a solution to this problem, the Kuria woman marriage has 
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evolved, which means that today it is possible for a woman to give bride-
wealth payments for another woman who becomes her daughter-in-law. As 
soon as the arrangement of bringing a daughter-in-law to her inyuumba has 
taken place, the woman’s house is now regarded to be inyuumba mboke, ‘a 
house raising up’. In the case of a barren woman, this implies access to the 
social status of a mother-in-law without achieving motherhood, since she 
has acquired rights to another woman’s labour, fertility and sexuality. The 
woman marriage is, however, a solution more readily available to women 
with daughters whose houses have access to ‘cattle of daughters’, than to 
barren women whose houses are said to be ‘poor’ (inyuumba ntobu). For 
the latter category of women, the Kuria woman marriage provides a more 
immediate poverty strategy in order to overcome destitution and to escape 
the threat of distinction of her house. However, since they cannot rely on 
daughter’s cattle, it is industrious women who tend to be successful. In 
these cases, it is justified to speak about the empowerment of women, who 
realize their will in social action and are determined to fight unfortunate 
conditions of life, including people’s disregard, even against resistance. 
When these women,  through  interaction, reproduce the Kuria socioeco-
nomic system, and more specifically the house property complex, the struc-
tural properties become slightly altered as rules are bent. 

A distinction between woman marriages should, thus, be made on the 
basis of the source of bride cattle because even though a son-less woman’s 
house, that is a house with daughters’ cattle, is considered to be in an un-
fortunate state, and is referred to as ‘wakening up’ (or being raised up, in-
yuumba mboke), the poverty of a childless woman’s house (inyuumba 
ntobu) means the absence of conditions for a raising. Although, formerly, 
the lack of a son implied no right to hold cattle, a house with daughters’ 
cattle has come to mean access to assets set apart for daughters-in-law. A 
childless woman, in contrast, lacks such resources that are ‘earmarked’ for 
bringing in daughters-in-law. Furthermore, she has no ‘issue’ to develop, 
and cannot, hence, justify her investments in bride cattle, which is often 
done in secret. However, talented barren women do succeed in investing in 
bride cattle, through ‘cattle from their sweat’, and against all odds daugh-
ters-in-law cause their house to emerge. As a consequence, the nature of 
the linking of daughters in-law to the house property system is different 
(from a woman with daughters cattle), when daughters’ cattle are not giv-
ing rise to their house. It seems as if under such conditions these girls be-
come more vulnerable to female abuse by mothers-in-law. It is notable that 
several women who invested their own labour in daughters-in-law (and 
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whose own husbands were absent), were described as having a male man-
ner of behaviour; to be verbally competent, courageous and capable of tak-
ing their own initiatives. 

The presence of runaway girls (and odd women) in the urban area, in 
need of attachment giving social security, has provided the Kuria woman 
marriage with access to cheap labour and child producers, During the 
drought, the availability of unattached girls in town increased. On the part 
of the girls, volunteering to become daughters-in-law in this kind of social 
arrangement, this family form is said to appeal because it means getting a 
house without the need to submit to any man. It is often described in terms 
of freedom, which also implies sexual freedom. However, since another 
woman who is interested in business, has invested in the rights to their sex-
uality and labour, she may decide that her daughter-in-law is to work as a 
prostitute, i.e. she sells the girl’s sexual services to men who wish to buy 
sex. The detail that she is the holder of rights to another woman’s sexuality, 
which she delegates to appointed men, is accentuated in this chapter since 
this condition provides a clue as to why the same woman may use these  
girls as prostitutes. As I investigated women marriages in Tarime, I came 
across a number of disabled or mentally retarded girls whose sexuality was 
traded by ‘mothers-in-law’ considered by the community as wealthy and 
‘mighty’. It is no exaggeration to state that they used these girls as stepping-
stones in their careers, and that the lives of a number of these young women 
can be described as miserable. It should be noted, though, that their access 
to these young women’s fertility was played down by the mothers-in-law, 
who already had secured descendants through other daughters-in-law with 
developed houses. Hence, it would be wrong to portray all daughters-in-
law in this family arrangement as mistreated. Several of this kind of daugh-
ters-in-law, whom I met, were engaged in petty trade and seemed to be as 
confident and industrious as their mothers-in-law. However, in order to 
draw attention to the fact that woman marriage provide a poverty strategy 
and tactics empowering women, I wish to underline that this demonstrates 
circumstances in the Kuria context, when socially vulnerable categories of 
women not only succeed in combatting poverty, and raising up their house 
(inyuumba), by woman marriage but also many of these women also aspi-
rate to male spheres of power. At the same time as those are examples of 
success stories of capable women, in a number of cases, the other side of 
the coin means a demonstration of the acquiring of male rights to women, 
rights which are perverted in the context of prostitution. These mothers-in-
law displayed their control over female sexuality by letting men use the 
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girls as prostitutes. Although their daughters-in-law under these circum-
stances frequently felt exploited, which was evident by young women com-
plaining over that their fertility and their health are being risked, still no-
body questioned the mother-in-law’s entitlement to the customers’ money, 
due to the fact that this domination is legitimized by the actuality that she 
has given bride cattle for her daughters-in-law. This conflict, on the part of 
the girls, between claims to be both a child producer and a provider of com-
mercial sex, must be recognized, since they expressed fears that the latter 
would affect the former, and that, through the management of women who 
were supposed to act like mothers-in-law, they might lose their chance to 
advance their own house. Since, as explicated, poverty tends to be concep-
tualized in terms of the condition of a woman’s house, daughters-in-law, 
under the above-mentioned circumstances, do experience the threat of pov-
erty in the sense of capability failure, since they fear deprivation of the 
chance to achieve a house, an objective they have reason to value. 

I have argued that this practice involves a number of contradictions, 
with regard to roles and concerning the holding of rights, access to male 
power etc. At the same time, I claim that it is precisely these contradictions 
which make the woman marriage appeal to women and become a threat to 
men. The woman who gives bride cattle takes on both the role of mother-
in-law and a social husband, which is the logical consequence of the fact 
that the husband is left out. This enables female penetration of spheres per-
ceived of as male. This is especially obvious in the urban context where 
women, by means of the woman marriage, manage to run businesses and 
accumulate wealth in a manner not common among ordinary Kuria women. 
Women explained the success of these businesswomen by drawing atten-
tion to the conditional circumstance that “those are women who have fam-
ilies but no husbands”. Female lineage founding and female resource man-
agement are explained to be the goals, of these women, who are described 
as polygynous by elderly men. They were said to act like men, to get pres-
tige  by marrying  many wives who become their subordinate assistants 
when running their businesses. The ‘marrying’ woman’ who has no hus-
band of her own, thus, receives the status of ‘owner of homestead’, which 
means that she is not only replacing her own husband, but she also takes 
over the supposed authority of the non-existent husband over her daughter-
in-law as well. The opportunity to become a lineage founder is, thus, an-
other aspiration of these barren, or son-less women, who attach fertile 
daughters-in-law to their families. When giving an account of successful 
businesswomen penetrating male economic spheres and becoming female 
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homestead owners, it should be remembered that people vary in their per-
sonal capabilities, which means that far from all barren women would man-
age to overcome existent obstacles and to find ways and determination to 
succeed in establishing a family by a woman marriage.  
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Chapter Five 
Cursing Women – Legitimate Wrath 

In this chapter, cursing is demonstrated as a legitimate use of power by 
women. The accounts and analysis of gender relations and power among 
the Kuria would certainly miss a facet, if formal cursing were not included, 
especially since female formal cursing is a recognized recourse against  
male power abuse. It is explicated under what circumstances these are a  
valid means to deal with the violation of moral codes. This capacity on the 
part of Kuria women is conditional, however, since this power is held by 
women in their capacity of being mothers, married sisters and married 
daughters. Another reason why I find it essential to include this chapter in 
my thesis is that none of the scholars writing about Kuria society have paid 
any attention to formal curses performed by women.  

Before presenting a number of empirical cases demonstrating the force 
of cursing, I will make clear how these actions relate to other phenomena 
in Kuria society that are believed to bring about death and extinction, like 
witchcraft and sorcery. To begin with, I have chosen to contextualise for-
mal cursing by revealing how it is perceived with regard to issues empha-
sized by the Kuria themselves, such as morality and legitimacy. It is, ac-
cordingly, contrasted to practices and behaviour viewed as illegitimate uses 
of power. Then, this is followed by a brief account other kinds of formal 
curses in Kuria society, which are of a more collective character. Formal 
cursing is, furthermore, related to oath-taking. After this frame of refer-
ence, six cases are presented demonstrating various circumstances of curs-
ing and a variety of aims of the women performing these acts. Finally, the 
cases are summed up, and conclusions are drawn regarding the efficiency 
and force behind this practice. Distinctions and innovations, as female for-
mal curses are applied in the ‘modern’ society, are also pointed out.  

The previous chapter, which to a great extent focussed on systems that 
are critical with regard to resource access, points at the fact that ‘having a 
house’ is a female prerequisite for inclusion into the prevalent house prop-
erty system. Special attention has been paid to aspects and consequences 
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of the transaction of daughters, bride cattle and daughters-in-law, under-
scoring the fact that the women concerned regard this as a transaction mak-
ing them to achieve a special stand.88 This is also a logical point of depar-
ture when elaborating on formal curses used by women, as it is in their 
capacity as mothers, or as married sisters/daughters (abasubaati) that they 
may perform these acts. Although ‘the curse of the married daughter/sister’ 
(imuuma yumusubaati) is the main focus of the latter part of this chapter, 
two of the cases presented below illustrate women cursing in their capacity 
as mothers. 

Formal Cursing – A Question of Justice and 
Moral Judgement 
However, before giving an account of a number of cases demonstrating the 
use of formal cursing under various circumstances, I would like to draw 
attention to a few characteristic traits and distinctions. The curse of the 
married daughter/sister (just like any other formal curse) may be viewed 
by an outsider as a means of exercising someone’s ‘magical power’, along 
with other seemingly ‘magical’ resorts. In order to avoid confusions, and 
misinterpretations of different kinds of actions appearing to be similar in 
effect, or outcome, I will give attention to a few distinctions and attributes 

88Much of my writing in this thesis is a criticism of scholars emphasizing male princi-
ples at the expense of female principles. Consequently, bridewealth transactions have 
often been elaborated on without paying attention to how marriageable women them-
selves view this matter. Even in more recent writing, by scholars aiming to give women 
credit as producers, providers etc. the practice of bridewealth is frequently seen as the 
reason for women’s subordination in African societies. This exchange would, thus, re-
duce women to sexual commodities, cheap labour, child bearers etc. to their husband’s 
group. The following quotations may serve as an illustration: “Women are permanently 
and inherently dependent; they never acquire full rights to themselves and their rights 
in their livestock and in their children are always contingent... together with children 
and livestock, they (women) are said to constitute the wealth of an individual man and 
they are given away in marriage as if they were passive objects of property to be trans-
acted between men; the payment of bridewealth, for example is referred to as the act 
wherein a husband ‘buys’ his wife” (Llewelyn-Davies, 1994:331), The same author 
concludes, accordingly: “women implicitly assent to their own subordination within the 
property system because their admiration is an acknowledge of the jural and moral 
transformation of men from which they are themselves excluded” (1994:335). That is 
why I emphasize that many women, even educated women, rather claim that bride-
wealth is part of a system securing their female value. Furthermore, this is a system 
that,  to a certain extent, gives them  an influential social  position within the existing 
socioeconomic system. 
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that are emphasized by the Kuria themselves. Even if the outcomes of for-
mal curses might look the same as those of recognized socially evil acts, 
like witchcraft and sorcery, I still argue that this is a ‘power’ differing in 
some critical respects. Such distinctions are likely to become blurred in 
anthropological renderings, when different phenomena are lumped to-
gether on the basis of actions that seemingly have the same effect, that is, 
to bring about destruction. One critical point that inevitably arises when 
trying to grasp the significance of formal cursing is the issue of justice. 
With regard to justice, the actions of cursing differ entirely from other 
means, like witchcraft and sorcery, which from a superficial perspective 
may appear to have similar bearings on the life of whom it strikes. Of rel-
evance to the issue under discussion is  that a distinction between formal 
cursing and other actions with the intention to harm is made by the Kuria 
people themselves. 

In the Kuria language, oborogi serves as a general term for witchcraft 
and sorcery, and the doers of the same are called abarogi (sing. omorogi). 
Evans-Pritchard states, with reference to the Azande (Evans Pritchard, 
1937:21), that there is a distinction between witchcraft and sorcery. He ar-
gues that witchcraft is a personal force and an inherent quality of certain 
people. Turner argues along the same lines in his writings on Ndembu rit-
uals (Turner, 1976:13) that witchcraft differs from sorcery since no rite is 
performed, no spell is uttered and no medicines are used (Turner, 1976:1). 
Although this distinction might be useful for analytical purposes, I find it 
necessary to point out that the Kuria do not apply such a clear-cut differ-
entiation. A person who kills, or causes diseases, by the use of ‘medicine’, 
is named omorogi (a doer of oborogi).89 Such a person, if disclosed, will 
either be killed, or ostracized (according to people’s statements). Ruel di-
rects attention to the existence of two general concepts in the Kuria  lan-
guage for the causing of harm to others, namely, ogokëëna meaning ‘to 
cause affliction’, and okoroga, ‘to practise sorcery’. According to him, 
there is a distinction between the two in terms of morality (Ruel, 1957:581). 
Ogokëëna, Ruel argues, derives largely from the exercise of a moral power 
and is often associated with a particular relationship. For example, ritual 
elders can ‘cause affliction’ to someone who threatens their position, or, 
ghosts of killed individuals may punish the one guilty of their deaths. By 

89‘Medicine’ should be understood here in a fairly wide sense, since it could be a herb, 
or another substance, considered to be effective for this purpose. Omorogi, is also the 
person who intends to harm somebody by secretly taking something from that person, 
like nails that have been cut off, hair etc. and using these against him for the purpose of 
harming him. 
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contrast, the practising of sorcery is usually viewed as wrong, since a sor-
cerer is said to act in his own interests which are held to be destructive to 
other members of the community (Ruel, 1957:582). The sorcerer is com-
monly pictured as a dreaded individual who, in the words of Ruel, “threat-
ens basic securities in social relations and the life of the homestead” (Ruel, 
1957:582). 

However, even though oborogi serves as a general term in daily speech 
for the use of evil power against somebody, this does not mean that there 
are no linguistic elaborations specifying various kinds of harmful acts. 
There is a special label, umuturutuumbi, for a person practising witchcraft 
by means of ‘night dancing’. An umuturutuumbi is a person who places 
death on a certain homestead, by stripping naked and ‘dancing around it’ 
at night- time.90 Such a person, according to my informants, encircles the 
homestead, knocks at the doors and horrifies those inside.91 It deserves to 
be mentioned that a number of Bantu languages share a common label for 
the widespread phenomenon of destructive evil, in the form of witchcraft. 
To mention a few, among the Congolese people witchcraft is kindoki and 
the witch ndoki (Jacobson-Widding, 1979:51). In the language of the 
Sukuma-Nyamwezi, sorcery and witchcraft, which share the same epithet, 
are described as bulogi92 (Brandström, 1995:8). In the Kuria language, as 
mentioned, the term for such practice is oborogi. 

90This phenomenon has been referred to by Fleisher (1997) who argues that, in the vil-
lage where he carried out his study, it is held “that anyone who becomes money rich (as
opposed to cattle-rich) will die at the hands of sorcerers — called abaturutumbi — who 
ride hyenas like motorcycles and dance naked outside their victims’ homesteads in the 
dead of the night” (Pleisher, (1997:329). 
91Ruel suggests that there are mainly two specific forms of sorcery among the Kuria, 
that is, the manipulative use of substances and objects and the umuturutumbi (night 
dancer). The ‘night dancer’, according to his informants, dances naked at night outside 
the corral entrance of the homestead head he wishes to harm. We are further informed 
by Ruel that the night dancer is usually conceived of as a man and the most feared 
sorcerers as women. There is another term, omosoohi (‘the eyer’), for a person who 
causes mischief. As the name indicates, this person causes harm by staring at somebody 
(Ruel, 1957:583). 
92To a non-linguist it might not seem convincing that the term for witchcraft in the three
different languages presented: kindoki (Kikongo), bulogi (Sukuma-Nyamwezi) and 
oborogi (Kuria), are derived from a common Bantu root. To support this suggestion, I 
will, hence, refer to a paper presented in the discussion on Kuria orthography (Svens-
son, 1993). In this paper I draw attention to the fact that, in the Kuria language system 
[d ] (Note that I refer to IPA — the International Phonetical Alphabet) does not compose 
a separate phoneme, although represented by a distinct letter in Kuria orthography (i.e. 
the alphabet used in e.g. the Kuria Bible translation and a number of extensively spread
publications in the vernacular). It is merely a variant of [r] (alveolar/flapped vibrant) 
and occurs in a conditional variation, to be more exact — only after [n]. Actually, in 
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When Brandström refers to attitudes towards sorcery and witchcraft in 
the Sukuma-Nyamwezi society, he underscores the intentionality to cause 
mischief as something critical: “Sorcerers and witches are the intentional 
destroyers of life” (Brandström, 1995:8). He argues that it is this intention-
ality to harm that makes them become a constant threat to the harmony of 
the Sukuma-Nyamwezi society (Brandström, 1995:8). When discussing 
from the point of view of intentionality, that is, a deliberate release of pow-
ers by which disaster results, then even the formal curse could be included. 
However, in the pages to follow a series of cases are presented demonstrat-
ing that, according to the Kuria people themselves, the curse differs in 
moral quality. The Kuria distinguish the formal curse from oborogi (witch-
craft and sorcery), both in terms of the label and in their moral judgement 
of the same. It should be noted that there are, at least, two aspects that are 
vital for the making of moral judgements in Kuria society. First, just as 
among the Congolese people, the issue of source is decisive for determin-
ing the moral value of an act, or a transaction. Second, the relationship, i.e. 
the nature of the existing link between individuals, or groups, tends to de-
fine any power relationship (be it noted as “magic” or not). Ruel, in his 
extensive writings on Kuria ritual life in the 1950’s, distinguishes between 
the elders’ power to curse and their power with regard to sorcery, by refer-
ring to the former as a formal sanction and the latter as an informal type of 
sanction (Ruel, 1959:146). He describes the power of sorcery that is be-
lieved to be held by the ritual elders of a province, as follows: 

this environment [nr] becomes [nd]. The ideal alphabet of any language builds on the 
principle of graphically representing the variety of phonemes of the very language, 
which means that every phoneme should have a symbol of its own. Thus,  to let the  
variant [nd ] be represented in the alphabet is due to practical reasons, even though the 
detached [d] is not included, since it is never found isolated from [n], or in other con-
sonant clusters (in other words, it is not detachable) (Svensson, 1993:3). (Svensson is
my former name.) The Sukuma-Nyamwezi bulogi and the Kuria oborogis20 point to a 
phonetic interchangeability between [1] (the alveolar/lateral) and [r] (the alveo-
lar/flapped vibrant), common in several Bantu-languages. When it comes to the issue 
of graphic representation of the alveolar/flapped vibrant in the Kuria alphabet, it could 
be argued that either ‘r’ or ‘l’ could be used since [l] is not a phoneme in its own right 
and, thus, does not acquire a separate symbol. This is one example of linguistic issues 
that have caused a lot of confusions and inconsistencies when it comes to the writing of
the Kuria language. When this problem of representation was brought up for discussion, 
in the process of providing the Kuria language with an accurate orthography, it was 
decided that this phoneme was to be consistently represented by the symbol “r”, The 
alternative “l” was, thus, omitted in favour of “r”, even though either of them could 
serve as a graphic representative in Kuria orthography. 
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Guardians of the ritual ordering and prosperity of a province, the con-
clave could fine any member of the province who contravened its ritual
laws and they were believed also to use sorcery against those who 
crossed them or who in other ways threatened misfortune to the prov-
ince. (Ruel, 1959:146) 

We need to take into consideration the issue of source and relationship, if 
seeking to understand the significance of sorcery when it is used by the 
Kuria elders. Their sorcery is justified as they have an elevated position, 
since they, as Ruel expresses their standing, are “guardians of the ritual  
ordering and prosperity of a province”. Ruel, thus, justifies their sorcery by 
claiming that it serves a higher purpose and is for the good of society. Con-
sequently, there are certain cases when the manipulation of substances is 
viewed as a legitimate act, as when ritual elders defend their position, or 
when the council of ritual elders protect the wellbeing of the country. The 
use of ‘medicine’, by the assistance of a diviner or a skilled family head 
with the aim of seeking protection against others’ malevolence, is also de-
fensible. A family head with such skills would be referred to as ‘knowl-
edgeable’ (omong’aini) (Ruel, 1957:582).  

However, this is held to be a basic trait of formal cursing, that it is di-
rected against what is recognized as a severe breach of moral codes and a 
violation of central values of the community. The weight of such acts is 
heavy enough to point to iriraga, a concept commonly replaced by the 
English word ‘sin’, when translated. Ruel mentions that it is especially the 
spoken, or unspoken, curse of a parent which is associated with iviraga 
(Ruel, 1957:573). Iriraga, which is held to be the consequence of a serious 
transgression of moral norms, is a concept described by Ruel as an “auto-
matic and self-returning sanction” (Ruel, 1997:22).  

It refers to extreme or chronic misfortune seen as retribution for an ear-
lier wrong: it is familial wrong doing caught up, as it were, in the order-
ing of relationships, so that what was done by the children will in the 
next generation be suffered by them as parents... The wrong may return 
in succeeding generations in the same form, or it may return gradually
to wipe out that family and descent line. (Ruel, 1957:573) 

Hence, when somebody is said to have iriraga, he is regarded as belonging 
to a doomed category, that is, being under a fatal condition causing and 
ending in death. This is a most dreaded punishment, as the iriraga will not 
cease to follow him. The iriraga becomes attached to the wrongdoer’s lin-
eage, which means that the retribution is not necessarily due to his own 
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transgression  and  might not strike  himself. But since it  is hereditary, it 
might as well be the consequence of the person’s father’s conduct or it may 
befall his descendants. This is probably the supernatural sanction Kuria 
fear most of all, since, as one of my informants expressed it, “it never fin-
ishes, it will always be there”. The point is that this sanction is always di-
rected against actions contrary to basic norms, which means that nobody 
may, in the long run, escape the consequences of his/her actions. These will 
sooner, or later, strike the perpetrator.93 

Valid Anger in Contrast to the Illegitimate Use of Power 
When referring to morality, sanctions and cursing in Kuria society, we are 
dealing with phenomena too complex to be discussed at any length in a 
single chapter. Yet, I hold that it would be an error to leave out the concept 
of umugiro from the discussion. Umugiro, which in plural becomes imi-
giro, is a derivative from the verb ukugira, meaning to ‘reject’ or to ‘turn 
away from’ (Ruel, 1995:23), which indicates that such acts are to be re-
jected. Umugiro marks the deviance of certain acts by pointing out them as 
prohibitions. The designation of an action as umugiro seems to be reason 
enough for its avoidance. People readily give accounts of a number of 
“tules” of behaviour on various aspects of life, which all are declared to be 
imigiro, ie, prohibited acts.94 Ruel draws attention to the fact that 

93Ruel mentions that even though iriraga is held to be generated especially from the
parent-child relationship, this is not the only relationship when it applies. He illustrates
this by giving an account of an incident from his field work: “A European stock-theft 
prevention officer who was at work in Kuria country.. who had acquired a considerable 
reputation for rough handling. One action, much quoted, was his taking of the wooden 
beer-tube holders of ritual elders (a symbol of their status), which he broke, claiming 
(quite erroneously) that they were sticks to fight with. When I asked Gisieri (Ruel’s
informant) whether the elders would use sorcery to harm him in their turn, his reply was 
no: they would leave him to his own misdeeds, which would return to him as iriraga
when he had children.” (Ruel, 1957:574). 
94An example of such rules is the instruction I got when moving in together with my 
son into the Kenyan homestead. As I learned some basic rules with regard to domestic 
chores, like cleaning the house, throwing garbage etc. it was explained to me that liq-
uids, like dishwater etc. are not to be poured out in the cattle corral. The reason given 
was that this would be umugiro. Aware of the existence of several such imigiro (plural 
of umugiro) underscoring the symbolic significance of the cattle corral, I did not allow
my little son, as he woke up in the middle of the night and wished to urinate, to urinate
in the cattle corral. And since the doors to the outside were well barricaded, I told him 
to wait until morning. In the morning, after having been questioned why Marwa cried 
in the night, I was told that such things certainly are done in the cattle corral at 
nighttime. Later on, I realized that it is the actual pouring, as for pouring out water, that 
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The suggestion of pollution or ‘danger’, the opening of the way to po-
tential disorder and misfortune, underlies a great number of the taboos, 
a few of which have already been noted. They point out the path of  
continuity and prosperity by flagging the points at which a possible de-
parture may occur. (Ruel, 1995:30) 

Evidently, there are connections between the retribution of iriraga and the 
breaking of imigiro. Certain disregarding of rules is regarded as highly im-
moral and to qualify for the sanction of formal cursing. Before proceeding 
with an elaboration of cursing in relation to justice, I want to draw attention 
to a distinction in terms of morality with regard to anger made in the Zulu 
thought (Berglund, 1975:264ff). In Zulu society, Berglund claims that a 
distinction is made between two categories of anger, namely, “the legiti-
mate” and “moral anger” that works for the good of society, and its oppo-
site, “the illegitimate and evil anger”. Senior men being entitled to punish 
juniors is an example of morally defensible anger. Likewise, angry 
“shades” (ancestors) punishing individuals for violating the social order, as 
in cases of adultery, is another example of the first category. “Evil anger”, 
or, “illegitimate use of power’, is exemplified by witchcraft. This distinc-
tion of anger in terms of legitimacy begs the question, what it is that makes 
certain anger to be characterized as ‘valid’. We are informed that valid an-
ger is due to the retribution of a wrongdoer by somebody unjustly treated. 
Such anger is, consequently, justified in that its aims are socially defensi-
ble, and its cause is moral. In other words, moral anger is for the good of 
the society (Berglund, 1975:264ff). Although for the good of society, it is 
feared because of its consequences – the misfortune it causes the wrong-
doer. I find the expressions ‘valid anger’ and ‘legitimate use of power’ ap-
plicable even to the context of formal cursing among the Kuria, as  they  
point to crucial principles, because when women (as well as men) take re-
course to formal cursing,95 then justice is at stake.96 

is associated with death and distinction. This is expressed in the metaphorical expres-
sion that ‘a house may pour out’ i.e. become extinguished — a likely effect of cursing, 
or iriraga. 
95In the writings of Jacobson-Widding, on the contrary, the power to curse, like the 
father’s curse, is more or less likened to witchcraft, or just another kind of “magic 
power” (1979:75). 
96In his writings on African religions and philosophy, Mbiti refers to the use of the curse 
as a form of justice. He states that the basic principle is that, if a person is guilty, evil
will befall him in accordance with the words uttered by the curser (Mbiti, 1969:211). 
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Formal Cursing and Sociability vs Witchcraft and Sneaky 
Behaviour 
For the sake of clarity, I find it necessary to draw attention to another dis-
tinction, in Kuria thought, that is of relevance to this discussion. Appar-
ently, the very manner in which acts are carried out places them in certain 
categories and causes them to become associated with other practices and 
attributes. This implies that, even though the immediate meaning of 
oborogi is secret evil deeds in the form of witchcraft and sorcery, this secret 
and asocial nature of oborogi is also ascribed to a number of other acts that 
in the course of daily life are referred to by the same epithet. Oborogi is 
regarded as asocial behaviour per se, and, thus, it represents the very oppo-
site of communality and sociability. Accordingly, behaviour of an asocial 
nature, like the refusal to share one’s food in a customary way etc., tends 
to be viewed as suspect and may, thus, cause insinuating comments about 
oborogi. On the whole, secret deeds and things done sneakily have an air 
of filthiness and dampness. Shameful things, hidden from daylight, are usu-
ally carried out under the protection of darkness, or else out of sight. Their 
asocial and uncommunicative character is contrasted with societally valued 
traits, like the sharing of one’s problems, and so on. It is commonly held 
that problems are to be revealed in order to be helped, cured and cleared. 
The contrast between these two opposites is emphasized in a number of 
proverbs addressing the problem of asocial behaviour, like: 

Onö abisa ekeng’aabi takwibora hai. – The one who conceals her na-
kedness does not give birth. (Svensson, 1994:118) 

This witty proverb is a remark about someone who refuses to expose his 
(or her) personal problems. It cautions against the concealing of problems 
(such as sickness), instead of making them known to the community. Such 
a person, the proverb warns, is bound to live a miserable life. Uncommu-
nicativeness as a social problem is a theme frequently addressed by pro-
verbial statements: 

Ubukiri nkerooyi. – Silence is a disease. (Svensson, 1994:118) 

I was enlightened on this exhortation that “when you have a problem, you’d 
better share it, or it will torment you”, as implied in this proverb. The same 
issue might just as well be highlighted by accentuating contrasting values, 
like sociability and openness: 
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Hanö wanekera nkwihumioore. – When you are airing in the sun, you 
dry them. (Svensson, 1994:77).  

The message is that, just like clothes hung out for airing get the chance to 
be dried and disinfected, the one who reveals his sickness (for example)  
instead of hiding it, can be helped. “Airing”, which here is a metaphor for 
revealing, indicates a position completely contrary to the concealment re-
ferred to in the previous proverb. The secret character of oborogi is explic-
itly mentioned in the following example: 

Nokaaröga butiko noramanywe. – Even if you bewitch in the night, you 
will be known. (Svensson, 1994:98). 

This proverbial warning asserts that deeds belonging to the darkness, like 
witchcraft, will eventually become revealed. With the two chains of asso-
ciations in mind, that is, hiding-sneaking-concealing-dampness-filthiness-
witchcraft versus airing-revealing sharing-openness-sociability-communi-
cability, I want to underline that the formal curse is characterized by open-
ness, rather than the sneaking around with the intention to harm. Since the 
formal curse includes a revealing of one’s agony, it is, thus, associated with 
positively loaded values, like sociability. Several writers, throwing light on 
this issue in their writings on various societies, draw attention to openness 
as a trait typical for formal cursing. For example, as breaches of the tradi-
tional code can have serious consequences to the society among the Iraqw 
(Kamera 1986:140), this might bring about formal cursing. We are in-
formed that the maltreatment of one’s parent, sister, daughter, or a false 
accusation against an innocent person are counted as transgressions serious 
enough to give rise to cursing. In such cases, a curse, Loo, might be pro-
nounced. Kamera suggests that “The curse normally takes the form of pro-
nouncement of punish mentor sentence by the complainant for the injustice 
done to him by the opposite party” (Kamera, 1986:140). These occasions 
are described as public events, and God is taken to be the witness. The 
consequences are fatal, for example, death by lightning, leprosy, failure to 
beget children etc. We are informed that moral judgement and justice also 
apply to formal cursing among the Nuer, as Evans-Pritchard is very clear 
on this point as he states that “The curse of certain persons in Nuer society 
is believed to be effective if they have been wronged” (Evans-Pritchard, 
1956:165). 

There are circumstances under which curses might be effective even 
though they remain unspoken, as in cases of manslaughter which is named 
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‘a curse of  the  heart’ (biit loac). Under such conditions, the sorrow and 
sighs are held to be heard by God and to form a curse (biit) in themselves. 
The pain is held to be an appeal to God, who will then punish the criminal 
by making him become “a wanderer on the face of the earth” (Evans-
Pritchard, 1956:171). The curse as an appeal to justice, under certain cir-
cumstances an ultimate appeal, is evident in Kuria society as well, as the 
series of cases of curses in this chapter will display. 

Relationship – A Critical Question 
Just like among the Kuria, the Nuer hold that certain formal curses are 
“weightier” than others, like the curse of a father and of a mother which 
are regarded as serious in consequence. The reason for such a curse might 
be the neglect of prescribed obligations towards one’s parent. These curses 
are specified by reference to the relationship between those concerned, like 
‘the father’s curse’, ‘the mother’s curse’, and so on. But we are told that a 
father is hesitant to ‘curse his son to cattle’, as such a cursing would harm 
the continuance of the entire lineage (Evans-Pritchard, 1956:165), Accord-
ing to Evans-Pritchard, it is the social distance that decides the effect of a 
curse, that is, the more distant the relationship, the less dangerous the curse 
(1956:166). Jacobson-Widding, who elaborates on the paternal power 
(kitata) among the Congolese people with reference to the writings of 
Laman (1916, 1962), draws attention to the fact that it is not the closeness 
of the relationship per se that enables certain persons to curse. It is the sig-
nificance of this relationship that matters (Jacobson-Widding, 1979:72-
79).97 

I want to underscore this aspect that, even among the Kuria, it is not the 
offence in itself that determines if a crime is of such an art that a curse can 
be placed. It is rather the nature of the relationship, between the offended 
and the offender, which is critical for determining whether a curse will have 
the potential to harm. The ‘crime’ has to fit into the category of misdeeds 
associated with iriraga, like ignoring, or mistreating one’s parent etc, 
which means that a serious break of codes has occurred. Then, there is 
room for the legitimate anger of cursing. Ukuihiima, which used to serve 
as a common label for different kinds of curses, carries an implicit meaning 

97In Mbiti’s account of general principles as regards cursing in the African context, he 
claims that ‘The operative principle is that only a person of a higher status can effec-
tively curse one of a lower status, but not vice versa.” Mbiti suggests that curses pro-
nounced by parents, uncles or aunts are most feared (Mbiti, 1969:211). 
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of speaking up against somebody. In spite of that, the examples to follow 
in this chapter demonstrate that these acts of cursing are not always accom-
panied by verbal formulas. And, just as among the Nuer, various kinds of 
curses are said to differ in kind and force.  

Before giving some empirical illustrations of women threatening to  
curse, or indeed cursing, I will refer to some insights on this issue provided 
by Ruel in his writings on the Kuria. Ruel mentions that the power of ritual 
cursing is held by the elders of a province, members of a circumcision set 
and members of an age set (Ruel, 1959:146, 147; 1957:570). These are 
‘official events’, in so far as the performers are members of socially recog-
nized institutions who gather and collectively carry out the cursing. For 
example, the elders can assemble and collectively curse a persistent thief 
(Ruel, 1959:147). Or, members of a circumcision set, or of an age set, may 
punish a transgressing member (Ruel, 1957:570). The relationship differs 
in nature, however, between provincial elders and members of a province, 
and between members of an age set, or members of a circumcision set. The 
aims for, and the effects of, their cursing differs also, accordingly. We are 
informed, by Ruel, that when age-set members were cursing, the aim was 
to merely correct a fellow member. This curse was, thus, conditional, and 
relationships were usually restored as the person in question amended his 
behaviour. The restoration of what had been broken, was done by the mem-
bers as they were conferring a blessing on him (Ruel, 1957:570). The curs-
ing of circumcision sets seems to be more severe, though, since a member 
perceived of as acting against the group interest and the solidarity of the 
other members would be forced to leave the province (Ruel, 1959:147).  

The curse of a family head becomes a public matter when it is made at 
a public meeting. Ruel suggests that “A leading family head recites the 
terms of the curse whilst all those present, grasping their sticks and striking 
the ground, affirm kii-ii” (Ruel, 1957:571). Ruel notes that family heads 
assembled at a meeting of the country (iritongo) to curse anyone who 
would offend in a particular way, like not observing a peace pact, stealing 
within the community, or bringing in cattle from an infected area (Ruel, 
1957:570), A senior woman, we are told, cannot curse in that capacity as 
long as her husband is alive. However, it is notable that if her husband dies, 
she may assume the role of homestead head and, thus, her curse would be 
counted to be as forceful as her husband’s (Ruel, 1995:30). 

The curse of a family head on any of his children is different in charac-
ter, though. To my knowledge, it is usually not done in public meetings of 
‘the country’ but has the character of a matter within the homestead. Even 
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so, Ruel claims that this cursing is potentially more serious, because it af-
fects foundational relationships in the Kuria society (Ruel, 1957:571). 
Hence, it is only to be carried out in cases of extreme provocation (Ruel, 
1959:147). And in doing so, the homestead head in a way turns against 
himself, as the offspring constitute part of his lineage. We are told that, 
when cursing, he denies his son’s family by verbally expressing that “His 
I have not seen” (Ruel, 1957:571). Or he may curse his son at sunset, by 
asking that everything belonging to his son should be “taken down” with 
the descending sun. Another variant is the father who curses his son by 
threatening that the son’s children are not to be named after him, if they are 
to survive (Ruel, 1957:571). The removal of a parental curse is done by a 
ritual blessing (Ruel, 1959:147). Particularly forceful is the father’s curse, 
if pronounced at his death. (The same applies to a father’s last blessing.) 
For the sake of understanding the case of stripping mothers in Nairobi, de-
scribed below, about Kikuyu mothers attempting to curse the police force 
in Nairobi, attention is drawn to the fact that the power to curse, to a certain 
extent, also may be extended to classificatory relationships. In this case, 
the women assumed for themselves a parental role. Similarly, the subse-
quent case about a physically abused woman’s appeal for justice can be  
viewed as drawing on notions of the married daughter’s curse, by the role 
of classificatory ‘umusubaati’ (married daughter/sister), Taking into ac-
count the fact that the curse of a mother, and a father, are held to be formal 
potent curses, the curse of the married daughter/sister, imuuma yu-
musubaati, is spoken of as particularly forceful. 

As already mentioned, formally recognized curses are usually made 
openly. This means that it becomes an act allowing for scrutiny of the entire 
situation by people in the environment feeling concerned because it draws 
on values at heart of Kuria society. The open character contributes to the 
making of a sanction against unacceptable conduct; however, a critical 
question to be posed is whether the person, taking recourse to this means, 
actually is within his/her rights to curse. Is the transgression in question of 
such a kind that a curse may be morally defensible? Here there is room for 
discussion, as observers tend to express their opinions. And the cases pre-
sented make it evident that this is an issue where the point of views are  
sometimes at variance. This is a critical question, since it is held that a curse 
will not be effective if it cannot be established that the accused has of-
fended certain moral codes of the society. I find these observers’ discus-
sions enlightening, especially since my empirical data reveal that there is 
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room for contesting and negotiations. However, in many cases, the viola-
tion  of a code  is obvious to  everyone, and the  crime is, thus,  undisputed 
from this point of view. In clear-cut cases, when customary law is acknowl-
edged as applicable, people seem not to dare to, or to wish to, question the 
offended person’s right to curse. 

Since somebody’s ability to curse another person depends on their rela-
tionship to the offender, the significance of the recognized linkage between 
the two is decisive for the efficiency of the cursing. In a parent-child rela-
tionship, a parent may curse the child under certain circumstances. But the 
opposite is not self-evident, because the parent is the source of the child, 
not the reverse. These conditions of cursing reflect, thus, lineages of an 
asymmetric character, as the opposite is not true. 

Formal Cursing and Oath Taking 
Formal cursing in combination with oath taking may occur under various 
circumstances, and by various categories of people. Often, during periods 
of stress and governmental failure to combat crimes, like cattle theft, the 
ritual elders of a region have been asked, or ordered, to assist the regional 
authorities. This has, at times, been by the means of oath taking. In the 
province of Nyabasi and buTimbaru, ritual oath taking might take the form 
of an  ordeal in  which  a  skull  of a  Zebra is  to be  jumped over  by the ac-
cused.98 This oath is referred to as ekehoori, meaning the skull. As already 
mentioned in Chapter Two, Kuria men have a tradition of serving as sol-
diers. This has led to periods of instability due to the availability of firearms 
within the Kuria area, as in 1984-85, when the entire region was plagued 
by the misuse of guns brought in by Kuria men returning home, after serv-
ing as soldiers in the Tanzania-Uganda war. As resultant crimes, in the 
form of armed robbing and cattle rustling, proliferated beyond the control 
of the local police forces, a joint campaign to force the local people to hand 
over their guns was initiated by the Kenyan and Tanzanian authorities.99 I 

98Informants of Alsaker Kjerland, giving historic accounts of oath taking as a means of 
solving conflicts, refer to ekehoori as the involved parties drinking blood from a dead 
man’s skull: “The man who lied and drank from the skull was said to fall dead imme-
diately afterwards” (Alsaker Kjerland, 1995:137). A zebra skin, we are told, could also 
be used. The suspected person was to jump over the zebra’s skin, and the guilty jumper 
would die as he landed (Alsaker Kjerland, 1995:100, 137). 
99Fleisher explains that the Tanzania-Uganda war meant that in 1981 cattle rustlers in 
the Kuria area suddenly were equipped with submachine guns and semiautomatic rifles.
He gives accounts of rustling and inter-clan wars on the Tanzanian side where these 
upgraded forms of weaponry were used. The response was a crackdown by the Field 
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remember several occasions when the Kenyan local government, after fail-
ing to force people to hand in their hidden weapons, demanded the ritual 
elders assist them by conditional cursing and ekehoori. The oath taking, in 
the form of ekehoori, means that a member of the Nyabasi province is to 
‘jump over’ a Zebra skull. Since the Zebra is the mythical ancestor to the 
Zebra people, that is, the people of Nyabasi and buTimbaru, this act implies 
that the suspected person is to symbolically ‘pass over’ the founder of his 
own people. People witnessing this claimed that, if the man were to ‘jump 
over’ the Zebra skull while denying his guilt, his lineage, or his descend-
ants, would pass away within a short period of time. Although ekehoori 
was held to be more effective than physical abuse, it requires the ritual 
elders to deliberately cooperate with the governmental authorities. During 
my eleven years in Kurialand it happened now and then that situations 
emerged when the elders chose to assist the local government by this  
means. When I carried out fieldwork in Tarime District, 1992–1994, there 
were similar incidents on this side of the border when local ritual elders 
were asked to assist the village to identify cattle thieves by means of 
ekehoori. These were all public events. 

Oath taking followed by cursing may also be done ‘anonymously’ in so 
far as the culprit might not be known. This commonly takes the form of a 
statement of what is not to be done, followed by a conditional cursing 
which means that, if the ‘denounced’ act were still to be done, a curse  
would befall on the doer; or, as already hinted at, this act might be directed 
towards an anonymous target, by aiming at an unknown criminal. For ex-
ample, a thief might be cursed by means of a collectively placed curse. This 
can be carried out by family heads of the area at a public meeting. Oath 
taking, followed by cursing, might certainly also be pronounced by indi-
viduals, as the following example highlights. An old man, called Mwita, 
whose son died of the dreaded disease AIDS, claimed this death to be due 
to a paternal curse resulting from oath taking. Mwita explained that his 
father took an oath after one of his wives had killed her co-wife out of envy. 
His father pronounced that in his lineage, from now on, there would be no 
one to marry more than one wife. Mwita himself, and his brothers, re-
spected the oath. But two of Mwita’s sons chose to ignore their grandfa-
ther’s oath taking and married and cohabited with more than one woman. 

Force Unit, the military wing of the Tanzanian police. This, the first of three subsequent 
crackdowns in Tarime District, was followed by similar actions in 1984 and 1986 
(Fleisher, 1997:163-181). 
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After the horrible experience of witnessing his eldest son fade away,100 and 
when finding the second son being had contracted the same disease, Mwita 
struggled to avoid this happening again. To prevent another son, who evi-
dently was fond of women, from visiting a prostitute in the vicinity, he 
placed his walking staff (a sign of elderhood) across the entrance to her 
lodging. Since I saw the staff, and knew the son often visited this woman, 
I interpreted this as a reminder of their grandfather’s oath taking. When I 
discussed this action with some other people, they also understood it as 
indicating formal paternal cursing. 

The Curse of the Married Daughter/Sister 
As the cases presented under this heading reveal, ‘the curse of the married 
daughter/sister’ (imuuma yumusubaati) is held to be valid for women of 
today. The established ‘link’, enabling the married daughter to become the 
person who is cursing, is her bride cattle. Consequently, the person she has 
power over to curse, is the user of her bride cattle. Although this is usually 
directed at her brother, there are conditions under which it may even be 
deployed against her father, as is illustrated in the case below of “the 
driven-off wife”. In addition to providing the married daughter/sister with 
this extraordinary right in cases of emergency, the cattle link gives her a 
special influence over the brother’s wife. The logic is the same, that is, this 
power is based on the fact that she is viewed as the one who has given rise 
to her brother’s wife, as well as the inyuumba (house) of his wife. This 
feeling of superiority might take the form of a demand for special service 
and attention at celebrations taking place at her brother’s umugi (home-
stead), or claims to extraordinary attendance by the in-married wife when 
visiting her brother etc. A young woman delightfully declared that, as mar-
ried she will have a hold on her brother due to the bride cattle. And if she 
likes, she may choose to punish his wife by manipulating her brother, since 
he is likely to listen to his sister. It is worth drawing attention to the fact 
that even young men expressed recognition of the sister’s power over her 
brother’s house. I met men who complained that it would be better to marry 

100It should be emphasized that this opinion was not shared by every family member. 
Quite the contrary, different members gave various reasons why he died. This does not 
necessarily mean that they denied that he died of this stigmatic disease, but rather pro-
vided explanations as to why he had been stricken. 
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with cows acquired by one’s own means (through cattle rustling/wage sal-
ary) than to use your sister’s cattle. 

Four cases illustrating when the curse of imuuma yumusubaati (married 
daughter’s/sister’s curse) is used are presented in the following. It is only 
in one of the examples, however, that this curse was actually carried to 
completion. In the other three cases, the explicit threat of the married 
daughter’s/sister’s curse proved sufficient to produce the desired results. 
Another, probably less efficient, variant of threatening by the means of 
imuuma yumusubaati was referred to by a marriageable girl fearing that her 
male relatives would not allow her to choose her own marriage partner. She 
plainly stated that, if she were to be forced to marry somebody whom she 
disliked, she would protest by threatening to curse her bride cattle. 

Wankuru Threatens Her Father 
This case is about a newly married young woman, Wankuru, who threat-
ened to curse her father when he attempted to repudiate her mother. Having 
a college education, the bridewealth paid for her, in cash and cattle, was 
considerably higher than the usual amount. The mother of Wankuru, the 
second wife of her father, had two more daughters who were still in school, 
and a teenage son in need of his sister’s bridewealth in a near future. How-
ever, some time after Wankuru’s marriage, her father brought another 
woman into his homestead. That being the case, he decided to chase away 
Wankuru’s mother, even though she had a reputation for being an industri-
ous wife. Not before long, it became clear that he was spending money 
from the daughter’s bridewealth on his mistress. When I met Wankuru’s 
mother, whom I had known for some years, she complained bitterly and 
cried over the humiliation of being rejected in this way even though she 
was a senior woman (umukungu) with adult children. 

As it turned out, the father’s treatment of Wankuru’s mother caused the 
daughter to make a visit to her natal home, in order to intervene. Neigh-
bours explained to me that when they realized that Wankuru was on her 
way to her father’s homestead, they were aware that this visit was due to 
the father bringing a new woman and trying to drive off Wankuru’s mother 
from her house. It is obvious that the very sight of the newly married 
Wankuru, or rumour of her coming, made neighbours conscious of some-
thing extraordinary taking place, because a newly married woman does not 
normally go to visit her natal home until a particular prescribed ceremony 
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is performed,101 and this had not yet taken place. The oddness of 
Wankuru’s return to her natal home, consequently, declared an emergency 
matter to the people in the neighbourhood. Their observation, expressed in 
the statement, “Wankuru is going to visit her natal home”, implied to the 
well informed that Wankuru was likely to exercise the authority ascribed 
to a married daughter (umusubaati). 1 want to underscore that this is a 
‘public’ event, in the sense that it is done openly. The people in the neigh-
bourhood, aware of the purpose of her visit, consequently, got the chance 
to evaluate the wrongdoings among themselves, and to ‘judge’ whether 
Wankurn was within her rights to carry out the cursing, or not. When the 
father noticed that his daughter was coming, he was conscious of her task 
before she had spoken up. On this first visit for this purpose, Wankuru 
simply told her father to let her mother stay. However, this was an implicit 
threat that she was determined to curse her bride cattle, if he should choose 
not to listen to her. It is obvious, from both women’s and men’s descrip-
tions, that she, as well as everybody else, was most aware of the force back-
ing up her claims. This forcefulness is also something Wankuru herself 
emphasized, as I discussed the curse of the married daughter/sister with 
her. Extracts from our dialogue are presented in the following: 

Wankuru: 
Imuuma yumusubaati is very powerful. If the married daughter is not 
treated well, she will say some ‘bitter words’ (amang’ana amarro): “If 
you do that way, you will not have babies. ” These words are directed 
towards those who took care of your cattle. It will befall on their fami-
lies... if you make all rites, then you will be respected, and you have a 
say as a married daughter. Because you gave them cattle... Like, if your
father misuses the animals (uses them for getting a wife for himself), 
then you will come home to speak (-gaamba) to your father. First you 
try to compromise, but if this does not help, if he does not listen, then 
you will come back and curse.  

Ann-Britt: 
How is this done? What will she say? 

101The woman’s fertility ceremony’ is concerned with the establishment of the bride in 
her new home. The ceremony, carried out entirely by women, is part of the marriage 
rituals and focuses on the fertility of the marriage partnership. In  some parts of  Ku-
rialand, this ritual immediately follows the wedding, but in other regions it is not per-
formed until the bride has conceived (Ruel, 1959:97, 98). 
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Wankuru: 
She might not even speak to him. She comes home and takes off her 
khanga (waist cloth) that she is wearing. With this she beats her bride 
cattle and says that “if these cattle are taken, they will not bring any 
profit” Then, when the father gets to hear that the daughter has done 
this way, then he cannot take the cows... So, when the married daugh-
ter’s bride cattle are misused, then she can make use of this. 

Ann-Britt: 
And when else? 

Wankuru: 
If she feels that she has been unfairly dealt with, like at ceremonies. The 
brother who has taken her bride cattle must make sure his sister ‘eats 
well’. He makes sure that those serving food give her good food.  

Ann-Britt: 
But when this gives the properly married girl such a powerful position,
how come that girls tend to ‘run away’ (elope)? Instead of marrying 
properly? 

Wankuru: 
Maybe, the one they like has no bride cattle. Maybe, they cannot afford 
to wait. Sometimes, they claim that the boy used love medicine. 

Once again, I want to underline the fact that, as the dialogue reveals, young 
women tend to display an awareness of the fact that being properly married 
gives a woman ‘a say’ at certain crucial moments. However, women some-
times accentuated that against her husband a woman has no access to sanc-
tions similar in force, as this means of protest. Imuuma yumusubaati ap-
plies with regard to her brother, since he is the one using her bride cattle, 
and  it is  precisely the cattle  that  provide the link  facilitating the cursing. 
This is also hinted at in the following proverbial statement: 

Timusubaati akogota hai. – A married daughter does not grow old. 

The proverb was explained to mean that a married daughter may not delay 
her visit to her parents’ home in order to claim her rights. This was said to 
be a warning not just about mistreatment, but also about ignoring the opin-
ion of adult married daughters. Because in her capacity as umusubaati 
(married daughter/sister) she is authorized to protest. As an unmarried 
daughter (umuiseke), she might be able to put pressure on her brothers by 
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saying: “if you do this or that, then I will curse” by using future tense.102 

But as umusubaati she qualifies to actually curse, if, to quote the words of 
Wankuru, “she feels that she has been unfairly treated”. From the descrip-
tion of the very act of a daughter cursing her cattle, given by Wankuru 
herself, we  are  informed that  she  will remove the cloth she is  wearing 
around her waist. Then, with this piece of cloth, she starts to beat her bride 
cattle while uttering an oral curse. 

Since the cattle are the link between a sister and her brother, the curse 
‘follows’ the cattle to the extent that when they are exchanged for a daugh-
ter-in-law, the curse ‘follows’ her and  her offspring. As  young women  
stress, just as the sister has ‘given rise’ to these cattle, the cattle have ‘given 
rise’ to her brother’s wife and offspring. According to this chain of linkages 
which have been established, imuuma yumusubaati will cause the offspring 
of the brother to die out. It is crucial to point out this recognized signifi-
cance of the married daughter/sister, that she is not merely regarded as an 
important link, but as the very source of her brother’s wealth, wife and 
offspring. For that reason, this position of hers makes an important differ-
ence in many instances. Such was the case for Wankuru, since she was the 
source of the money and the cattle, she was able to threaten to curse and 
could even had fulfilled the cursing. However, in this case the bridewealth 
provided a link to her father, instead of the supposed brother, since he was 
the one who misappropriated the bride money and wronged her mother. As 
it turned out, Wankuru never had to return to her father in order to put the 
curse on him, because her ‘warning’ was powerful enough to cause him to 
let her mother remain in his homestead. 

Married Sisters Struggling over ‘Modern’ Resources 
Women demanding access to modern spheres of resources, by means of  
imuuma yumusubaati (the sister’s/daughter’s curse) is illustrated by the fol-
lowing drama that took place in a Kuria town on the Tanzanian side of the 
border. This is how it was retold by Mwita, a middle-aged man: 

Chacha, one of the richest men in this town, died some time ago. He 
had several wives, and all his property were divided according to 
houses. One house got a posho mill, another got a bus etc. After some 
time, the different houses started to watch each other. And when a house 
happened to make economic progress, its members were accused by the 

102A young woman claimed, “If I am forced to marry somebody, then I will curse the 
bride cattle.” 
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other houses. They were accused of having knowledge of where Chacha
had deposited his money. Furthermore, it was said that their prosperity
was due to secretly seizing this money and, thus, making their house to 
inherit a larger share than the others’. Then, the married daughters of 
Chacha came. They complained that they were suffering because they
were married into poor families. They claimed, consequently, that they 
were also to have a share. The sisters disturbed their brothers until they 
gave in to their claims.  

Since it is not in accordance with Kuria custom that daughters inherit, I 
asked how this could be. To this question, Mwita explained that the broth-
ers’ decision to let their sisters receive shares in the property left by Chacha 
was due to the fact that a sister has a hold on the brother who marries with 
her bridewealth. 

On another occasion, a woman in her twenties (almost to be married) 
referred to the same case. This unusual thing, that a sister is claiming 
omoondo (share, inheritance) and that the brothers give in to these claims, 
is explained by her as follows: 

A sister is superior to her brother, since she has established his mar-
riage. This gives her an advantageous position when it comes to nego-
tiations, because he is aware of that she is able to curse him by cursing
the bride cattle.  

She points out that the link provided by her bride cattle is referred to in the 
very spell uttered by the cursing sister. The sister will overtly express this 
link by stating, “these cattle coming from”, upon which, she makes a ref-
erence to herself. From the renderings of these matters, made by a number 
of commentators claiming to know the family of Chacha (all were of the 
same generation as the sons of Chacha), it is obvious that the sons took the 
threat of ‘imuuma yumusubaati’ seriously enough, because I was told that 
one sister got a bus, another received a grinding mill, etc. 

It should be remarked that this is a case where commentators do not  
entirely agree upon the rights of Chacha’s daughters to carry out ‘the curse 
of married daughters/sisters’. Some people simply questioned if the curse 
would have “worked”, as was the case for an unmarried woman on the 
Kenyan side of the border, called Mary, who expressed her doubts when 
she heard about the daughters of Chacha. Mary was about 25 years old, and 
as she was not yet married, she was still living in her father’s homestead. 
Aware of the increasing oddness in her situation, she had been struggling 
for years to get hold of a piece of land by her own. After managing to save 
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the amount of money required, and when getting hold of an attractive piece 
of land for sale, another problem arose. Even though she settled the trans-
action  with  the seller  of the plot, she (like other women in  her situation) 
now faced the problem of getting the land registered in her own name. The 
authorities in the provincial capital would namely prefer a male relative to 
hold the title deed on behalf of her, rather than making women become 
landowners in their own right. Bearing this in mind, it is no wonder Mary 
laughed scornfully when she got to hear about Chacha’s daughters and ex-
claimed: 

I have never heard that one could do a thing like that in Kurialand. 
Daughters have no right to inheritance! So such a curse would have no
effect. But, in other situations the curse of umusubaati is feared. She 
may, if mistreated at the place she has got married, say: “May nobody
from my family be married here and suffer as I have done”. Or she can
make it known that next time she wants to be reborn as a man, since she 
was despised because of being a woman, by uttering, “May my name 
not be given to a girl!” 

Mary was, evidently, coloured by her own life experiences as she felt du-
bious about the success story of Chacha’s daughters. But she was also ex-
pressing doubts, since inheriting daughters is not in accordance with Kuria 
traditions. Therefore, the married daughter’s/sister’s curse as a means for 
daughters to inherit puzzled her. After measuring the threat of cursing 
against these women’s customary rights and the prevalent praxis, she stated 
that in that case the curse would not have been valid. It is, however, note-
worthy that she never questioned imuuma yumusubaati as a valid sanction 
used by women. Quite on the contrary, she emphasized that her assumption 
was not based on any disbelief with regard to the efficiency of this curse. 
She rather made point of the fact that this is a most potent kind of formal 
curse which is feared by the Kuria people. But the question she raised is 
whether the mentioned case of Chacha’s daughters presents circumstances 
under which cursing is recognized as legitimate, or if it represents an ille-
gitimate attempt to use this means.  

The case of Chacha’s daughters was subjected to a similar assessment 
by an elderly Tanzanian Kuria man, named Marwa, with many sons and 
grandsons. He evaluated the case in the light of the same given prerequi-
sites and reached almost the same conclusions, as he expressed: 

With us Kuria, even if they (daughters) would say this curse, they can-
not do it according to Kuria’s customs. They cannot be acknowledged 
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to curse, because a girl she is not given (inheritance). If a daughter 
comes after the father has passed away... if they (the brothers) want to 
give her something, then it becomes a gift. Even if my daughters show 
respect, their brothers would still resent in case I should start to divide 
things for them  (the daughters). Myself, I plant trees  which might be 
cut into boards and give profit. But my sons would resent if I shared my 
wealth. Girls may be given (trees) as a gift... to grandchildren, even if 
they are girls. They will rejoice and say, “Grandfather, he shared for 
us”. They will rejoice. 

Even this elderly man drew attention to traditional rights and legitimate 
claims as conditions for carrying out a curse. Marwa stated that the in-
tended cursing of Chacha’s daughters did not present any real threat, since 
no serious breach of traditional codes, on the side of their brothers, could 
be established. As this old man could easily put himself in the place  of  
Chacha, he defended the traditional system of inheritance as it had been  
applied. In addition, he underlined the injustice and disorder of doing dif-
ferently. However, he made a distinction between properties not to be given 
to daughters, and resources that, according to him, do not readily fall into 
such a category. Since he himself had been foresighted enough to invest in 
tree planting, he pronounced this as a negotiable resource. But he stressed 
that the giving out of trees to female grandchildren was not to be defined 
as shares of an inheritance (omoondo), but as gifts. I want to draw attention 
to the fact that the parallels in thought, between Marwa regarding trees as 
negotiable and Chacha’s daughters claiming ‘non-traditional properties’, 
are striking. The latter, I argue, view mills, buses, etc as negotiable since 
they represent properties not fitting readily into the traditional inheritance 
system (the Kuria house property complex). The shares the sisters were 
given, or succeeded in claiming, I argue, were, thus, not yet institutional-
ized. The injustice of which they accuse their brothers, consists in allowing 
them to become married into poor homes (which according to the commen-
tators was an overstatement). On the basis of this proposed violation of the 
traditional code, they hence formulated their demand, “give us shares”, 
which was backed up by the threat to curse the cattle the brothers had al-
ready used. 

The Mistreated Nephew 
For the sake of completeness, the following case illustrating the actual car-
rying out of imuuma yumusubaati,  as a result  of mistreatment leading to  
death, is included. The following is an account of how the case was retold 
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by the neighbours. A certain wealthy Kuria man, considered to be very 
progressive, asked his sister to let her teenage son assist him in his business 
activities. She agreed, and her son (let us call him John) moved into her 
brother’s beautiful house. After some time, the businessman found out that 
a certain amount of money was missing and discovered that his nephew 
had stolen it. This man, who was to take care of his sister’s son, now mis-
treated him due to the theft. With the assistance of some other men,  he  
caught John, brought him into a certain room and stripped him naked in 
order to find the money. Then they threatened him by uttering: 

If you have taken the money, you will see! 

They started beating him and continued the maltreatment until he died. As 
the mother of John was informed about the evil deed of her brother, she 
went to her brother’s home in order to curse him. There are two versions 
of the words she uttered as she placed the curse of imuuma yumusubaati on 
him.  According  to one version,  she  came and  cursed her bride cattle by 
uttering: 

I do not recognize them. 

According to another person she cursed her brother by exclaiming: 

I do not recognize your wealth. 

By these words, she referred to the wealth she had given rise to through her 
bride cattle. Neighbours claimed that after this incident everything went 
“downwards” for the brother. From that moment, the cattle in the corral 
started to die and the entire business of this formerly very successful man 
declined. These observers viewed subsequent failures and misfortunes as a 
result  of the sister’s curse.  As the brother’s crime was obvious, no one 
questioned the potency of the curse. Justice had simply been done, and in 
this case there would not be any point in merely threatening to curse. The 
transgression was of such a nature that it could not be reversed because a 
life had been taken and there was nothing to negotiate about.  

A Physically Abused Woman’s Appeal for Justice 
This case, brought to the chief’s council in 1996, involves conflicts both 
within and between two families and underlines the house as a mediating 
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principle. It is enlightening for our discussion on the force of female nudity, 
in connection to the following example about stripping mothers, as a means 
of protest, since it exemplifies when female nudity might become a valid 
threat. This conflict had lasted for some period of time before it was 
brought up at the chief’s baraza (judicial council). The main characters 
were Muniko together with his wife Robi, who accused another man, 
Werema, for not repaying a debt. There are several specifics of this story 
that are only referred to in passing, like accusations of theft, suspicions of 
infidelity, threat of sorcery etc. I have chosen, however, to focus on what 
seems to be the most emotionally evocative parts that also turned out to be 
most relevant for my purpose as I render the case in this chapter. 

In the court session, the chairman began by requesting the elders of the 
court (abagati)103 to be attentive to what the case was about. Then, the ac-
cusers, as well as the accused, were asked whether they had brought any 
witnesses to back them up, since they were accusing and counter accusing 
one another. Much of the interrogations revolved around the issue of de-
stroyed pieces of property, in the form of chairs which had been damaged. 
The baraza tried to establish the ownership of the chairs and who was to 
be held responsible for causing the damage. This proved to be fairly com-
plicated, since Muniko, who claimed to be the present owner of the chairs, 
explained that he had been given them by Werema as a pledge for an un-
settled debt. To complicate the intrigue further, Muniko, who seemingly 
had given some household utensils to Werema’s wife, was suspected of 
having an affair with her. In addition, Werema was accused of physical 
abuse of Muniko’s wife in the course of struggling over the chairs. The 
latter issue was kept in the background at first. 

Muniko, who got the chance to speak first, claimed that Werema came 
to him to borrow some money. His wife had just given birth, and he wanted 
to buy some vegetables. As Werema had approached him more than once, 
Muniko recalled that he felt pity for him and lent him KShs 200. After some 
time, when Muniko visited Werema to ask for his money, he was given 
some chairs as security for the loan. However, Muniko complained that 
Werema never came to redeem his chairs. Eventually, and this was part of 
the problem, this property was spoiled; the legs of the chairs happened to 
have been cut off. The elder, leading the interrogation, approached Werema 
who was not willing to admit that he was the one who had damaged them: 

103The term Abagati, the members of the chief's judicial council, derives from -gata 
meaning to ‘decide’, or, to ‘cut a case’. 
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What cut these chairs? 

Werema, who responded by not answering this question, denied that he 
ever borrowed those 200 shillings. He claimed, thus, that he did not owe 
Muniko anything. According to his version, Muniko came to his home and 
took the chairs while he was absent. Muniko had asked to get Werema’s 
chairs for weeks but was refused.  However, one evening,  when Werema 
had left home, Muniko came and asked his wife to give him the chairs, and 
so she did. 

As Werema was asked by the elder to give account for the reasons for 
the fight, he explained: 

This is a long story. I will start as it was. After these people had been 
chased from Muniko’s father’s home and settled at our village, they 
harvested tobacco which I agreed to ‘cure’ for them. So, I let up a hut 
for  that  purpose, for a price  of 1000  KShs.  We agreed. But when the  
first part of tobacco was cured, his wife brought in problems. She 
started to say that her husband Muniko was ‘moving’ (-taara) with my 
wife. But ignored it, as I realized that it was merely a provocation. 

Werema continued by telling about disagreements concerning bags for the 
tobacco, and by revealing the manner in which Muniko’s wife Robi ac-
cused her husband for having an affair with his wife: 

Next morning his wife Robi started making noise, telling him, “Again 
you have gone to your prostitute (Ogeeye wiki komoraaya waao). She 
has given you these cloths and here you have brought them.” 

Werema gave statements about Muniko’s wife abusing her husband, as  
well as himself: 

We went together up to his home. When we reached his home, I called
for his wife to come and open for us. But she refused. I told him to call 
for his wife. He called for her once, but there was no reply. 

Then, a woman in the neighbourhood told Muniko that his wife had locked 
herself in. She cautioned him to be careful, so the wife would not poison 
herself to death. According to Werema, Muniko rudely replied: 

If she dies her family will have to come for the body to go and bury it. 

Upon hearing this insult, Robi shouted from the inside of her house: 
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Take your foolishness (obokaangi)! 

Werema informed the court that the woman on the outside tried to calm 
Robi down, by telling her that she used ‘bad language’ (amang’ana ama-
beebe). He further stated that even he himself was abused by Muniko’s 
wife as she called him, “you dog”. At this point, the elder leading the in-
terrogations interrupted and demanded to get more precise information 
about this insult on the part of the woman. It is obvious from his response 
that this insult was viewed as severe. When the elder posed the question  
whether Robi had come out of her house as she insulted him, he was told 
that she was still inside shouting. The elder was not yet satisfied, however:  

She has abused like that, “you dog”! Why is this woman abusing that 
way, “you dog”? 

Werema: 
I went near to that door, which she had locked with a nail, and asked 
her, “Robi, why are you calling me a dog?” Then she told me to go
away. This is why you abaSeengia (he is addressing the lineage mem-
bers of his own lineage) have inherited Muniko’s things (as Muniko is 
omoBeemba, this implies taking things of another lineage which can 
normally only be inherited by relatives.) 

As Werema addressed abaSeengia,  the  members  of his own lineage,  his  
reference to lineage belonging and emphasize on the superiority of his own 
lineage immediately turned this into a matter of belonging. One should be 
aware that there were representatives among the judging elders, as well as 
the audience (consisting to a large extent of family heads), from both these 
lineages. Muniko tried in vain to interfere, with a view to defending the 
honour of his lineage. But the elder intervened and calmed him down by 
telling him to let Werema praise himself until he had finished, then it would 
be Muniko’s turn to do the same. Werema thus continued by describing 
how he knocked the door in, entered the house, and got hold of Robi in 
order to beat her. Then, he again switched to the topic of “abaSeengia in-
heriting this omoBeemba” and mocked the people of Muniko by claiming 
that he would now tell how this inheriting had taken place: 

He (Muniko) has taken his things and brought to my wife. And she 
(Werema’s own wife) is using them as she prepares food! Then said, 
“he has brought my wife utensils. Does my wife not have her own uten-
sils?” Misunderstandings started amongst you alone (Muniko and his 
wife), and then you (he is addressing Muniko) took your belongings and 
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brought them to my home... So I told Muniko to take his wife’s belong-
ings and bring them to her. But he refused... Therefore, with passion 
(kaborro) I took these things and returned them. When I suddenly ap-
peared in their home with those household belongings, I found this wife
having a panga. Doing what? Cutting the chairs! Because of the chairs 
I was filled with anger (oborro). So I took a cane and I beat her up. I do 
not deny caning her. I beat her due to anger because she cut my chairs. 

After questioning about the tobacco, the elder wanted to know if Werema 
had stopped beating Robi of his own accord, or if someone intervened. 
Werema stated that 

I only beat her three canes and then I stopped. 

Now, Muniko’s wife Robi was eager to get the opportunity to speak: 

Old men, can I reply before Muniko! 

The testimony about Robi abusing Werema had probably affected the lis-
teners’ attitude towards her, as the elder admonished her to behave herself 
at the baraza: 

You understand, you will talk according to arrangement. You better 
wait until you are asked in this way, “is that the way it was?” Then you 
can start narrating. And you are to look at us who are interrogating, not
to stare at one another. The decision makers are there ready. And if you
have a question to ask him (the interrogating elder), raise up your hand
so that we can give you a chance to ask him. 

After this exhortation, the elder gave Muniko the chance to give his ver-
sion, who in his turn suggested that his wife would speak. Robi started her 
testimony by saying that she was not willing to elaborate on the allegations 
of adultery with regard to her husband in front of the council. She tactically 
referred to the wife of Werema as her fellow woman and said that if she 
had a problem with her, she would go and ask her “when they fetch water 
in the same stream”. By playing down this part of the conflict, Robi made 
the interfamily conflict become the main issue. Robi obviously preferred 
to dwell on the beating up. When suggesting a reason for Werema’s phys-
ical abuse of her, she referred to an incident when Werema’s wife stole a 
hen from somebody and admitted that she herself was given a share when 
it was prepared. Since the owner of the hen threatened to bring ‘medicine’ 
in order to kill the wrongdoers (i.e. use sorcery against), fear made Robi 
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reveal the whole thing. Because she had revealed that Werema’s wife had 
stolen the hen, he had, according to Robi, ill feelings towards her.  Robi  
retold the beating incident: 

When I refused to give him bags for tobacco, he told my husband, “Why 
are you being defeated by a woman? Tell her to open up, so you can 
untie the bags for me.” Then I said, “Muniko, I am not opening. Yes, 
you are my husband, but I am not opening up.” This one (Werema), 
who was forcing my husband to tell me to open up, said (to Muniko), 
“How come you are being defeated like that by women?” I asked him, 
“How can I defeat my husband, a person whom I sleep together with in 
the same house?” He felt so stirred up... he hit that door. I tell you, el-
ders, you can even come to see for yourselves! He realized that he had 
done wrong, and then he went for the elders of the baraza, so that he 
could compensate me traditionally... 

After some questions by elders about the chicken theft, Robi continued 
with the beating incident: 

After he entered the house, he beat me. Here are the scars. He told me, 
“You dog, you have done a lot of bad things. You have even told that 
my wife has stolen a hen. Today you will see!” This one (Werema), 
grabbed a chair and told Muniko, “Today I will kill you inside this 
house!” 

Upon this threat, Muniko was reported to have left the house and gone to 
find labels for the bags of tobacco. And then, Robi explained, Werema 
turned against her: 

When this one (Werema), saw that that one (Muniko) had gone, he 
armed himself again. You old men, if you want, I can even remove my 
clothes before you! 

When my assistant, who recorded this case, reached this point in transcrib-
ing the tape, he felt that he had to intervene and make his own comments 
before proceeding with the transcription. He stated that what the woman 
proposed here is actually unthinkable. My assistant explained that it is “un-
traditional” to see your daughter-in-law naked and called attention to the 
fact that this is what this woman (Robi) is for the elders – a daughter-in-
law, or even a daughter. He continued: 

It is very shameful for her to be naked before them. However, to her the 
case is so important, to the extent that she can even remove the clothes 

185 



 

    
 

     

 
       

      
       

      
     

   
      

      
        

           
    

  

    
    

       
    

   
        

      

      
   

     
    

  
         
    

  

before the baraza (my emphasis). She knows that such an act can never 
happen, so she is only stressing to show how very serious the case is. 

Bearing in mind that the case now took a new turn, let us return to Robi’s 
testimony: 

So you see, he beat me up while inside my house (momaahe naanteme 
na mnyuumba)... While he was beating me up, I blocked, using the 
chairs. When you may see how the canes struck me on the back! I even
have four brothers-in-law of different houses. They have never beaten 
me. We have lived together for three years. They have never beaten me.
Why did this gentleman damage all that respect, and he was my hus-
band’s friend, to come and beat me (gonteema)  in the house?  In the  
house! I can even put off my clothes. I cannot shy off. If you tell me to 
remove clothes, I will remove them in front of people. He has beaten 
me, even I don’t sleep on one side... I used governmental procedure. I 
ran to the elder of the baraza... Now, old men, can we say that that man 
beat me legally (gisirikari, according to the government) or, that he took
law into his own hands to come and beat me? 

Upon this accusation, Werema tried to defend himself by putting a question 
with the aim of belittling the whole thing. The elder, however, chose to  
ignore him by saying that he did not raise a proper question. Then, Muniko 
asked to get the opportunity to speak. He took the chance to abuse 
Werema’s confidence, by pointing out that he seemed not to be on good 
terms with his own family members. The elder interrupted, by cautioning 
him to speak with great care, so people could follow what he said. Now, 
Muniko addressed Werema: 

What you are being asked is why did you beat this woman in her house
(igaanke watemere omokari ono mööë)! And yet you did a good thing 
by calling two elders (to bear witness). You called Mwita and Matiko, 
and by good luck the elder Sarara was passing by. He was called and 
came.  

Muniko’s wife responded: 

When he (Sarara) came and I removed the clothes, he told you (she 
turned to Muniko) that you should take me to get a P3 form (a form to 
fill out at hospital to confirm injury). Even these marks, if I remove my 
clothes for the elders to see them, they will all agree that I should get a
P3 form.  
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The elder immediately countered: 

Even female elders are here. 

The elder stressed that he did not support what she had suggested, the re-
moval of clothes in public. But if necessary, there were female elders pre-
sent who could go and scrutinize the scars in privacy. Werema, who expe-
rienced the tension, defended himself: 

I caned your wife because she cut my chairs. 

Muniko replied: 

My wife was blocking while you were beating her. She was blocking 
and you had a panga (kind of sword). While she was blocking, you were 
cutting the chairs. And if she could not block with those chairs, you 
could have killed her. Yes, you could have killed her! 

The elder addressed Muniko’s wife: 

You child, for how long have you stayed with those chairs from the time
they were taken from his (Werema’s) home. 

Robi repeated that Werema borrowed money after his wife had given birth 
and that he had not repaid them. Then, she pleaded to the elders to ask 
Weremato repay the debt, since she claimed to suffer from severe injuries 
due to the beating and was in need of hospital care. The elder continued: 

My questions are few. So he came with a panga into your house. And 
you blocked how many times while he was cutting? 

Robi answered: 

I blocked the first round. Yes, the first with the stool alone. He cut it. 
When he had cut it, my husband was not around. When he had finished
cutting, he did what! He did what! He cut the other one, and then he 
went out. I cannot accuse him falsely and say that he lifted his panga 
after that to cut me. Because, he saw that he could do wrong. When he 
had finished cutting that stool, he realized what he had don and thought 
that, “if it was this woman I had cut this way, I would have killed her.” 
That wrath burned within him, old men, and then he cut another stool. 
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And that one was not even his. Maybe his eyes could not see properly 
(because of anger)... 

The elder asked what she did after this incident, so Robi continued: 

Me, even the alarm I raised it (ikurate nakuure). Even my husband was 
far away, but he heard it. Even this man (pointing at somebody), and he 
went to call for his brother. He asked him this way, “So that alarm I 
have been hearing, it was of a fight?” 

The elder wanted to know if she went to hospital after this, and she an-
swered that she did not. When the elder insisted on knowing why she did 
not go to hospital, she explained that she had been given some traditional 
medicine by a fellow woman. When she emphasized that the marks were 
still there to be seen, the elders ordered her to go to hospital and get a letter 
as a documentation. Then, they wanted to know who came as she ‘raised 
alarm’. Robi, who mentioned the names of four men who could testify, 
emphasized the credibility of her witnesses by underscoring: 

Now, like Mwita o Siinda, a man with grey hair, can he bear false wit-
ness? 

The elders agreed that the case was a serious matter. Werema, who at first 
got quite some attention as he recalled that the woman had addressed him 
“you dog”, tried to interfere: 

I have a question here. 

But at this point, the elder was not very attentive anymore: 

So, what do you respond? And yet you beat a woman in her house! (To
the audience) Be attentive! Be attentive! Listen! This case, even you
who are judges, you will leave it there (i.e. let it end there), As you have 
heard, people are beating others in a cruel manner in their houses (my 
emphasis). (To Werema) Werema, if this child (the woman) had taken 
a P3, you could have been arrested and jailed. Even now, if she goes 
she will be given. Yes, it is like that. (To the woman) This case... you 
go and bring a P 3 from there, so that we can come back and see how 
much he beat you, how it is written, and how you were hurt. You cannot 
remove your clothes in front of us, so that we can see your scars and 
make a decision. It is those officers that you will show your marks and 
the way you were hurt... This is the way. The case, we are adjourning it 
until another Monday. 
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The elder dispersed the baraza with the words: 

That is how things are. Go to where you were. 

After seven weeks, the case was brought in front of the elders again, with-
out any P3 form. It was said that such a form was not very easy to obtain. 
The chief’s council ordered Werema to compensate the woman for her in-
juries. The exact amount was not clearly stated, however. But the claim of 
the woman was acknowledged, and Werema was found guilty of the phys-
ical abuse of a woman in her own house. 

Stripping Mothers and Contradicting 
Commentators 
The following example of female nudity occurs in the context of Nairobi, 
and the performers are Kikuyu mothers protesting against the imprison-
ment of their sons. This incident received nationwide attention, since it was 
quite a spectacular event with political connotations. I have provided the 
incident with some remarks made by Kuria commentators, to illustrate the 
question of effectiveness. How powerful it turned out to be might be a mat-
ter of interpretation. One should take into account that various interests 
compete, as in this case female genital exposure is used as a political tool 
addressing issues of national concern. This phenomenon, of women un-
dressing in public as a form of civil disobedience, is usually described in 
terms of either ‘female waist-down nudity’, which implies female genital 
exposure, or as ‘female waist-up nudity’.  

The event at Uhuru Park Nairobi, in February 1992, started as a peaceful 
demonstration by Kikuyu mothers led by the well-known Greenbelt activist 
Professor Wangari Maathai. According to the educated elite, who arranged 
the march, the goal was threefold. It was a protest against the imprisonment 
of political opponents, a demand for the abolishment of the single-party 
political system, and a protest against the plan to erect buildings at Uhuru 
Park (Murage, 1997:1-4). However, when the police interfered with the 
protesting Kikuyu mothers, the protest changed in character. The demon-
strating Kikuyu mothers turned from marching to female waist-down nu-
dity as a means of civil obedience. They performed acts that cannot nor-
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mally be done in public, because traditionally, there were only two occa-
sions in life when someone could gaze at a woman’s vagina, as Murage 
explains: 

In President Moi’s Tugen and Prof  Maathai’s  Kikuyu standard tradi-
tional cultures there were only two occasions in life for someone else 
to legitimately peep into or gape around the vagina region which a 
woman considers her “private parts” – only during circumcision and 
while giving birth. Making love between man and wife did not involve 
either party looking at or ogling (lustfully, in awe, amazement or appre-
ciation) over the other’s sex organ. That was considered either too 
childish or lavish and morally decadent – never a part of the game! 
(Murage, 1997:2) 

Since we are informed that it is in the event of “a life-and-death necessity” 
that another person may see a woman’s private parts, this action aims, con-
sequently, to evoke certain feelings of emergency. (Besides, one should 
remember that both the female circumciser and the traditional midwife are 
females.) Further, it is precisely the very performance of the unthinkable 
that marks this as a special event: 

It’s the declaration (by body and soul) of a revolt, a state of emergency.
(Murage, 1997:1). 

The provocation by the women is described in the most colourful language: 

Professor Maathai was leading a group of demonstrators demanding 
freedom for political prisoners. It was a peaceful march, but police in-
truded with brute force, as usual. They tossed teargas into the crowds 
then charged at the marchers with batons, clubs, and guns at the ready. 
Quite unusual was the group of elderly ladies’ reaction. They refused to 
run away but stood still, firm and defiant in the face of possible death 
at the hands of trigger-happy officers. The ladies, about 20 of them,  
stood in a straight line clasping each other’s hands inseparably. The po-
lice came close as if to hold them, touching off the dynamite of marvel
in peaceful revolt. Up went the skirts and dresses, leaving bare bottoms
and legs... And the ladies squatted as if to defecate on the spot, then 
stood up elegantly as if they had either finished or changed their minds,
and bowed their trunks suppliantly with the legs wide open and erect 
for the police to have a beautiful, unhindered view from the rear. The 
group paced two steps forward and two back in unison and repeated the
act with utter abandon and total devotion. The show continued and the 
now thoroughly demoralised and baffled officers were not sure whether 
to watch or run away. In a jig of spontaneous rhyme and rhythm, the 
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dancing and cursing bevy of priestesses would glance back menacingly
at the raging police squad and chorus the benediction: Woe unto you
wicked servants of the devil, may you die a painful death, may you per-
ish and forever be eclipsed from the face of the earth. (Murage, 1997:6, 
7). 

The women activists, when summing up the event, proposed that “the nude 
tactic works”, a statement I will return to. But before doing so, I believe it 
is logical to face the question of what the force behind this female means 
of protest consists of. What is it the women experience as backing them up 
when they dare to confront the armed police force? In the following, Mu-
rage presents an account of the underlying notions drawn upon at the per-
formance of genital exposure: 

she is swearing by her sexuality, by the blood and pain of her circum-
cision, by the love of her children and by the dignity of her husband (or
the lack of it) that she will go to any length to put right what’s gone 
awry. The agony of her circumcision, the pain of child-birthing, the 
shame and anguish of being naked in public and the concomitant hu-
miliation and indignity to her husband, children, parents and relatives – 
all of these values heaped together – are a better prize (or even price) to 
pay than put up with things the way they are under the “status quo”. If 
the situation does not improve, she will be happier dead than living in 
perpetual turmoil and travail. (Murage, 1997:3) 

We are, thus, told that she is: 
a. invoking her female sexual power 
b. is cursing with reference to the agony involved in female circumcision 
c. is pointing to her state of motherhood 
d. is appealing to the honour and respect involved in a spousal relationship. 

It is worth noting that all of the themes referred to here are highly emotion-
ally charged in a number of East African societies. 

The goals of the action, as they were stated by leading women activists, 
were threefold. The demonstration should be seen as part of a people’s 
movements aiming to put pressure on the government to allow for a multi-
party system, to set free political prisoners and to scrap the plan of raising 
buildings at Uhuru park. However, many of the elderly Kikuyu women 
were, I believe, more concerned with getting their sons released from jail 
than the issue about preserving Uhuru Park. 
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Now, let us consider the question of the effectiveness of the female gen-
ital exposure. In this case, several women claimed that the protest was suc-
cessful, as the plans to erect buildings in Uhuru Park later were cancelled, 
Kenya’s single-party political system was abolished, and some political 
prisoners were eventually released. Female commentators did not hesitate 
to give credit to the Kikuyu women for hastening this progress, On  the  
basis of this incident in Nairobi, it was claimed that “the nude tactic works” 
and, thus, it was advocated as a successful means to publicly confront 
power abuse on the side of male political leadership (Murage 1997:1-2). 
The attempt to transform genital exposure, existing in traditional forms of 
curses, into a female political tool is certainly noteworthy if we are seeking 
to grasp something about female power. Since it touches on political issues 
of national concern, I find it revealing to complement it with some brief 
remarks made by a few Kuria people. The outcome of the genital exposure, 
according to their interpretation of the event, was not very persuasive. The 
following conclusions were made as the case was discussed: 

The women were Kikuyu. But did it help? Were the men released? No,
it was only a protest. 

And: 

The mothers in Nairobi took off their clothes as a protest against their 
sons being imprisoned. But they were not able to curse. They did not 
succeed. GSU soldiers (special forces) were sent there in order to rape
them. 

As the Kuria commentators evaluate the event, they draw attention to the 
fact that in this case the necessary qualifications facilitating a curse are 
lacking because there is no link established between the curser and the  
cursed of such significance that the curse would become active. Kikuyu 
mothers, they claimed, do not have the necessary relationship to the police-
men (or the special forces coming in later) which is necessary in order to 
make the curse become activated because these men, sent to confront the 
women belonged to various ethnic groups. One should also keep in mind 
that a majority of Kuria voters chose to be loyal towards the ruling govern-
ment and the party of KANU in the election of 1992, Accordingly, politi-
cal, standpoints might contribute to the obvious unwillingness to attach any 
great importance to the demonstration of the Kikuyu mothers. But still, I 
hold that the Kuria commentators highlight a crucial distinction with regard 
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to the performance of women exposing themselves in this way. When 
claiming that this should not be seen as a curse on the grounds that  the  
women did not have the power to curse these men, they state that in this 
case the nudity turned out to be a means of protest. This is noteworthy, 
since by doing so, they distinguish female nudity as a curse from nudity as 
protest. The Kuria would judge this as an attempt to curse, since it was a 
question of ‘female waist-down nudity’ (i.e. genital exposure). It  was  
claimed, however, that although it failed as a curse, it turned out to  be a  
forceful protest. There are other accounts of female protests in the context 
of Kenyan cities by means of ‘female waist-up nudity’, for example, 
against policemen considered as violating the law. Since the disrobing is 
limited to the upper part of the female body, this is usually considered as 
being merely a protest. In such cases, women strip to the waist with the aim 
of embarrassing the men in question, due to a sense of being ignored by the 
authorities concerned. 

I want to underline the fact that, as this case highlights, female nudity, 
be it waist-down or waist-up, is an expression of women’s agony. It obvi-
ously has to do with strong convictions of being subjected to severe injus-
tice. It is, consequently, an appeal, or a demand, for justice to be done – the 
declaration by body and soul of a revolt, a state of emergency, which could 
maybe be summed up by the warning, “Do not fool with us.” 

Wegesa’s Revenge 
The following incident exemplifies the force of the mother’s curse, even 
though it is used by a young marriageable woman. Although the event 
seemed most puzzling to me at the time, since it was unsought for, it pro-
vides an illustration of young women claiming access to ‘modem’ re-
sources. It is most striking how an old powerful means is used for the 
achievements of new ends. 

I went together with Wegesa, a young outspoken woman in her twenties, 
to interview her uncle on the Tanzanian side of the border (Tarime Dis-
trict). It was decided beforehand that she would be the one to carry out the 
entire interview, and that I would concentrate on listening. This was We-
gesa’s suggestion, since she held that her uncle (her father’s eldest brother) 
had traditional obligations towards her which included informing her about 
Kuria history and legends. She argued, consequently, that this approach 
would give a better outcome than in case I would pose the questions. Her 
own father was not alive anymore. The purpose for visiting her uncle was, 
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thus, to get some historical records and mythological accounts of Kuria 
ancestry. It did not, however, turn out as we (notably she) expected. First 
of all, her uncle was not present in the homestead when we arrived, but had 
to be sent for. (We were informed, later on, that he had been participating 
in a beer party together with fellow elders.) After willingly giving some 
accounts of Kuria legendary characters, the uncle who wished to return to 
the beer party complained that his fellow elders would charge him a fine 
for leaving them, before they would accept him to join them again. He, 
consequently, proposed that Wegesa should ask me to contribute to this 
fee, since he realized that I was the one who would benefit from his narra-
tives. I am quite sure, though, that in retrospect he regretted this request. 
Because, the response from Wegesa, this young brother’s daughter of him, 
was immediate and most compelling: 

Don’t you know who I am? I am Wegesa your mother! 

I was shaken by Wegesa’s, as I perceived of it, inappropriate tone and rude 
behaviour towards her uncle. Her manner simply did not correspond to the 
expected quite formal behaviour of a classificatory daughter meeting one 
of her fathers. Furthermore, I could not understand on what grounds she 
could claim to be this old man’s mother. But as the whole atmosphere in 
the room suddenly became very tense, I realized that Wegesa was not jok-
ing. Her uncle was remarkably silent when she continued in the same style: 

And I have come to ask you to sell cows since I am going to the univer-
sity. 

While I was perplexed by the demands she was making, Wegesa went on 
to tell him to set aside at least three cows for this purpose. And while I tried 
to figure out what was going on, the old man responded in, to me, a most 
unexpected manner. In a most humble tone, he pleaded: 

I did not recognize you… 

When we left his homestead, the uncle, seemingly careful not to offend 
Wegesa further, politely addressed her: 

You have spoken well my mother who gave birth to me. 
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Confused, both with regard to what I considered as improper behaviour on 
the part of Wegesa as well as the subservient response of her uncle, I asked 
myself what this performance was all about. Afterwards, she told me that 
this was the best way “to put him off”, by pointing to her rights. 

When we had left the homestead, Wegesa explained the background to 
the incident. She referred to an event several years ago when her uncles 
wronged her, a humiliating experience she came back to time after time. 
This traumatic event had occurred when she was about to be circumcised. 
As she stayed with her mother and siblings on the Kenyan side of the bor-
der, she expected to be circumcised there together with her schoolmates 
even though her father, who originated from Tanzania, had wives and  
homesteads on both sides of the border line. To join her Kenyan agemates 
(as Wegesa wished) was not the proper thing to do, however, according to 
her Tanzanian relatives. Wegesa pinpointed why this experience became 
most humiliating to her: 

They (her Tanzanian uncles) have not done too much for me. But when
it was time for me to be circumcised, in 1984, then they came from 
Tanzania to fetch me. It is the worst experience I have ever had. I did 
not want to (do it in Tanzania). My mother did not want to. But they
used force and carried me away... I am used to have chai (tea with milk) 
in the morning, but now I was served ubukima (a kind of stiff porridge). 
I did not eat anything. My aunt (gaakai i.e. father’s sister), who was 
supposed to take care of me, was working in the fields almost the whole
days. And when I ‘came out’ (was initiated), I expected to get nice 
clothes as the other girls, white socks, black leather shoes etc. It was 
then | realized that I did not have any father. I had to walk barefooted. 
All girls were very smart indeed, except for me. My relatives did not do
anything for me. This was the moment when I decided to never return 
to this place, never to talk to them again, or to greet them. Because they 
mistreated me so badly. But then I thought that they are still my people. 

Wegesa referred to this as a most barbaric and humiliating act done to her. 
She emphasized that the humiliation consisted in the Tanzanian relatives 
not fulfilling expected obligations towards her during the circumcision pe-
riod, and when she had acquired the new state of ubuiseke (nubile woman-
hood). Their negligence towards her made her feel that she was “an or-
phan”, because she was not provided with the same care and fine clothes 
etc as her fellow initiates. Wegesa grumbled that, despite this negligence, 
the uncle (i.e. her classificatory father) had the nerve to ask us for money. 
As she underscored the shamefulness of his request, Wegesa argued that 
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the brothers to her father were ‘in debt” to her, due to the mentioned ne-
glect. It was precisely this unfulfilled obligation on their part, to pay some-
thing ‘owed’, that enabled her to claim a university education. 

To my question, why the uncle all of a sudden referred to her as “my 
mother”, Wegesa mentioned the Kuria tradition of naming grandchildren 
after ancestors104 and explained that she was named after her paternal 
grandmother (i.e. the mother of the uncle). As Wegesa continued to elabo-
rate on this issue, it became quite obvious that she was most satisfied by 
this chance to hit back at them. Later on, I realized that, by uttering the 
simple phrase, “Don’t you know who I am?” Wegesa drew attention to the 
acknowledged fact that she, by being named after his mother, had the 
power to curse him. Because a mother who has been severely maltreated 
by her son has the right to do so. Accordingly, the utterance, “Don’t you 
know who I am?” was a reminder of her potential to curse him by the means 
of ‘the mother’s curse’. This question actually implied a threat, and the 
subsequent request for university fees was backed up by this threat to curse. 
The immediate change of attitude on the part of the elderly man, indicate 
that he recognized, and even feared, the power she held over him in this 
capacity as ‘mother’. 

As I discussed the curse of a mother with various people, I was told that 
it is a forceful curse. It was explained that a woman who is not taken proper 
care of by her sons might choose to curse them. To the question how she 
goes about, and what she will say, I was told that she does not need  to  
speak: 

She may take someone’s child (the child of a son); put it down (on the 
ground) and then she ‘crosses over it’ (stands legs apart with one leg on 
each side of it).  

This action, involved in the very curse, points at the force behind it, hinted 
at by placing the child between the legs. The woman draws attention to the 
fact that she is the very source of her son’s progeny. As the mother’s curse 
applies to what has come from your womb/vagina, it is in the capacity of 
being their source that she has the power to curse them. Her action, which 
reveals sentiments of being subjected to severe injustice, is an appeal for 
justice to be done. When such a thing occurs, it was stated that 

104This tradition of renaming, i.e. the naming of children after grandparents, is the theme 
of the expression, Ndokö hekerra, translated as, ‘name in the family reach me’. Endokö 
means ‘naming’ and the entire phrase might be used by an old person to encourage the 
practice of naming grandchildren after them. 
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Everybody is aware of the seriousness, that it does not only affect the 
child, but its family. The entire family will die out. Then there is only 
one thing to do – get a goat and sacrifice – and eat it together with the 
mother (cleansing and reconciliation).  

The emergency following upon a mother carrying out a curse against her 
offspring was obvious from people’s remarks, as they emphasized the ur-
gency of the situation and the need for ceremonies of ritual cleansing and 
reconciliation. 

In the case of Wegesa, the threat to curse was made by a young woman 
who, due to not yet being married, was not in a position to deploy the curse 
of the married daughter/sister. But, as she had experienced injustice having 
been done to her, by her own people who had traditional obligations to-
wards her, she felt that she was entitled to curse them. Through the system 
of renaming, she could emphasize her position as the uncle’s mother and, 
thus, managed to invoke the force behind her threat. It is most striking that, 
by utilizing the traditional means of cursing new ambitions might be 
achieved with regard to female resource access. In the case of Wegesa, she 
aspired to get a university education, even though she was a woman. Im-
plicit in her rhetorical question, I suggest, is the demand, “Give me a uni-
versity education, or I will curse you for ignoring and humiliating me at the 
crucial life stage of circumcision.” 

Summary of the Cases and Conclusions 
Formal curses as an exercise of power have been the theme of this chapter 
giving special attention to female cursing. Various aspects of power can be 
discerned in the social interactions involved in the contexts of cursing. 
However, in order to grasp the significance of the power displayed in for-
mal cursing, we need to pay attention to distinctions made by the people 
concerned. I found it necessary to underscore that formal cursing should 
not be confused with other ‘magical’ means used with the intention to harm 
or kill somebody, like witchcraft and sorcery, by the Kuria referred to as 
oborogi. The empirical examples provided in this chapter point to a number 
of qualities held to be distinctive. On the basis of my data, I have argued 
that formal cursing, although believed to deliver misfortune to individuals 
and groups of people, differs from intentional harming by means of witch-
craft and sorcery. A crucial distinction is the existence of acknowledged 
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principles of justice and morality applying to the contexts of formal curs-
ing, making it possible to evaluate the legitimacy of such actions. When 
used as a sanction against serious violations of moral codes, formal cursing 
is viewed as morally defensible anger and a legitimate use of power, since 
its cause is moral, and the aims are morally justifiable. Oborogi is in gen-
eral viewed as an illegitimate form of anger and an illegitimate use of 
power. It has connotations of anti-social sneakiness and filthiness while 
cursing, on the other hand, is morally defensible, and, thus, regarded as a 
valid anger and a legitimate use of power. Since it is a question of moral 
judgement, it is an appeal for justice to be done. It has, thus, become asso-
ciated with the maintaining of societal values such as sociability and com-
munication which are held to be opposed to the sneaky and filthy behaviour 
of witchcraft and sorcery. When we seek to grasp the nature and power of 
formal cursing, it should be viewed in the light of the automatic and self-
returning sanction of iriraga because serious transgressions of moral norms 
are believed to attach iriraga to the transgressor’s lineage, which is a non-
reversible retribution causing death and harm to one’s descendants. The 
curse, on the other hand, can be lifted through rituals of cleansing and rec-
onciliation. 

Six cases about cursing women have been presented in this chapter, 
demonstrating contexts when female power, in this sense, is more or less 
indubitable. Although the curse of the married daughter/sister, imuuma yu-
musubaati, spoken of as a most potent formal curse, is the main focus in 
the chapter, two cases exemplifying the deploying of the mother’s curse 
are included. There are also examples of nudity as a form of protest, and 
the threat of using this means. Women underscore that in their capacity as 
married sisters/daughters they hold a key position in Kuria society, due to 
being the providers of the cattle establishing their brother’s families. It is 
exactly the nature of this sister-brother relationship that gives the properly 
married woman the power to place a curse on his family and property. 
Likewise, the curse of a mother is a powerful sanction, and consequently 
means a serious threat in situations of severe break of traditional codes. 
The six cases are briefly summarized in the following. 

“Wankuru threatens to curse her father”: 
Wankuru, who threatened her father as he aimed to drive off her mother, 
indeed demonstrates morally defensible anger. When the mother cried out 
in agony over her humiliation, the daughter was not tardy in responding to 
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her mother’s appeal for justice. It is noteworthy that the mother, although 
dishonoured by her husband, was not in authority to curse him. Seemingly, 
there is no formal curse in Kuria society permitting this (i.e. there is  no  
formal curse named ‘the wife’s curse’). The crucial issue about the legiti-
macy of the daughter to curse, which is decisive for the efficiency of the 
performance, seems to be beyond question. Bridewealth, thus, provides the 
link enabling her to consign her father to misfortune. When the father rec-
ognized that his misappropriation of the daughter’s bridewealth was be-
yond question, since she put pressure on him, he dared not ignore her threat. 

In the light of definitions and concepts of power discussed in the intro-
ductory chapter, there is obviously more than one aspect of power that can 
be noticed in this case of Wankuru, who threatens her father due to injustice 
on his part towards her mother. The mother experiences powerlessness in 
this situation, since her husband aims to expel her from his homestead, and 
since he intends to misappropriate the bridewealth of her daughter for a 
woman for himself. This decision, on the part of the family head, would 
imply that the brother of Wankuru would lack bride cattle for a future mar-
riage and that Wankuru’s mother was deprived of the prospect of develop-
ing her house. She would actually lose both her shelter and means of sub-
sistence. The father’s behaviour demonstrates a family head’s exercise of 
patriarchal power, which could be judged along the lines of thought of Soc-
rates, that a man of power is somebody who can do what he wishes when 
he wishes. However, despite the fact that Wankuru’s father held that  he  
could act in this way in his capacity as homestead owner, this manner was 
regarded as an abuse of patriarchal power by the community. One should 
be aware of the fact that Wankuru exercised power over her father in her 
new social position as a married daughter because she had recently got 
married and achieved the status of a married daughter, which is the basis 
for her legitimacy to use the curse of married daughters to change her fa-
ther’s course of action. On her part, the decision to make a visit in her fa-
ther’s homestead in order to force him to change his mind, implies, I argue, 
a process of empowerment that could be phrased in accordance with We-
ber’s concept of power, as the chance of a man to realize his will in a social 
action, even against resistance, because, as Wankuru faced this problem, it 
meant a moment when she had to realize and make clear her standpoint in 
this matter, and had to become aware of her customary duty in a most pre-
carious situation. Besides, her decision to act in favour of her mother was 
likely to result in a conflict between herself and her father. As she acted, 
the actuality of the force behind her threat to curse him became evident, 
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and her power could, consequently, be described in terms of coerciveness. 
She demonstrates an ability to produce the desired affects, since as a result 
of her part in this interaction, her mother could remain in her house. 

“The mistreated nephew”: 
In the case referring to the man beating his nephew so roughly that he died 
from the injuries, the mother of the boy actually cursed her brother by the 
married daughter’s/sister’s curse (imuuma yumusubaati). She was able to 
do so, since he was the one among her brothers who had married by means 
of her bride cattle. The neighbourhood was aware of the crime he had com-
mitted, and that cursing was a legitimate use of power on the side of the 
sister.  Besides, as  the  death  of the boy was an  irrevocable  fact, it would 
have been pointless for the sister to merely threaten her brother. Although 
this misdeed certainly qualified for the attachment of the self-returning 
sanction of iriraga to his lineage, the misfortune released by formal cursing 
strikes more directly. From the moment the sister repudiated her bride cat-
tle and onwards, neighbours stated, the business of this prosperous man 
started to decline, and so did his wealth in cattle. This is held to  be the  
logical outcome of her ‘de-announcement’ of what once was established 
through the exchange of cattle. That this woman’s manner of cursing her 
brother presented legitimate wrath was not questioned, since the abuse of 
power by this man towards his sister’s son was seen as a criminal act. 

“An abused woman’s appeal for justice”: 
The case at the chief’s council involving the physical abuse of a woman, 
demonstrates female nudity as a means of marking the severity of the cir-
cumstances. The assaulted woman was, in the course of the hearings, over-
ruled by the judging elders as testimonies were heard giving an account of 
how she had shown disrespect towards a man. However, as I called atten-
tion to, the woman managed to rouse public opinion in favour of herself. 
She accentuated the severity of the crime committed against her by pro-
nouncing that she was willing to undress in public to display the scars. In 
doing so, she declared that the assault was of such a nature that it could not 
be ignored because, for her to undress in front of the men, whose classifi-
catory daughter/daughter-in-law she was, would be unthinkable under nor-
mal circumstances. This threat of her is, which draws on notions of the 
curse of the married daughter/sister (imuuma yumusubaati), proved to be a 
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powerful protest against male arrogance. Due to the provocative incident, 
the case took a new turn and caused the elders to direct attention to the fact 
that the physical abuse actually occurred in the woman’s house. By empha-
sizing that the beating happened in a social space belonging to the woman, 
a distinction consequential for the seriousness of the deed was pronounced. 
Eventually, the elders condemned the man on these grounds – the abuse of 
a woman in her house – and stated that she ought to be compensated. This 
case differs from the other three referring to imuuma yumusubaati, the 
curse of a married daughter, since it directs attention to the phenomenon of 
public female nudity, or, to be more precise, the threat of nudity as a means 
of protest and an appeal for justice. Although this case provides a context 
with various interactions, and complex nets of power relations, however, I 
wish to draw attention to the fact that the woman won the ears of the elders 
by expressing her agony in terms of a threat of waist-down nudity. The 
powerlessness of the woman in this situation, since the council hardly gave 
her a chance to speak, makes her use provocative language. This threat of 
undressing backed up her testimony about transgressions on the part of the 
accused man. 

“Married sisters’ struggling over ‘modern’ resources”: 
The case of the married sisters who, after the death of their wealthy father, 
approached their brothers whose families they had given rise to, departs 
from the above-mentioned examples in several respects. First, their de-
mand for inheritance was most controversial since daughters according to 
Kuria traditional laws are not entitled to inherit. Yet, they succeeded in 
receiving shares by the threat to curse their bride cattle. This is noteworthy, 
as they actually used imuuma yumusubaati in the process of contesting rec-
ognized customs and praxis. It is even more remarkable that they were ac-
tually successful in their negotiations. The sisters stressed their claims by 
stating that they were married into poor circumstances and by accusing 
their brothers of being responsible for this state of affairs. Second, it should 
be noted that the claims they successfully made were about ‘modern’ kinds 
of properties, like buses and grinding mills. As these are not yet institution-
alized into the Kuria house property system, I argue that here there is some 
room for negotiations. The demand for female access to modern spheres of 
resources was apparently backed up by the imuuma yumusubaati. The sis-
ters threatening to curse their brothers illustrates, thus, the use of old means 
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for new ends, or as new needs arises besides access to new kinds of re-
sources may not necessarily mean that men automatically manage to take 
precedence over those. But, apparently, the ‘newness’ may, to some extent, 
allow for strategic moves, such as in this case. 

“Stripping mothers”: 
The case of the stripping Kikuyu mothers protesting in Nairobi (as well as 
Wegesa’s revenge) is also an illustration of women using traditional means 
in a most innovative and expressive way. However, these two events ex-
emplify occasions when women draw on another formal curse, i.e. the  
curse of the mother. As the demonstrating women were confronted by the 
police force, they were reported to have used ‘the nude tactic’. The women 
collectively exposed their genitals while they mocked and embarrassed the 
policemen in public, and the demonstration suddenly turned into a most  
spectacular event. Female waist down nudity was deployed for a political 
issue, and the incident attracted quite some national attention. That being 
the case, the performance was subjected to comments and contradicting 
conclusions as to how it should be interpreted. These commentators are at 
variance with respect to what actually happened, as well as the potency of 
the action. The women, regarding themselves as classificatory mothers 
and, hence, within their rights to do so, attempted to curse the policemen 
by an extended form of the mother’s curse. However, Kuria commentators 
rejected these claims by pointing out that the women had no such power 
over the policemen (who had different ethnic back grounds). They claimed 
that, in this case, the female genital exposure should rather be seen as a 
means of protest. I underscored that there are quite a few examples of Ken-
yan women using female waist-up nudity to embarrass male authorities and 
political leadership on a regional and national level, in situations when they 
have experienced power abuse and lacked alternative means of formal 
power. This phenomenon, drawing on notions of formal cursing but modi-
fying it in some respects, deserves our interest as it opens up new perspec-
tives. Seemingly, a female means for protesting against perceived injustice 
is created. We should take into consideration the fact that the case of the 
Kuria woman threatening to remove her clothes in front of male elders at 
the chief’s council has similar characteristics and was directed against male 
abuse of power as well. 
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“Wegesa’s revenge”: 
The case study of “Wegesa’s revenge” provides another illustration of the 
use of the mother’s curse as an approach to hit back at the abuse of power. 
In this case, the mother’s curse was employed by a young unmarried 
woman as a threat directed towards a senior relative. Wegesa exhorted her 
uncle due to an exercise of authority in the past, which she considered both 
humiliating and a deliberate disregarding of customary obligations. At the 
same time, Wegesa demonstrated ambitions to get access to ‘modern’ 
spheres of resources not readily available for Kuria women. Like the sisters 
struggling over buses and mills, she demanded access to modern spheres 
that have pretty much been male. But in the case of Wegesa, her ambition 
was to get a university education. Although being a young unmarried 
woman, she stood in a kind of mother-son relationship towards her uncle, 
since she was named after her paternal grandmother. That is why she was 
able to put pressure on her uncle by referring to the mother’s curse. The 
uncle seemed aware of his neglect, since he realized that the implicit threat 
by Wegesa was not to be ignored. His immediate change of attitude indi-
cated that if Wegesa would choose to curse him, it would be a morally 
defensible exercise of power. The force behind her claims appears, conse-
quently, to be unquestionable as she chose to utilize traditional means for 
new aspirations. Highlighting that the married sisters/daughters constitute 
the only social category of individuals that are able to curse with reference 
to bride cattle, this social fact explains the force behind her cursing and the 
difference in character from other categories of formal curses carried out 
by individuals. The cases demonstrate that the curse of imuuma yu-
musubaati is so much feared that the very threatening by a married sister 
(or daughter) to curse her brother (or her father) is likely to put pressure on 
him and cause him to rectify his mistakes. The position she holds of being 
the source of her brother’s bride cattle constitutes the very force behind the 
cursing. This is drawn attention to in the performance of the same, as the 
umusubaati (married daughter/sister) takes off her waist cloth and beats her 
bride cattle with them. Her acting is indicative of an intimate connection 
between her own reproductive assets and her bride cattle. This is further 
underlined by accompanied exclamations like, “I do not recognize them 
(i.e. the cattle)”, by which she ‘de-announces’ what she ones established. 
By doing so, the married daughter/sister consigns to misfortune what has 
originated from, or would originate from, her bride cattle. The mother’s 
curse has some similar connotations, because a mother may also consign 
to misfortune those whose source she is, that is, what has originated from 
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her womb. That the effect of any formal curse depends on the significance 
of the relationship between the curser and the cursed is clearly displayed, 
for example, when a woman places a curse on a son’s child by putting it on 
the ground while she is ‘crossing over’ the child.  

The nature of the source and the character of the link are, thus, decisive 
for the force behind the formal cursing. The contextualisation of incidents 
of cursing call attention to the fact that it is by being the source that a 
properly married woman may utilize imuuma yumusubaati. It highlights 
that her power is based upon being identified, with an institution at the very 
heart of the Kuria society, i.e. the bride cattle. This makes her become the 
source of her brother’s wife and progeny, and the cattle to be the link es-
tablishing this relationship. By denouncing the cattle, logically enough, the 
progeny of her brother will be at stake. The presented cases demonstrate 
that the married daughter’s/sister’s curse, as well as the mother’s curse, are 
recognized as forceful sanctions. Young women agreed that being properly 
married gave them not only a respected position, but also power. This is 
one reason why young women, according to my experience, often aim at 
traditional marriages with bride cattle. By the very performance involved 
in cursing, I hold, she points to her reproductive capacities which, appar-
ently, is part of the force behind the imuuma yumusubaati. She is, thus, 
appealing on behalf of her womanhood for justice to be done. Furthermore, 
there is a need to point out the distinction people tend to make between 
performances of: 

A. Female nudity as a curse 
B. Female nudity as protest 

In the former, the severeness of a certain transgression is not enough, but 
instead the legitimacy to curse must be established. The latter might be a 
means of protest in cases of injustice when no link enabling cursing can be 
established. When the undressing is to the extent of genital exposure, it is 
usually a matter of cursing. Nudity as a means of protest is likely to have 
the character of female waist-up nudity. Although, the case about stripping 
mothers in Nairobi was waist-down nudity, this incident was interpreted as 
a protest, since they were not regarded as having this power over the police 
force. My conclusion is that it seems as if female nudity performances are 
evolving as a quite persuasive means of protest under various circum-
stances. I argue that  the  basis  for  this force  is not merely  the causing of 
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male embarrassment, but the ability to draw on emotionally evocative no-
tions of traditional formal cursing. 
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Chapter Six 
The Homestead – Space and Actions 

This chapter, which focuses on the homestead, umugi, deals with spatial 
aspects. I draw attention to the actuality that the position of the homestead 
in the Kuria landscape is meaningful and point to geographical features that 
have bearing on how the homestead is constructed. The set-up of the home-
stead is described; how the various houses constituting umugi are arranged 
according to spatial principles which also are postulates of hierarchy. I have 
chosen to view the homestead setting as an arena for power struggle and 
identity formation, in which the objects of everyday usage and the daily 
activities have a crucial role to play due to their symbolic meanings. A 
number of daily activities in this context are investigated as meaningful 
symbolic actions. Spatial positions, as I will argue, relate to social status, 
and the handling of objects become performances. Key symbols are en-
acted, however, by men and women who meet the requirements for the 
performance of these tasks. The themes present in daily core activities 
transform them into rituals dealing with dignity, origin and destiny. When 
referring to certain daily activities such as rituals, the concept of ritual is 
used in a fairly wide sense. In line with Leach, I would argue that rituals, 
“express the individual’s status as a social person in the structural system 
in which he finds himself for the time being” (Leach, 1977:10) and that a 
ritual is, “a symbolic statement which ‘says’ something about the individ-
uals involved in the action” (Leach, 1977:13). By means of classical key 
symbols such as doorways, cooking stones and cooking utensils, themes, 
concerned with female and male value, are drawn upon as these symbols 
are enacted. In my descriptions (Chapters Six and Seven), I draw attention 
to how these key symbols are dealt with and referred to. 

Chapters Six and Seven continue to deal with matters related to power 
relations and the very processes of negotiations about social status, power 
and resources. They differ, though, from  Chapters Four and Five where  
negotiations more direct in character, or at least more explicit in nature, are 
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described. This chapter aims at shedding light on such processes on a sym-
bolic level, something I regard as necessary if one seeks to achieve a pro-
found understanding of power struggles, and how change eventually comes 
about. This is, I hold, a critical difference between an approach merely stat-
ing that change has occurred and an attempt to explain the very processes 
involved. 

I believe that in the two chapters, six and seven, I touch on subjects at 
the heart of Kuria men and women. These two chapters concentrate on 
things and acts that women, and men, actually did fuss about. Sometimes 
my informants have hesitated to reveal what they used to call ‘the deep’ 
meanings or ‘the inside’ meanings of these matters. Or they have indicated 
by some hush-hush that these are not subjects to be spoken of just anyhow. 
However, intricate pieces of information concerned with life transmission, 
eventually formed a pattern. Attention is given to certain most ordinary  
female tasks, precisely on the grounds that women tended to disapprove if 
they found themselves being excluded from performing them. These strong 
feelings of bereavement displayed if they were not allowed to carry out 
daily routine tasks point to, I claim, crucial key symbols in the homestead, 
and reveal meaningful symbolic actions, Rituals of everyday life are, thus, 
described and the metaphor has become a basic analytical unit for achiev-
ing an understanding of the rituals as well as the symbols (cf. Fernandez, 
1973:1366). By doing so, attention is paid to how individuals claim mean-
ingful identities through the argument of images. Such an argumentation is 
not always verbal, as I will demonstrate, but rather is commonly enacted. 
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Photo 2. The ikihita of the cattle corral. (Photo by the author). 
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The Cattle Corral and Fussing Women 
The cattle enclosure (oboori), together with its passage (ikihita), exemplify 
key symbols105 or to use Turner’s term ‘dominant symbols’106 in Kuria so-
ciety since they play a central role in celebrations and everyday life. Ortner 
is one among those scholars who have contributed to the discussion of what 
qualifications a symbol need in order to be counted as a key symbol. In 
doing so, she proposes indicators of ‘keyness’, like: 

1. The local people actually state that X is culturally important. 
2. X tends to come up in many different contexts. 
3. The local people are apparently concerned. 
4. 4 There is a greater ‘cultural elaboration’ around X compared 

with similar phenomena.  
5. There are greater ‘cultural restrictions’ around X, either in 

rules or sanctions concerning its misuse.  

A  number of  these  indicators are likely  to apply if  a  symbol should be 
viewed as a key symbol (Ortner, 1973:1339). As the discussion of this 
chapter proceeds, it will become obvious that the cattle corral and the corral 
gate in Kuria society exemplify items in the Kuria homestead that can claim 
such key status, since the above-mentioned indicators are of relevance. The 
cattle corral, oboori, and its entrance, ikihita, are involved in rituals mark-
ing crucial life stages, like circumcision and marriage (see Ruel, 1959:94, 
98; 1997:119ff).  

However, to make a clear-cut distinction between ritual performance 
and everyday activities does not seem meaningful, since tasks related to 

105Ortner distinguishes between  two kinds of  ‘key symbols’ —  summarizing versus 
elaborating symbols. Summarizing symbols, as the name indicates, sum up what the 
system means, i.e. they have focussing power. The elaborating symbols, on the other 
hand, sort out experience. According to this approach towards symbols, the status, or 
‘the keyness’, is to be defined with regard to the role these play in the system. A symbol 
may either be ‘key’ to the system as other cultural ideas make sense in the context of 
those meanings formulated by the symbol. Or, in its key position as elaborating sym-
bols, it derives from its categorizing role in relationship to the system. Ortner, thus, 
differentiates between symbols that, as she argues, are valued for their role of providing 
cultural orientations from those ordering action (Ortner, 1973:1338-1346). In doing so, 
I hold, key symbols are ascribed a compelling nature that do not provide much room 
for the handling of symbols from an actor’s point of view. 
106Turner suggests that ‘dominant symbols’ designate important symbols which refer to 
values that are regarded as ends in themselves, “that is axiomatic values” (Turner,  
1967:20). 
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oboori and ikihita tend to have a ritual modus. By proposing that such ac-
tivities have a ritual modus, I underscore that they are tasks of a standard-
ized character, have symbolic meanings, and are to be carried out in ac-
cordance to established rules. When ascribing a certain everyday activity, 
a ritual stand, my focus is on “symbolic action” (Morris, 1987:220). I have 
already referred to the communicative aspect of ritual, noting that it may 
serve as a symbolic statement about those involved in the action. Accord-
ing to these lines of thought, ritual behaviour, or the performances of sym-
bolic actions, can be regarded as a form a non-verbal communication, as it 
has been proposed that the ritual expresses a person’s social position within 
the prevalent structural system. As argued by Leach, ritual might be an as-
pect of almost any kind of social action (Leach, 1977:12-13). 

As an illustration demonstrating what has been suggested above, that an 
everyday activity of the homestead can be viewed as a symbolic action, or 
a ritual, that provides a statement about an individual’s social status within 
the structural system in which he finds himself, the tragic case of Paulina 
is presented in the beginning of this chapter. This provides an empirical 
example of how women feel being bereaved of something essential when 
they are excluded from female tasks connecting them to the cattle corral. 
In order to seek an understanding of what people are fussing about, sym-
bols and their metaphors will be explored. With this aim in mind, let us, 
thus, consider the case of Paulina who committed suicide and pay attention 
to women’s interpretations of the fatal incident. The following rendering is 
an abbreviation of the case, given by neighbouring women: 

An educated and rather influential Kuria man (let us call him John) mar-
ried an uncircumcised girl (we may call her Paulina) who was also from
the Kuria area. John’s family belonged to the Seventh Day Adventist 
Church (SDA) and so did the girl’s. The newly married couple lived in
Kisumu town  for  some years, where the man had an  employment. In  
the context of Kisumu, the uncircumcised state of Paulina was not a 
problem since they where staying outside the Kuria speaking area 
among a non-circumcising people (Luo). After some time, John built a 
house for his wife at his father’s homestead inside Kurialand. This was 
considered the appropriate thing to do; to bring the daughter-in-law 
home. It is, however, in this context the problems arise. The fact that 
Paulina had not undergone a genital operation suddenly became an is-
sue. The dilemma was that Paulina’s role in the homestead of her father-
in-law is to a great extent that of a daughter-in-law, and yet there are 
certain tasks belonging to that role which she could not carry out, due 
to her uncircumcised state. She was not allowed to carry food into the 
cattle corral in order to serve visitors at celebrations, nor to open the 
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cattle corral or to clean it... After some time, this became too much for 
Paulina who could not bear it anymore. Paulina finally decided to end 
her life. And so she did, by hanging herself in a tree. 

I have heard several girls and women comment on this tragedy. When do-
ing so, they were strikingly consistent in their interpretations of the under-
lying causes of her suicide. They claimed that her sad fate was due to being 
excluded from carrying out meaningful tasks and summed up the story with 
comments like: “She was not permitted to open the corral gate (ikihita)”. 
Similar conclusions were often made when the issue of uncircumcised 
women107 was discussed, such as: “She is not allowed to take the cow dung 
out of the cattle corral (oboori)”. Women made these short statements to 
sound as if they explain everything, and so they do – to an insider. Besides, 
as young women, they can easily put themselves in the place of Paulina 
and sense what this meant to her in terms of loss. Young women referred 
to other privileges as well, from which they meant that Paulina was ex-
cluded. Certain female duties in the context of weddings were also men-
tioned as examples of tasks belonging to the daughters-in-law of the home-
stead, tasks which Paulina was prevented from carrying out. It was stated 
that she could neither cook for wedding participants, nor carry ubukima108 

into  the corral  for  them to  eat. I was  told  by several women that Paulina 
committed suicide because her situation became unbearable. This is  evi-
dently how they interpreted what happened. 

The fate of Paulina, as well as women’s conclusions, certainly raise a 
number of urgent questions, such as: What do the women imply by their 
statements? Why is it that women who evidently already have a heavy 
workload109 react so strongly when being released from some daily tasks? 
Why do they speak about this in terms of bereavement? What are they be-
reaved of? Or, the other way around, what is it that makes those tasks so 
highly valued? What do they confirm? In order to make this understanda-
ble, we need to explore their underlying meanings and connotations. 

107In Chapter Two, under the headings: “Circumcision and age-groups” and “Life 
stages” a girl’s transition from childhood to womanhood is described. 
108Ubukima is the staple food; a dish preferably made by flour from the traditional finger
millet, or maize flour. It is eaten together with vegetables, or meat. 
109The heavy workload of Kuria women is a recurrent theme in the thesis of Eva Tobis-
son (1986:3). She claims that women married to Kuria men have more working hours 
a day than women in the surrounding ethnic groups. 
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By investing meanings and associations of key symbols and symbolic 
acts, this chapter provides a criticism of previous anthropological represen-
tations of a number of significant symbols among the Kuria (such as the 
corral entrance), and the meanings which have been attached to them. I 
claim that earlier writers have had a tendency to emphasize principles of 
patriarchal control at the expense of female autonomy. This being so, the 
gender power relationship and its dynamics have not received sufficient 
attention.110 As I will demonstrate, neither Ruel’s (1959, 1965, 1995) nor 
Tobisson’s (1986:143ff) contributions to the significance of oboori and iki-
hita provide any insights into women’s interests in these issues. Conse-
quently, they do not enlighten us as to underlying principles providing a 
clue to the fate of Paulina, or the bereavements experienced by other  
daughters-in-law in similar situations. The meanings of ikihita and oboori 
have been subjected to sweeping generalisations that ignore aspects which 
obviously are regarded as being of relevance by the Kuria people them-
selves, not the least by the women. Ruel, who has made an extensive con-
tribution with regard to Kuria rituals, offers valuable accounts on the place 
of these symbols in their ritual life (Ruel, 1997). He states, however, on the 
basis of his analysis, that ikihita is a male symbol (Ruel 1997:120). By 
taking such a stand, certain facets of this powerful symbol are ignored. Alt-
hough these writings are insightful, they are inadequate when trying to un-
derstand how these symbols and rituals relate to gender relations and 
power. One should be careful not to provide overly general statements 
about key symbols when interpreting their meanings, since such treatment 
reduces the understanding of the symbols’ richness. The richness of sym-
bols’ meaning is elaborated on by Turner who emphasizes the multivocal-
ity of symbols (Turner, 1967:50).111 I will return to this, since I hold that 
an investigation of these ‘left out facets’ of meanings attached to the cattle 
corral is essential for an adequate analysis of spatial meanings and male 
and female symbolic actions. 

110Broch-Due is one among those anthropologists who challenge classical anthropolog-
ical models emphasizing the dominance of the ‘agnatic principle’ in social life. She 
directs attention to female principles by examining the Turkana conceptualising of the 
body and cosmos (Broch-Due, 2000). 
111Turner draws attention to the polysemic, or multivocal, character of many ritual sym-
bols. These terms denote that a single symbol may stand for many things (Turner, 
1967:50). 
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Is a Woman a Cattle Corral or a Cattle Corral a 
Woman? 
In search of theories on metaphor allowing for social processes, I have 
found the following theoretical discussions to be of relevance for my aim 
and to be useful when trying to make sense of my empirical data. The va-
lidity of these theories, with regard to the Kuria case, is commented on as 
they are elaborated on in the course of this discussion. 

Several writers theorizing on these matters have chosen to view meta-
phor as the understanding of one kind of things in terms of another. One 
should be aware, however, that such approaches have limitations when try-
ing to grasp ongoing dynamics and processes of life, such as for Lakoff and 
Johnson whose major contribution is to call attention to the inherent force 
of metaphorical concepts. This emphasis is strikingly expressed in the very 
title of their book as, Metaphors We Live By (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980). 
A conceptual metaphor is characterized by its ability to structure an every-
day activity, and its reflections in everyday language by a variety of ex-
pressions (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980:4). In other words, this approach as-
cribes the metaphor an influencing potential. Even though Lakoff and 
Johnson’s own examples demonstrating this force of metaphor are taken  
from a Westernized world view, for the purpose of comparison, some sug-
gestive Kuria metaphors from the context of the homestead could serve as 
well. In the homestead (umugi) we find lots of objects invoked as metaphor. 
Let us take a look at the following metaphorical expression from my field 
notes: 

We are amasaancho (the corral barricade) – you are eboori (the cattle 
corral). 

This exclamation to young marriageable women, by unmarried men who 
depend on their bridewealth, may serve as an example of a Lakoffian con-
ceptual metaphor. One should be aware, though, that this imagery has sev-
eral layers of meaning, which means that this is a simplified picture of its 
complexity. A young woman is here perceived of in terms of the cattle 
corral, and a young man with reference to the surrounding barricade. One 
could certainly say that these concepts structure everyday life in that they 
encourage a protective behaviour and acts of bravery on the part of men. 
Likewise, by telling women that they are the invaluable and well-protected 
cattle corral, their behaviour is hopefully adjusted accordingly. This asso-
ciation creates an awareness of their female reproductive capacities and 
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discourages risk taking. There are a variety of expressions in everyday lan-
guage reflecting women understood in terms of the corral. 

Processes of real life are seldom captured in a single theory, however. 
The major problem of the view of Lakoff and Johnson, as I see it, is that it 
does not take change into account, nor actors’ manipulations. The point 
they put forward, that metaphors govern our acts and thoughts, is certainly 
true to some extent. But when Lakoff and Johnson speak about change, it 
is in the context of a top-bottom campaign in which certain metaphors are 
introduced as a means and licence for political and economic action 
(Lakoff and Johnson, 1980:156-158). Since my aim is to throw light on 
processes and since I emphasize a view of man as a knowledgeable reflex-
ive actor, this demands more from the theoretical framework than an ap-
proach merely legitimating the existing state of affairs by telling that this 
is how it is and works. This requires rather a focus on how individuals enact 
the existing system, and their use of compelling metaphors for their pur-
poses. Then, it is not sufficient to view individuals as being steered by the 
force of certain concepts living their own lives. An aspiration to give life 
to the struggles of individuals and their potentialities necessitates another 
position. 

A perspective giving more room for individual actors is presented by 
Fernandez (1986 and 1991), who gives an account of how humans con-
struct identities “through the arguments of images” (Fernandez, 1986:ix). 
One should be aware, though, that Fernandez (like Lakoff & Johnson) ap-
plies a one-direction view of metaphor. He, accordingly, defines metaphor 
as “a statement, explicit or implied, of a correspondence between some 
subject of thought in need of clarification and an object that brings some 
clarity’ (Fernandez, 1973:1366). When Fernandez’s concerns himself with 
individuals’ use of metaphor, he emphasizes the strategic employment of 
metaphor as a way of directing someone. The idea is that metaphor is de-
liberately “predicated” upon a subject, which implies the existence of a 
motivation behind the selection of the likeness (Fernandez, 1973:1366).112 

112Fernandez claims, although he has preoccupied himself with definitions of metaphors 
(Fernandez, 1973:1366), that he is more interested in what figurative speech does, than
in what it is (Fernandez, 1986:1X). And he is pretty much occupied, in his writings on 
metaphor, by underscoring the force of metaphor. The metaphor has, as he himself puts 
it: “the power to ‘open up the world’”. In the same context, he argues for the power of 
using metaphor for achieving an understanding of ‘othernesses’, which according to 
Fernandez, is the very task of metaphor: “to leap out of their particular given systems 
of understanding to try to catch on to another” (Fernandez, 1985:24). The power of 
figurative speech in argumentation is another theme he brings up (Fernandez, 1986). In
the ‘argument of images’ or the ‘play of tropes’, Fernandez points out, quite different 
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Just like the Kuria cattle corral, one of the concepts elaborated on in this 
chapter, is a compelling image which might be picked in order to highlight 
some desired feminine qualities. 

The character of metaphor is an issue which has been elaborated on by 
linguists, as well as by anthropologists. The linguist Max Black, whose 
view of metaphor has been influential, calls attention to its dynamics 
(Black, 1962). In his account of various approaches to metaphor, Black 
distinguishes between two ‘one direction views’ which he labels, ‘the sub-
stitution view’ and ‘the comparison view’. The substitution view implies, 
as the name indicates, that the metaphorical expression is treated as a sub-
stitute for some other literal expression (Black, 1962:31). Let us illustrate 
this with a variant of the above-mentioned expression; a warning to a young 
women to take care: 

Nyaboori bokoonda – You with cattle corral in the womb. 

The focus is, thus, on the inside of the cattle corral – the very place where 
cows are kept at night, rather than on the barricade. The girl is the subject 
in thought and the metaphorical phrase means approximately the same as 
to say: “young woman, you are an asset”. According to this view, the ex-
pression could as well be replaced with this ‘literal’ meaning. The role of 
metaphor is, thus, a replacement of the idea in thought by another more 
colourful phrase. 

The comparison view is a variant of the substitution view, since this 
approach also holds that metaphorical statements might be replaced. Since 
the emphasis is on comparative features, according to this view it could be 
exchanged by an equivalent literal comparison (Black, 1962:35-38). Con-
sequently, when somebody tells a girl: “you with a cattle corral in the 
womb”, this should be regarded as saying something like: “you are like a 
corral in being an asset” because the comparison view claims that some 
comparison is given between the umwiseke – the properly circumcised girl 
– and the cattle pen. The metaphor presents an underlying analogy, some-
thing which is indirectly said about her. The comparison view implies, thus, 
that the metaphorical expression has a meaning that is a form of transfor-
mation of its normal literal meaning. This transformation is a result of the 

domains are brought together in creative ways. Although he holds onto the view that 
one domain of experience is being predicated upon another, he emphasizes that this 
predication is of many kinds and that it is diversified by the variety in ‘the play of 
tropes’ (Fernandez, 1986: viii). 
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process when, to use the wording of Fernandez, “one domain is predicated 
upon another” (Fernandez, 1986:viii). However, a metaphorical statement 
involves more than that. Black argues that metaphorical statements may 
lose their effectiveness, and their point, if one holds that they formulate 
some existing similarity. They have their own distinctive capacities and 
achievements (Black, 1962:37, 38). It would, consequently, be more ade-
quate to say that the metaphor creates the similarity. Black, consequently, 
promotes the interaction view of metaphor, an approach towards metaphor 
which is formulated by Richards (1936) and made famous by Black (Black, 
1962:38-47). While the comparison view can be seen as a variation of the 
substitution view, since it also insists on one-directional processes, the in-
teraction view points to the interactive character of metaphor. The interac-
tion view is a more advantageous way of dealing with metaphors than the 
substitution and comparison views, since it offers some insights into the 
dynamics of metaphor. According to Richards, “In the simplest formula-
tion, when we use a metaphor we have two thoughts of different things 
active together and supported by a single word, or phrase, whose meaning 
is a resultant of their interaction” (Richards, 1936:38).  

The substitution view tells us that something is indirectly said about the 
marriageable girl. According to the comparison view, the metaphor pre-
sents some comparison between the girl and the cattle corral. Quite con-
trary to both these views, the interactive view assumes that our thoughts 
about the marriageable girl and the cattle enclosure are active together and 
interact to produce a meaning that is resulting from both. This means that 
in a given context the focal word the cattle corral (oboori) obtains a new 
meaning which is not quite the same as the one of any literal substitute. 
The same thing applies to the girl. In a context when the corral is used in 
reference to a young woman (umwiseke), extensions of meanings are im-
posed upon both the young woman and the corral which will affect the 
understanding of both. In this connection of two fields of thoughts active 
together, interesting things can happen. However, the metaphorical expres-
sion will not convey its intended meaning to someone who does not know 
about the cattle corral’s significance in Kurialand. Therefore, in order to 
explore this concept further, let us contextualise by placing the corral and 
the very homestead (umugi) in its spatial and metaphorical contexts. In my 
analysis of metaphorical phrases, I will strive to apply an interactional view 
of metaphor, which means making use of an approach regarding metaphor-
ical meaning as a result of the interaction of two different fields of thought. 
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Ibirëëngiö – Words with Hidden Meanings 
It is always problematic to use our own cultural concepts as the point of 
departure in analyses of phenomena belonging to other societies. One can-
not merely assume that the society we observe possesses terms of semantic 
equivalence to our own. Let us therefore take a brief glance at how the 
Kuria term metaphorical speech. The Kuria term most equivalent to the 
concept of metaphor would probably be ekerëëngio (in plural, ibirëëngio), 
which is usually translated as ‘proverb’. It is worth noting, however, that 
wise sayings without metaphorical qualities are not recognized as real 
ibirëëngio by Kuria elders. When asked to explain the meaning of ibirzën-
gio, definitions in line with the following were given: 

Ibirëëngio are words with a hidden meaning that you go and ponder, 
wondering what somebody has told you. 

The emphasis is clearly on “hidden meanings” and, consequently, parables 
are also spoken of as ibirëëngiö. The intellectual exercise of decoding 
meanings is a crucial trait of ibirëëngiö, or, as somebody said: “Ekerëëngiö 
is something that makes you think”. It is my experience that people tend to 
elaborate on the role and field of application of this ‘language’ in their ex-
plorations of this concept. I therefore find it essential to note that the noun 
ekerëëngiö is a derivation of the verb -rëënga, meaning ‘aim at’, and its 
applicative form -rëëngia, ‘hit the mark’. These meanings attached to the 
concealed words of ibirëëngiö are reflected in the usage of metaphorical 
language as a means for assessing somebody. A woman explained: 

Ekerëëngiö means that you are enabled to aim at somebody’s mistakes 
in a polite way, without telling the person directly.  

The very nature of ibirëëngiö is, as the definition referred to above implies, 
veiled matters whose meaning is not to be revealed plainly. They are spo-
ken with an intention in mind and it is up to the addressee to decode the 
meaning. This makes it possible to ‘measure’, or criticize, somebody with-
out insulting the person in question. Proverbial phrases are, consequently, 
common tools for rebuke, warning or as a piece of advice. Their pithiness 
and humorous tone, together with their metaphorical character, make it 
possible to criticize without letting the criticized person lose face. Besides, 
plain language without metaphorical renderings is viewed as “poor words” 
(amang’ana amatobu). If one aims to catch the attention of mature people, 
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I was told, one better use enclosed language (something that I have expe-
rienced as well), for them to explore.113 

These ‘wider’ meanings of ibirëëngiö became very clear as I asked el-
derly women to come up with ibirëëngiö, with the intention of collecting 
‘ordinary’ proverbs in mind. They did not, however, cite proverbs as I had 
hoped for, but rather insisted on revealing matters which they referred to 
as being “of inside”. When the subject of ibirëëngiö was brought up, the 
women immediately hushed their tone and spoke of “Kuria inside matters” 
with an unmistakable delight, indicating that those were things they con-
sidered were of a great importance. Many of these issues were of such a 
nature that they actually dealt with ‘measuring’ in the sense of evaluating, 
like the wedding ritual of their sons’ brides treading on their cooking 
stones.114 It  is obvious that  they ascribe  meanings with references  to in-
sideness to the concept of ibirëëngiö, and, accordingly, extend its meta-
phorical nature to account for performances with “deep inside meanings” 
as well. This  enclosing  of  women’s affairs, as  well as  the  performances 
themselves, is apparently viewed as ibirëëngiö – in the sense of some semi-
secret matters of a compelling and meaningful nature. One could say that 
the very act of brides dancing on cooking stones is an example of a perfor-
mance that could be viewed as a metaphorical statement on the conditions 
of life, and on women’s concerns. Such performances are wordless sym-
bolic actions, indeed, with webs of metaphorical connotations. 

The Homestead and the Geographical Landscape 
The landscape of the Kuria highlands is distinctive, since it to a large extent 
consists of rolling hills with streams in every valley. It definitely provides 
beautiful scenery with its combination of ridges and streams. Those hill-
ocks, called emegai (singular omogai), occur  so regularly that  they have  

113As I was compiling the Kuria proverbs presented in the book “Ibirëëngiö 505 — 505 
Kuria Proverbs” (Svensson, 1994), aware of the disclosed character of ibirëëngiö, I felt 
uneasy about revealing the proverbial meanings. The dilemma was solved by providing
each proverb with its literal meaning and a possible application and, thus, avoiding any
direct revelation of ‘deeper’ levels of meanings.
114‘Traditional marriage rituals were quite elaborate (see Ruel, 1957) and the treading 
on the stones of the mother-in-law was just one in the marriage sequence. The circling 
of the cooking stones could be seen as a kind of test whether the young couple had 
engaged in sex in the previous nights (something, they were not allowed to do) which 
they were to spend sleeping together on the bed of the boy’s mother. The girl, it was 
said, would not dare to ‘step’ on the stones if that were the case. In other words, the 
encircling of heart stones was a kind of oath. 
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become the basis for measuring distance. In everyday speech, distance be-
tween two places is measured in the number of emegai one has to pass in 
order to reach one’s destination. The point of departure for counting is, 
thus, the stream, and omogai is  the  ridge between two streams.  A  Kuria  
described the particularities of this landscape pattern with the following 
wording: 

Streams flowing up here and there are suddenly going underground, 
only to appear again as a well. 

The Kuria term for a natural well (or any well) is igisima. Some of these 
wells springing up are said to never dry up, not even in times of drought. 
Those wells, considered as having a special status, are commonly spoken 
of as ‘ibisaka ibikumahe’, often translated as ‘holy streams’. The word -
kumahe (here in the form of an adjective) denote the archaic and life-giving 
character of the stream. The water in such a well is, accordingly, referred 
to as ‘amaanche gakumahe’ – ‘life-giving water’. This notion applies also 
to an elderly person with knowledge about “deep inside Kuria matters”, 
that is, things to be revered, like meanings of circumcision etc. Such a per-
son is referred to as umukumahe – ‘the reverend’. To ascribe somebody this 
title, I was told, is to indicate that the person is close to God. He is dignified. 
As an elder explained: 

Like water in a well never drying up – that is amaanche gakumahe. 

The patterns of the landscape have bearings on the issues addressed in this 
chapter, since the fairly regular ridge and river system has provided princi-
ples for the ordering and organisation of the homestead. According to Ku-
ria tradition, homesteads should be built on hilltops, or, as a woman ex-
pressed this ideal: “long time ago people preferred living on hilltops”. El-
derly men explained the preference of inhabiting hills in terms of defence 
and security in times of warfare. They emphasized that “every ikiaaro 
(province) had its hills” where the people lived in fortified villages (ama-
gori). I was shown the remains of the walls (obogwe)115 of Abasuukwa116 

115In order to differentiate between obogwe and amagori, Ruel explains that the wall 
itself encircling the settlement was termed obogwe (plural amagwe), while the fortified 
settlement itself was called irigori (in plural) (Ruel, 1959:30).  
116AbaSuukwa, a major lineage of the BuTimbaru province (ikiaaro), claim the status 
of being ekenaine, that is, the original inhabitants in the province. It should be noted 
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in Tanzania, by Petro Marwa (in whose umugi we lived), since this is where 
his great-grandfather was born. He described obogwe as a fort with high 
walls and estimated the number of people living inside at between 600 and 
1400.117 The walls, made of stones and mud, were, according to him, about 
two metres high and one to one and a half metres wide. On top of the wall, 
thorny trees were planted in order to make it difficult for intruders to enter 
during the night. As raiders were a constant threat, Baker explains that 

the Ba-Kuria also fortifies a number of hills with a stone wail circling 
the entire foot of the hill and one or two more similar walls near the 
summit. The women and children used to retire to the innermost circle 
as soon as it became known that an attack was imminent and when the 
enemy appeared the warriors defended the outer line of defences, retir-
ing on the inner fortifications if necessity arose. (Baker 1935:53) 

Petro Marwa emphasized that the obogwe had a large, well-guarded en-
trance, irihita,118 Alsaker Kjerland suggests that the gate of obogwe and the 
gate of the current cattle enclosure are both termed ikihita, and argues that 
this indicates the “similar purpose and origin” between the present day en-
closure and the obogwe (Alsaker Kjerland, 1995:125). That the cattle en-
trance is a focal point is unquestionable, as it is used as a reference in var-
ious contexts by my Kuria informants. Since part of the landscape in 
BuTimbaru on the Tanzanian side does not match with the typical river-
ridge system, due to the escarpment and the plains of Kiribo, the corral 
entrance faced the slope of the escarpment. This is where things considered 
as garbage, or waste, were thrown. Petro Marwa claimed that every ege-
saku (lineage) had its obogwe, and every obogwe its precipice where they 
got rid of amakunënë.119 

According to Petro Marwa, people moved out of these fortified villages 
in the beginning of the 20th century when the Germans came into Ku-
rialand, and they chose to settle in scattered homesteads. This change in 

that the name AbaSuukwa is formed by the verb -suuka, which means ‘gore’ — a ref-
erence to a trait of dangerous cattle. 
117Ruel notes that the number of inhabitants of these fortified settlements could vary 
from only a few homesteads to a population of some hundreds (Ruel, 1959: 30). 
118According to the system of the Kuria language, since the prefix iri- is attached to the 
verb -hita, meaning to pass, this indicates the hugeness of the gate compared to the 
ordinary cattle entrance ikihita of today’s homesteads. 
119Amakunënë (the plural form of irikunënë) is the term denoting uncircumcised girls 
getting pregnant — humans seen as waste products harming the prosperity of the soci-
ety. 
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settlement patterns was said to be a result of the war being over, since peo-
ple could now live in peace.120 Similar flexibility and adaptation when set-
tling in a hostile environment can still be seen in Kurialand. As for the 
plains of Kiribo and Mugumu, where the arm of the law does not always 
reach, homesteads tend to be of a larger size than in the more densely pop-
ulated areas of Kenya and Tanzania referred to as Kurialand. One of the 
reasons why a brief description of the former ‘model’ of the contemporary 
umugi is included is that I want to underscore that the homesteads of today 
were probably given much of their symbolic meanings during that time.  
Basically, the same spatial principles apply to the homestead of today, even 
in areas where the landscape does not provide the ridge-and-river pattern. 

As I have already indicated, the ridge and river landscape of the Kuria 
highlands (the emegai-system), is regarded as the normal and forms the 
basis for how to organize the homestead. In other words, it denotes the 
principles for social order. This sense of normality explains highland Ku-
ria’s reactions towards the plains in Tanzania. As I stayed for a period of 
time on the Tanzanian side of Kurialand, naturally enough I received quite 
a few visitors from the Kenyan side. I find their responses, as they  were  
confronted with the view of the Tanzanian plains, most revealing. One of 
the first things they reacted to, when viewing the plains of Kiribo and Mu-
gumu from the escarpment, was the absence of the typical emegai system 
– the ridges with streams in-between. Two middle-aged Kenyan family 
heads spontaneously pointed out the following traits of the plains as re-
markable: 

A. The enormous amount of grazing land was the first thing they were 
amazed about. They commented on the relatively great distances 
between the scattered homesteads (compared to the highland) and 
concluded that in front of them lay enormous amounts of unu-
tilized land. They consequently made ironic remarks about the 
family-planning campaigns of the Tanzanian government. 

120From the accounts by the historian Alsaker Kjerland, we are informed that the Kuria 
settled in barricaded villages on hilltops during a limited period of time. She suggests 
that the Zebra (i.e. Nyabasi and buTimbaru) “have been inside fortified villages from 
the 1870’s to 1905/06”. One of her informants argues that these forms of settlements 
were abandoned as the area became peaceful (Alsaker Kjerland, 1995:128; Alsaker 
Kjerland and Svensson 1988:9). This seems to have been the result of the German ef-
forts to colonize, and they were apparently successful in imposing their authority as 
raiding continued “at a much reduced rate after 1900” (Fleisher, 1997:106). 
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A. Then, they reacted to the landscape pattern. The absence of the 
regularity of the typical hillock-stream-hillock system caused 
them to remark that the plains have very few rivers and streams.  

B. They were disturbed by the appearances themselves of the cattle 
corrals and claimed that they could hardly see any “real oboori”. 
In search of a rational explanation, they suggested that the weak 
constructions were due to the lack of trees on the plain.121 

When looking for reasons as to why homesteads tend to look different on 
the Tanzanian side, especially in BuTimbaru, one should keep in mind that 
the implementations of the villagization programme certainly, to some ex-
tent, have disrupted the pattern of scattered homesteads in this area. It is 
striking that the houses in a homestead are commonly constructed at a 
greater distance from each other. They thus form a wider homestead circle 
than the regular  umugi in Kenya. The outer enclosure, consequently, be-
comes more like a fence surrounding the houses than a barricade protecting 
cattle, women and children. In the middle of the compound there is a cir-
cular enclosure providing shelter for cattle at night. This cattle corral does 
not give the same impression of being an enclosed barricaded castle like its 
Nyabasi equivalent. Since more people tend to live together in the same 
homestead circle, it can be argued that this makes up for a weaker corral in 
terms of security. By more people, I mean that several senior wives to-
gether with their son’s families may live together in the same homestead. 
Naturally enough, this state of affair affects the arrangement of houses. The 
pattern is bound to be different. 

It is noteworthy that, although the practice of amagori (fortified settle-
ments) belong to history, to build homesteads on hills is still viewed as the 
right thing to do in people’s minds. Even though the pattern of settlement 
has undergone changes, there are basic principles which are still valid. The 
homestead has its given place in the Kuria landscape. A proper umugi 
should always be constructed so that ikihita (the corral entrance) will be 
facing the river, i.e. the entrance to the cattle corral is to be directed towards 
the stream. With the stream at the bottom of the valley as the point of de-

121I was amazed that they readily identified two buildings as churches. To my question 
how they could be so certain that those distant buildings were churches, they replied 
that it was evident from their very position in the landscape. It was argued that those
buildings were bound to be churches since they were situated nearby regular houses. A
church, I was told, is built nearby settlements, but separate from them and, moreover, 
it is positioned at a distance from the shops. 
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parture, plus ikihita, it has become natural to describe the position of indi-
vidual houses in terms of up/down and left/right. How this positioning 
matches with hierarchy and status will be discussed below.  

The Corral Gate – An Organizing Principle 
It is interesting to note that in most Kuria homesteads the arrangement of 
houses takes a circular form. When explaining the internal organisation of 
the homestead, my informants tended to bring the cattle byre into focus. 
They emphasized that houses are built around the oboori, rather than the 
opposite – that a corral should be created through houses built in a circle. 
Since physical space is social122 and relational space, there are spatial prin-
ciples deciding the position for each and every house which, thus, denote 
its place in the homestead’s hierarchy. The composition of a homestead 
compound varies, according to its stage and strategic choices,123 or  is  
simply due to unintentional circumstances. Two generations living together 
seems to be an ideal (Tobisson, 1986:128), which has the spatial implica-
tions that the upper half of the compound belongs to the senior generation 
and the lower half to the junior. In anthropological writings about the setup 
of umugi, there has been a tendency to reduce such principles in accordance 

122To speak about physical space as social space is to refer to space as ‘place’ where 
individuals live as social beings. “Space”, says de Certeau, “is a practised place” (Cer-
teau, 1984:117). In this chapter, and in Chapter Seven, I draw attention to the ways 
sexuality is connected to space in the context of the Kuria homestead.
123Prazak, who carried out a demographic study in the Kuria province of Buirege be-
tween 1987 and 1989, differentiates between three types of family organisations: A. 
Monogamous ‘Elementary families’. B. ‘Compound families’ which are polygynous. 
C. ‘Joint families’ where two or more brothers are living within the same homestead. 
Prazak regards these as basic types and suggests that they may either be ‘simple’, i.e.
consist of one married adult generation, or ‘extended’, i.e. have two married generations
(Prazak, 1992:103). Her survey reveals that the ‘Kuria ideal’ of two coexisting genera-
tions accounted for only 42% of the sample, while the number of homesteads having
just one married generation accounted for 56% (Prazak, 1992:104). That being the case, 
a discrepancy between the suggested ideal and the fact of life is revealed. Furthermore,
she identifies four different stages in the development cycle of a Kuria homestead: 1. A 
unit composed of a man, his wife (or wives) and children. 2. When daughters are mar-
ried off and the homestead head may marry another wife. 3. The stage when the home-
stead begins to grow in size as sons marry and daughters-in-law move in. 4. When mar-
ried sons split off and establish their own homes, which causes their natal homestead to 
decrease in size (Prazak, 1992:106). It is worth noting that Prazak’s demographic sur-
vey reveals that polygyny, although often practised, is infrequent as a form of living 
arrangement (Prazak, 1992:104). 
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with a simplified dichotomy of up/down and right/left. Tobisson, who pro-
poses that those are the principles of hierarchy, considers the developmen-
tal process of a woman’s house accordingly to be: 

If we take the example of a son’s first wife, her “house” will be estab-
lished on the homestead of her father-in-law... implying that she will be 
placed at the lowest level of seniority in relation to other married 
women on the homestead... Her social position will be reflected in the 
location of her hut in the lower/left-hand part of the barricade... A son’s 
wife will begin her “upward” movement in the hierarchy of “houses” 
on a homestead when a brother of her husband marries, or when her 
husband takes a second wife. She will then move from the left to the 
right-hand side of the barricade as a token of her relative seniority... The
son’s wife has to work herself “upwards” from a lower/left-hand posi-
tion in the barricade (and from the bottom of the social hierarchy of 
“houses” on the homestead). (Tobisson, 1986:135, 136).  

When applying this dichotomy, Tobisson suggests that living in a house on 
the upper half of the homestead circle indicates a higher status than being 
placed on the lower part (counted from the corral entrance). Furthermore, 
a house positioned to the right ranks higher than the one on the left side. 
Consequently, ‘up-right’ is the highest-ranking position of the homestead. 
So far, my informants agree with Tobisson. However, the Kuria principles 
for stratifying cannot be captured in this simplistic dichotomy, since there 
are other principles at work as well. Therefore, when Tobisson draws out 
the consequences of this dichotomy, by arguing that: 

a. Lower-left is the lowest ranking position in the homestead 
b. The repositioning of progressing houses is from left to right 
c. Movements upwards on the lowest half of the homestead circle 

is a sign of seniority 

This logic does not accord with the Kuria case (Tobisson, 1980:30). It is 
evident that ikihita is a focal point for spatial and social order, and, conse-
quently, the point of departure when deciding what is right/left, as well as 
up/down, in the homestead. The lowest-ranking house is not, as such a di-
chotomy would suggest, immediately to the left of the corral entrance. Nei-
ther is the claim that ‘down/left’ is where the last daughter-in-law will be 
placed, since she is at the bottom of the social hierarchy, quite correct. Nor 
is it accurate that she is bound, according to the principles applied by To-
bisson, to ‘climb’ from this position to ‘down/right’, when the next son’s 
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wife is attached to the homestead. The proposition that this is the manner 
in which she is to proceed during her life-career, as the homestead develops 
and is rearranged accordingly, until she reaches the upper half reserved for 
the senior generation, is, thus, another misunderstanding. 

The Kuria Homestead 
Basic Principles of Hierarchy and Status Positions 

 

      
   

   
  

 
 

 
 

     
 

  
 

 
  

 

A. The upper half associated with the senior generation 
B. The lower half associated with the junior generation 
‘The grey zone’ (my label) – no rigid position of 5/6 

1. 1st Wife 
2. 2nd Wife 
3. 1st Son’s Wife 
4. 2nd Son’s Wife 
5. 3rd/4th Son’s Wife 
6. 3rd/4th Son’s Wife 

Hierarchial principles of the upper part of the homestead circle is up-
wards/right. Status positions on the lower half are determined by closeness to 
the corral passage/right side. 

(Drawing by the author) 
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Prazak is, likewise, determined that those are the basic principles according 
to which every Kuria homestead is to be divided, since she concludes that 
“the houses on the right (when facing from the ikihita towards the upper 
end) are senior  to those equally placed  on  the  left”. The corral passage, 
according to her argumentation, serves merely as “the axis of orientation” 
between right/left and the lower and the upper part (Prazak, 1992:124). 
Similarly, Alsaker Kjerland maintains: 

At present every household is arranged according to the status of the 
people living there; a courtyard is divided in an upper and lower part, 
and in a right and left section. The upper part and right side are con-
nected to privileged status. Hence the eldest wife of the head of the 
homestead is found in the upper part to the right. (Alsaker Kjerland, 
1995:127-128). 

My data reveal, however, that the Kuria principles of stratification cannot 
be reduced to these dualities. Evidently, there are additional principles at 
work that are not taken into account by the above descriptions which, thus, 
are reductions of prevalent spatial principles. I argue that an existing com-
plementary principle deciding status position is omitted, which can be for-
mulated in terms of closeness to the corral entrance. I claim, consequently, 
that this is a crucial principle most decisive for the order of hierarchy on 
the lower half of the umugi. Actually, quite contrary to the propositions 
referred to above, there are two outstanding status positions for houses of 
daughters-in-law, namely, ‘right/down’ and ‘left/down’. Although the late-
comer (the latest daughter-in-law) will have the lowest status among the 
homestead’s married women, the umugi is still in the making, and every-
body, including daughters-in-law, is aware of this ongoing process. Daugh-
ters-in-law are ranked, not primarily in relation to the senior generation, 
but first of all in relation to other daughters-in-law. From the perspective 
of ascribing the area around the cattle entrance status qualities, it is more 
accurate to propose that the highest-ranking position is immediately to the 
right of the corral gate. This implies that, although ranking highest (among 
daughters-in-law), her house occupies the lowest position in the homestead 
circle. I want to underline that men, as well as women, speak of these spa-
tial positions in terms of rights. Right/down is, thus, a privileged position 
reserved for the first son and, consequently, the first daughter-in-law. As 
two Kuria men expressed themselves when underscoring these rules as un-
questionable: 
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Even if you are lame, or what, this is still your right! As the first son 
you are entitled to get your wife placed there (to the right of the corral 
gate). 

As the men emphasize, the position of the wife’s house reveals the seniority 
of her husband as well. The second daughter-in-law is, according to the 
same principle of ikihita as a focal point, entitled to a house positioned 
immediately to the left of the corral gate.124 Thus, the third daughter-in-law 
will not, as has been suggested, start her career from ‘left/down’ and grad-
ually advance from there. She simply cannot claim this position, since this 
is the second most prestigious one, which, consequently, is reserved for the 
second daughter-in-law. I argue, thus, that on the ‘junior’ part (the lower 
part of the circle) it is not up, but down, i.e. closeness to the entrance that 
indicates status. In other words, here it is rather down/right, immediately 
followed by down/left, that is high ranking. The third daughter-in-law is 
likely  to get  her  house placed higher  up on  the  lower  part  of  the circle, 
either on the right or the left side of the ikihita. 

To sum up briefly, in order to grasp the principles of hierarchy reflected 
in the positioning of houses in the homestead, the ‘homestead circle’ should 
be seen as consisting of two halves. The division, in people’s minds, into 
halves is based on generational differences. The upper half is associated to 
the senior generation (abagaaka and  abakungu, i.e. mature men and 
women) while the lower half belongs to the junior generation, which cer-
tainly means that the former ranks higher than the latter. But when high-
lighting the internal ranking system of the two halves, they have to be con-
sidered separately. Because, on the upper half, the dichotomy of up/right 
and left/down is applicable, while on the lower part down/right constitute 
the highest-ranking position. 

Adjustments in the Set-up – The Case of Mary 
Since physical space also is social space, vital changes in life stages are 
usually reflected in the homestead set-up, which is adjusted accordingly. 
The urgency to display new social positions is made especially obvious in 
the  case  of  Mary, a woman with five  sons and two daughters, when she 

124It should be noted that in BuTimbaru on the Tanzanian side there is a tendency to 
form larger homesteads with more first-generation wives living together. The pattern is
then bound to be different, as the houses of the daughters-in-law are built in close con-
nection to the house of their mother-in-law, in order to indicate what maternal house 
they belong to. 
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became a widow. She immediately urged her eldest son John, who at that 
time was schooling outside Kurialand, to return home. After hastily mar-
rying off her eldest daughter she arranged for John’s marriage. John him-
self, explained his sudden marriage and dropping out of school before fin-
ishing his education, in terms of a strategic investment of his sister’s bride 
cattle. Even though he stated that he had to take care of the cattle and, thus, 
prevent them from being stolen it is clear that these arrangements were 
done in order to create a proper homestead. These were, obviously, very 
strategic moves on the part of Mary, who revealed that she was in need of 
her son’s presence to secure land. Besides, she wished to establish her own 
position as family head to avoid dependency on her deceased husband’s 
brothers. 

The whole setting around oboori was rearranged, since a daughter-in-
law named Wankuru was brought in. This new state of affairs meant a ma-
jor change in Mary’s status, entitling her to inhabit the upper half of the 
homestead as a visible sign of her senior state. (It is worth noting that this 
position was previously held by her mother-in-law, who died not long be-
fore her husband.) Mary, consequently, made sure that the barricade sur-
rounding the cattle corral was adjusted so that her own house was situated 
on the highest point of the circle, in order for anybody entering the home-
stead to be aware of her senior status. At this point, it was up to her sons to 
take over male responsibilities such as guarding the oboori against cattle 
rustlers. The umusiro, the closing pole of the corral gate, entered the 
‘house’ to the right of the cattle entrance where those young men normally 
slept. Mary stated that more alterations, according to changes in family 
structure, would occur later on, but the guarding of the cattle corral and the 
marking of her senior position were the primary priorities.  

Mary, consequently, made sure that her house occupied the spatial po-
sition ‘highest up’ in the homestead circle. This area is, like other spatial 
components and objects in the homestead, referred to in bodily terms. It is 
said that her house is ‘at the head’ (entoro motwe), or, to use another com-
mon rendering, her house is situated ‘above’ (igoro). Since physical space 
also is social and relational space, to get one’s house placed ‘at the head’ 
is of great significance. Even on the plains of Kiribo, women like to em-
phasize that their house is positioned ‘igoro’, although this is not in accord-
ance with the landscape. This persistence must therefore be understood as 
drawing on values associated to this position, in accordance with an inher-
ent logic. 
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In the light of the above-mentioned circumstances, it is no wonder that 
Mary pointed out the goodness of having an omokamööna and emphasized 
that now her house was growing. However, the next moment she could not 
refrain from doing like the Kuria mothers-in-law frequently do, that is, 
complain about the laziness of her daughter-in-law taking into account that 
for the time-being Wankuru would have a heavy workload since she was 
the first and, thus, the only daughter-in-law in this home. Even so, she 
would be aware that she was to become the highest ranking one among 
Mary’s daughters-in-law, since John had several younger brothers and 
more daughters-in-law were to come in. Still Wankuru would keep this po-
sition, as long as she produced offspring. 

Female Cattle Tasks 
The participation of women in cattle rearing and their identification with 
this sphere of life, evidently linked to wealth, prestige and influence, has 
frequently been ignored by anthropologists. To regard women as merely 
agriculturists, and cattle as a male sphere (e.g. Tobisson, 1980:31) is a mis-
understanding that creates another unfortunate dichotomy. Typically, this 
proposition that men are associated with the prestige sphere, while women 
are not, has been used as an explanation for male superiority.125 

However, in the case of the Kuria, people do not agree with the axiom 
that cattle give prestige to men alone to the exclusion of women. Even 
though it certainly is true that Kuria women devote a lot of time to agricul-
tural activities (so do men), there are special tasks included in cattle rearing 
considered as exclusively female, like milking and cleaning the cattle cor-
ral. These tasks, carried out on a daily basis, are crucial for female, as well 
as male, identity formation. The association of women with the cattle corral 
(oboori) is actually practically enacted, and re-enacted, in female everyday 
activities. The first task to be performed every morning in the homestead, 
before sunrise, is the dismantling of the corral closure. I want to draw at-
tention to the fact that my observations do not agree with Tobisson’s claims 
that this is normally done by the head of the homestead, when she suggests 
that 

125Moore belongs to those scholars who explain female subordination with reference to
men’s and women’s linkages to different domains of life. The argument is that the Endo
men are linked with positively valued social qualities while the women, unfortunately, 
are associated with less valued things (Moore, 1986:163). 
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Nyamwigura village wakes up before dawn when women light their 
fires and prepare the morning gruel before rushing to the fields. At this 
early hour the men will be seen opening the corral gates to let the home-
stead cattle out. Wrapped up in blankets they sit on the top of homestead
dungheaps carefully observing the condition of each animal. (Tobisson,
1986:82) 

This fact of life indicates that women do not merely rush to the fields in the 
morning leaving all tasks of cattle keeping to be performed by men alone, 
as the above-cited passage suggests. On the contrary, to open or to close 
the corral entrance is a task not considered appropriate for a homestead 
head to carry out, since these are exclusively female duties, normally as-
cribed to the daughter-in-law. In a homestead where sons are not yet mar-
ried (as was the case of the homestead on the Kenyan side where my son 
and I stayed during my field work) and daughters-in-law are lacking, a 
daughter will take up this duty for the time being. But when a daughter-in-
law is attached to the homestead, she is the one to be first up in the morning 
and to open the cattle corral, which includes removing the cattle droppings. 
However, it should be noted that when the second daughter-in-law moves 
in, the first son’s wife will advance from the task of opening to closing. 
This advancement will not mean any change in the position of her house, 
it is more a sign of a higher status position. The very performance of clos-
ing, instead of opening, is namely a token of her status as first son’s wife 
because closing the cattle corral, evidently, ranks higher than opening it. 
Hence, to close the corral is a task belonging to the first daughter-in-law 
and to open it is for the second daughter-in-law to do. Taking this into con-
sideration, it is no wonder that the closing is spoken of in terms of rights 
rather than obligations. However, in the meantime, before the second 
daughter-in-law has materialized, the first one might have to do both tasks.  

I noted that women explaining the underlying rule tended to emphasize 
aspects highlighting their own position in the homestead. Young women  
underscored that these are female chores, like the woman who put it as 
follows: 

It is unthinkable that the man who is the head of the homestead should 
do any of those tasks. He will always have a woman to carry them out 
for him. 

However, when I discussed the same issue with an umukungu (senior 
woman) of a homestead in Kiribo, she underscored the principle of the jun-
ior generation’s attachment to the ikihita as primary. She stressed that these 
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tasks are not to be performed by the mother-in-law (who belongs to  the  
upper half of the homestead circle reserved for the second generation). In 
case none of her daughters-in-law are present, she firmly argued that her 
son is the one to open or close the cattle corral, since, “the umukungu would 
not do it”. It is interesting to note that while elderly women emphasize 
opening and closing as tasks belonging to the younger generation and the 
lower half of the circle, young fertile women stress the femaleness of these 
tasks. 

The connection in people’s minds between these activities and repro-
duction is evident when scrutinizing cases when women are excluded from 
performing them. The case of Paulina, who was prevented from taking part 
in activities related to the cattle corral due to not being circumcised draws 
attention to defects in her womanhood. Married daughters (abasubaati) are 
also strictly excluded, as they are not to carry out female cattle corral ac-
tivities in their parental home. Although daughters assist in the procedures 
of opening and closing, it was emphasized that married daughters are not 
allowed to carry out these tasks, not even in cases of emergency. Even 
though these tasks are theirs, their natal home is simply not the proper place 
to carry them out, because the fertility of married daughters has been de-
tached from the corral belonging to their father and is transferred to the 
umugi of the husband’s family. These procedures reflect, I claim, a percep-
tion of young women as flows of fertility. 

Ikihita’s Closing Mechanism – Both Male and 
Female Components 
I will further substantiate the link between sexual reproduction and daugh-
ters-in-law performing cattle tasks by taking a closer look at the different 
components of the closure to the corral gate. By doing so, I will provide a 
criticism of earlier writings that do not take into account women’s interests 
in this symbolism. Ruel, who mainly, as previously mentioned, refers to 
the corral entrance as a crucial passage in rituals, like circumcision. He 
states that ikihita is an exclusively male symbol, “In this and in other con-
texts  the  corral gateway stands for a man’s family and  descent  line, his 
‘issue’” (Ruel, 1995:4). Furthermore, Ruel suggests that “ikihita is identi-
fied symbolically with its owner and his future issue” (Ruel, 1997:120). 
The conclusion that ikihita is a man’s issue in all contexts reveals that ap-
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parently Ruel does not find any female principles in the symbolism at-
tached to the corral and its gateway.126 To reduce this forceful symbol of 
the corral gate to become an exclusively male symbol is a treatment that 
should not remain unchallenged. 

The  Kuria  term for a corral  gateway,  ikihita, is derived from the verb 
ogoheeta; meaning ‘to pass’. As the stem of the verb is prefixed with iki-, 
the noun derivation may, as in this case, signify diminutiveness. The literal 
meaning of ikihita is, accordingly, ‘the small passage’. A proper ikihita is 
supposed to be narrow and deep – the narrowness forces the beasts to pass 
one by one upon entering or leaving the corral, and the deepness is a meas-
ure for how well constructed it is. The corral gate’s closing mechanism 
consists of different components not readily identified by the untrained eye 
of an outsider. It took me poetry as well as proverbs, matched with instruc-
tions from competent senior informants, plus daughters-in-law’s own ex-
planations, in order to differentiate between logs, branches and poles, and 
to grasp something about their connotations. As an illustration, let us take 
a closer look at Riooba’s ikihita,127 since his cattle corral is considered to 
be well built and the entire homestead corresponds to the idea of a fortified 
‘village’ (umugi). 

The cattle corral of Riooba is provided with a solid gate, which is com-
posed of different parts. Riooba, contented with his corral, claimed that it 
took him two years to arrange for the gate to be built. When I mention the 
relatively weak cattle corrals of the AbaTimbaru (the female Zebra people 
as opposed to Nyabasi – the male Zebra), he pointed out that those people 
are careless. Then, he illustrated the danger of such neglect by referring to 
a recent incident. Somebody in the neighbourhood tried to break into the 
corral in order to steal the cattle, despite the strong gate. However, Riooba, 
on his guard, was waiting quietly outside the corral, under the cover of  
darkness, for the thieves to come. When the cattle thieves had almost bro-
ken through the gate, he attacked them from behind. As the thieves were 
taken unawares, they found it advisable to flee.  

Riooba’s wife performed both the closing and the opening of the ikihita, 
since she was the only daughter-in-law present in the homestead. On this 
occasion, it was getting dark and it was time to close for the night. We were 

126Ruel, concerned with rituals, suggests that closure is associated with death and open-
ing with life (Ruel, 1997:71). The passage of the corral gateway is, accordingly, con-
ceived of as “a passage way to the future through the existence of a descent line” (Ruel,
1997:98).
127The homestead of Riooba is situated in Nyabasi on the Kenyan side. 
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standing inside the cattle corral while she “blocked” the ikihita (-siika ikh-
ita is the Kuria term for “block”, or close, the corral gate, – see photos 3-
5). In this case, the ‘blocking’ of the cattle entrance consisted of five parts, 
since the ikihita corresponded to the ideal, with regard to its great depth. 
The procedure can be described in the following five steps: 

1. The opening was covered with a layer of branches called imi-
hingo. The imihingo of Riooba’s ikihita were not the usual 
branches but consisted of solid boards. These boards, put to-
gether very tightly vertically, formed the first layer to cover the 
gateway. 

2. Then, the first locking pole, umusiri, was pushed through the 
gate in a horizontal position. On this locking pole, which runs 
from the bedroom wall of the house next to the entrance, three 
amatonge logs (see explanation below) were threaded. 

3. Another layer of imihingo was added. 
4. On this layer followed the second umusiri-pole, since the closure 

of Riooba’s ikihita was provided with two locking poles (running 
horizontally through the gate). The latter umusiri was only pro-
vided with one iritonge (singular of amatonge). 

5. Finally, a third layer of imihingo was added. 

The iritonge, placed on the inside of the ikihita passage during the night as 
part of the closing mechanism, is a thick pierced wooden log. It is usually 
a heavy log, with a hole in the middle for the long umusiri pole to penetrate 
(see Photos 6-7). The umusiri pole is pushed horizontally from the inside 
of the house next to the gate, through the wall, and through the amatonge 
(sometimes referred to as ichitonge in plural) which is placed inside the 
ikihita. The meaning of iritonge is ‘something that is threaded onto (some-
thing else)’, from the verb -tonga which refers to the act of ‘threading’, e.g. 
the threading of beads. 

In this particular ikihita, the imihingo wood128 packed tightly to-
gether,129 made up three layers. Although the construction of ikihita varies 

128Imihingo is the plural form of umuhingo. Sometimes these logs are referred to as 
amahingo, which implies the singular-form irihingo. 
129The fact that the ikihita consists of many imihingo is even reflected in proverbs. This, 
however, has not been recognized by Fleisher in his exciting account of rustlers break-
ing into a cattle corral: “Typically, one of the raiders would climb over the log wall of 
the cattle corral (oboori) and, once inside, would remove the umuhingu — the log pole 
barring the cattle gate (ikihita) — so as to release the cattle to his companions waiting 
outside” (Fleisher, 1997:101). 
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to some extent from homestead to homestead; a well-built ikihita means  
several layers of imihingo. On every ‘layer’ follows a pair of amatonge, 
threaded on the attached pole. At night, the umusiri pole, which enters the 
bedroom right at the foot of the bed, is tied to the leg of the man sleeping 
there. As we have already underscored the fact that houses positioned next 
to the ikihita normally belong to the junior generation, this means that the 
pole is tied to the son of the homestead head. The locking arrangement is 
so constructed that any movement of the logs securing the corral caused by 
thieves at night, will affect the wmusiri and, thus, warn the son – the umu-
mura who is the defender of the homestead. 

The sexual connotations established in these symbolic acts are obvious, 
as for the daughter-in-law’s threading of the pierced log onto the umusiri 
pole. It is essential to call attention to how these key symbols are metonym-
ically, or let us say physically, linked up with the homestead’s omokamööna 
(daughter-in-law) and the umumura. The umumura is actually physically 
tied up to this pole, which evidently has male sexual connotations. As de-
scribed, the umusiri pole pierces iritonge, since the log is threaded onto it 
during night and is being pulled out every morning. Significantly enough, 
this is a threading/unthreading performed by the daughters-in-law. It is 
worth noting that there is an analogy between a well-built cattle enclosure, 
which implies a strong gate having more than one pair of amatonge, and a 
successful home since it means having more than one daughter-in-law.  

Ikihingo – the institution of bridewealth – is another concept drawing 
upon this symbolism. It is named after the emehingo branches forming part 
of the locking arrangement of the corral entrance. An elderly woman, 
whom I asked to explain the meaning of ikihingo, who was aware of the 
analogy between the branch closing the corral and the bride cattle, she dif-
ferentiated the ikihingo (bridewealth) from the umuhingo (the branch). As 
we were standing in the cattle corral of her husband, she qualified the term 
for bride price by a reference to cattle, as ikihingo chang’öömbë, ‘the 
ikihingo of cattle’, in order to distinguish it from its analogue, ‘the ikihingo, 
(the closing branch) of the corral gate’. When Ruel elaborates over the 
symbolic meanings involved in the concept of ikihingo, he argues in the 
same direction that the function of bridewealth on a metaphorical level is 
to keep the bride and her future children in her new homestead (Ruel, 
1959:101). The umuhingo log, he suggests, provides a formal representa-
tion of the ideal homestead, “the family head being the trunk, the lateral 
branches his married sons and the many offshoots their children” (Ruel, 
1995:10). 
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Photos 3-5. Woman blocking 
the ikihita of the cattle corral.  
(Photos by the author). 
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The emphasis put on the principles of patriarchy, and the absence of 
women, in their capacity of female elders, abakungu or as daughter-in-
laws, abakamööna, in his elaborations on symbolic significance, is strik-
ing. However, this interpretation of ikihita as a male symbol seems to be a 
recurrent theme, since it is also evident in Tobisson’s interpretations of the 
corral gate. She, however, has chosen to interpret the correspondence be-
tween a closing log and the bridewealth in terms of male dominance over 
females, since she concludes that this log of wood signifies the homestead 
head’s control over daughters’ bride cattle (Tobisson, 1986:148). My ob-
jection is that, if the ikihita is declared to be merely a symbol of male re-
source control and male dominance, the significance of the corral entrance 
for female dignity and female power is not taken into account. 

When regarding the ikihita as an exclusively male key symbol, its pow-
erful female imagery, evoked every day, is ignored. Let us illustrate this by 
contextualising the expression “ikihita kegarre”, literally meaning “a wide 
corral passage”. Ruel, who treats this as an expression pointing to tradi-
tional ideals of hospitality, is certainly right when he suggests that “one 
who is said to have a ‘wide cattle gateway’ is being described as generous, 
or open-handed” (Ruel, 1997:71). However, by not paying attention to im-
plicit meanings, a kind of general, or extended meaning of the metaphor is 
provided. A contextualisation130 will reveal that this is praise of the suc-
cessful umukungu (senior woman), and that she is the one who brings many 
visitors. She is referred to as the ikihita and is praised not only for being a 
passage, but also for being a ‘broad’ entrance. At first glance, there might 
seem to be a paradox in the very expression, as the prefixation of the noun 
meaning ‘passage’ indicates that she is a small passage, while the qualify-
ing adjective says that she is a broad opening to the cattle corral. Since a 
proper corral entrance is supposed to be narrow enough to force the cattle 
to pass through it one by one, the wideness should be understood in terms 
of expansiveness – a reference to her achievements because the very point 
is, women explained, that she has brought many ‘visitors’ to the homestead 
through her reproductive success. Those visitors are the daughters-in-law 
attached to the homestead (and to the woman’s house). These daughters-
in-law originate from the woman’s reproductive capacities, here symbol-
ized by the entire ikihita. By saying that a woman’s vagina has brought 
many daughters-in-law, one emphasizes her reproductive abilities as the 
basis for ceremonies to be performed in the home. Those ceremonies will, 
naturally enough, cause many participating visitors to enter the cattle corral 

130By contextualisation, I here speak of placing this imagery in its symbolic context. 
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through the passage of ikihita, which certainly is a token of generosity. In 
this light, the proper and productive woman is viewed as bringing prosper-
ity, since her reproductive forces are a key to the homestead’s development 
and destiny.  

Photos 6-7. The iritonge, placed on the inside of the ikihita passage during 
the night as part of the closing mechanism, is a thick pierced wooden log. It
is usually a heavy log, with a hole in the middle for the long umusiri pole to 
penetrate. The umusiri pole is pushed horizontally from the inside of the 
house next to the gate, through the wall, and through the amatonge (some-
times referred to as ichitonge in plural) which is placed inside the ikihita. 
(Photos by the author). 

“You are Oboori – We are Amasaancho” 
As the imagery involved in the performance of closing/opening reveals, 
and as part of the terminology draws attention to, the homestead is viewed 
as a life-giving body. The umugi as the human body and, accordingly, its 
daily chores as reproductive acts, provide a powerful imagery. 

The cattle corral, oboori, is in many contexts referred to as the female 
womb, and, according to my understanding, it is the collective womb of 
the homestead. As already been referred to, young properly circumcised 
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women are spoken of as oboori, for example when young men use the ex-
pression: “You are oboori – we are amasaancho” (the barricade protecting 
the cattle corral). In this context, the oboori is referred to as a kind of com-
munal womb, a reference to sisters, or female agemates. They are to bring 
cattle, i.e. their womb will give rise to their wives and their offspring. The 
emphasis is placed on the contribution of young women, seen from the 
point of view of abamura and the society, and it is contrasted with the cor-
responding role to be played by young men. The oboori and the amasaan-
cho form a complementary pair of images, and when the abamura speak 
about themselves as the barricade, they underscore their responsibility to 
guard. Cattle rustling is a well-known phenomenon, and the protection and 
defence of cattle in a homestead is a responsibility of adult sons, the 
abamura.131 As we have already seen, there are parts in the construction of 
the homestead considered as being male, and a number of these are associ-
ated with the abamura. Several sections, especially those filling a purpose 
in defence and protection, have male connotations such as the umusiri pole, 
with its phallic character, being tied to the leg of the umumura. The same 
applies to amasaancho, the high barricade made by trees, surrounding the 
corral. Even though the ikihita as a whole has a feminine character, the 
different parts constituting the closing mechanism points to principles of 
interdependency between male and female principles of life transmission.  

At the homestead on the Kenyan side, where we stayed, the contrast 
between the inside and the outside became very distinct after dark when 
the ikihita was closed. Then, as our movements in general were restricted 
to  being between  the houses in  the  homestead circle, the sense  of being 

131There is a general tendency in gender studies of the 1970’s to overlook male spheres 
of responsibilities, as efforts were made to visualize women and women’s contribu-
tions. When striving to draw attention to women’s heavy workload, the approach ap-
plied has frequently been to count the number of working hours women have in relation 
to men (cf Tobisson, 1980). In doing so, differences in workload according to specific
female gender statuses and gender roles, or variations between male gender roles, have
often been ignored. Tobisson states that women in Kuria are more burdened with heavy 
work than the men. She further suggests that the traditional division of work according 
to male and female gender roles has been disrupted by the market economy and cash 
crop. These changes are, she claims, to women’s disadvantage because men took over 
control of the cash crops and women’s workload has increased due to taking over male
agricultural tasks (Tobisson, 1980). I do not want to question women's workload, alt-
hough I have heard several African men complain bitterly about the myth about African 
male leisure, created by reductionist Western gender studies. A relevant question to 
bring up, is, however, how to measure, or value, the male spheres of responsibility, like 
guarding etc. As a Kuria man put it: “Do you think that we (adult men in a homestead)
sleep any night when it is full moon!... Life in Kuria is not that wonderful!” 
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enclosed in the umugi was felt very strongly. Besides, the transformation 
of men into guards and defenders at night, reinforced the sense of  being  
encompassed and the feeling of security.132 The  abamura of this home-
stead, and of the neighbouring homesteads, would give up the bray of the 
zebra (-konga), as a warning to any trespasser that here we have abamura 
who are on their guard. This ‘braying’ was a repetitive showing off of mas-
culine traits, like the ability to face danger. Such ability was displayed by 
the homestead head himself in the words: 

I want you to be aware of that you are under my protection. If something 
should happen during night, I want you to know that I will die first, then
my wife. 

This  dramatic statement did not mean that  this man expected  rustlers or 
robbers, but that he, like everybody else, was always on his guard because 
people crying out for stolen cows and abamura trying  to  track the same  
were part of normal life. This declaration was rather, I believe, a confirma-
tion that we were attached to his umugi, even if for a short time, and an 
assertion of his ability to take care of us. The statement underlining his 
capability was made in an air of pride. (No wonder we always felt comfort-
able, secure and slept well!) 

There are certain proscriptions with regard to ikihita, applying to the 
context of cattle rustlers removing cattle from the corral that cannot be ex-
plained in practical terms. The cattle are to be taken out of the corral 
through the passage, even though it would be a more strategic move to 
dismantle the amasaancho and let them pass through the barricade. People 
claim, however, that if the cattle do not pass through the proper gateway, 
despite the fact that this is the strongest link of the barricade, they will be-
come useless as bride cattle. It was explained that the cattle would either 
die or bring disaster. Yet, it happens that “careless” cattle rustlers prefer to 
do so, since the chances of being discovered are then reduced. The rustlers, 
who are likely to have made careful investigations of the construction of 
amasaancho beforehand, will be aware of its weakest part. They may then 
choose to dismantle this part of the fence and take the cattle out of the corral 
through the amasaancho, instead of wasting time with the well barricaded 

132It is necessary to actually live in an ordinary Kuria homestead over some period of 
time in order to get a fair understanding of differences between men and women with 
regard to gender-based roles, workloads and responsibilities. It is not enough to partic-
ipate during daytime alone, since much of the duties are carried out before sunrise and 
after sunset. 
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corral entrance. In doing so, the rustlers will have a greater chance to get 
away with the cattle, since they will take fewer risks on the raid itself.133 

I want to call attention to the fact that not letting the cattle ‘flow’ through 
the proper passage is, thus, viewed as an abnormal act, even when it comes 
to cattle rustling. This perception is strong enough to compel people’s ac-
tions, as it forces them to use the gate, even though this is neither the most 
practical, nor the safest, thing to do. Such strong feelings of acceptability 
and divergency, in the context of rustling, points to the analogue between 
the oboori and the womb, and between ikihita and the vagina. 

To ‘Own an ikihita’ – Male Access to Female 
Flows of Fertility 
Men and women are, thus, articulated differently with regard to the cattle 
corral and its gateway. It is striking that, although women are spoken of as 
being the cattle corral and the corral gate, men are spoken of as owners of 
ikihita and oboori. This achievement of social status and male autonomy 
occurs normally when the first child is circumcised, and the son moves out 
of his father’s homestead. It was stated that 

When your son is circumcised, then you must have your own oboori. 

This is the stage confirming that a man’s umugi has been established, im-
plying that from now on, it will be referred to as ‘his homestead’ and him-
self as ‘the owner’ (omoneeti)  of  the same, or  as ‘male elder’  omogaaka 
(the male homestead head). Even though it might be stated as soon as chil-
dren are born, especially sons, that a man’s umugi has now begun to de-
velop, it is when a separate homestead has been established that the man as 
‘owner’ will become physically manifested in the spatial constructions.  

As the quotation above indicates, the homestead head is spoken of as 
the owner of the cattle corral. This does not mean, as researchers whose 
main focus has been the male identification with the prestige sphere of cat-
tle (eg. Alsaker-Kjerland, 1995:6) have concluded quite wrongly, that this 

133It was explained that when men in a homestead wake up during the night and realize 
that their cattle have been taken by rustlers. “If they find that the cattle were brought 
through the ikihita, they will cry out for joy, because then they know that the thieves 
cannot be far away and that they are likely to trace them.” 
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is an exclusively male sphere of life, nor that the cattle corral is unambig-
uously a male space. As has been elaborated on, even women claim access 
to  the world of  cattle, and  they expressively emphasize the link between 
themselves and cows established through bride cattle. Females evidently 
do identify with cattle as well as with the cattle corral. But I regard it as 
essential to underscore the fact that male and female identification with 
cattle differs in character. Because the very nature of the links between men 
and women, and cattle, vary, so do their attachments to spatial sections in 
the homestead that are associated with cattle. 

Since oboori, metaphorically speaking, is the womb of sisters, daugh-
ters and daughters-in-law, the metaphoric link established when one pro-
poses that a man ‘has’ an ikihita, implies male access to female fertility. 
This female flow of fertility134 is embodied in the daily ‘in- and out-flow’ 
of cattle passing through ikihita. This is also why the newly circumcised 
person cannot, when returning home after operations, enter through the iki-
hita of his/her grandfather. They have to pass through the gateway belong-
ing to their father and their father’s cattle corral since he now has his own 
umugi. The ikihita becomes, thus, a significant physical symbol indicating 
that so-and-so has his own in- and out-flow of cattle, daughters and daugh-
ters-in-law. At any ceremony which is his, the guests are to enter, and to 
leave, the homestead through ‘his ikihita’. In cases when the son remains 
in his father’s homestead although the son has adult children, another iki-
hita is to be opened in the corral barricade. The existence of two ibihita 
(ibihita is the plural form of ikihita) is a visual sign of the presence of three 
adult generations sharing the same homestead. At the same time, it is an 
acknowledgement of the son’s status as omogaaka with an umugi of  his  
own. I was told that the ikihita of the senior man is to be positioned to the 
right. 

To state that somebody ‘owns’ or ‘has his own ikihita’ is, consequently, 
a metaphor of male progress underscoring male achievements of a home-
stead. From such a point of view, the ikihita becomes a symbol of male 
autonomy and dignity. But at the same time, it is an acknowledgement of 
male dependency on female flows of fertility. The imagery involved, the 
bodily symbolism with its sexual connotations, is very forceful indeed, as 
it evokes themes related to origin and destiny. As we have already noted, 

134The Kuria are by no means the only East African people focussing on fertility and 
providing elaborate images on the forces of fertility. Broch-Due, who also elaborates 
on female and male ‘flows’, claims that the Turkana people in Kenya constantly strive 
to “create a social life that focuses on the forces of fertility and growth in the world” 
(Broch-Due, 1999:1).  
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the progress of a man’s umugi depends less on the input of its men than on 
its women’s reproductive power (an impotent or sterile man is always ex-
changeable). Yet, a man’s sexual organs are in certain contexts referred to 
as ‘his umugi’, i.e. his lineage in becoming. I was told by men that in cases 
of a fight between spouses, a wife is never to touch her husband’s sexual 
organs. If she does, she will become barren, because she has touched his 
umugi. These grave consequences of interfering with the man’s sexual or-
gans in the context of fighting should be understood in the light of an es-
tablished identification of the husband with the umugi, in the sense of his 
emerging lineage. One should be aware that there is a chain of associations 
established in people’s minds, between the male sexual organs, the home-
stead owner and the emerging lineage, which causes the penis to stand for 
the man’s lineage. With this chain of linkages in mind, it becomes quite 
logical that the reproductive forces of the transgressing wife would be af-
fected. In this context, umugi and ikihita are used as a complementary pair 
of opposites. Or, as a middle-aged man expressed it himself: 

If you have your own ikihita, then you are a man. 

Women tend to emphasize their role in the formation of a homestead by 
pointing out that it is the married women’s houses that together make an 
umugi, as the following explanation made by an elderly woman states: 

An umugi is the consequence of daughters-in-law; sons marry and bring
daughters-in-law. The daughters-in-law give birth, and house after 
house is established to create the umugi and bring ikihita to omogaaka. 

The daughters-in-law, we are told, ‘bring ikihita to the homestead head’ by 
the means of their procreative capacities. The statement that only men can 
be ‘umwëënë wumugi’, ‘owner of homestead’, is, however, a truth with 
qualifications. I soon realized that even elderly women demanded to be 
acknowledged as homestead owners, and ‘owners of ikihita’, under certain 
circumstances, as following extract from a conversation with an umukungu 
reveals: 

The ikihita belongs to omogaaka... If a woman has no husband, she may 
be the owner of ikihita. Even people will say that the homestead (umugi)
is hers. But if the husband is alive, they will claim that “umugi ni 
yomogaaka” (the homestead is of omogaaka). But if he has died, then, 
if umukungu has adult sons – she will rule! The ikihita is now hers. 
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A widow with adult sons may, thus, be regarded as ‘the owner of ikihita’. 
The rendering “‘she will rule” draws attention to notions of power associ-
ated with ownership of ikihita. Such statements indicate that women also 
show an interest in holding power, when this is available. 

Cattle Dung and the Throne of the Homestead 
Head 
In the previous sections, I have highlighted that women claim meaningful 
identities through the argument of images in the symbolic context of the 
corral and the corral passage. We have already highlighted that closing and 
opening the corral gate, as well as scooping out the cattle droppings of the 
corral, are female tasks performed by the daughter-in-law. As the case of 
Paulina (who committed suicide when she was prevented from carrying out 
these tasks) underscores, these are performances conferring prestige and 
female value on daughters-in-law. 

The homestead head’s daily encounter with ikihita affirms even his at-
tachment to the same. Every morning, in his capacity as the owner of the 
cattle corral and its passage, he will watch the cattle while they ‘pour out’ 
through the gateway after it has been opened by his daughter-in-law.135 

Traditionally, the droppings from different kinds of livestock were han-
dled differently and had separate dung hills outside the ikihita. People 
spoke about the good old days when cattle were plenty and the omogaaka 
was sitting on top of his dunghill (isikai), as he inspected the cattle leaving 
the corral. This phenomenon has interested several Kuria researchers, such 
as the historian, Alsaker Kjerland, who points to the isikai as a symbol of 
wealth.136 She gives an account of people’s reluctance to use the dung as 
manure: 

135The cattle corral is often provided with an inner fence forming an enclosure that 
keeps the cattle in place at night. This arrangement locates the cattle at the very centre 
and makes it easier for the homestead members to move between houses after dark. In 
the Kenyan homestead where I stayed during my field study, they had cattle, goats, 
sheep and donkeys, and every kind of animal had its given shelter during night. The 
cows were brought into the inner circle of the corral, the goats and sheep were tied 
inside the corral close to the houses. But since donkeys are not really perceived of as 
proper livestock, it is unthinkable to let them enter the corral. They remained outside. 
Besides, they were not likely to be stolen anyway. 
136The isikai as symbolizing the homestead’s wealth in cattle, is underlined by Ruel as 
well. Furthermore, he argues that there exists a symbolic association between the home-
stead head and the isikai (Ruel, 1959:64). 
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As scarcity of land was beginning to be an increasing problem, shifting 
cultivation was no longer an option. One informant, who was asked 
about isikai and its importance, brought his father into the conversation
immediately: “For as long as my father was alive I did not use manure 
from isikai. After his death I did.” (Alsaker Kjerland, 1995:65) 

Alsaker Kjerland makes another interesting remark when she claims that 
these dunghills were absolutely male to the extreme that “no female had 
access to isikai” (Alsaker Kjerland, 1995:64). Even though the male family 
head’s identification with the isikai certainly is (or was) very strong, and 
although it may be defined as male space, this is a truth with qualifications. 
One should keep in mind that inconsistencies between what is said to be 
carried out and what actually happens are not rare. 

I went to the plains of Mugumuin order to study a ‘real’ isikai,137 since 
people claimed that those dunghills have not existed on the Kuria highland 
for many years. But on the plains, where cattle are plenty, mountains of 
dung are still available although they might have lost some of their former 
significance. The homestead I visited was located not far from Mugumu 
town. The owner of the homestead, who was proud of his isikai, praised 
his grandson for bringing me to his umugi. He was evidently very satisfied 
with my visit and was of the opinion that the attention I gave to the isikai 
of his was well deserved. The grandson had informed me beforehand that 
his grandfather had twelve wives, some of whom were living here and oth-
ers that had ‘branched off’. The old man explained that his impressive isi-
kai dated back to 1974, when he built the homestead. From that time on, 
the cattle droppings (amasai) scooped out of the corral every morning had 
been placed outside the corral, on the right side, and in time this huge hill 
of dung had been formed. The family head, I was told, climbs the isikai 
every day in order to inspect the cattle as they leave or enter the corral by 
passing one-by-one through the narrow ikihita. This procedure provides a 
natural occasion for the owner of the homestead to take a careful look at 
the cattle, while having his gruel. Actually, this very homestead had two 
hips of dunghills outside the circle of houses; the one of cattle dung to the 
right of ikihita and to the left a smaller dung hip from the droppings of 
goats. 

Since the isikai has been described as a male territory where women are 
not allowed, I discussed this proposed female exclusion with some of his 
wives. They agreed that the dunghill is subjected to certain prohibitions, 

137The study referred to was carried out in June 1996. 
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and the family head added that some time ago it was not to be climbed by 
women. The women emphasized, however, the fact that isikai is actually 
climbed by the daughter-in-law every morning, when she adds the drop-
pings produced by the cattle during the night on the top of it. This act of 
daughters-in-law which is called ‘okohira amasai’ (okohira means ‘to take 
something to a certain place’), implies both the taking out of droppings as 
well as adding them to the top of the dung hill. The circumstance that the 
‘throne’ of the homestead owner in fact is built up by the homestead’s 
daughters-in-law is very significant for the symbolic meanings attached to 
isikai. 

I suggest that the isikai is a symbol with ‘multivocality’, as Turner 
would express it (Turner, 1967:50). Consequently, what I perceive of as a 
dual character will be highlighted, and two meaningful interwoven themes 
will be pointed to, themes that are closely related to origin and destiny. 
These different aspects of the isikai are invoked in daily encounters.  

One such theme is the association between the isikai and the ancestors 
because the dung, with which it is built, is taken from the very heart of the 
homestead where ancestors are traditionally buried. This gives the accu-
mulated dung an air of ancestral connectedness and makes it to be seen as 
an extension of the very umugi. The owner of the homestead is symboli-
cally associated with the isikai and its source (cattle). This is evident from 
special references made to the leader bull. We are told by Ruel, that a bull 
prodding the isikai with horns has to be killed. If this is not done, the home-
stead head is bound to die. The same thing applies in cases when such an 
incident occurs inside the cattle corral, that is, if a bull prods the dung in 
oboori (Ruel, 1959:64). These are examples indicating that there are simi-
larities created in the minds of people between the male head of the home-
stead and isikai. From this point of view, one can claim, as Ruel does with 
reference to ikihita, that the isikai stands for “a man’s family and descent 
line, his ‘issue’” (Ruel, 1995:4). The isikai points to the link between an-
cestors and fertility. The family ancestors (abaguuka) assure that the flow 
of fertility, which under certain circumstances may be blocked, will con-
tinue to pour. 

The other theme, being evoked when the flow of cattle droppings are  
scooped out by daughters-in-law, speaks about reproductive success and 
assets of coming generations. When the homestead owner sits on top of the 
isikai, he is physically linked to something pointing to his potency: his  
umugi’s fertility and prosperity. This is a similar kind of manifested me-
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tonymy as when umumura is attached to the closing pole of the corral clo-
sure, or, as the daughter-in-law busy with the corral passage becomes as-
sociated to its flow of cattle and cattle dung. I interpret the isikai as a sym-
bol standing for prosperity and for male potency, which includes male ac-
cess to female fertility. This is a kind of fertility ensured by the ancestors, 
and a form of potency which is related to male sexual prowess, as well as 
success in cattle rustling. 

The components of the homestead provide powerful imagery, as we 
have noted, and the analogue between the umugi and the female body with 
its reproductive capacity is obvious. It is striking that the ikihita, which 
through metaphorical processes is connected to the vagina, has its given 
place in the Kuria symbolic landscape. The passage is said to always face 
downhills, which means that it will be directed towards the stream (ege-
saka). In response to my question why the corral entrance should face the 
stream, it was emphasized that the slope will enable the dung (fresh dung 
is referred to as a liquid, amasai) to pour out of the corral. This is an inter-
esting argument since in real life there is hardly any homestead being built 
on such an abrupt slope that the droppings actually pour out through the 
corral opening by itself. In certain situations, the amasai, perceived of as 
pouring out through the opening of oboori, is referred to as a ‘waste prod-
uct’. However, even though the dung is to be removed from the corral, this 
is not a negative waste product to get rid of just any way, but amasai rather 
has to be handled with consideration due to its connotations because, as I 
claim, to open and close the ikihita in order to let cows out and in, to fill it 
with animals and to empty it, and, to clean the corral from their droppings, 
are actions analogous to procreative actions, and processes inherent in the 
female body, such as menstruation, gestation and giving birth. The corral 
is, as I have underscored, expressively stated as being the womb of young 
women, or the reverse, marriageable women are reminded by young men 
that they have a cattle corral in their womb. Through metonymic interlink-
ing, a likeness is, thus, created between the droppings in the corral and the 
flow of menstruation; both are viewed as connected to reproductive assets, 
and a sign of fertility. This metaphorical interlinking of two separate do-
mains have endowed the amasai, as well as the ikihita, with femininity. 
Since metaphorical processes mean, we have argued, that two fields of 
ideas meet and interact with one another, and, as a result, new ideas are 
created, because different ideas have enriched one another. In the process, 
women are also identified with the corral and its procedures, as those con-
nections confirm that they are proper women, and define them as assets. 
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Eating and Male Power Acquisition 
The cattle corral, oboori, is a powerful symbol with more than one mean-
ing. Even though I have previously accentuated female connotations, it 
should be noted that the imagery of oboori is not female in all contexts. In 
the Kuria language, the term nda138 has the dual meaning of womb and 
stomach. When applied to the cattle corral, this means that in certain con-
texts the meaning of the corral as a womb is evoked, and in other situations 
oboori is referred to as a stomach of wealthy men (i.e. men wealthy in cat-
tle). In this section, I want to demonstrate that there is a symbolic connec-
tion between eating, having sex and the acquisition of power, and that this 
‘sameness’, or association, is created by the use of the images of oboori as 
stomach and womb. When men brag about wealth in cattle, they often do 
so by speaking about ‘full corrals’, or, ‘corrals almost bursting’. The oboori 
is in these contexts ascribed human characteristics, like greed, and the other 
way around; a person who is greedy and selfish when it comes to food 
might be likened to the cattle corral. This is illustrated by the expression 
‘nyaboori bokoonda’, meaning ‘the one with a cattle corral in the womb’. 
When it is used in reference to marriageable women, this metaphorical ex-
pression takes on other connotations than when it is used as an epithet for 
greedy men. In the latter kind of contexts, ‘nyaboori bokoonda’ convey the 
meaning of ‘the one with cattle corral in the stomach’, implying that the 
stomach desires food just as the cattle corral craves for cattle. There is, 
however, a sense of ‘too much’ in the metaphor, or let’s say that it points 
out a lack of moderation and restraint in the person’s behaviour. But my 
point is that the choice of context has transformed the focus of ‘nyaboori 
bokoonda’ from ‘the womb as a treasure’, to ‘a greedy stomach’. Bearing 
in mind that food is about power, it is notable that the language of corrup-
tion and power abuse in Africa tend to use images of food and eating 
(Schatzberg, 1993:445ff).139 

The everyday Kuria term for a cattle-owner is umuniibi, from the verb 
kuniiba, meaning ‘to keep livestock’. But men rich in cattle are commonly 
referred to by the metaphorical expression ‘eaters of cattle’ (‘abaari 
bang’öömbë’). The epithet ‘eater of cattle’, which does not necessarily 

138We are informed by De Boeck that stomach and womb are expressed by the same 
term among the Aluund of southwestern Zaire as well (De Boeck 1994a:262). 
139The link between food and power in Africa is confirmed by Schatzberg (1993), who 
examines metaphors and other images used to transmit thoughts about politics. His 
study aims at achieving an understanding of the nature of political legitimacy in Africa. 
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have negative connotations, points to a recognized male desire; a desire to 
fill the oboori. This male craving is the theme of the following proverb: 

Abaari bang’öömbë nyamööyo, nchirwa waangiti mbaraare – Greedy 
eaters of cattle; even if the cows come from the hyena they eat. (Svens-
son, 1994:65). 

The proverb provides a comment on male craving and eating that has got 
out of hand. In this case, eating implies the accumulation of cattle by the 
means of the daughter’s bridewealth. The desire for cattle, on the part of 
the men referred to, is so strong, the proverb points out, that they do not 
hesitate to give their daughters to ‘the hyena’, (i.e. to men with a dubious 
character) in exchange for a lot of cattle. By playing on the suspect charac-
ter of the hyena, a beast associated with evil and witchcraft, their eating is 
attributed negative connotations. This proverb points to what is considered 
to be a severe male weakness, namely, that men might be obsessed by cattle 
to the extent that proper decency, as well as the ability to show discrimina-
tion, which is perceived of as a positive male quality, is ignored. The ordi-
nary cattle concern has, thus, been transformed into uncontrolled greed, 
since family heads abuse their patriarchal power and force their daughters 
into unfortunate marriages. The proverb provides criticism of corrupted fa-
thers who are more concerned with their own ‘eating’, than to care about 
whether the source of their wealth is low or evil. The ‘eating’ here, which 
implies consumption for their own benefit, has sexual connotations as well 
because even though the immediate visible effect of their ‘eating’ is the 
acquiring of heads of cattle, it is assumed that the daughter’s cattle will 
give them sexual pleasure in the form of a new wife. 

The male power of acquisition evidently has to do with the capacity to 
accumulate, the ability ‘to eat’.140 It is worth noting that cattle rustling, the 
ultimate expression of male ability, is also spoken of in terms of eating, as 
the following proverb demonstrates: 

Nyamohaandi mokong’u areeye ibiamuyuuyi – The  one with a tough  
leg who ate things from the east. (Svensson, 1994:63). 

This proverb is a form of praise of a successful cattle rustler. Crediting him 
with ‘a tough leg’ means praising him as a good runner who has managed 
to‘eat from the east’, i.e. he has raided cattle from the neighbouring Maasai. 

140The connection between acquiring power and eating is also pointed out by Fabian, 
with reference to Zaire (Fabian, 1990:24).  
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Accumulators of cattle are, as we have already seen, perceived of as ‘eaters 
of cattle’, and the very act of collecting cattle is, evidently, perceived of as 
‘eating’. Eating, cattle desire, rustling and the transformation of cattle into 
wives are themes closely interlinked in the proverb quoted above. Since 
rustled cattle are readily transformed into women, the ‘eating from the east’ 
refers to a wealth accumulation providing wives. The eating has sexual  
connotations since it implies marital relationship with a woman ‘brought 
from east’, i.e. access to a woman’s sexuality by the means of bride cattle 
originating from Maasai. Cattle rustling is, thus, an expression of the male 
prowess of young men (abamura) and the source of the bridewealth is, 
consequently, a man’s own skill. In other words, they do not come from 
his sister.  

While the previously mentioned proverb emphasizes the ability of 
abamura, the following proverb provides a contrast between ubumura (the 
state of warriorhood) and obogaaka (mature manhood of senior men).  

Obogaaka ndungu omasai – Old age is a club of cow dung. (Svensson, 
1994:73).  

Obogaaka, meaning ‘the state of being a mature man’ (omogaaka), here is 
a reference to the owner of umugi, that is, someone who has his own home-
stead and emerging lineage. But by linking obogaaka with a club, rungu,141 

a symbol of masculinity and virility, one has indicated that the proverb 
comments on male abilities in general (abilities that are normally ascribed 
to abamura) and sexual capability in particular. However, when qualifying 
the club by stating that it is being made out of cattle dung, the imagery 
rather speaks about obogaaka as a state lacking certain male capabilities, 
than a referring to successful lineage formation. The proverbial message is 
that when old age catches up with someone, he becomes unproductive and 
harmless. However, my point is that even though incapability with regard 
to male sexual prowess certainly is the theme of this saying, to claim that 
‘obogaaka is cow dung’ means applying metaphors with connotations 
much more complex than merely making a reference to a material too ten-
der to be suitable for a club. The cow dung as metaphor, with all its asso-
ciations, points to a male sphere of belonging, as has already been illus-
trated with regard to the dunghill, isikai. 

141Rungu is a Swahili word for the club which is used as a weapon, or just carried 
around, by circumcised men. The phonetic rules of the Kuria language make [r] (flapped
alveolar vibrant) become [d] when preceded by [n]. That is why rungu is spelled 
ndungu, not nrungu, when n- (meaning ‘is’) is attached to the word. 
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Photo 8. Cattle inside the corral at night. (Photo by the author). 

Conclusions 
This chapter deals with spatial aspects of the homestead in relation to or-
ganizing principles in terms of hierarchy and order. Special attention is 
given to the corral passage, ikihita, as a key symbol and a focal point for 
spatial order. In the typical Kuria landscape consisting of rolling hills with 
streams in every valley, a landscape pattern so regular that distance is 
measured in hillocks, emegai, the corral passage has its given place. The 
stream forming a boundary between ridges is a point of departure for how 
the entire homestead is to be constructed. Because, the corral passage, iki-
hita, which is to face downhill, is to be directed towards the stream, ege-
saka. I have argued that ikihita provides an organizing principle with re-
gard to the internal spatial arrangement of the houses of the Kuria home-
stead, which is decisive for hierarchical positioning. Ikihita is a point  of  
reference for the social ranking of the houses in a homestead, since a rank-
ing according to a dichotomy of up/down and right/left is not sufficient 
since it excludes ‘the principle of the corral gate’. The homestead setting is 
an arena for power struggle and identity formation, and spatial positions 
indicate social standings. On the upper half of the homestead circle, which 
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is reserved for the senior generation, it is correct to claim that the position 
of up/right gives a house senior status. However, on the lower half of the 
homestead circle, that is, among the houses belonging to the junior gener-
ation, closeness to the corral gate is decisive for the ranking of houses. The 
ikihita is, thus, the point of reference for the differentiation in rank between 
sons, and between daughters-in-law. Those spatial positions are spoken of 
in terms of rights. The first daughter-in-law is, consequently, entitled to a 
house immediately on the right side of the corral passage, and the second 
daughter-in-law is entitled to a house on the left side of ikihita. A spatially 
dislocated ikihita would not only be regarded as a sign of ignorance, but as 
an abnormal mode of homestead construction. 

This preoccupation with the corral and its passage, which is significant 
for key symbols, can be understood when looking at the body symbolism 
involved in the homestead. The analogy between the human body and the 
homestead is articulated by various metaphorical expressions. The upper 
part of the homestead circle, where the senior house is usually located, is 
spoken of as ‘at the head’, while the very inside of the cattle corral is re-
ferred to as a female womb (in some contexts a stomach). The corral pas-
sage, which is supposed to be the lowest point of the homestead, is analo-
gous to the vagina. From the womb (the corral), through the passage, there 
is a regular flow of fertility. This flow of fertility is displayed in the daily 
in- and out-flow of cattle, the scooping out of droppings, and it is demon-
strated in the interlinking of daughters for cattle, and cattle for daughters-
in-law. 

As people enact the existing system, they use compelling metaphors for 
their purposes. The Kuria concept for metaphorical language (ibirëëngiö, 
in singular ekerëëngiö) is explained as, “words with a hidden meaning”, 
indicating veiled words, thought provoking proverbs, hidden messages, or 
colourful parables. The ability to argue with the disguised words of 
ibirëëngiö is highly valued and tends to make a striking impression in Ku-
ria society. Chapter Six exemplifies how individuals claim meaningful 
identities through the argument of images and by the enactment of symbols. 
Male and female symbols articulated by metaphor in the context of the 
homestead have been explicated. Performances of rituals might also be re-
ferred to as birëëngiö, in the sense of being symbolic actions with meta-
phorical connotations. I consider the investigated male and female every-
day activities as rituals, since they are meaningful symbolic actions. These 
core activities are crucial, because they express the individual’s status as a 
social person in the structural system. Furthermore, they are symbolic 
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statements that communicate something about the individuals involved in 
the action. 

My empirical data reveal that women do not merely deal with the agri-
cultural sphere, which would imply the carrying out of tasks with less so-
cial status, and leave men to identify with the more prestigious sphere of 
cattle. Women are, evidently, very conscious of the fact that they are being 
linked to cattle and the cattle corral, because of the exchangeability of 
women and cattle and due to their tasks in the cattle corral. Even young 
women display an awareness of the significance of this interlinking; on the 
basis of this metaphoric-metonymic connection, women are ascribed de-
sired female identities. Consequently, it is precisely the valued feminine 
associations attached to these female performances that make women fuss 
about them; to struggle over them; and to protest and be upset if they are 
withdrawn because they affirm highly esteemed female qualitities. This 
conscious striving to sustain the above-mentioned female privileges, thus, 
reveals that they confirm womanhood in a positive way. Women are, as a 
result, fussing about these issues since they approve of their womanhood 
by ascribing them a respectable and valuable female status in the eyes of 
men, as well as women, in Kuria society. The opening of the corral gate, 
the cleaning of the corral, and the closing of the ikihita, are not the only 
activities in the context of the homestead confirming femalehood. It should 
be underscored that the symbolic meanings of certain tasks, spaces and ob-
jects confirm both male and female identities in a positive way. 

I have drawn attention to the colourful metaphorical expressions of the 
ekerëëngiö, ‘We are the barricade – you are the corral’. If we concentrate 
on the first part of this metaphorical statement, where young men claim 
that they are the corral barricade, through metaphoric interlinking and by 
acts of metonymy, a likeness is created between the barricade and the 
young men, abamura. The interactive view on metaphor means a recogni-
tion of processes as ideas of different things, which in this case is thoughts 
about the corral barricade and thoughts about young men are active to-
gether. This process of the interlinking of different domains is supported 
by the saying, ‘we (abamura), are the corral barricade’. It should be under-
lined that the meaning of this phrase is a result of the interaction of these 
two fields of thoughts. The point is that, as a consequence, both young men 
and the barricade obtain new meanings. The fearless abamura are a symbol 
of masculinity and virility in the Kuria society, and the corral barricade a 
symbol of a well-protected cattle corral. When referring to themselves as 
amasaancho, the barricade, when addressing young women, the men claim 
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to be their guardians. By linking themselves to spatial positions ensuring 
social recognized standing, they emphasize the present social order and as-
cribe themselves a status position. The barricade has in this process become 
associated with young men. This association is physically manifested at 
night, when the locking pole of the corral gate is tied to the leg of the adult 
son who sleeps in the houses close to the corral passage. Any attempt by 
intruders to force the corral gate will, thus, be discovered by the umumura, 
the defender of the homestead. The young men define themselves in rela-
tion to nubile women, abaiseke, as they claim their male identity as guard-
ians, which is evident from the latter part of this metaphoric expression, 
‘you (abaiseke) are the cattle corral’. This means the connection of two 
fields of thoughts, the corral and young marriageable women, which is also 
the case when addressing women with the metaphorical expression, ‘you 
(abaiseke) with cattle corral in the womb’. In this way, young men empha-
size their rights to fertility and sexuality through sisters’ bride cattle. As  
mentioned above, young women are identified with the corral and its gate 
through the enacting of these symbols. Through metonymic interlinking, a 
likeness is created between the corral and young women. However, this 
process affects both the perception of the nature of young women, and of 
the cattle corral, since two different ideas are mixed, and both fields of 
ideas contribute to the perception of the other. It has implications for 
women to be perceived of as the corral. The nubile girl is viewed as an 
asset and her womb as a safe, which means that her reproductive capabili-
ties are worth to guard. Since she is linked to cattle and cattle are associated 
with her, both the young woman and the corral are, consequently, meta-
phorically connected to lineage continuity. As mentioned, it is not only the 
understanding of woman that is affected in the metaphorical process, but 
the conception of the corral is transformed as well since this metaphorical 
linking affects both. As a result, notions of the nubile Kuria woman are 
attached to the concept of the cattle corral (oboori). The corral is ascribed 
basic female traits in life transmission, and chore activities of the corral 
are, thus, portrayed as processes of gestation and childbearing in the female 
body. 

The architectural features of the homestead consist of complementary 
parts, like the ‘female’ corral and the ‘male’ barricade, pointing to princi-
ples of interdependency and interaction between men and women. Such 
principles are verbalized in the veiled words of young men to their female 
agemates, “you are the corral – we are the barricade”. Through the use of 
the corral and barricade metaphors, they underscore female reproductive 
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capacities and male responsibilities as guardians. This means an emphasis 
on principles of complementarity and interdependency between young men 
as a group and young marriageable women as assets. When the cattle corral 
provides the image for female reproductive forces, positive and emotion-
ally derivative values are attached to the life bringing capacities of women, 
and to womanhood. This means being linked to something which is 
acknowledged in Kuria society as highly valuable and worthwhile guard-
ing, since it stands for prosperity and continuance. Likewise, men’s state-
ment of being the barricade is a claim of a valued male identity by drawing 
on aspects of masculinity connected to male dignity, like bravery. The cor-
ral gate and its closing mechanisms, with its sexual meanings, provide an-
other example from the context of the homestead that points at comple-
mentarity between male and female inputs. The symbolic meanings reveal 
that young men and women define themselves in relation to one another. 
When we take a closer look at ikihita, we will find that the gate is made up 
of different parts with male as well as female connotations. The long lock-
ing pole (umusiri) has a phallic character. It is running horizontally through 
the corral gate from the house of the daughter-in-law, where it is to be tied 
to the leg of the son of the homestead during night. The very act of thread-
ing and unthreading the pierced logs (amatongo) onto this pole, by the 
daughter-in-law as she closes and opens the corral passage, is analogous to 
sexual intercourse. By the enacting of symbols through these everyday 
tasks, nonverbal statements are made about power relations and the indi-
viduals’ social position. Besides, meaningful identities are claimed through 
the argument of images. The identification achieved through metonymy 
comes strongly to the fore in this context; one can hardly miss the point  
because the young man (umumura) is physically tied to the umusiri-pole, 
and the young wife is occupied with the threading and unthreading of 
amahingu-logs on the same pole, as part of her daily duties. This kind of 
manifested metonymy, which causes young women and men to be identi-
fied with the cattle corral, applies to the senior generation as well. The fam-
ily head (omogaaka), who is usually referred to as ‘the owner of the home-
stead’ (umwëënë wumugi), formerly sat on top of the dunghill inspecting 
the cattle as they left the corral in the morning. The dunghill (isikai), alt-
hough spoken of as confined male space, was built up through the efforts 
of the daughter-in-law who added fresh droppings on the top of isikai every 
morning, as part of her morning duties. This throne of his, built by daugh-
ters-in-law, touches on themes of male potency and ability, since the owner 
of the homestead was sitting on a substance (the cattle dung) regarded as 
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fertility flows of the umugi. Isikai is, thus, a symbol standing for the pros-
perity of the homestead, which includes male access to, and control over, 
female fertility. The symbolic meanings attached to these activities create 
masculinity and confirm manhood. As a contrast to the locking pole of the 
corral gate, which is a phallic symbol of young virile men, the state of el-
derly men, obogaaka, is commented on with the idiom, ‘old age is a club 
of cow dung’. This metaphoric statement contrasts the sexual prowess of 
young men with reduced male potency as a result of old age. 

One should be aware that the cattle corral has a dual character. There 
are certain contexts when its metaphorical expressions refer to the womb, 
and other situations when it is a metaphor for the stomach of wealthy men. 
The corral is, as a consequence, endowed with human characteristics, such 
as greed and expansiveness. As the result of this metaphorical process, 
these traits are perceived of as the cattle corral’s inherent nature and natural 
state of being. Two fields of ideas have emerged and, in the process, have 
enriched one another with attributes and connotations. The cattle corral as 
a metaphor for the womb, as well as the stomach, provides the source of 
expressions of wealth and power. It is worth noting that it is from the latter 
aspect of this key symbol that the exemplified images of male power abuse 
and greed are drawn. Eating is apparently a metaphor of male power acqui-
sition, directing attention to accumulation, consumption and profits. How 
power relations are commented on through the argument of images is ex-
emplified in the description of the contemporary problem of male power 
abuse, taking the form of unscrupulous fathers exchanging their daughters 
for cattle (through marriage) for their own advantage, which is addressed 
by the expression, ‘greedy eaters of cattle’. This metaphorical statement  
reflects a conflict of interests between daughters and their fathers, since it 
provides a criticism of fathers who give in to marriage proposals with high 
bridewealth without caring about their daughters’ future. It is referred to as 
a problem of male greed (or desire) on the part of the abusers of power, 
that is, the fathers. It should be noted that cattle rustling, another expression 
of male cattle desire, is also referred to in terms of eating, which evidently 
serves as a metaphor for male power acquisition and wealth accumulation. 

As mentioned, ikihita is a key symbol and a focal point in the context of 
the Kuria homestead. Metaphoric expressions reveal that the gate itself de-
notes productive and mature women who have given rise to daughters-in-
law. Just as daughters-in-law are considered to be ‘flows of fertility’ pour-
ing in and out through the corral passage, these mature women, abakungu, 
are said to be the corral passage itself, ikihita. This is obvious in the praise 
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of a mature woman by the image claiming that she is ‘a wide gate’, which 
means that her reproductive success has given rise to ceremonial occasions 
bringing many visitors to the homestead, notably daughters-in-law. While 
a senior woman, umukungu, is said to be ikihita, the corral passage, her 
husband, the owner of the homestead, is said to have an ikihita. This is to 
say that he has access to female flows of fertility of daughters-in-law since 
he has reached the state of obogaaka, implying that he has adult sons. The 
case of Paulina, who ended her life, demonstrates that young women fuss 
about exclusion from daily chore activities concerned with the corral pas-
sage. This should be understood, I claim, in the light of the symbolic mean-
ings of these acts, which means that young women through enacting the 
symbol of ikihita handle objects that communicate their connection to the 
life flow of umugi. Women’s and men’s concern with these symbols is, 
thus, due to the values those attach to their womanhood and manhood. Con-
sequently, it is of interest for women and men not to be deprived of female 
and male tasks related to the corral and its gate, as they position them into 
contexts of prestige and dignity. Claims and confirmation of social posi-
tions within the homestead, implying power relations and status positions, 
may, accordingly, be expressed by these metaphorical associations under-
scoring the prevalent social order. For a senior woman to be ikihita, that a 
senior man can claim to have ikihita, for young women to be ‘the flow of 
the passage’ (that is, of ikihita), and, that young men are the guardians of 
the corral gate, mean that they can claim female and male meaningful iden-
tities as this metaphorical interplay ascribes highly valued characteristics 
and qualities to them. 
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Chapter Seven 
The Female House and Images 
of Sexuality and Reproduction 

While the focus of attention in the previous chapter is the umugi, its posi-
tion and setup, in this chapter spatial divisions and domestic chores of the 
female house are examined. The analysis of key symbols in the context of 
the homestead continues, thus, in this chapter, in which I focus on the in-
dividual house and its interior. A great deal of the analysis is concentrated 
on the symbolic meanings of the hearth in a woman’s house, with its cook-
ing stones, fire, and cooking implements. I have argued that a careful con-
sideration of Kuria data points to female principles mediating the ‘patrilin-
eal system’, although men are often characterized as the holders of prestige 
and power. As I have already elaborated on metaphoric relationships be-
tween performances of daily activities and procreative sexuality within the 
homestead, this chapter draws attention to symbolic actions of significance 
for the constitution of female and male valued identities. Even though do-
mestic cooking is a female task, in these performances masculinity and 
manhood are displayed as well, since maleness and femaleness are formu-
lated in relation to one another. Metaphorical connections are further ex-
plored between spatial meanings, objects and everyday activities of the 
homestead, and principles of life transmission. 

Some theoretical considerations of metaphor are further dealt with. 
More contexts, where I draw attention to interactive metaphorical pro-
cesses, are provided, in addition to those of the last chapter. Symbolic 
meanings and metaphorical processes are illustrated through concrete ex-
amples from real life, and some of these cases are noteworthy in that they 
indicate the role of metaphor in processes of negotiations. I have chosen to 
focus on the handling of key symbols in everyday activities and, with an 
aim of going beyond a static perspective, I try to recognize the role of re-
flexive individuals in what I have called ‘the act of evoking’. One could 
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explain this ‘evoking’ as, “The connotation is that which arises in the per-
son at the sight or sound or feeling of a symbol. To the degree that different 
people share the same life experiences, they have the same emotional re-
sponse and they give to symbols similar meanings” (Swantz, 1995:58). The 
evoking of symbolic meanings would, thus, involve an ‘arising of conno-
tations’. Such ‘arising’, be it intentional or unconsciously, is important to 
investigate, I believe, if one seeks a deeper understanding of courses of 
actions ensuring continuity, as well as leading to change. Beidelman, who 
is concerned with space and symbolic meanings, uses the label ‘evocative 
power’ with reference to Kaguru symbols. He argues that what makes cer-
tain symbols have ‘evocative power’ is their constant reappearance in dif-
ferent contexts (Beidelman, 1997:106). Such an approach is still occupied 
with what a symbol is doing, its persuasiveness. Even if I realize the force-
fulness of established symbols and of their metaphorical expressions, I give 
attention to the symbolic actions and the employment of metaphors as well, 
in other words, the critical use of the same. Such strategic utilization cer-
tainly presupposes the view that symbols are endowed with meanings. But 
rather than view the symbol as capable of bringing things into being, as 
Turner does when he claims that “symbols produce action” (Turner, 
1967:22), I prefer to regard individual users of symbol as reflective knowl-
edgeable actors. De Boeck, who underscores that actors create symbolic 
meanings, suggests that “The symbol, or the generation of meaning and a 
(doxic) sense of what the world one lives in is about, is produced in and 
through action” (de Boeck, 1994:468). 

Moore argues along the same lines, that the meanings of symbols are  
given by their operationalisation in different contexts, In her thesis focus-
sing on the “lived space of everyday life”, Moore claims that meaning is 
not inherent in the organisation of domestic space, but must be invoked 
through the activities of the actors (Moore, 1986). Furthermore, to invoke 
meaning is the same as to make an interpretation of the spatial order  
(Moore, 1986:120). The understanding of a symbol is, consequently, em-
bedded in experience and its meanings are generated, and reproduced, in 
practice. A relevant question is – what happens in new metaphorical artic-
ulations of a conventional, forceful symbol? It has been argued that meta-
phor is inventive in character, while metonymy plays a “conventional” role 
(de Boeck, 1994:468). This is illustrated by the example in this chapter of 
the village women waving their cooking spoons in the streets of Nairobi as 
they took part in demonstrations against male domestic violence. By taking 
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the cooking spoon out of its context, a new metonymic metaphoric inter-
play is brought into being, as I will argue. The metonymy, in this case 
women with cooking spoons, evokes the already experienced, while the 
metaphorical act of carrying a tool of domestic cooking in the streets of 
Nairobi as a means of protest creates extended metaphorical meanings. 

In this chapter several Kuria images of sexuality and reproduction are 
explored, since objects and actions in the house are loaded with sexual con-
notations and meanings. A number of popular images of women as con-
tainers are presented, and the implications of viewing women through these 
‘spectacles’ are investigated. I draw  on  my collection  of Kuria  proverbs, 
since they represent a veiled language per se which provides comments on 
social relationships and exemplifies crucial themes related to sexuality and 
reproduction. The moralizing proverbs are held in high esteem both due to 
their metaphorical character and because they are viewed as expressions of 
lived experience. The Kuria proverbs provide moral comments on these 
themes and, in doing so, they provide an understanding of social relation-
ships, like sexual behaviours, in relation to ‘good order’, normality etc. 
Some of the proverbs enlighten us concerning Kuria perceptions of male 
risk behaviour, female pollution and the spread of venereal diseases. The 
analysis of the metaphorical expressions offers, consequently, an insight 
into issues of relevance when seeking to grasp an understanding of  the  
spread of HIV/AIDS.  

The Female House 
The individual house in an umugi is a female space, but not all buildings in 
a homestead qualify as inyuumba in the sense of a house of a properly mar-
ried woman. There are other buildings like grain stores, bachelor’s house 
and sometimes omogaaka (the owner of the homestead) chooses to build a 
house of his own. The ‘hut’ of the homestead head, as well as the house of 
adult sons usually referred to as istiga (or esaiga), which means age group. 
The reason given why omogaaka would prefer to build his own house is 
that it is a matter of freedom and autonomy. He is said to be constrained in 
his wife’s house and to feel freer to socialize with his contemporaries in his 
istiga. When discussing this matter, one is usually careful to distinguish the 
istiga from a proper house by drawing attention to its lack of spatial divi-
sions. 

261 



 

      
      

 
     

   
 

     
      

   
        

  
        

  
    

      
       

     
   

       
      

  
    

  
    

      
     
       

       
     

    
   

 

    
  

                                                 
   

   

Men are said to be the builders of houses, although there are both male 
and female tasks involved in the construction of a house. When asked to 
specify between male and female inputs, those are often differentiated ac-
cording to a dichotomy of up and down. Male contributions are spoken of 
as carrying out tasks ‘at the top’ of the building, such as raising up the poles 
and thatching the roof, while females are to smear the walls with mud 
(kohöma) ‘at the bottom’. In a traditional house, there is a pole erected from 
the very centre of the house which is named umusiro (just as the closing 
pole attached to the leg of the umumura). Poles in general seem to have 
male connotations and the raising up of poles is perceived of as a male 
activity. When it is said that men are the ones building houses, this should 
be understood in the sense of constructing the framework. Since there is a 
conceptual association between ‘having a house’ and access to resources 
and valued female gender identities (see previous chapter), it is quite natu-
ral that it is in the interest of women to get their house repaired or replaced 
by a new building when it is decaying. It is, likewise, their concern that a 
house is built for a daughter-in-law who belongs to her inyuumba. In real 
life, however, it is usually possible to get around the ideal claiming build-
ing to be a male responsibility. In cases where there is no access to male 
labour a woman may cut the grass for thatching, but she will leave it to a 
man to climb the roof and do the thatching. She may even cut the trees for 
the poles and carry them to the building site, but it should be noted that it 
takes a man to raise them. It is rarer to find males performing the female 
task of smearing walls with mud (preferably mixed with cow dung). How-
ever, it is noteworthy that, even when women carry out the heaviest parts 
of the house construction, it is still said that men are the ones who build.142 

Since the maintenance of the house demands male input of the same kind, 
this means that when males are missing (i.e. sons) the house will simply 
fall down – a physical sign obvious for everyone (see Chapter 4). Any 
passer-by will recognize, at the sight of a house on the point of collapsing, 
that this decay implies the downfall of a woman’s lineage. 

The contagiousness, or the metonymic relationship, between men and 
thatching is referred to in one of the most cited Kuria proverbs: 

Onö atasereetere mööë niiga atëërwe – The one who does not thatch 
her house will be rained upon. (Svensson, 1994:24) 

142The act of raising up a house is termed -gorrokiri, from the verb -gorroka, meaning 
to make something stand erect; here the poles. 

262 



 

   
  

     
         

      

   
  

  
 

 
        

  
   

       
   

  
   

   
     

      
  

 
     

     
     

  
            

  
    

     
       

                                                 
    

  
     

 

This Kuria proverb touches on a crucial theme – the goodness of precaution 
– a theme that gives the proverb a wide sphere of applicability. However, 
by employing these images the proverb also provides a more specific state-
ment about male capabilities and the insecurity when a house lacks male 
protection. The house is perceived of as female and the thatch as male, 
since adult sons, the abamura, are referred to as the tough grass for thatch-
ing and the thatching itself is seen as a male job. The interlinking of do-
mains has resulted in a proverb speaking about a married woman’s depend-
ency on adult sons. If sons are lacking, the proverb points out, she lacks 
protection and her lineage has no future. 

How a Woman’s House Should Be Divided 
The house of a married woman is usually divided into three different sec-
tions, eheerö, irirungu and omorengo, each section with its specific rules 
and domestic role to play. It is interesting to note that even in houses not 
provided with inner walls, marking out the different parts, the same spatial 
rules are still observed. 

Many houses have two entrances; one from the cattle corral (‘the cattle 
door’) and another from ‘the outside’.143 The doorway from the corral leads 
into the part of the house called eheerö, translated by Tobisson as ‘the cattle 
section’ (1986:129). Even though calves or goats might be kept here at 
night, and it might also serve as a sleeping place for children, this room 
rather has the significance of a social space used on formal occasions for 
receiving visitors (Ruel, 1959:61). Over and over again, my informants 
emphasized that this is where the son-in-law and other in-laws, are wel-
comed. I was told that, even the homestead head, who otherwise avoids the 
house of his son’s wife, may join visitors in the eheerö of the house of a 
daughter-in-law. The eheerö is sometimes spoken of as the husband’s sec-
tion of a house, probably due to eheerö being the room in the house of his 
wife where he is allowed to receive visitors. This section of the female 
house becomes the space for reception, the room for beer parties etc (Ruel, 
1957:198). In some cases, I realized that the husband kept his weapons in 
the eheerö. An elderly woman explained to me, as she pointed to the pegs 

143This is not always the case; many houses have only one door. For example on the 
plains of Kiribo, I found that several homesteads provide the houses of daughters-in-
law with only an entrance from the cattle corral, while the house of the mother-in-law 
has two doors. Explanations were given in terms of security. 
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sticking out from the wail, high up and close to the roof, “You see, this is 
where things belonging to my husband (umwëënë wumugi – the homestead 
owner) are kept”. On these pegs typical male things were hanging: a club, 
arrows in a quiver and a bow. But in other houses men kept their personal 
weapons in the sleeping room. 

The omorengo, referred to as ‘the middle section’ (Tobisson, 1986:129), 
or ‘the mid-section’ (Ruel, 1959:61), is the section where food is prepared. 
Although there is usually a door from the ‘outside’ leading to omorengo, 
this is not a room where any passer-by can pop in, or even peep into. There 
are certain rules of avoidance applying to omorengo, and the reason for 
such discretion is simply that this is where the act of cooking is performed; 
an act analogous to love making in people’s minds (as I will elaborate on 
below). Several elderly women demarcated a square to the left of the outer 
door around the cooking stones, amagiha, which they named igisiumu 
(probably from the verb -sioma, to call in). They spoke of this part as the 
‘kitchen’ and emphasized its private character. Sometimes igisiumu is sur-
rounded by a low shelter made by sticks to protect this female space further 
from view. The married woman and her daughters normally eat here, at the 
igisiumu, while the husband and sons would be placed a bit aside. Today it 
confers status to have a kitchen built separately, especially if you are 
umukungu (a senior woman). It is still less common, though, for a fertile 
woman to separate the cooking unit from her house. The exclusiveness of 
this part was underlined by women’s accounts of rules of avoidance, such 
as: 

No visitor is allowed to watch a woman as she is cooking!... The son-
in-law cannot enter here. He cannot even see amagiha!... No man was 
allowed to sit nearby amagiha. Your husband and your sons may only 
pass by... Not even you (“you” is a reference to me – a European) want 
people to enter the kitchen, or the bedroom. Women do not want people 
to see how they cook. 

There is a close association in people’s minds between cooking and the 
sexual act, indicated by the restrictions and ideas related to this household 
chore, its space and tools. As we have seen, the woman who cooks in her 
house regards this as a private act and as such it is not to be watched by 
inappropriate persons. If an unwarranted person intrudes on the private  
space and action of cooking, she feels uncomfortable and the intruder is 
perceived of as rude and disrespectful. 
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However, I want to draw attention to the fact that there is a pronounced 
discrepancy between the actual position of the hearth (iriiko) and elderly 
women’s notions of where it belongs, as the following ‘revelatory inci-
dent’144 suggests. When I was installed in ‘my’ house,145 I brought my own 
kerosine stove, since I regarded myself as qualified to cook for my own 
house in my capacity as mother. With the assistance of an adult daughter 
(whom I shared the house with), I placed the small stove on the floor in the 
room where I was to cook, on a spot which we found suitable for this pur-
pose. We were quite satisfied with our arrangement until ‘my mother-in-
law’ came to inspect. She immediately disapproved of the stove’s position. 
As she muttered something about “children not knowing how to organize”, 
she resolutely moved the stove towards the entrance of my bedroom. One 
of the reasons for her reaction was certainly that she felt it appropriate to 
emphasize her authority by indicating that the hearth of a daughter-in-law’s 
house is provided by the mother-in-law (as I will return to). But there is 
more to this response than a consequence of showing disrespect for her role 
as umukungu. Our positioning of the stove clearly disturbed her as it was 
perceived of as a disorder in need of correction by a knowledgeable person. 
The stove was, consequently, rearranged and placed in a more proper place 
towards the centre of the house. I got the impression, however, that  the  
stove was not only to be at the centre, but that it was equally important that 
it was ‘watching’ the entrance to the bedroom. As connotations attached to 
the cooking stones obviously also applied to my stove, its position implied 
an insurance of no admission to my bedroom. Because the amagiha is not 
passed by just anyone and just for any reason. 

144‘A revelatory incident’ is an expression used by Fernandez (1986:viii) to denote “mo-
ments in human relationships which are pregnant of meaning”. As a consequence of 
long-term participant observation, of “being there”, an anthropologist is likely to be 
present at a number of these very real events. It is our task to describe them as accurately
as possible and, then, placing them in their multiple contexts, to tease out their multiple
meanings (Fernandez, 1986:xi). I perceive of the above-described incident as a “reve-
latory incident” in that the reaction of this woman made me become aware of symbolic
connections, in this case, images crucial for the maintaining of female identities were 
argued.
145When I moved into this homestead, I was given a house immediately to the left of 
the cattle passage, a position normally belonging to daughter-in-law number two. This
spatial positioning in the homestead put me (to a great extent) in the category of daugh-
ters-in-law. That physical space is social space was demonstrated in daily life, since the 
homestead members (and their visiting relatives) observed certain basic interaction 
rules. The head of the umugi applied the same rules of respect and avoidances towards 
me as he would have done to an ordinary daughter-in-law. For example, I was informed
immediately upon my arrival that he was willing to answer any question, but not in my
house. It should be done in the house of his wife. 
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When I discussed  inyuumba and its spatial  meanings  with women,  it  
happened that they drew examples of proper houses on the ground, using a 
stick. The outlines they produced puzzled me as they often did not corre-
spond to how their own houses were arranged, but rather matched meta-
phorical renderings in poetry and proverbs. I soon realized, though, that 
elderly women (abakungu) had a tendency to draw inyuumba as a concept, 
instead of producing sketches equivalent to physical reality. The women 
spoke of omorengo as the centre of the house and irirungu, the bedroom as 
being located ‘furthest in’. They also insisted on drawing the hearth (iriiko) 
at the very centre of the house circle, just at the foot of the bed. One of the 
reasons given why the cooking stones (amagiha) should be close to the bed 
was  that the fire  (oborre)  is to  warm the feet of  the  husband and  wife at  
night.146 When I asked why they drew like that, I sometimes got the reply 
that this was the position of the hearth in the good old days. Or, as an el-
derly woman putit: “I am drawing inyuumba as it is.” 

Irirungu, the bedroom, is without question the most private space in a 
woman’s house, as this is where man and wife sleep. Sometimes, the sleep-
ing section is simply referred to as oborro (the fire of the fire place) and 
the bed consequently as keborre. The area under the bed is associated with 
the ancestors (Ruel, 1957:199) and the bed figures in various rituals, for 
example in the context of marriage (Ruel, 1957:198). Rules of avoidance 
and exclusiveness of admittance are emphasized: 

Man and wife enter in here... Small babies sleep in the bed.,. The mother 
will only send children whom she trusts to go and fetch things in iri-
rungu... This is where she keeps flour (obose) and obosara. Her omo-
kamööna (daughter-in-law) may go in here to collect flour. (Field 
notes). 

It was mentioned that obosara, a slightly fermented drink preferably made 
from the seeds of finger millet, and flour are to be kept here. The location 
of the obosara and the flour, items charged with notions of fertility, is strik-
ing. It is equally revealing to note the women’s readiness to associate the 
reproductive daughter-in-law with the flour. 

146Another reason for the necessity of positioning the amagiha near the bed is a certain 
ritual in the context of the wedding in which the bride is to first ‘step on’ her mother-
in-law’s cooking stones and then to climb the bed of her mother-in-law.  
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The Authority to Provide with Cooking Stones 
It is the duty of the mother-in-law to provide the houses of her sons’ wives 
with the emotionally and symbolically charged hearth stones. These are 
occasions confirming her own status as the source of their houses, as well 
as a recognition of a progressive development of individual houses. A 
daughter-in-law can normally count on getting her own hearth after giving 
birth, which also means acquiring a certain autonomy. Young wives 
claimed that once they are given their own cooking stones (amagiha), the 
means of their mother-in-law’s “directing” is to some extent reduced: 

You will now feel as a grown-up woman; independent! Before you were
always directed.  

It is worth noting that young married women tend to speak about a grown-
up woman in terms of independency, and that “not to be directed” is a val-
ued feature of adult womanhood. As the above-cited statement suggests, 
adult women’s relative autonomy is one of the things that are symbolized 
by these three stones. However, since cooking stones normally are not 
given to a married woman until she has given birth to her first child (To-
bisson, 1986:136), this implies more than a sign of an increasing autonomy 
on the side of the daughter-in-law. It is a recognition of her reproductive 
capacities, a confirmation of proper womanhood. I was told that the senior 
woman will carefully search for three stones suited for this purpose, which 
she then installs in the house of her daughter-in-law. The very first time the 
daughter-in-law cooks on these stones, she will prepare a meal consisting 
of ubukima (maize cereal) and meat for her mother-in-law. The dish is then 
brought to the senior woman by her daughter-in-law and will be eaten in 
her kitchen. Young wives, explaining, this procedure summarized the es-
sentials with the following commentary: 

This is how you pay her respect. 

One should keep in mind, however, that strategic choices of human actors 
tend to disrupt prescribed ideals. Even if it is said to be customary for a 
married woman to receive her own hearth after the birth of the first child, 
this is not always the case. Since it is in the hands of the mother-in-law to 
decide when it is appropriate for her daughter-in-law to get her cooking 
stones, she also has the power to delay this, if she so wishes. A newly mar-
ried wife complained that she would probably have to wait for her stones 
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until her husband’s younger brother married, because her mother-in-law 
was in need of somebody to “do the job for her”, that is, “a daughter-in-
law whom she could direct”. As the mother-in-law is the one in authority 
to approve of the son’s wife, she is also entitled to part of her labour, like 
cooking. The delaying of cooking stones may, thus, be a strategic move by 
the senior woman to assure that she has access to the service of a daughter-
in-law. So, even though cooking stones are linked with a woman’s procre-
ative capacity, the mother-in-law may still have her reasons for deciding to 
delay  this new stage  of  female autonomy  on the side  of her  daughter-in-
law. 

Since the giving, or withholding, of the daughter-in-law’s cooking 
stones is the responsibility of the senior woman to decide, she might even 
prefer to do the opposite: to give amagiha to a new daughter-in-law before 
she has produced any offspring. This is what happened in the case of a 
widow whom I knew and her daughter-in-law. I was informed by neigh-
bouring women that the woman in question and her omokamööna (daugh-
ter-in-law), did not live in harmony with each other. When I asked for more 
information about the character of their disunity, it was simply stated that 
the daughter-in-law was cooking by herself and she did so already a few 
months after the wedding. One of the young women who commented on 
this state of affairs did so in a scornful manner to underline that this is not 
as things should be. She added another piece of information which she con-
sidered as revealing something critical about their relationship: 

This was not her own choice, but she was told by her mother-in-law to 
do so. 

In this context, the daughter-in-law taking charge of her own cooking has 
less affirmative connotations. Since appropriate female achievements are 
missing, the possession of your own hearth does not mean a recognition of 
acquired womanhood. It does not carry the stamp of female dignity, as it is 
not a confirmation of a new stage in the married woman’s career. The 
premature giving of amagiha, since in this case, rather becomes a sign of 
disagreement and disunity, since it is an act carried out without correspond-
ing fulfilment on the side of the daughter-in-law. 
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Three Cooking Stones – Two Eggs and One Which is 
Mobile 
My interest in the cooking stones seemed both to amuse and satisfy the 
senior women who explicitly indicated that now we were dealing with es-
sentials. One elderly woman, whom I have known for many years, asked 
jokingly how much I wanted to pay her for revealing such “inside matters”. 
The hearth consists of three rather big stones which are fixed in the mud 
floor of omoreengo (the middle section/cooking section) or, as married 
women pointed out – it is actually only two of the stones that are in a 
“fixed” position. A daughter-in-law, whose house I visited, explained that 

As you can see, these two stones belong together and are close together.
But the third stone; the one which is not towards the wall, is irigiha 
iritaka (lit. the ‘wanting’ stone).147 These two stones are fastened in the 
floor, but irigiha iritaka is unfixed. 

The woman who accompanied me on this occasion, a mature umukungu 
with grown up children, assisted in revealing the underlying meaning of 
the symbolism enacted in cooking by adding: 

And it (i.e. irigiha iritaka) does not cease to move... It is with this stone
the size of the pot is adjusted.  

The women apparently regarded the two ‘fixed’ stones as a pair; a pair  
which they spoke of as being an opposite to the third stone – ‘irigiha 
iritaka’. It was emphasized that ‘irigha iritaka’ is positioned separate from 
the other two stones. Nothing of these assertions was evident from what I 
could see with my bare eyes, and my questions revealing my ignorance 
caused my teachers to become very pedagogical indeed. The placement of 
the three stones in relation to their own position, when cooking, was 
demonstrated with gestures and witty remarks, like the umukungu cited in 
the following: 

You can see how I sit when I cook (she was sitting on a low stool, as is 
usually done). I have the irigiha iritaka between my knees.  

147Irigiha iritaka could also be translated as ‘the poor stone’. But the poverty is under-
stood in terms of missing, or lacking, your own people. Omotaka, the same word but 
prefixed with the human noun prefix of omo-, means a destitute person in the sense of 
lacking relatives. 
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The reaction by women when I sketched cooking stones was another reve-
latory incident. When I drew the amagiha as three huge oval stones laying 
on the floor, I was immediately corrected. The amagiha,148 I was explained, 
means ‘the place of eggs’ and refers to the womb of a woman. Since the 
stones represent a woman’s eggs, they should be drawn as standing up, 
rather than as laying on the floor. It is true, though, that the two stones 
spoken of as eggs usually have a more rounded form than the third stone 
which is characterized as moving to and fro. The way women comment on 
the stone of ‘irigiha iritaka’, together with their gestures, inevitably brings 
to mind the idea of the male sexual organ. Consequently, I interpret the 
woman’s hearth as a joint representation of the womb of a woman (with its 
eggs) and the penis of the man (the mobile ‘wanting’ stone).149 The ana-
logue between cooking, and love-making and procreation is obvious. 

There is another stone, much smaller though, which is to be placed in-
side the other three when one is cooking with a pot of a smaller size. This 
stone, named inyengerehia, is placed inside the three stones to support a 
smaller cooking vessel. That even this stone has sexual connotations was 
disclosed by the women who obviously found my inquiries about inyen-
gerehia most amusing. When I asked if the function of this stone is to help 
the cooking vessel to sit properly, they laughingly explained that its pur-
pose is rather to get the stone to sit appropriately (i.e. the cooking stone 
ascribed a phallic character). 

Eggs in a Limited Number 
Since the domestic hearth is perceived of as ‘the place of eggs’, I find  it  
crucial to draw attention to some perceptions regarding the eggs of a 
woman before proceeding to the next section which deals with ‘the male 
fire’. A woman’s reproductive capacity is viewed as an asset and offspring 
as wealth. Her fertility is, thus, regarded as a precious resource which must 
be taken care of. A woman is believed to have a limited number of eggs; a 
number which to some extent varies from woman to woman. But the point 
is that, if she is not careful, her eggs may be wasted. When women discuss 

148It should be noted, that an egg is termed iriigi in singular and amagi in plural. The 
suffix -ha is a locative, which attached to the noun — amagiha — consequently means 
‘the place of eggs’, i.e. the womb of a woman.
149Udvardy, whose thesis deals with gendered symbolism, claims that the hearth stones
in the Giriama context are obvious phallic symbols of the man who is the homestead 
head. She draws this conclusion on the basis of the erect position of the cooking stones
(Udvardy, 1990:47). 
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how many children they have, they frequently prefer to do so in terms of 
eggs. A senior woman with many adult children complained bitterly: 

I had several eggs which died... some of those were boys. Two were 
twins and two were born too early (miscarriages)... But I have not had 
any child who has died... the doctor explained that it is because my 
blood is strong (or powerful). 

As this indicates, women count miscarriages as well as children who died 
as infants when  they  give  an account of  how many  eggs they  possessed. 
When the woman, cited above, claims that no child has died, she excludes 
infants. It was often argued that a woman should continue to give birth until 
her eggs were finished. There is, however, a contradiction between various 
reproductive strategies and their legitimacy. When I put this question to 
women in Tarime town (whom I did not know very well), whether it is the 
custom in this place that a woman continues to give birth when her daugh-
ter starts to deliver, they suggested another reproductive strategy. To this 
quite straightforward question they answered that then the woman will stop 
delivering and backed up their standpoint with the argument that if she does 
not, it would be a shame. A woman who continues to give birth after she 
has become a mother-in-law seems to pose a contradiction, or at least to be 
controversial, even though it occurs. On the other hand, it happened that 
middle-aged men complained bitterly that their wives tended to neglect 
them as soon as they got an omokamööna. It was said that the wife will 
stop sleeping with her husband, since her only interest has become the de-
velopment of her house. 

The Fire – Male Sexual Virility 
Fire and firewood, which are part of cooking, are, endowed with symbolic 
meanings. One should be aware that there is a symbolic identification of 
fire with love-making in many African societies. As Ruel elaborates on this 
theme, with reference to Bemba, he draws attention to the fire as a symbol 
of male sexual virility (Ruel, 1997:78). The fire as a male imagery applies 
to the Kuria context as well. The fire, called omorro, is a metaphor of strong 
male sentiments – oborro – like, passion, zeal or even hate, depending on 
context. Men often described oborro as  a  very deep and strong  emotion,  
“like ‘having pain’ for something”. From the contexts in which oborro is 
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used, it seems to be a feeling appropriate for men, and first of all a trait of 
character ascribed to abamura, as this proverb demonstrates: 

Omogaaka maanche, umumura mörrö – An elderly man is water, a 
young man is fire. (Svensson, 1994:72). 

In this proverb the fiery and virile umumura is compared to the restrained 
elderly man; a contrast drawing attention to striking differences. The prov-
erb argues that senior men should control abamura, since the deeds of a 
young man may be as hazardous as the fire, while their fathers are like 
water preventing the fire to burn out of control. While oborro seems to be 
viewed as an inherent quality of young men, a woman demonstrating the 
‘passion’ of oborro would hardly be approved of. However, as this section 
investigates symbolic connotations of the fire in the context of the female 
house and its hearth, attention is drawn to notions of oborro of relevance 
to this focus.150 My point is that the passion of oborro is mainly a male 
characteristic and that this applies also to the sexual act. This should also 
be considered in the light of the fact that the Kuria practise female circum-
cision, which is a means to intentionally reduce female pleasure, or to use 
marriageable women’s own words, “to make sure that their body will not 
‘become hot’, if touched by a man”. 

Traditionally, fire was lit by the frictional rubbing of two fire sticks (es-
pecially in rituals). Although matches are common today, women still like 
to talk about the old way to kindle a fire. One of the fire sticks had female 
connotations and was named egesegeso egekari (the female firestick) and 
the other egesegeso gesaacha (the male firestick).151 My informant looked 
pleased as she claimed that the male fire stick is not able to generate fire: 

150In order not to reduce the significance of oborro (male passion) to sexual symbolism, 
I wish to emphasize that this sentiment is displayed in a variety of contexts. Young men 
are commonly spoken of as having zeal (oborro) for their ‘country’ when engaging in 
defence activities. Examples of public occasions allowing for a display of oborro are, 
self praise (amaibako) at ritual celebrations, and dances (irituungu) in connection with 
work parties.
151The Kuria are by no means the only people to endow traditional fire sticks with sex-
ual meanings. We are informed by Jacobson-Widding that the same applies to the 
Shona: “Two pieces of wood are used. In one, which is held horizontally, there is a hole
in which a little dry grass is placed. The other; a straight, smooth stick is held vertically 
with one end in the hole of the horizontal piece. It is turned until the grass catches fire. 
The vertical stick is called “the man” (murume), while the horizontal piece of wood is 
called “the woman” (mukadzi)” (Jacobson-Widding and Beek, 1990:68). Håkansson, 
who contributes an article to the same volume, The Creative Communion: African Folk 
Models of Fertility and the Regeneration of Life, draws attention to other aspects in his 
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The male fire stick cannot give fire. Certainly not. The male cannot give 
fire. Certainly not. It is the other one which they call female – the  
woman they give fire. 

Although strong passionate emotions in the context of sexual intercourse 
are given male connotations by the association to the fire in the domestic 
hearth, women are viewed as the ‘generators’ of the heat. It is obvious that 
women regard themselves as playing a crucial role in the creation of the 
heat of sexual intercourse. 

The fact that food preparations together with their implements are 
closely associated to proper femininity and female identities is evident in 
socialization processes of young girls. Let me underline the feminine value 
attached to the lighting of a domestic fire, by recalling an incident when I 
lived in the umugi of Petro Marwa. One day, one of his grandchildren, 
eight-year-old Boke, came running. She was very proud, indeed, as she 
showed me and Marwa (my son) a matchbox that she had been given by 
her mother. Since this was her first matchbox, it meant to be entrusted with 
the task of assisting in cooking and, furthermore, a confirmation of her 
feminine identity. 

The Female Cooking Pot and the Male Stirring 
Spoon 
The woman as a container and clay pots as wombs is another common trope 
of imagery in East African societies. These images have at times been in-
terpreted in terms of female passivity and inferiority, as if this imagery of 
female sexuality and procreativity creates and reinforces ideologies em-
phasizing women as subordinate. The ‘container/womb metaphor’ would, 
accordingly, reduce women’s significance to being merely receivers of the 
male seed and carriers of the child, while men are the ‘creators’152 as in the 

remark on fire sticks among the Gusii: “The fire sticks used are one hard, which is 
called male, and one soft, concave stick which is called female.” It is interesting to 
observe that Jacobson-Widding, in her reference to Shona, focuses on the differences 
in angle between the two sticks, while Håkansson notices complementary qualities in 
shape and rigidity.
152There are numerous examples of anthropologists exploring the symbolic associations
between containers and women. Udvardy points out in her study about the Giriama that 
containers of various kinds are classified as female and the contained as male, i.e. the 
substance filling the container (1990:155). Jacobson-Widding and van Beek underline 
the clay pot as a fundamental symbol of female identity (1990:25). 
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classical study of Sukuma-Nyamwezi, by Malcolm, where one of his in-
formants states: “The man is the author of life and women are only the 
carriers of the new life given to them” (Malcolm, 1953:69, my emphasis). 
This view is confirmed by Brandström, who elaborates on the container as 
a symbolic expression of the role of the woman in procreation among the 
Sukuma-Nyamwezi in his thesis: “The men will assert that they are the 
ones who beget the children (kubyala bana), arguing that the woman only 
serves as a container (kiseme) and that the pregnant woman is like a sack 
filled with sorghum (igunila lya busiga)” (Brandström, 1990:6:5, my em-
phasis). 

We are informed that, in this informal argumentation between men and 
women, the women will counter by pointing out that they are actually the 
ones to conceive and give birth to the child (Brandström, 1990:6:5). How-
ever, what I find interesting in a comparative perspective is that in the 
Sukuma-Nyamwezi context women are ascribed a passive role by means 
of the container imagery. I will argue that, although vessels are symbols of 
women and their wombs in the Kuria context as well, the Kuria perception 
of these images and the meanings they attach to them seem to differ in 
some crucial respects from those of the Sukuma-Nyamwezi. The fact that 
women are likened to containers does not reflect a perception of female 
passivity, or insignificance, nor does it mean that they are viewed as empty 
vessels. That they ‘are containers’ is beyond question; however, they are 
vessels with a good content. I want to draw attention to this, since it cer-
tainly effects the role a woman is given in sexual intercourse, as well as in 
procreation. Besides, it is not only women who are likened to containers; 
there are male containers as well serving the purpose of keeping milk and 
seeds. The rhythmical musical instruments ibiraandi are a good example 
of containers endowed with male connotations. Ibiraandi (in singular eker-
aandi), which consists of two round calabashes filled with seeds, symbol-
izes the testicles of the man and, consequently, are to be played in pairs. 
The beating of ibiraandi accompanies dancing and singing at many cele-
brations, not least on the occasion when the husband’s group escorts the 
bride to her new home.153 

153Broch-Due calls attention to that the Turkana cow milk container has both feminine 
and masculine aspects, which is evident from its form — the round belly and cylindrical 
neck: When closed, its form connotes the procreative organs of the spouses joined — 
the base is the womb and the neck is the penis. When it is open the two gendered parts 
are separated, the neck serving as a cup that captures the cow’s milk poured out from 
the belly (Broch-Due, 1999:11). 
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To create a clay pot, or something else out of clay (amatagito), is called 
okobomba, which literally means ‘to pile’. This act of piling, or shaping, 
may refer to a woman forming a cooking vessel out of clay,154 or elderly 
men making their traditional tobacco pipes out of the same material. The 
verb okobomba may also  be used  as a vulgar  reference  to sexual  inter-
course, and the noun formed from the same stem, ekebombo, is used as a 
less polite term for a woman’s vagina. It is worthwhile noticing that the 
vagina is referred to as an arena for formation, a condition which under-
scores women’s creative forces. 

When a woman marries, she will be provided with a cooking spoon by 
her husband, which is made by men, like woodcarving in general. The  
wooden ladle, called omogango, becomes one of her most important cook-
ing utensils, due to its everyday usage and symbolic connotations. This 
spoon, with its long handle, is suited for the purpose of being a stirring tool 
when flour poured into the pot is to be dissolved, or when the thickening 
traditional ubukima155 is being turned over in the cooking vessel. Cooking 
in general is called -iheka, but when referring to ubukima cooking is usu-
ally spoken of as stirring. And ‘to stir’ is okoruga, which in this context 
refers to the blending involved when making ubukima. Although ubukima 
usually is eaten together with vegetables (or meat), the preparation of the 
meal is called kurogera which literally means ‘stirring for somebody’ – an 
expression I will explore in the following section. However, one could 
claim that omogango is a male tool used by women in their everyday ac-
tivities. This is not only due to the circumstance that it is given to a wife by 
her husband but has to do with its place in the metaphorical webs created 
around the cores of cooking. As the cooking pot symbolizes the female 
womb, the cooking spoon naturally enough becomes the penis and, accord-
ing to the same logic, the very stirring is analogous to the sexual act. But 
in the context of sexual intercourse, it is the man who does the stirring.  

154Even though, today, factory-made aluminium cooking pans (sufferias) are common, 
cooking vessels made of clay are still preferred for the preparation of certain kinds of 
dishes, like frying of meat and vegetables. The traditional Kuria beverage obosara cools 
in a special pot, and another pot is used for keeping drinking water. Cooking vessels 
made out of aluminium, as well as clay, are usually bought at the marketplace. 
155Ubukima is the Kuria staple food made out of flour and water, which are boiled to-
gether until thick. Traditionally, ubukima was prepared out of finger millet, but today 
other cereals such as maize and cassava are used as well. It is eaten together with veg-
etables, meat or fish. 
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‘Stirring with Two Cooking Spoons’ – An Expression of 
Female Infidelity 
Let us explore metaphorical usages and actions of the cooking spoon a bit 
further to see what relevance this colourful imagery has for sexual relation-
ships. According to the same logic, female infidelity is spoken of  as the  
stirring with more than one omogango at the same time. A married woman 
turning down an invitation to be involved in extramarital affairs may, con-
sequently, employ the following euphuism:  

Tenkorogerra megango ebere hai – I do not cook (literally stir) with 
two cooking spoons. 

This is a common metaphorical rendering of a woman’s refusal to indulge 
in extramarital affairs. The literal meaning of the verb tense tenkorogerra 
is “I do not stir’. Since the double -rr- indicates habitual form, the expres-
sion designates that ‘cooking with two spoons’ is not her habit. When this 
expression was explained to me, it was added that a married woman should 
respect her husband and “not sleep with a man of outside (otagacha 
koraara namosaacha waisiko)”. Women made it clear that ‘to stir with two 
cooking spoons’ implies having a sexual relation with ‘a man of outside’ 
(omosaacha waisiko). By doing so, a spatial distinction is drawn between 
having marital sex and cheating, a distinction indicating physical as well 
as social distance. Extra-marital affairs, accordingly, belong to the ‘out-
side’, that is, such sexual relationships are ‘of isiko’ – the yard surrounding 
the homestead which is carefully kept cleared from any vegetation, as it 
marks the boundary between the very homestead and the ‘outside’. This 
spatial demarcation of sexual relationships implies that sleeping with a 
brother (i.e. a classificatory brother) of the husband would not be ‘to stir 
with two cooking spoons’, since it does not mean having sex with some-
body ‘of the outside’. Since he is a close relative in the same generation as 
her husband, he is even supposed to serve as a ‘stand in’ in situations of 
emergency. One should keep in mind (as I have shown in Chapters Three 
and Four), that all children born to a properly married woman belong to her 
house and are descendants of her husband, no matter who has given the 
seed. But these rights of affiliation do not mean that an unfaithful wife is 
not criticised. It will be said that she is giving birth to her children ‘from 
outside’, to indicate that the seed should not come from the outside, but 
from ‘inside’ the group of her husband.  
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‘The Cow of Stirring’ vs ‘The Cow of Honey’ 
Although marital infidelity by no means is uncommon, this does not mean 
that it is accepted by Kuria society. A forsaken husband (i.e. his group) is 
traditionally entitled to compensation since he has acquired the rights to his 
wife’s sexuality. Even if elders complain that such compensations are be-
coming increasingly rare these days, the metaphorical renderings still exist 
and give important insights into perceptions of extramarital affairs.  

Compensation to a bereaved husband consists of two different kinds of 
fines, one applying to the unfaithful wife and another to the adulterous man. 
A man who has had a sexual relationship with somebody’s legal wife is 
supposed to pay a fine called ‘the cow of stirring’ (eng’öömbë yekirugi),156 

if discovered. As the term indicates, his wrongdoings consist of stirring in 
a pot which is not to his disposition. The term eng’öömbë yekirugi157 (the 
cow/bull of stirring) is not only used for this type of fine; it may also be 
used as a reference to an adulterer.  

On the other hand, the compensation made by the cheating wife (or ra-
ther by her group) to her husband, is named ‘the honey cow’ (eng’öömbë 
yeboke). The unfaithful wife, sent home to her parents, is expected to bring 
a ‘cow of honey’, eng’öömbë yeboke, on her return to the husband, which 
means that she will return part of her bridewealth. This punishment is a 
severe humiliation both to the girl and her natal family, especially to her 
mother who will be blamed for her daughter’s misbehaviour and dubious 
character. Female infidelity is, thus, viewed as a bereavement on the part 
of her husband, which traditionally demanded compensation, a cheating 
perceived of as depriving the legal husband of his honey. I want to draw 
attention to a few symbolic connotations of honey, in order to grasp its 
significance. In several African societies, honey is used as a metaphor de-
noting female sexual assets. As for the Sukuma-Nyamwezi, the expression 
“tasty like honey” is used to describe a good story, fertile land and an at-
tractive woman (Brandström, 1990:169). Even to the Kuria, a description 
of a woman’s attractiveness in terms of honey has erotic connotations. The 
honey imagery has special references to female sensuality, a woman’s sex-
ual ‘tastiness’, as Brandström puts it: “More than any other item of food, 
honey epitomizes the sensation of flavour and taste” (Brandström, 
1990:169). In the Kuria context, the honey denotes a woman’s sexual 

156The noun ikirugi, meaning‘stirring’, is used as a term for adultery. 
157Here eng’öömbë does not refer to a female cow but is used in a general sense, mean-
ing a head of cattle. 
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sweetness, and to ‘taste the honey’ of somebody else becomes an expres-
sion of having sex with somebody’s wife. The problem in the context of 
extramarital affairs is, thus, that the woman concerned entertains somebody 
with honey who is not entitled to taste it. By drawing attention to ‘the 
honey-stirring expressions’, we may state that the woman’s mistake con-
sists in offering honey to the wrong man (I will return to the honey meta-
phor), while the man who borrows somebody’s wife does wrong by stirring 
in the wrong pot. 

‘The honey cow’ is obviously more than a term denoting a specific fine. 
Since a woman is linked with her own bride cattle, ‘the honey cow’ is an 
analogue of herself, and as it refers to her sexuality, this is an image heavily 
charged with erotic insinuations. If a woman makes references to ‘the 
honey cow’ to a man outside her husband’s family, this is likely to be con-
sidered as a provocation, or as a means of seducing him, because, by doing 
so, she draws attention to her own sexual attractiveness, as she herself is 
‘the honey cow’. A woman making a sexual invitation to a man may, thus, 
do so by the following rendering: 

Wait for me, let me bring the honey cow. 

The honey cow, in this context, is associated with sexual relations outside 
the umugi, i.e. sexual immorality – as opposed to the sexual activities per-
formed in the proper spatial setting, which is the sleeping section of a 
woman’s house. 

To ‘Carry Cooking Spoons’ – A Blessing or a Provocation? 
Let us consider the innovative symbolic usage of the traditional omogango, 
the tool of stirring which involves phallic imagery. The way the cooking 
spoon as a key symbol is enacted, and the evoking of its metaphorical ar-
ticulations is enlightening, not least since this throws light upon the role of 
charged metaphors in power relations and striving for dignity. However, 
before I further exemplify symbolic usages of the cooking spoon outside 
the domain of domestic cooking, I would like to draw attention to its dif-
ferent levels of abstractions by pointing to its employment in expressions 
qualifying authenticity. ‘umuKuria omogango’, with the literal meaning, 
‘a Kuria of the cooking spoon’, is an expression used as a praise, or a claim 
of genuineness. By saying that so and so is ‘a Kuria of the cooking spoon’, 
one is claiming that the person in question is a ‘real’ Kuria, i.e. a descend-
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ant of umuKuria, the legendary ancestor (see Ch 2). This imagery, I be-
lieve, does not make sense if it is not explored in relation to its metaphorical 
contexts. When this expression is viewed in the light of the symbolic mean-
ings attached to the domestic hearth and the cooking performed in a 
woman’s house, it becomes intelligible and sensible. Somebody is certainly 
a pure Kuria if the cooking spoon, your father, is of Kuria origin. 

The act of ‘carrying cooking spoons’, which means to hold the 
omogango upright, is another significant expression. This ‘carrying of 
cooking spoons’ (an expression that occurs frequently in Kuria praise po-
etry) does not necessary imply a literal lifting of the male stirring spoon. 
But when somebody consciously lifts up his arm (and hand) with the inten-
tion of peace-making and blessing – this is ‘to carry cooking spoons’. Let 
me exemplify by an incident when Kuria were involved in an armed con-
flict, referred to by elders. They were in such a disadvantageous position 
that they decided to surrender and seek negotiations, rather than to be de-
feated. As a sign of their peaceful intentions, they carried cooking spoons 
as they approached the enemy’s forces, by holding them upright. In order 
to grasp the significance of this event, one must remember that in this con-
text they did not approach the enemy with female cooking utensils, but with 
tools endowed with male connotations. 

The meanings evoked may vary in accordance with the context in which 
the act of carrying these male spoons occurs, as the following example will 
demonstrate. When I visited Nairobi in December 1996, there was a cam-
paign named: “The coalition on violence against women – Kenya” with 16 
days of activism against domestic violence arranged by the organization: 
Women in Law and Development in Africa (WiLDAF). The campaign 
consisted of various activities which all aimed to draw public attention to 
the problem of domestic violence. Women from the countryside where 
urged to come to Nairobi in order to participate in demonstrations held in 
the streets of Nairobi. It was a striking display, since the ordinary women, 
who clearly understood what these demonstrations were about, chose to 
bring their cooking spoons with which they waved while shouting slogans 
as they participated in the procession of demonstrators. This initiative was 
not appreciated, however, by a number of the well-educated organizers. 
One of the Nairobi elite women, responsible for the activities, complained 
to me about these village women’s ignorance. But this ‘offensive act’ 
demonstrated a genuine participation and an emotional commitment on the 
part of those women. This enacted symbolism, evidently, evoked associa-
tions speaking louder than the slogans, or the panel debate that followed. 
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Besides, they attached a new, or rather an extended meaning to the act of 
‘carrying cooking spoons’, that is, a means to protest against male’s do-
mestic abuse of women. They did so, through the act of evoking, by the 
means of an emotionally derivative symbol. What could be more striking 
for this purpose than the male spoon with all its connotations and its asso-
ciation to husbands, and nevertheless the implement of their wives. 

Ubukungu – Mature Womanhood 
Since I have referred to some metaphorical renderings of male ageing and 
sexuality in the previous chapter, I will add some examples of metaphorical 
expressions on the processes of female maturing. Consequently enough, 
just as sexual intercourse and reproduction are understood as cooking, a 
woman approaching the end of the life stage of procreation is spoken of in 
terms of pots, cooking and thresholds. 

Female Ageing as Pots Breaking Apart and the Scraping 
Out of the Very Last 
How the very last child of a woman is labelled is another illustration of 
metaphorical associations between the two fields of food preparations and 
sexual reproduction. The term for the last born, omokogoti, translated by 
Ruel as ‘he who licks the spoon’, which he explains as a reference to the 
favouritism shown to him (of getting the last food) (Ruel, 1959:78). I find 
it crucial, for the sake of my analysis, to make a point of the fact that my 
informants explained the significance of omokogoti slightly differently. 
The term omokogoti is a derivation from the verb -kogota, the act of scrap-
ing out the very last remains in the cooking pot.158 A young woman ex-
plained the meaning of omokogoti as follows: 

You know, when the food in the cooking pot is finished, then somebody
takes his first finger (the forefinger) and scrapes out the very last re-
mains; what is not there. This is put in a cup and given to the last born. 

158The Swahili term for last born (kutinda mimba) has slightly different connotations, 
since the literal meaning is ‘to cut the womb’, i.e. to bring to an end the life stage in-
volving conception. This way of conceptualizing female ageing is in line with the met-
aphorical reasoning in Kuria metaphors about women’s life stages (as I will demon-
strate). 
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By giving this to the last born one says, without using words: “the same
thing applies to you; what should not have emerged became true.” 

When I asked a middle-aged woman to explain the meaning of omokogoti, 
she focussed on the very act of -kogota. First she inquired: 

You eat rice, don’t you? 

As I confirmed that I often did so, she clarified with a pedagogical profi-
ciency: 

When the rice in the cooking pot is finished, one scrapes out the very 
last. The same thing is done when a woman gives birth to her last child. 

The meaning of omokogoti is, thus, more complex than ‘the one who licks 
the spoon’, even though this might often be the case. The giving of the last 
food from the cooking pot to this child is rather a symbolic act of identifi-
cation. As the mother gives him the leftovers, she refers to the child as the 
very last  thing  ‘scraped out’  of her womb. She is  actually saying, “You 
were the last  remains  of my  cooking  pot  –  in my  womb – what  was not  
expected to emerge, became true in you.” The literal meaning of omokogoti 
would, accordingly, be something like ‘the one who is scraped out of the 
cooking pot’. With these connotations attached to the last born, it is not 
surprising that he is beloved and favoured. The last son is also the one to 
remain in the homestead of his parents, and his wife is the daughter-in-law 
who will take care of them in their old age. 

The same sets of metaphors apply to ‘the problem of female old age’ – 
obokungu, as the following proverbs demonstrate: 

Inyoongo ngesaku egöötekera – The pot, at the door it breaks into 
pieces. (Svensson, 1990:110).  

Obokoro nkerooyi inyoongo egaatekera riikö – Old age is a disease, a 
pot broken on fire. (Svensson, 1990:72). 

These proverbs may be applied to various situations when something sud-
denly is ruined without previous notice, just as it is almost to be completed. 
But since Kuria proverbs are words carrying hidden messages, there is 
more into these proverbs than their applications. The imagery refers to fe-
male processes of ageing, the entering of ubukungu which is the state of 
mature womanhood. The pot breaking into pieces is the womb, and the  
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symbolically heavily charged spot where this accident occurs, the doorway 
(egesaku), is a reference to the flow of fertility from an individual woman’s 
house. The ikihita, in contrast, has a more collective character since it usu-
ally constitutes the common entrance to several houses. When a woman 
reaches menopause, this state is perceived of as a break-off in the fertility 
flowing out of her womb; she is the cooking pot breaking apart. This  is  
reflected in the Kuria term itself for ‘reaching menopause’, -botokera, from 
the word -botoka which means ‘come apart’ or ‘break off’.159 However,  
even if there is a break-off in her personal reproductive ability, her house 
will continue to grow through the fertility flows of her daughters-in-law 
which brings a new focus of interest. The second proverb is a comment on 
the same theme. It states that, from the point of view of fertility, female 
elderhood (obokoro) is a disease coming unexpectedly and being harmful 
to a woman’s reproductive forces. Her womb loses the capacity to conceive 
as a result of sexual intercourse, or to use the wording of the proverb, ‘the 
pot breaks while on fire’. 

Having Son’s Wives – Access to Cooking Vessels 
In cases when a woman fails to conceive, her unfortunate state might also 
be commented on with reference to her hearth. Her amagiha (cooking  
stones) are said to be cold, which implies that even if she has got her own 
hearth where she cooks, her cooking stones are not productive in the sense 
of producing descendants. Like the daughter-in -law acquiring her own 
hearth after giving birth, this is another situation indicating the association 
between the domestic fire and reproductive sexuality; a sexuality with the 
potential to result in offspring. It is noteworthy that love-making in itself, 
that is, marital sexual relationships, do not activate the stones of amagiha. 
The fire of male virility involved in sexual intercourse is, thus, not enough 
to make a woman’s cooking stones become productive. 

However, a woman with offspring who has passed menopause is not 
considered to have ‘cold cooking stones’, since from her very house and 
her amagiha other houses are emerging. Her stones are still active as long 
as she has daughters-in-law who are fertile. This is the theme of the fol-
lowing proverb that, although there is a break-off in the fertility of the 
umukungu (the senior woman), she still has access to fertility through her 
son’s wives: 

159This derivation is also referred to in Kuria-English Dictionary (Muniko, oMagige 
and Ruel, 1996:11). 
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Umubumbi akorogerra amarigira – The potter is the one who cooks 
with potsherds. (Svensson, 1990:67). 

When a grandmother interpreted this proverb for her granddaughter, she 
explained that the potter stands for the umukungu who has good (abaiya; 
meaning good both in character and appearance) daughters. The problem 
is that, as the daughters are married off, the mother-in-law gets worthless 
daughters-in-law in exchange for her own girls.160 The analogues here are 
between the mother-in-law and the potter; her daughters and the cooking 
pots she is selling and daughters-in-law and potsherds. The potter (umu-
bumbi) is the one making pots. Likewise, by her reproductive success, the 
umukungu has ‘created’ her own daughters-in-law because there is a met-
onymic relationship between daughter’s and daughters-in-law established 
by the means of bride cattle. With this metonymic linkage in mind, it makes 
sense to view the sexual act as the ‘creating’ of daughters-in-law, especially 
since -bomba, a quite indecent term for sexual intercourse literally meaning 
‘to mould’ (‘to fuck’), is a derivation from umubumbi (the potter, lit. the 
moulder). The daughters-in-law are to become her cooking pots, since they 
and their reproductive sexuality belong to her house. They are, conse-
quently, expected ‘to cook for her’, i.e. to produce descendants for her 
house. 

The dilemma referred to in the proverb is, however, that these girls are 
not always proper pots, but amarigira – potsherds. This condition of the 
new pots indicates the bad character of the in-married ladies, that they tend 
to be either lazy or immoral. Just as the potter sells her pots, the umukungu 
trades her daughters only to find that “she gave something good, but got 
something worthless in return”. The proverb is used as a moral teaching to 
young women who themselves are “to go to others”, i.e. to be married off.  

“It is the Used Pot that Makes Obosara” 
This brings us to another pot which, together with its content, provides a 
distinguished imagery of fertility and reproductive success, namely the pot 
of the traditional obosara. When it comes to symbolically charged dishes 

160This proverb  can be  applied  to a variety of  situations,  such as  when one wants to 
emphasize the tendency of an artisan to make every shilling she can from her trade. 
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and food processes, the traditional Kuria beverage of obosara is outstand-
ing as it is charged with notions of fertility161 and blessings. It is a must on 
ceremonial occasions, such as weddings and circumcision. Obosara is  a  
slightly fermented drink, made from finger millet, which is both refreshing 
and nutritious. The making of obosara includes different processes with 
clear references to creative forces and female matureness, just as the prov-
erb points out: 

Enö yaakangoka niyö egoköra obosara – It is the productive pot which 
makes obosara. (Svensson, 1990:106). 

Although adult women in general may prepare this drink, it is often stated 
that elderly women (abakungu) are the ones making162 the sweetest 
obosara. This is precisely what the proverb highlights – that it is the 
umukungu who is most experienced in brewing obosara. I want to direct 
attention to the fact that her expertise is not merely due to many years of 
practice but has to do with her reproductive success as well. The proverb 
is, accordingly, a praise of successful female maturity and the ‘productive 
pot’ a reference to umukungu, i.e. a woman with developing houses. As I 
was instructed how to make obosara’,163 and bought a special pot for this 

161I find my son’s description of obosara, that it is “sour, strong and delicious”, most 
striking. He loved obosara to the delight of the women who willingly took on the role 
as grandmothers and prepared the drink for him. 
162The verb -kangoka means productive or functioning. 
163The preparation of obosara is spoken of with a special affection and is associated 
with mature women, although women in general know how to make it. It tastes different
every time, depending on the mixture of flour, the measure of yeast (ememera) etc. The 
preparation can be seen as consisting of four parts: 1) The making of ememera (yeast): 
Seeds of finger millet, which have been soaked overnight in a vessel, are then soaked 
on flat rock (orotare) for a couple of days. This is spoken of as ‘making wet’. More 
water is added; the seeds are ‘mixed by hand’ and then covered with banana leaves. 
This procedure is repeated morning and evening for one or two days, until the seeds 
have started to germinate. Then the sprouts of finger millet are dried in the sun on an-
other rock, before being ground. After being ground, the flour has become ememera — 
the fermenting agent in obosara. 2) Preparing the pot: There is a special pot for the 
cooling and storing of obosara. This pot must be prepared, it was emphasized, and we 
did so by cleaning and drying it in the sun. 3) Dissolving yeast and flour: When we 
prepared the obosara after dark in the cooking hut of Abigail, it was an occasion which
differed from other cooking demonstrations. It was more of a ritual with special expec-
tations and the careful supervision of Abigail was very obvious. Part of the newly pre-
pared ememera was put aside and kept for future use, while some was mixed in the 
boiling water of the cooking pot together with the flour. Then followed the stirring with 
the cooking spoon in order to dissolve the yeast. 4) Cooling and storing: The mixture is
poured into the obosara pot, which is carefully covered. It is left to cool until the next 
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purpose, I was told that it should take some time until my pot would pro-
duce properly fermented obosara. The pot must first have served this pur-
pose for some time.  

The fact that successful brewing of obosara and prospering  female  
elderhood belong together is demonstrated by the following incident. The 
first time I made my own obosara, was assisted by a middle-aged Kuria 
woman in Tanzania, whose reactions I found rather puzzling, as the brew 
did not turn out as expected. At first, she tried to ignore the problem, and 
later on, she just did not want to speak about it. Her reactions revealed that 
the ‘failure’ was very delicate, indeed. On another occasion, she told me 
that her mlango (door; here major lineage) is abahiri Mwita (descendants 
of Mwita), and that the founder (Mwita) had many women (i.e. wives) who 
had formed lineages within this ‘doorway’ of Mwita. One of these wives is 
named Mokebubu, meaning ‘the wife who fails to mature’, and her lineage 
is abaBubu, ‘the people who fails to mature’. This wife of Mwita, I was 
informed, had a delicate problem; she never succeeded in making obosara. 
She was, consequently, named Mokebubu, after ikibubu which is the term 
for a brew of obosara which has failed – “a character that became her praise 
name”, I was told. Since it was not quite clear to me in what sense Moke-
bubu’s maturity had shortcomings, I asked curiously how it could be that 
the obosara of this particular wife always failed. My informants, who ob-
viously was not willing to elaborate on the reasons, merely replied “It was 
probably as with the obosara we were making”. In order to give a clue to 
her reactions, I want to emphasize the analogue between a proper mature 
woman and the preparation of obosara. It is noteworthy that this woman 
who failed as she assisted me in brewing obosara is barren. She, herself, 
did not succeed in sustaining her house, a fact she tried to conceal. Besides, 
I learnt in time that she was regarded as a ‘loose woman’ who performed 
sexual services in exchange for gifts. This explained why people did not 
greet her with respect, something that disturbed me since I believed it was 
due to her childless state. But later on, I realized that she was also despised 
because people viewed her as a prostitute. 

It is obvious from these empirical examples, and the proverbial state-
ments, that the obosara, together with the pot and the processes involved 

day “with the ememera floating on top”. The next day, when the obosara is ready to 
drink, it is said to “be mature”. For everyday usage two sorts of flour are usually 
‘mixed’, but for special occasions, such as weddings, pure flour of finger millet is pre-
ferred. As I was instructed how to make obosara and it was poured into my pot which 
I was going to travel with, Abigail gave careful instructions how to take care of it: “You 
must hold it in your lap and nurse it as a child”, she insisted. 
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in the brewing, stands for mature and successful womanhood. ‘Real’ aba-
kungu,  that is, women with daughters-in-law  and  grandchildren, are re-
garded as the specialists on this food preparation. Taking into account that 
women less unfortunate with regard to the development of their individual 
houses are also viewed as less likely to succeed in brewing obosara, such 
failure in preparing this beverage seems to be linked up with perceptions 
of female promiscuity. 

Images of Female Sensuality 
As I have already pointed out, both men and women are viewed as contain-
ers, but of different kinds and for different purposes. Men are spoken of as 
containers holding seeds and milk (a reference to semen), while women are 
referred to as vessels, like cooking pots or other containers, with sweet 
contents etc. Since these are images referring to procreation and sexual ac-
tivities, they imply that women’s contribution in sexual intercourse is not 
reduced to being merely receivers of the semen from the man. On the con-
trary, women are containers with attractive contents. 

The Sweetness of Honey 
As the metaphorical expression of ‘the honey cow’ reveals, a woman’s sex-
uality is commonly spoken of in terms of honey, that is, she has honey to 
offer. Honey (oboke), a concept in people’s minds for female sweetness, is 
also a common female Kuria name: 

Both are Boke, and I have loved them equally much. 

This is how a Kuria family head introduced two of his wives to the guests 
at the wedding of one of his daughters. By emphasizing the meaning of 
their personal name, ‘honey’, and by elaborating on his affection for them, 
he praised them in public for their sexual qualities. His presentation of the 
wives amused the listeners who laughed heartily, as the use of the honey 
metaphor left much to be understood which was not stated openly. 

The meanings of the honey metaphor and the consequences of its em-
ployment are more sophisticated, indeed, than what the substitution view 
of metaphor claims (see Chapter Six). It is much further into the metaphor-
ical processes than a view that approaches this imagery as an indirect way 
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of saying “a sexually attractive woman” recognizes, or, than an understand-
ing of honey as the significator and the woman the signified, allows for. 
Even if a metaphorical expression, like this one, could be seen as present-
ing a similarity between the thought in mind (women) and the metaphor 
(honey), as the comparison view suggests, that is, that women are like 
honey in being attractive and a pleasure for men, such a comparison leaves 
much to be unaccounted for. An approach taking into account interactional 
qualities, on the other hand, allows for an understanding of metaphorical 
processes in which the existing ideas around a woman’s sexuality on the 
one hand, and the attributes and connotations ascribed to honey, on the 
other hand, interact in creating meanings. Those creations of meanings in 
the metaphorical processes are, consequently, the result of the understand-
ing of women’s sexuality, as well as perceptions of honey.  

In the Kuria context, we  find  honey  in  male names as  well, as  in the 
male praise name164 Sogori. Honey is the theme of this praise name of a 
well-known Kuria elder, which is formed by the verb -soga, the act of pok-
ing a stick into a beehive in search of honey. The name certainly reveals 
that its bearer is fond of honey and a performer of this act of poking. But, 
like most Kuria proverbs and praise names, this is an allusion that has more 
than one level of abstraction. This praise name has its origin in a certain 
incident, or event. I was told that, once when this Kuria elder was a young 

164Kuria children are given a first name and a surname which tells who the father is. 
Praise names are usually given later on in life in addition to ‘ordinary’ names. Alsaker 
Kjerland suggests that Kuria praise names are the shortcut to identification, since this 
is a community with many similar names (1995:42-43). This is certainly true, but I 
would like to emphasize Kuria praise names as a tool in male and female identity for-
mation. This issue will, however, have to be discussed elsewhere. Alsaker Kjerland also
points out the secret nature of female praise names and female poetic praises. She claims 
that men’s praise names are not secret to the same extent, except for those with a sexual
message, “they used honourable names in public, while names with a sexual message 
are “secret” and solely communicated to other men” (Alsaker Kjerland, 1995:14). I 
would rather argue that the ‘sexual message’ in praise names is often veiled in nature, 
and, thus, not offensive. For example, the praise name, ‘Motoranyengo chitagamba 
ichabamaina chiagamba’, translated as, ‘He who opened the calabash to fill it with 
seeds, but it made no sound.’ Alsaker Kjerland states that “the point made in the praise 
is that older people knew how to make calabashes ‘sound’, younger people did not”. 
(Alsaker Kjerland, 1995:43). I claim, however, that praise names, just like proverbs, are 
multi-layered in meanings. This specific praise name clearly has sexual references; ‘he 
who opened’ is an euphemism for a man having sexual intercourse; ‘the calabash’ with
its opening presents an image of a woman; ‘to fill it with seeds’ is a way to describe the 
semen in the act of sexual intercourse etc. My point is that this praise name is by no 
means secret, even though it has sexual connotations. 
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boy grazing his father’s goats, he found a beehive. Since he strongly de-
sired its honey, he could not resist the temptation but tried to get access to 
this delicacy with his stick. The bees, which are said to be guarding their 
honey, went on attack, and although the boy managed to escape, many of 
the goats were killed by the bee swarm. This accident meant a severe eco-
nomic loss to his family, and the boy who was overcome by his desire was, 
thus, named Sogori – ‘the poker of honey’. This event is not the only rea-
son, however, why this man got this praise name. Since praise names have 
metaphorical qualities, i.e. are veiled language, often with sexual refer-
ences, his name reveals that this ‘fondness for honey’ has followed him his 
entire life. Although the reference to sexual appetite is obvious, it is worth 
noting that the man in question was a spokesman of monogamy. He loved 
his wife dearly and made sure that she continued to give birth even after 
their adult daughters were married. The wife, on her side, was proud of her 
capability to conceive over an unusually long period of time, something 
she often came back to. 

Prostitution, Body Cream and a Bottle of Fanta 
Under this heading, I will refer to and elaborate on the case of Agnes who 
trades her sexuality, since it draws attention to two aspects of female sen-
suality – sexual sweetness and beauty. These qualities are invoked, by Ag-
nes, through the metonymical enactment of body cream and bottle of Fanta.  

Body grease and female, as well as male, beauty, are intimately inter-
connected in people’s minds. I have heard men grow lyrical as they have 
recalled their youth and the greasy bodies of their female dancing partners. 
They have, however, referred to their attractiveness in poetic terms by elab-
orating on the girls’ breasts etc; how they were almost dripping with oil. 
According to their descriptions, a shiny body is as important as any orna-
ment. Traditionally, body grease (amaguta) consisted of butterfat, but to-
day any manufactured beauty cream will fill the same purpose. 

The interconnection between grease and sensuality is also evident in the 
context of commercial sex, i.e. the trading of sex in exchange for money, 
which is illustrated by the case of the prostitute Agnes. I met Agnes when 
I visited a certain homestead in Tarime District, Tanzania. The purpose of 
my visit was to discuss some proverbs and metaphorical renderings with 
the senior women of this homestead. Agnes, who usually lived in Nairobi, 
where she earned her livelihood as a prostitute, had come to pay a visit to 
the place of her husband’s relatives (her husband lived elsewhere). Her 
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children lived here in the Tanzanian countryside together with their rela-
tives. One of her daughters, whom we might call Wankuru, a pretty and 
sharp-witted schoolgirl in her early teens, proved to be very helpful in our 
discussions. Since Agnes’ reputation as a prostitute was well known, she 
did nothing to hide her profession and, while I visited the homestead, sev-
eral men, who obviously were her customers, were coming and going, as 
my field notes reveal: 

As a new man turned up, Agnes disappeared together with him into a 
small hut (not a real inyuumba) for a while... After spending some time
with the man in question, she returned laughingly to our fellowship and 
took part in our conversation. Her daughter Wankuru demonstrated, 
however, that she did not approve of her mother’s behaviour... 

Suddenly, a tall man arrived. As he stood in the doorway, peeping into 
the house where we were sitting, Agnes immediately put on an act. She
swaggered about, and told us that she would go to “welcome him’. The 
atmosphere in the room suddenly changed, and the women were com-
menting loudly on this incident. They referred to Agnes performances 
with vulgare language and used allusions such as ogotemerra, which 
literally means ‘to hammer’ or ‘to drive in’ (in other words ‘to fuck’).
The women laughed heartily at one another’s comments... Agnes came
back after some few minutes bargaining with the man, only to fetch an 
empty soda bottle (i.e. a returnable bottle). She entered the inner room 
(the bedroom) of the house, where things such as clothes etc. were kept 
in big aluminium coffins standing on the floor. I observed, through the 
narrow opening, how she anointed her hands with some kind of body 
cream, and as she did so, the fragrance filled the room where we were 
sitting. Then, she returned to her customer... She came back after some 
time with the emptied soda bottle. Even though she tried to hide the 
bottle under a cloth, from our glances, we were all aware of that the 
sexual act was over. When Agnes wanted to hand over the empty bottle 
to her daughter Wankuru, to be returned by her, Wankuru refused to  
even touch the bottle. So her mother had to return it herself and she, 
thus, entered the inner room again. She smeared her hands once again, 
and her arms, with amaguta... And when I left, there were two new men 
sitting bargaining inside the little house where she “welcomed” men. 

A woman involved in prostitution is obviously not offering her reproduc-
tive sexuality to the customers, but her sexual sweetness and attractiveness. 
The case of Agnes selling sex draws attention to this distinction. It, further-
more, emphasizes two aspects of female sensuality, illustrated by the en-
actment of two images for female sexuality, that is, the oil and the bottle of 
soda (often Fanta), and the relationship in people’s minds between both 
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and female sensuality. Since I have already given an example of a male  
praise name drawing on the sweetness of female sexuality (Sogori – ‘the 
poker of honey’), I will also mention a female praise name referring to the 
‘shiny’ aspects of female sensuality. I am thinking of a woman named 
Yoranda, which is a well-known trademark (i.e. Yolanda) for several 
beauty products, such as body creams. In daily speech, body oils in general 
are often referred to as ‘Yoranda’. To be praised as “Yoranda’ means, thus, 
being attributed certain sensual qualities, to be shiny, beautiful and filled 
with fragrance – just like the body cream. Agnes, the prostitute, obviously 
tried to draw on, and identify with, these aspects of female sensuality as 
she traded her sexuality. 

The Fanta bottle, with its sweet content (almost like honey), can be un-
derstood as a variation on the ‘container metaphor’ and a reference to 
women’s sexual sweetness. The case of Agnes highlights some significant 
aspects, since (according to my observations) it seems to be a recurrent 
theme that men buying sex are supposed to provide the lady in question 
with something to drink. Agnes’ identification with the soda bottle, demon-
strated by the metonymic acts, is very striking since the relationship be-
tween the prostitute specialized in selling female sweetness and the very 
bottle of soda is clearly acted out. Agnes’ returning of empty bottles speaks, 
without the uttering of any words, about sex buyers who have had the pleas-
ure to taste the traded sweetness. 

Male Desire and Female Sweetness – Exploitation 
and Contamination 
The established relationship between various containers and female 
wombs, cooking and sexual intercourse etc. has implications on many 
fields of social relationships, like sexual behaviour. I have already, to some 
extent, elaborated on ‘proper’ sexual relations in the context of the home-
stead, and on commercialization in the form of prostitution. However, I 
would like to explore these metaphors a bit further to see what bearings 
they might have on perceptions of risk-taking in the field of love making. 
Let us draw from proverbial wisdom again, since Kuria proverbs comment 
on essential relational matters: 

Mokoomba obooke tagokoomba rimwi hai – A ‘tester’ of honey won’t 
taste only once. (Svensson, 1994:119). 
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This is how paternal aunts and grandmothers warn marriageable girls not 
to give in to the temptation of starting to entertain young men with their 
honey. At the same time as the proverb provides moral instruction, it em-
phasizes the precious sexuality of women and promotes an awareness of 
their female value. The ekerëëngiö also emphasizes male sexual desire, 
‘honey desire’, a fairly frequent theme in proverbs, like the following one: 

Ikinyanki gesookiri obooke kuruguchara – A straw of grass licked all 
the honey in the horn. (Svensson, 1994:91).  

Uruguchara is a cattle horn used for storing honey, oil etc. in other words, 
another container for the keeping of liquids associated with female attrac-
tiveness. Since there is a metaphoric relationship between grass and 
abamura, ‘a straw of grass licking the honey’ means a young man consum-
ing the girl’s attractiveness. The message of the proverb, which has a wide 
range of applications, is that little by little this asset might get used up with-
out your notice. Just as the limited quantity of a woman’s eggs are thought 
of as endangered by a mixing of semen from different men, similarly, fe-
male sexual attractiveness may be finished – be exploited by ‘tasters’. Sex-
ual exploitation is the theme of the following proverb as well: 

Umusi umuuya ngökogoreebwa negesa – The beautiful sugarcane is the
one that is eaten by worms. (Svensson, 1994:61). 

It was explained to me that beautiful women are more exposed to danger 
than bad, or ugly ones. They are in danger of sexual exploitation by men. 
If they are not careful, their sweetness will be ‘worm-eaten’, and, from the 
former so delicious sugarcane, an empty shell will remain. Such sexually 
loose women not only risk their fertility and attractiveness, they are also 
likely  to lose  in respect and prestige  in the eyes  of their society as well. 
Since female assets are at stake, it is in the interest of both men and women 
to guard the fertility and the ‘honey’ of their sisters, wives, daughters and 
daughters-in-law because the womb, as a vessel with a precious content, 
implies the risk of contamination. Women who ‘run with many men’ are, 
thus, said to be less likely to conceive, since, such conduct would result in 
contamination through the mixing of semen in the womb. The following 
ekerëëngiö provides a commentary on pollution by the use of ‘the pot-
womb metaphor’: 
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Bönö bocheera tebukurugwa bobë hai – The one which does not 
thicken, it cannot be stirred and become (i.e. become ubukima). (Svens-
son, 1994: 99). 

The proverb was explained in terms of pollution, the mixing of things that 
should not be mixed together. Women explained that if one mistakes 
ememera (yeast made by finger millet) for being ordinary flour, “it won’t 
make ubukima”. If something has been defiled, they warned, it is not usable 
– no matter how much effort is put into it. Since the pot is the womb, cook-
ing is love-making, and ememera is not the pure flour of finger millet – 
pollution will be the result. As a consequence, it does not matter how much 
‘stirring’ one engages in, the love-making will still not result in offspring.  

Male Desire, Risk Taking and Venereal Diseases 
Another implication of these sets of metaphors is that women are fre-
quently blamed for the spread of sexually transmitted diseases. As vessels, 
their inside and content have the potential of being contaminated by the 
mixing of seed from different men. Such mixing is not only regarded as 
reducing female fertility but may also be harmful for men. Male desire, as 
such, is hardly viewed as problematic, since it is the promiscuous women 
who are seen as spreaders of venereal diseases. Men are, consequently, 
warned of female contamination, as in the following proverbs: 

Entaangati niyö ikunywa amaanche amariku – The first cow drinks 
clean water. (Svensson, 1994:85) 

Amaanche ngambërë aganyuma mburungö – Water is the first one; be-
hind comes dirt. (Svensson, 1994:87) 

In this  imagery, the woman is  spoken  of  as a pond  and  man  as the cow 
thirsting for water. The message is that drinking after other cattle means 
getting dirty water. Male risk-taking and casual sex is also commented on 
by using images of carnivores and ‘eating in the wilderness’, like the fol-
lowing proverbial statement: 

Endwi teekorea nkuure hai – The lion does not feed on a carcass. 
(Svensson, 1994:107). 
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One of the masculine qualities emphasized through the metaphorical link-
ing of the carnivore and a ‘real man’ is the ability to ‘eat one’s own prey’ 
– just like the leopard, or, a lion: 

Endwi teekorea nkuure hai – The leopard is a breaker of fat animals. 
(Svensson, 1994:108). 

It was explained to me, that, just as the leopard selects his prey, a man who 
is aware of his ability rejects worthless things and dubious women. Such a 
man can afford to be selective, because he is confident in his ability to get 
the best by his own efforts. This proverb, which is commonly used in ref-
erence to selective and successful people, draws attention to two highly 
valued male characteristics – ‘the ability to eat your own prey’ and ‘dis-
crimination of prey’. The opposite, that is, uncontrolled male sexual desire 
and hazardous sexual adventures, is the theme in the following proverbial 
warning: 

Okorea gwiitere Chööra Amang’o – Eating killed Chööra Amang’o. 
(Svensson, 1994:65). 

This well-known proverb is used as a warning for the danger of letting de-
sire (or greed) get upper hand. Like many other Kuria proverbs, it has its 
origin in a story which is summarized by a proverbial comment – the  
ekerëëngiö. The man in this story is named ‘Picker of carcasses’ (Chööra 
Amang’o), by his character, which is to eat the prey after others. When he 
found carcasses after various carnivores in the wilderness, he gave in to his 
craving for meat and ate without checking its quality. The story relates that, 
as our legendary character came across several carcasses in the wilderness, 
he was not content with the meat from just one of them. He could not re-
strain himself from tasting them all, since he had the chance to feed on free 
meat. Since his shameful acts occurred in an uninhabited environment, he 
took it for granted that they would not be revealed. One of the carcasses 
was, however, contaminated and caused the death of Chööra Amang’o. 

Even if the quite straightforward proverbial commentary, “Eating killed 
Chööra Amang’o. ” or the abbreviated form, “Remember Chööra 
Amang’o!” is  a  popular  warning  not  to let greed get the upper hand,  the 
sexual references are obvious to all insiders. The name ‘a picker of car-
casses’ points at a character with a doubtful sexual reputation; of not 
providing one’s own kills but habitually eating after others. The reference 
to casual sex and the sexual appetite of women belonging to other men is 
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evident. Unfortunately, Chööra Amang’o is not satisfied until his habit kills 
him. It is noteworthy that his acts are carried out in the wilderness, which 
is considered as the proper place for immoral sexuality. We are informed, 
by the summing up of the proverb, that his habit of indiscriminate sexual 
relationships had fatal consequences. In other words, the death of Chööra 
Amang’o is due to ‘eating a contaminated carcass’, that is, having sexual 
intercourse with a contaminated woman. I want to draw attention to the fact 
that, although our legendary character is criticized for letting his desire take 
over, yet, it is women who are described as potential ‘spreaders’ of deadly 
venereal diseases – not men.  

Male Infidelity as ‘Wasted Arrows’ and the 
Mistress as ‘the Consumer of Blessings’ 
It is notable, that there is a greater acceptability with regard to male cheat-
ing than in the case of female infidelity. This is reflected in traditional 
thought, since a man who discovers that his wife is unfaithful is entitled to 
compensation because he has acquired rights to her sexuality. But the wife, 
on her part (or her group), cannot demand compensation when her husband 
indulges in extramarital affairs. This does not mean, however, that male 
infidelity is not criticized, nor that wives will not feel bereaved when their 
husbands have sex with other women. Such behaviour is believed to have 
consequences for the forsaken wife and for the man’s entire umugi, as the 
following proverb demonstrates: 

Umugwi gonö goraaye kebara, tegogotoorwa gusiiki gobë hai –  The  
arrow which slept outside is not fit to be put in the quiver again. (Svens-
son, 1994:24).  

This proverb makes use of another common male symbol in East Africa – 
the bow (obota) with its arrows.165 The bow and the back (omogongo, to 

165Brandström informs us about the connotations of the bow in the Sukuma-Nyamwezi 
context, “Buta, ‘bow’, is the core symbol of male qualities, fatherhood and kin relations 
on the father’s side... the bow constitutes the supreme male attribute in ritual and sym-
bolic representation. While the main symbol of the male sex and what belongs to man 
is a cultural object in form of the bow, the central symbol of womanhood and relation-
ship through the mother is a bodily part, the back, ngongo... That is the part of the body 
which, in Sukuma-Nyamwezi imagery, is most closely associated with motherhood” 
(Brandström, 1990:5:5). Kuria imagery differs, however, from Sukuma-Nyamwezi im-
ages in that the back is not endowed with female connotations. 
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be more precise the backbone) are analogous, and both are symbolic rep-
resentations of the man and manhood. As these symbols are articulated by 
the metaphors in the above-mentioned proverb, the bow and wasted arrows 
become an image of male infidelity. It was explained that “once the bow 
has shoot the arrow, it cannot be re-used”. The message is that the hus-
band’s ‘arrows’, meant to be for the benefit and blessing of the wife, have 
been consumed. The unfaithful husband is blamed for wastefulness ‘and 
the illegitimate ‘wife’, or mistress, is said to ‘eat the blessings’. By claim-
ing that the mistress ‘eats the blessings’, one indicates that she deprives the 
legal wife of her blessings and rights, i.e. the semen of the husband. Be-
sides, by using metaphors from the domain of hunting/fighting, connec-
tions to a ‘wild’, or ambiguous, sexuality are automatically evoked.  

When it  comes  to blessings, there are several Kuria terms to  choose 
from, but I find it natural to refer to etaantago in this context – a concept 
of blessing I have heard elders elaborate on with reverence. They explained 
etaantago in terms of abundance; as a ‘fullness brimming over’ implying 
full grain stores, vessels filled with liquids etc. Since etaantago refers to 
prosperity and flourishing in general, it is also charged with sexual refer-
ences. Here, the semen – the male flow of blessing – is in focus, i.e. the 
seeds of the legal husband. The loss on the side of the forsaken wife is 
twofold. First, she is personally deprived of a blessing she is entitled to,  
that is, the blessing of being the receiver of her husband’s semen. Second, 
it is a wastefulness from the perspective of the development of her house, 
and the entire umugi. From these points of view, it is no wonder that am-
biguous, or even hostile, feelings are revealed towards male infidelity. In 
this metaphorical context, the use of another metaphor for male cheating 
and the legal wife’s bereavement is demonstrated, as in the proverbial crit-
icism: 

Bunyeerinyeeri mona etariicha – Spilling over as if famine cannot 
come. 

The message of this proverb is that what  was  meant  as a blessing – the 
fullness of etaantago – can turn into a curse, if misused. The verb -nyeera 
implies the act of ‘spilling over’ and may refer to wastefulness with seeds 
of finger millet, or a man ejaculating. The duplicated form, -nyeerinyeeri, 
which has an intensifying function, becomes a noun indicating the state, or 
character, of a certain person when prefixed with bu- (bunyeerinyeeri). In 
other words, this is a proverbial warning drawing attention to men with the 
habit of ‘spilling over’ in the wrong context. The consequences of  such  
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conduct might be that the adulterous men destroy their fertility which, in 
the metaphorical context of agriculture, is referred to as a severe shortage.  

Male Infertility is a Shortage, but Female 
Barrenness is Famine 
The imagery of male sterility as shortage leads us to an interesting compar-
ison of differences between male and female images of infertility. There 
are various Kuria terms for shortages depending on what kind of shortage 
one refers to, or rather, what type of food item one craves. Male infertility 
implies, thus, a lack of seeds to be sown into the female soil, i.e. the womb 
of the legal wife. While the outcome of male infertility is referred to as a 
food shortage, female infertility is viewed as a state more severe than a 
shortage, which is reflected in the corresponding female imagery drawn 
from the sphere of agriculture. The situation, and consequences, of a barren 
woman is spoken of as famine (inchara). She is thus metaphorically linked 
to sterile land and its logic implications – hunger. As metaphors interlink 
domains, this association affects how barren women are considered, as well 
as the perception of barren land. This association is most unfortunate for a 
childless woman, since it affects perceptions of her female value because 
to be a barren field implies being linked up with so many negative conno-
tations, like carrying a curse. The image of male infertility as a ‘craving 
shortage’, on the other hand, does not imply severe consequences to the 
same degree, because, a shortage of seeds rather demands, like other short-
ages, that certain measures should be taken. As long as one has a fertile 
field, seeds for planting might be borrowed, and as long as one has a fertile 
woman the desired seeds can be given by somebody serving as a replace-
ment. 

However, what might be regarded as ‘wasted arrows’ or ‘spilled seed’, 
from the point of view of the ignored wife, can be strategic reproductive 
planning on the side of the husband’s mistress. She might not choose to 
sleep with a man of ‘outside’ just for the sake of fun, or, to use valid met-
aphoric renderings, in order to entertain a lover with her sexual sweetness. 
It should be underscored that even though young wives are often regarded 
as in need of control, women display an awareness of the role of their house 
for their own welfare and for lineage formation, and they feel responsibility 
for the development of the same. The demand for male offspring, in order 
to develop the house, thus, causes wives to search for fitting reproductive 
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strategies, like involvement in extra-marital affairs. There is a tendency, by 
men, to hold women responsible for imbalances in the sexes of the children 
she delivers. The fact that men frequently blame their wives for such im-
balances makes reproductive planning become even more complicated. As 
a consequence, a monogamous man is likely to feel that the existence of 
his entire umugi is threatened by the inability of his wife to produce off-
spring of both kinds. I have come across a few extreme cases when men 
have gone so far that they have actually beaten their wife after giving birth 
to “just another girl”. 

As I have drawn attention to, reproductive disabilities on the part of 
women are viewed as more severe than male inabilities to produce children. 
These differences are obvious in metaphorical renderings where male ste-
rility is referred to as a shortage, while barren women are a disaster. Be-
sides, it is easier for a man to ‘get away’ with his shortcomings, be it male 
sterility or impotence, even if these conditions are likely to result in a loss 
of male prestige. From my empirical data, I recall cases when wives post-
poned conceiving and how this led to neighbouring women indulging in 
gossip about the husband being impotent. In some cases, when the wife 
finally conceived, it was said the husband was assisted by his brother, 
which is considered as a proper way to solve such problems. 

My point is that how these reproductive dilemmas are viewed, and the 
choice of strategies, depends on the metaphorical context in which the sym-
bols are articulated. When cooking, and the cooking stones, are the sym-
bolic expression of the various roles of men and women in procreation, this 
imagery will also to some extent limit (or expand) male and female roles. 
When female fertility is referred to by the use of metaphors drawing from 
the context of cooking, like the cooking stones and the cooking pot,  the  
women refer to their wombs as a place where eggs are available in a limited 
number and of a designated kind. I have heard women without sons com-
plain bitterly that they had only female eggs, or, that they had only some 
few male eggs which unfortunately became spoiled (either by contamina-
tion or miscarriages). It is worth noting that women who blame themselves 
for this imbalance speak about eggs already designated in the womb, that 
is, they employ metaphors from a metaphorical context in which the male 
contribution to procreation is reduced. However, when women emphasize 
male responsibility for such imbalance and the need for suitable strategies, 
they turn to another set of metaphors advocating such strategies, namely 
‘field and seeds’. According to the inherent logic of this imagery, the seed 
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planted into the soil decides what kind of crop one will harvest. This anal-
ogy implies that a wife who only gives birth to daughters ought to look for 
another genitor, since her female value depends on the delivering of sons. 
When women discussed this issue, they remarked that 

A wise woman, she chooses ‘to diverge’ after giving birth to several 
girls. If you realize that your husband only has seeds of one kind, then 
you have to be very clever. But you wait until you have got four or five 
girls, then you ‘diverge’ (i.e. you look for another genitor who has 
proved to have seeds of boys). 

Even though extramarital affairs might be a successful means to solve this 
reproductive dilemma, to explain why children resulting from these affairs 
do not resemble their social father in appearance might prove to be prob-
lematic. Women jokingly suggested that, one can always tell one’s husband 
that the child resembles him “at the back of his head... Because your hus-
band cannot know what he looks like at the neck”, they added with satis-
faction. As I have already exemplified, men with the reputation of being 
great seducers of women are frequently commented on. The remark, “the 
face of his umugi is seen everywhere”, is a criticism of disorderly behav-
iour and wastefulness (even if wealthy men are spoken of as likely ‘to be 
danced for’) because speaking about somebody’s children as images of an-
other man’s umugi is to indicate the misplacement of seeds. 

“The Seeds of Finger Millet are to be Scattered” 
Let us return to Brandström’s article “Seeds and Soils: The Quest for Life 
and the Domestication of Fertility in Sukuma-Nyamwezi Thought and Re-
ality” (Brandström, 1990:6:1-23), since it provides some points of compar-
ison between the Sukuma-Nyamwezi thoughts about the metaphorical pair, 
‘seeds and soils’, and Kuria perceptions of ‘seeds and fields’. Brandström, 
who has contributed to an understanding of the pervasiveness of this im-
agery,166 elaborates on this pair of images in the light of an oppositional 
relationship between, village/bush, domesticating/domesticated and ac-
tive/passive. When the woman is spoken of as a field, she is the sorghum 
field. Brandström suggests that “In the metaphor of seeds and soil the 

166Several writers have called attention to the analogue between farming land and fertile
women, like Feierman, who also elaborates on rain as analogous with semen with ref-
erence to the Shambaa in Tanzania (Feierman, 1990:82). 

298 



 

    
       

      
   

   
     

 
       

  
    

    
    

     
  

     
       

    
 

     
    

   
     

  
       

    
       

    
       

    
   

   

                                                 
     

  
   

     
     

  

woman is ascribed a passive and subordinate role in the process of procre-
ation. She is the field, cleared and cultivated by the man. The man alone is 
the author of life and the woman only the carrier of the new life given to 
her” (Brandström, 1990:6:1:22). From this perspective, it becomes quite 
logical to ascribe woman a passive and subordinate role in procreation. Be-
cause, since sorghum is planted on fallow land and as man is the one who 
clears it, i.e. ‘domesticates’ this land; woman is the one who becomes do-
mesticated.167 

However, in the Kuria context, it would not be very fruitful to refer to 
this metaphorical pair as just another ‘container metaphor’, when seeking 
an understanding of the implications of understanding men and women 
through the spectacles of this imagery. Various container metaphors in fact 
differ, to some extent, in attached connotations and, consequently, they 
vary in symbolic implications. Furthermore, woman as the field receiving 
seeds of the man, and the opposite – the field as a woman, is by no means 
a unique imagery applying only to the case of Sukuma and Kuria. Quite the 
opposite; this is a frequent African imagery trope. I have, therefore, chosen 
to exemplify some practical consequences of this set of container metaphor 
in the Kuria context. 

In the Kuria language, the verb -sesemoka is frequently used both for 
the act of ‘scattering seeds’, as well as ‘begetting’. This metaphorical as-
sociation applies especially to the scattering of the seeds of finger millet, a 
type of seeds which traditionally have very strong links to male fertility. 
The agricultural assignment of sowing is in general considered to be a male 
task, even though one may find women doing it. But when it comes to the 
growing of finger millet, traditional ideals and practices are especially per-
sistent, and people display an unwillingness to change their planting pro-
cedures only for the sake of practicality or for economical profit alone. This 
unwillingness “to improve”, with regard to the growing of finger millet, 
was experienced by one of the expatriate agriculturalists at the innovative 
Mogabiri Agricultural Centre, Tarime District, Tanzania. Experiments 
which consisted in the planting of seeds in rows (‘just as maize”), rather 
than scattering them, were carried out together with a local woman’s group 

167Since I find the informal argumentation between men and women on this issue inter-
esting, I am curious to know the women’s wordings as they comment on these images.
I want to draw attention to the fact that Brandström adds that there are other “semantic 
and social domains” where women’s contribution is more significant. As an example, 
the cult of twin ancestors is mentioned — a ceremony in which women play a leading 
role, while the men “assume a subordinate role in the quest of fertility” (Brandström, 
1990:6:22). 

299 



 

 
  

     
     

      
     

      
    

 
   

 
    

   
     

   
   

       
        

     
 

 

     
   

     
   

    
    

  
  

          
 

       
    

                                                 
  

 

(“a pilot project”). Although planting in rows proved to be more ‘efficient’ 
as the harvest, according to the expatriate, increased fourfold, there was 
still a reluctance to change. The agriculturalist approached me, since I was 
an anthropologist, concerning this problem, since he found this resistance 
quite remarkable. I suggested that this unwillingness probably cannot be 
understood unless one looks into the symbolic meanings of finger millet. 
That is why I drew attention to the analogue in people’s minds between the 
seeds of finger millet and the seeds of man; between the scattering of seeds 
and sexual intercourse; between the field and the womb of a woman.  

I argue that this analogue is forceful, since it deals with issues of life 
transmission and, logically enough, has implications for the perceptions of 
what is natural and normal, and abnormal, ambiguous or even disgusting. 
The metaphorical interlinking between the sowing of finger millet and be-
getting children, makes planting in rows to appear as an unnatural practice. 
I had some quite enlightening discussions on this issue with both women 
and men. Women tended to emphasize sowing as a male issue. They 
claimed that they had never seen any woman “scatter seeds of finger mil-
let”, and it sounded like this would not be a proper thing for a woman to 
do. Men, on the other hand, stated that although ‘row planting’ may give 
three times as much, their women could not agree: 

Our women would not appreciate it... Our wives would feel that some-
thing was wrong. 

Their comments reveal strong convictions of how things should be, and 
what is regarded as being deviational. The women drew attention to  the  
unnaturalness of women scattering seeds, as they pointed out that this is a 
male act of performance. Men occupied themselves with the perceived am-
biguity of a practice implying sowing finger millet into rows. Men’s state-
ment that “their wives would feel that something was wrong”, displays the 
metaphorical interlinking between domains. Accordingly, proper repro-
ductive planning is analogous to proper agricultural practices, which means 
that the begetting of children tends to be viewed in the light of planting 
finger millet. This is at times used as an argument with regard to strategies 
of family planning, a reference to an ideal in which children are not ‘to be 
planted in rows’, i.e. to be ‘spaced’168 – they are to be scattered. Many 

168‘Child spacing’, a common expression in propaganda for family planning, refers to 
longer intervals between pregnancies through the use of contraceptives. 
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women (and men) prefer to first ensure that as many children as possible 
are born, then they might choose to stop delivering. 

My point is that issues of order and proper handling become crucial, 
since there is an association between finger millet and sexual reproduction; 
a merging of themes relating to dignity, origin and destiny.169 The analogy 
between planting and life transmission is also evident in the example re-
ferred to under the next heading: “planting bananas”. 

Planting Bananas 
The planting of trees is also regarded as a male issue. For the purpose of 
our analysis, it might be fruitful to focus on the male characteristics, or 
elements, involved in this task, and to pose the question: What happens in 
cases when the required man is missing? How one gets around the problem 
when the male labour essential to the planting activities is not available 
reveals underlying principles of manhood displayed in male tasks, princi-
ples otherwise not readily grasped. When discussing sex-based labour di-
vision and planting praxis, I was told by a middle-aged man that his mother 
once planted bananas when his father was not at home: 

I saw her digging the holes… and carry the plants to the holes she had 
dug. Then, she asked our youngest brother, who was small at that time,
to put the banana plants into the holes... 

Curious  as I am, I asked why,  after  doing  the  hard work  of digging and 
carrying plants, she could not simply put the plants into the ground by her-
self. The man replied, evasively, that he could not know why; I had better 
ask her myself for the reason. It is obvious, however, that his mother con-
sidered the very lowering of the banana plant into the soil to be the com-
ponent incompatible with proper female performances. Since male labour 
was not available, she asked a young boy to do this part for her. The man 

169Ocholla Ayayo in “The Spirit of a Nation — An extensive study on policy, ethics 
and customary rules with regard to family planning in Kenya”, makes the following 
assertion: “If one looks at the number of dropouts from the Family Planning Pro-
gramme, one may be tempted to suggest that the problem is not economical or educa-
tional as was once thought, but rather that socio-cultural ideologies have had some role 
to play, and that these have not been positively considered... To the individual society,
the most fundamental matters of human life and welfare are at stake. These are matters 
that are related to the survival or destruction of individual lineages or tribes.” (1991:13, 
14). 
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explained that the boy could ‘plant the tree’ in his capacity as a child, “since 
he is an innocent child”. 

I wish to emphasize the parallel in thought between the planting of trees 
and the plough and ploughing. It is worthwhile noting that, as the plough 
was introduced in this area, it became a male tool,170 while the hoe (espe-
cially the one for weeding) is a female tool. There are various arguments 
given why the plough became a male tool, exemplifying differences in 
opinion and approach. Tobisson has chosen to regard this as a result of men 
taking advantage of new technology and cash crops, leaving women behind 
in the traditional sphere (Tobisson, 1986:51-55). When I discussed along 
these lines with some middle-aged men, another reason was suggested, 
namely, that the man took care of ploughing with cows since this was “a 
new thing”. As unfamiliar things are unpredictable, it was explained, that 
it was the man’s responsibility to take the risk of trying this out.171 How-
ever, the metaphorical fact that the field is the woman and planting an act 
of procreation suggests alternative explanations. While hoes merely scratch 
the surface, the oxen pulled plough ‘digs’ deeper. Just as poles dug into the 
ground and trees lowered into the soil are viewed as male performance, it 
is quite logical that the plough plunge through the female soil is an ‘act 
analogous to male sexual performances. Even if it might take a full team to 
plough with oxen (there is usually somebody who drives the oxen), it is 
still common that a man holds and steers the plough. 

Doorways – Flows of Fertility and Lineage 
Formations 
As a comparison of different sets of metaphors for procreative sexuality 
demonstrates, the metaphorical context defines the room for manoeuvre. 
The woman as the field provides a metaphorical context with a certain in-
herent logic, which implies that her role in procreation is, more or less, 
reduced to being the receiver of male seeds. But when we return to  the  

170The ox-drawn plough was introduced in Kurialand (on the Tanzanian side) in the 
1930’s, and the use of this new technology spread rapidly in the Kuria highlands (To-
bisson, 1986:25). The historian, Alsaker Kjerland, informs us that the first woman to 
plough in Nyabasi, Kenya was called Gati. This happened in the 1950’s and she was 
consequently nicknamed “the breeding bull” (1995:234, 235), indicating the maleness 
of this task (my remark). 
171Innovativeness is regarded as a male characteristic. This is reflected in the Kuria term 
for a man, omosaacha, which means the tempter, or trier. 
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symbolic meanings in the homestead and their metaphoric expressions, we 
find other metaphorical contexts where the woman is given a crucial role 
to play, both in procreation and in lineage formation. 

I have already elaborated on symbolic meanings of the corral passage, 
articulated by the means of metaphor and metonymy, which make a fertile 
woman become ‘a flow of fertility’. The ikihita, the corral passage, repre-
sents, thus, female flows of fertility and (logically enough) is always to be 
directed ‘downwards’, which means towards the stream (egesaka) in the 
valley below. Ikihita, however, is not the only flow of fertility in the con-
text of the homestead. Descendants deriving from individual houses of 
proper women are also pictured by images denoting flows. Irigiha and ege-
saku, the hearth stone (singular of amagiha) and the doorway, constitute 
also terms for lineages. Irigiha denotes a lineage of a relatively ‘low order’, 
while egesaku is a ‘major’ lineage. It should be underscored that this es-
tablished metaphorical relationship between a woman’s hearth and ‘lineage 
making’ provides her with a key position. Actually, every time she cooks, 
she  is evoking the act of  procreation  together with its long-term conse-
quences, that is, lineage making. The cooking stones in a woman’s house 
symbolize, thus, that out of this hearth lineages will derive. 

When I asked men about differences between the different orders of lin-
eages, amagiha and ibisaku (plural of egesaku), they explained the distinc-
tion in terms of distance and closeness. I was told that “the relation between 
brothers of the same stomach (the same mother) is amagiha”, i.e. their de-
scendants originate from the same hearth. Here it might be necessary for 
my analysis to draw attention to the distinction between amagiha, the cook-
ing stones, and iriika, the hearth. The first focuses on the different parts, 
which on this level of abstraction is the potential lineages of a woman’s  
sons, and the latter, on the hearth as a whole – their common origin. The 
relationship between half-brothers (i.e. brothers whose mothers are  co-
wives), in contrast, is, “different iriika”  within the same  umugi, in other 
words, a social/spatial distance immediately implying a greater rivalry. The 
egesaku, a lineage formation of a higher order than irigiha, is associated 
with the doorway towards the cattle corral. “Doorways”, I was told by an 
elderly man, “are at a certain distance from each other”. Then he contrasted 
egesaku with the stones of amagiha by drawing attention to their closeness, 
that is, that the members of irigiha belong together, depend on one another 
and form a unit. He emphasized that 
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When we slaughter, we invite from egesaku – if it is a friend. But we 
always share within irigiha. 

The ‘closeness’ between the cooking stones of a woman’s hearth is drawn 
upon, as the sense of belonging and interdependency between members of 
the same irigiha is referred to. Furthermore, the spatial distance between 
different doorways is reflected in a relatively greater social distance be-
tween members of the same egesaku (compared to members of the same 
irigiha). 

It is my impression that elderly women elaborating on amagiha had a 
tendency to verbalize more immediate reproductive aspects of this key 
symbol, while men were more concerned with another metaphorical level 
– the lineages deriving from the cooking stones. Women often referred to 
the sexual connotations of cooking and cooking stones. They obviously 
enjoyed elaborating on the meanings and associations of the different com-
ponents of the amagiha, and they emphasized that we were dealing with 
‘women’s issues’. The women who shared their knowledge and experi-
ence, did so with an air of self-confidence indicating that I was very privi-
leged to be enlightened on these matters. They often ended their ‘lesson’ 
with comments, like, “These matters can only be revealed little at a time”, 
or, “This is enough for her today”. It is evident, that elderly women regard 
the issues of the cooking stones to be of a complicated nature linked to 
maturity. When they insisted that we dealt with ‘inside matters’, this was 
an indication that they were revealing secrets, in other words, they dis-
closed ibirëëngio – veiled acts and matters. It is understandable that they 
enjoyed dwelling on these issues, since they link the woman’s house to 
powerful themes of origin and destiny of the society. This metaphorical 
fact, that a woman’s hearth is the very source of lineage formation, is a 
most forceful argument. 

For the sake of our analysis of life-flows in the context of umugi, it 
should be underscored that while ikihita, the corral passage, represents a 
female fertility flow, ibisaku, doorways, stands for male flows of fertility. 
Indicative of this, egesaku is the doorway leading from the female house 
to the cattle corral. In the metaphorical process, the doorway becomes ‘a 
flow of people’ and the lineage becomes endowed with the characteristics 
of a flow. This flow, although arising from the house of a woman, is a male 
flow of fertility since it is through sons that lineages will evolve.  
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Conclusions 
In this chapter, the married woman’s house (inyumba) has been explored 
as a concept conceptually linked to crucial themes of origin and destiny. I 
have presented an account of images of sexuality and reproduction demon-
strating that physical boundaries and spatial arrangements are also social 
and symbolic demarcations with qualities and values attached to them. Per-
sonal observations and informants’ descriptions of daily household chores 
reveal that these are significant performances affirming and creating femi-
ninity and masculinity. Food preparations, for example, are not only the 
providing of meals, but are both the implements and the acts of using them 
carry deeper levels of meanings. These symbolic meanings have proven to 
be of the greatest interest in seeking to understand the nature of female and 
male power and dignity in Kuria society. Women and men themselves, 
through their concern with these symbolic spaces and actions, confirm that 
this is a fruitful focus for investigations. I have chosen to view such daily 
performances as ‘acts of evoking’, a perspective drawing attention to met-
aphorical processes at work in continuity, as well as change. 

The analysis of my empirical data point to what these daily perfor-
mances actually evoke, and why they are so important to women and men. 
The condition that when a woman marries she gets her own house, which 
is both recognized and labelled as ‘her house’, is a determining factor with 
regard to gender power relationships. It is in this female space of inyuumba 
that the symbolic meanings of objects and actions give the properly married 
woman a prominent role with regard to processes of life transmission. It 
should be pointed out that, at the highest level of symbolic abstraction, a 
woman’s house is linked to the formation of lineages and, thus, also to the 
sustaining and regrowth of the ikiaaro (the ‘province’, or ‘nation’) as a 
whole. Lineages of different orders are explicitly conceptualized in spatial 
terms, such as doorways, ibisaku, or cooking stones, amagiha, linking them 
to the female house. Consequently, it is a ‘metaphorical fact’ that from a 
woman’s cooking stones lineages derive. Through this metaphorical asso-
ciation, between the making of lineages and female space and tasks, 
women’s spheres of life in the Kuria society are linked up with themes of 
political significance. 

It is in the light of this metaphorical linking that the women’s display of 
pride and dignity when revealing meanings and connotations of female 
tasks and utensils should be understood. It is also against this background 
one may grasp the meanings of female generative power. As for a daughter-
in-law who is given her own hearth after childbirth, through her mother-in-
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law, this means a confirmation of her womanhood – an approval of an 
achievement of female qualities. In addition to being an endorsement of 
acquired femalehood, the married woman’s cooking stones link her procre-
ative abilities to lineage formation. Young wives referred to the acquisition 
of cooking stones in terms of autonomy. This is why senior women’s giv-
ing, or withholding, of the same becomes a means of exercising female 
domination because the connotations of the hearth stones touch on such 
fundamental issues through their references to reproductive sexuality. 
These positively valued metaphorical associations attached to female gen-
der tasks and gender identities contribute to a fulfilment of female dignity 
and a sense of self-worth. 

As a consequence, women tend to draw on this domain of symbols when 
they want to negotiate their position, or ascertain their value, as in situa-
tions when ideological claims contradictory to their interests are contested. 
The women carrying cooking spoons on the streets of Nairobi, while 
demonstrating against male domestic violence, provides a case in point of 
an intentional act of evoking symbolic meanings. These women are most 
conscious that they touch on matters of societal concern as they perform 
their ‘evocative actions’. From the responses to this symbolic act, we can 
conclude that it proved to be quite provocative (although there were varia-
tions in responses according to background and sex). This brings us to the 
role of metaphorical processes in change, since the example illustrates a 
case when a conventional symbol is attached to new experiences. One  
should keep in mind that the wooden spoon is a common tool for Kenyan 
mothers and, furthermore, that it seems to carry similar connotations 
among different ethnic groups. Such similarity in attached meanings is cer-
tainly the very condition for successful evocation. The carrying of cooking 
spoons turned out to be an effective means of protest, since this act brought 
out emotionally forceful themes related to domestic service, procreation 
and life transmission in the participants of the demonstration, as well as in 
the ‘target group’ (men and policy makers). The metonymic play, as  the  
already attached connotation of this symbol was brought into a new context 
and for a different purpose, generated new metaphorical meanings. When 
the cooking spoon – a symbol belonging to an intimate sphere of life – is 
brought into the public context of demonstrations, strong sentiments are 
aroused. The wooden ladle, which is a phallus symbol, carries connotations 
of married life and relationship between spouses when it is handled by a 
woman. The act of carrying ‘cooking spoons’ (or the lifting of hands) in 
public, normally invokes notions of flourishing, peace and blessings. It was 
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also suggested that this gesture was used in war as a sign of surrender. In 
this situation, on the contrary, this symbol of manhood and male ability is 
used as a means providing serious criticism of indiscriminate male domi-
nation over women, that is, domestic violence. When analysing the meta-
phorical interplay taking place in this event, it could be argued that the 
existing ideas about the significance of the protest in Nairobi, interact with 
the attributes and connotations ascribed to the cooking spoon. When these 
two fields of activities meet (the domestic stirring and the demonstration 
against wife beating), perceptions of the two are interlinked as these realms 
interact in creating extended symbolic meanings. In this case, when the 
spoon is separated from its domestic context and is used as a tool in femi-
nist demonstrations in Nairobi, a symbol of protest against male domestic 
violence is created. 

This chapter (just like the previous one) highlights the interactional na-
ture of metaphor, as described above. The wooden ladle and the stirring in 
cooking stand for the penis and sexual intercourse in people’s minds, and 
vice versa, sexual intercourse is spoken of as stirring. The fine for having 
sex with another man’s wife, accordingly, becomes ‘the cow of stirring’. 
Two fields of thoughts have emerged when sexual intercourse is under-
stood in terms of cooking and the opposite, that is, when cooking is referred 
to in terms of sexual performances. Female and male symbols are appar-
ently used together to represent the union of man and woman. There are 
many examples of complementary pairs of symbols representing regener-
ative power and intercourse, like the female pot and the male spoon, male 
seeds and the female field, the two fire sticks, the hearth with two female 
stones and one male stone etc. This exemplifies contrasting principles of 
the opposite sexes, their fertility and sexual power. Conjugal sexuality is, 
thus, defined in performances of daily domestic activities. It is notable that 
there is a spatial distinction between marital sex and adultery, the latter is 
said to be ‘of the outside’, which means that it represents spatially mis-
placed sexuality. The analysis of how sexuality and extra-marital affairs 
are conceptualized provides an understanding of perceptions of these mat-
ters. 

The exploration of symbols in this chapter, through their metaphorical 
expressions in the form of acts, or metaphorical renderings, has, in addition 
to throwing light upon metaphorical processes, yielded some insights into 
perceptions of conjugal sexuality and extramarital sexual relationships. I 
have drawn attention to the necessity of taking into account the coexistence 
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of different sets of metaphor denoting the same thing, e.g. female procrea-
tivity. What I am saying is that it is most unfortunate if scholars explore 
only one ‘set’ and on the basis of this draw conclusions on gender issues in 
a given society. A more complete investigation of the employment of met-
aphors must be undertaken in order to avoid the manufacturing of a too 
simplistic picture of male and female power relations and the actual poten-
tials for manoeuvre of both sexes. My point is that generalisations and con-
clusions about male dominance and female inferiority drawn on the basis 
of a selectiveness of references to metaphorical associations do not reflect 
the reality and the complex of metaphorical interplay as individuals of so-
cial groups negotiate their positions. The two different sets of metaphors 
for procreative sexuality, ‘seeds and fields’ and ‘pots and cooking’ which 
I have presented might serve as an illustration of this point of mine since 
they provide two distinct metaphorical contexts. When somebody wants to 
legitimize ‘her/his way’, she/he is likely to invoke the set of metaphors 
advocating her/his case. From the Kuria data we realize that these are ex-
amples of two dominant sets of metaphors to choose from when referring 
to conjugal sexuality.  Both are very  derivative and evoke emotionally 
charged linkages. Furthermore, both sets speak about male and female sex-
ual power and fertility and consequently also reveal contrasting roles of the 
opposite sexes. However, it should be underscored that the latter metaphor-
ical context ascribes a significant role to the woman in sexual activities, 
procreation and lineage making. Since a woman’s hearth and cooking pot, 
metaphorically linked to the female womb, is seen as a place where a lim-
ited number of eggs are kept, the logical consequences are that they should 
all be taken care of. This gives the woman a special responsibility, and it 
also puts the blame on her in cases of reproductive failures. The ‘seeds and 
fields’ metaphors, on the other hand, gives the woman a less active role in 
processes of life transmission. Here the focus is rather on the seeds of the 
man, and the woman’s contribution is more or less reduced to being the 
receiver and carrier of seeds. The emphasis of this metaphorical reasoning 
is consequently that the lineage will be sustained by the seeds of the man. 
I have drawn attention to existing contradictory principles with regard to 
reproductive strategies, that is, to continue to give birth until all eggs are 
finished versus to stop delivering when the house of your daughter-in-law 
produces descendants. The first argues from the point of view of eggs, 
while the latter emphasizes generational shifts in terms of fertility flows. I 
argue, consequently, that the way such reproductive dilemmas are viewed, 
and the choice of available strategies, depends on the metaphorical context 
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in which the symbols are articulated. When ‘cooking and cooking stones’ 
is the referent of symbolic expressions of men’s and women’s significance 
in procreation, this imagery will also to some extent limit (or expand) male 
and female roles. The observed strategic switching between different im-
ages of procreation indicates that there are situations in which women find 
it advantageous to draw from alternative sets of metaphors. Such emphasis, 
and de-emphasis, on one kind of images illustrates negotiations of gender 
relationships on a symbolic level. Since these images differ in their view 
of male and female significance in procreation, women intentionally em-
phasize certain metaphorical contexts. They do so because female value 
and dignity depend on symbolic connotations. As I have demonstrated, the 
various container images differ in connotations attached to them. Accord-
ing to the ‘seeds–field’ metaphor, female infertility is a worse problem than 
male sterility. A barren woman is a sterile land, which means that the con-
sequences of the female inability to bring forth offspring is regarded as a 
disaster – it is ‘famine’, while male sterility is merely seen as a shortage; a 
lack of seeds. The implications of the latter is certainly disturbing, but seeds 
can always be borrowed from somebody else. 

It has already been concluded that female sexual power is conceptual-
ized in terms of cooking stones and cooking pots. The sensual qualities of 
female sexuality are defined in relation to a vessel with a valuable content, 
as the precious substance of honey, a sweet bottle of Fanta, or as a shiny 
and fragrant body cream. In the light of these conceptualisations, the im-
morality of female adultery consists of bereaving the husband of his wife’s 
sexual sensuality, since it is offered to a man from the outside who is not 
entitled to taste or sense it. The male adulterer’s misdeeds, on the other 
hand, are spoken of as ‘stirring in a vessel belonging to somebody else’. 
The consequences of understanding women in terms of filled containers 
and men as stirrers of pots or pokers of honey are reflected in various con-
texts. It affects the understanding of marital sexual relationships, sexual 
desire, sexual exploitation and the transmission of venereal diseases. Sex-
ual contamination is one of these themes frequently referred to in  such  
terms. While the sweet traditional beverage of obosara, together with its 
pot, stands for successful womanhood and female maturity, women with 
dubious sexual morals are believed to fail in preparing this drink because, 
there is a connection in people’s minds between female sexual looseness 
and the failure in brewing obosara. In the light of being a container with a 
desirable content, be it a pot for food processing, a beehive with honey, a 
bottle of Fanta, or a pond of water, one of the implications of this ‘inherent’ 
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female nature is the possibility to become contaminated and exploited. This 
is a risk women living a disorderly life are said to be exposing themselves 
to. Their female sexual attractiveness offered to outsiders may, conse-
quently, be consumed by desirous tasters. The water pond is another exam-
ple of a kind of a ‘container’ that is sensitive to pollution. Likewise, female 
sexual promiscuity is spoken of as a pond where thirsty drinkers of water 
get their thirst quenched, one after the other. The imagery points out that, 
just as the pond is polluted by several users, the womb of a woman sleeping 
around with different men is contaminated by the mixing of seeds. The 
consequences of this perceived inherent character of women is that they 
are seen as spreaders of venereal diseases, since they are the ones contam-
inated – not men. This affects how sexually transmitted diseases ate re-
ferred to in daily life, since they are frequently said to be ‘women’s dis-
eases’, that is, something which is spread by ‘contaminated’ women. Be-
sides, this female pollution, caused by the mixing of semen from different 
men, is seen as endangering the limited number of eggs in a woman’s 
womb.  

The case of Agnes, who engages in trading sex, draws attention to a 
distinction made with regard to female sexual power between the offering 
of reproductive sexuality and the presenting of certain aspects of female 
sexuality. In this context, she is trading her sexual ‘sweetness’ and attrac-
tiveness, which is reflected in her identification through metonymy with 
the soda bottle and the body cream. This connotes that the sexual relation-
ship is about female sensuality and male desire. Male desire is a frequent 
theme, not least in the Kuria proverbs, and is a common explanation for 
men having casual sex. Such men, who visit prostitutes, or who have rela-
tionships with promiscuous women, are criticized for letting desire take 
over and to expose themselves to the danger involved in utilization of con-
taminated ‘vessels’ or ‘ponds’. Male ability and sexuality is another recur-
ring theme. Although male ability in sexual performances is emphasized, 
and virility is viewed as part of manhood, this does not mean that male 
promiscuity is totally accepted, even though it is common and often toler-
ated. Male ability is often referred to by the images of ‘the carnivore and 
its prey’, which highlights alternatively valued male qualities. Real men 
are, accordingly, both selective and able to ‘eat their own prey’, that is, 
they do not sleep with women belonging to other men. But men letting their 
desire take over, due to uncontrolled ‘sexual greed’, have displayed the 
contrary, namely, a lack of ability and discrimination. 
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Taking that into consideration, the bow with its arrows is another force-
ful image denoting manhood. Logically enough, ‘wasted arrows’ is a com-
mon expression for male infidelity. These metaphors, also drawn from the 
sphere of hunting, positions typically enough extra-marital sexual activities 
in the wilderness, since that is where these arrows are lost. Furthermore, 
this imagery (together with other images on the same subject) draws atten-
tion to why this practice is seen as problematic from the point of view of 
the man’s wife and his group. It reveals sentiments of bereavement on the 
part of  his  wife – she is  deprived of  a  blessing.  Such male  behaviour, it 
should be noted, is regarded as wastefulness with semen and a displace-
ment of the same. The mistress, consequently, becomes ‘an eater’ – a con-
sumer – of blessings she is not entitled to. Since the bow is a symbolic 
representation of the man and manhood, that is, the backbone of the home-
stead, a reference to male infidelity in  terms  of arrows which  a man has 
lost in the wilderness implies that they are socially misplaced. 
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Chapter Eight 
Concluding Discussion 

This study of poverty, sexuality and fertility, is concerned with power 
based on ‘being’, which is the theme running through the entire thesis. As 
this focus throws light upon fundamental philosophical issues, I wish to, in 
line with the reasoning of Socrates, emphasize the interdependency of be-
ing and becoming. Even though Socrates argues that all means are useful 
for the sake of becoming, he emphasizes that every single becoming always 
takes place because of a particular being. Furthermore, becoming in its 
completion occurs with respect to being in its completion. In order to com-
plete this theme, I draw attention to what kind of being that Kuria men and 
women aspire to, and the nature of the processes of this becoming.  

I wish to highlight two types of male power of being that have been 
referred to, namely being umwëënë wumugi, the owner of a homestead, 
which implies the potential to become a founder of lineage and, being umu-
mura, another male prestige position that entail being the defender of the 
country. Men strive to establish their own umugi, that is, their homestead 
and extended family. However, becoming of a homestead owner, omoga-
aka, which is the life stage following upon the state of being a young man, 
does not materialize as a result of ageing alone, but is a process requiring 
male skills and access to female reproductive success. Processes of becom-
ing omogaaka, a senior man, requires, to use a Kuria metaphor of male 
power acquisition, the ownership of an ikihita, a corral passage. The thesis 
has drawn attention to Kuria sayings and metaphoric language at the heart 
of the Kuria society, since men as well as women use evocative metaphors 
for their purposes. To ‘have a corral passage’ means that a man has access 
to flows of female fertility through his daughters-in-law. In this intricate 
symbolism, male dependency on female fertility is emphasized. The corral 
passage, which is a key symbol, is the focal point for the hierarchical or-
dering of houses in the homestead. 

Men are not the only holders of prestige and power in the Kuria society. 
The power of being a woman and the power of being a man are highlighted 

313 



 

    
       

     
    

          
          

     
  

   
        

      
        

    
    

    
    

     
  

 
    

    
    

    
 

  
      
    

  
    

   
        

      

  
  

    
  

   
     

by compelling metaphors and symbolic actions when seeking desired so-
cial positions. The struggle for inclusion into privileged social categories 
is to some extent a struggle over definitions. Young men, abamura, point 
at power relations between them, the guardians of the homestead, and nu-
bile girls, when they address young women by the Kuria proverb, ‘You are 
the corral – we are the barricade’. Since ‘being’ and ‘becoming’ represent 
interrelated assertions, the life stage of adult circumcised men, ubumura, 
which in itself constitutes a male status position, make up the process of 
the becoming of senior men, abagaaka, who are the homestead owners. In 
this metaphorical phrase, considered to be ekerëëngio, veiled words and 
inside matters, spoken with the purpose of hinting at something, young men 
define themselves in relation to the nubile women whom they address as 
they claim to possess virtues like bravery and strength. The young men 
make a solemn declaration about an established social order, since they 
emphasize that young women are the cattle corral and by referring to them-
selves as the barricade, that is, as protectors of their wombs. In doing so, 
they imply their rights to, and dependency on, young women’s procreative 
fertility. It is both an affirmation of the women’s value, since being the 
corral means possessing a capacity worthwhile guarding, and an upholding 
of male virtues in relation to female virtues. Young men call attention to 
the social status of being defenders of corrals and wombs, since those, in 
the minds of the Kuria people are assets of prosperity of the homestead. It 
should be underscored that a man is umumura for a long  period of  time,  
from circumcision until he becomes omogaaka, a senior man and owner of 
a homestead, which happens when his own child is circumcised. As a sym-
bol for this new state, he must construct his own ikihita, corral passage (and 
preferably his own corral), through which his celebrating visitors are to 
pass. The process of becoming umwëënë wumugi, the owner of a home-
stead, thus, takes place over a period of time. Although, in theory, a cir-
cumcised son, umumura, is an assurance of continuity of a man’s lineage, 
today, boys tend to be circumcised at such an early age that marriages are 
arranged that will take place several years later. A metaphoric reference to 
male capability, and the power acquisition of young men, is given in the 
proverbial expression, ‘the one with a tough leg who ate things from the 
east’. Young men’s capacities, their power and strength, is accentuated by 
the metaphorical language. It is praise of a man who is successful in ac-
quiring wealth by means of cattle rustling. Since eating is a metaphor of 
male wealth accumulation, as well as of having sex, to claim that somebody 
‘ate things from the east’ means that he has acquired a woman by the means 
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of cattle rustled from the Maasai. The proverb underscores male capabili-
ties, the power of being umumura. 

Female ‘beings’, elaborated on, are the marriageable woman, the mar-
ried woman with proper fertility, and the mature woman with an estab-
lished family. Fertile women who are circumcised are by metaphorical pro-
cesses associated to the cattle corral and its flows. The identification of 
daughters and daughters-in-law with the cattle corral means that they are 
viewed as a flows of fertility. As a consequence of viewing fertile women 
as the corral with its flows of life, the daughter-in-law has come to stand 
for the prosperity of the homestead. Women, in their struggle to maintain 
social status and prestige, tend to insist on the right to carry out significant 
female tasks, like daily activities connecting them to the cattle corral, since 
these are chore activities approving of their femininity in a favourable way.  

Since we have argued that every becoming takes place because of a par-
ticular state of being, female life stages implying a significant change in 
female status can be regarded as steps on the way to becoming a senior  
woman, umukungu. One of the steps to proper womanhood is female genital 
operation, transforming a girl into a nubile woman. The subsequent female 
life stage, implying a significant change in female status, occurs when a 
married woman gives birth and becomes umusubaati. This change in status 
is ritually marked by the acquiring of a hearth in her house, pointing to her 
procreative capability. There are several achievements contributing to the 
becoming of a senior woman, which, if every single becoming is regarded 
as taking place because of a particular state of being in the Kuria female life 
career, means that umusubaati is a stage on the way of becoming a mature 
woman, umukungu. The mature woman, with her own daughters-in-law, is 
metaphorically described as being the corral passage, ikihita. However, the 
process of becoming of mature womanhood is not altogether simple, since 
there are other prerequisites for changes in life stages than ageing. The cor-
ral passage is pronounced as having a great depth in case of reproductive 
success which includes attaching child bearers to the homestead. To be the 
corral passage means having female power. Although the senior woman de-
pends on her daughters-in-law’s fertility for her own life goals and senior 
status, their relation can be understood in terms of autonomy and depend-
ence. A woman’s life career is frequently described in terms of the state of 
her house. The dominance of the senior woman over the in-married woman 
is reduced when the latter produces offspring, which assures her house of 
growth. This new state in the daughter-in-law’s life career that means that 
she produces children is ritually marked by a hearth in her house, which is 
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provided by her mother-in-law. However, the giving, or withholding, of the 
hearth, is an expression of power relations between the mother-in-law and 
her daughter-in-law, since cooking stones assures the latter of greater au-
tonomy; “less directing”. If the senior woman finds it inconvenient to pro-
vide her son’s wife with cooking stones and prefers to let her continue to 
cook for her, the hearth will not be given to the in-married woman until her 
mother-in-law decides to confirm her as a proper wife.  

In order to grasp conditions for men’s and women’s access to, or uneven 
distribution of, power, wealth and social status, I have scrutinized a socio-
economic system called the Kuria house property complex. This is a strat-
ification system which is decisive for regulation of inheritance and prop-
erty holding within the extended family, in accordance with female 
‘houses’, that is, a married woman and her descendants. The house prop-
erty complex can be seen as a kind of paradox within a patrilineal society, 
since inheritance of rights is through the mother. In a patriarchal society it 
can be regarded as a mediating principle to trace descent through the 
mother, and to assure properties rights according to matrifocal families. 
This female principle, that builds on inyuumba, a woman’s house, gives 
her access to prestigious positions and resource access within the Kuria 
socioeconomic system. The transfer of a woman from her natal family to 
her husband’s group is done through the payment of bride cattle. It is this 
transaction of bride cattle that establishes a husband’s rights to his wife’s 
procreative capacity. Elders expressed Kuria principles of affiliation of 
children as follows: 

It is not from where the seeds originate that counts. It is from where the 
cattle come that matters.  

In doing so, a distinction between biological and social fatherhood is un-
derscored. Since not seeds but cattle count, this principle assures social se-
curity and lineage  affiliation  to any child born  by a man’s legal wife re-
gardless of biological fatherhood. On the part of the man, bridewealth 
transactions means gaining rights to a woman’s labour and services, rights 
to her procreative power and rights to her sexuality. The acquisitions of 
rights to a woman’s sexuality through the means of cattle implies that the 
husband is entitled to compensation in case an outsider makes use of a mar-
ried woman’s sexuality. The principle referred to claims that it is the source 
of the cattle that matters. The source of bride cattle determines rights to 
progeny. From a woman’s perspective, this condition means that it is in her 
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capacity as a wife and child producer that she holds rights in her husband’s 
lineage group. 

The Kuria house property complex has been described in relation to  
other similar systems as a decentralized system because ownership and 
control of family resources is divided between the family head and houses. 
The family head’s control over cattle and other resources which have been 
allocated to a house cannot be alienated by the family head without conse-
quences. As mentioned, the house property complex has implications for 
defining female rights and social status as well as male prerogatives. In the 
Kuria context, a man’s patrilineal family, his umugi, is developed by the 
allotting of land and cattle to each female subunit, which is inyuumba, the 
married woman’s house and family. The stratification mechanisms of the 
same system that provides security and inclusion render certain categories 
of individuals socially and economically vulnerable. Since the Kuria house 
property complex confers property rights through the mother, and due to 
the condition that the cattle establishing marriages derive from sisters, an 
imbalance between the sexes of siblings constitutes an actual problem. In 
other words, the possibility of a man becoming a homestead owner depends 
to a certain extent on the condition that his mother’s house is not ‘daughter-
poor’. A young man lacking cattle from a sister has to find cattle from other 
sources. He will rely on his own capability to accumulate wealth for the 
establishing of his umugi. It is notable that when bride cattle derive from 
wage salary, or sales of cash crops, this is usually referred to as cattle from 
one’s own sweat. When a young man who is skilful in rustling succeeds in 
accumulating bride cattle by this means, the kind of source of the cattle is 
usually indicated. Consequently, there is a male dependency on female sib-
lings that is decisive for resource access. Since women in their capacity as 
sisters and daughters, thus, generate cattle, one should be aware that the 
position of a married daughter/sister (umusubaati) within the socio-politi-
cal structures of the Kuria house property complex endows her with status 
and prestige. The properly married woman holds a significant position as 
wife, mother and mother-in-law, since her house is the unit through which 
descent is traced and property rights are transferred. The basis of her power, 
resource control and social status is, consequently, her house. The house  
property complex provides a principle mediating patriarchal dominance 
within Kuria society. This system assumes that a woman is attached to her 
husband’s lineage and that this is where she develops her house. The fact 
that inyuumba is viewed as a woman’s issue makes it become her focus of 
interest and concern. The implications are that the lineages of her  future  
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sons are actually vested in her. However, the basic criterion for a woman’s 
house to qualify as inyuumba is male offspring. 

The scope of this study is disparities in social status, inequality in wealth 
and differences in power. Mechanisms of impoverishment have been dis-
played, and I inform about contemporary strategies to prevent and over-
come destitution. Attention has been drawn to the fact that poverty strikes 
unevenly among wife units within the same polygynous family. In the ex-
tended family, poverty is frequently described in terms of the condition of 
a woman’s house. Childless women become impoverished due to their state 
of infertility, and son-less women risk getting their house emptied if no 
male offspring materializes. A house without male descendants is regarded 
as being in a state of decay. I have underscored that men and women differ 
in vulnerability. In cases of infertility on the part of a man, this problem is 
usually solved by the providing of seeds by a replacer, since fatherhood 
depends on the giving of bride cattle for the child’s mother. Men are thus 
not excluded from the socioeconomic system on the same premises as  
women.  

The empirical example of Rusia and the planned child marriage demon-
strates circumstances under which wife units become socially and econom-
ically unprotected categories. Rusia’s mother, Boke, who was the youngest 
wife of a man with nine wives, had no adult son to speak for her and to 
defend his own interests when her husband died. In the struggle over re-
sources and in the process of claiming rights to land, Boke’s house was 
simply defined as not being a proper house. Moreover, her social status was 
diminished, since nobody assisted her in constructing a house, and she had 
to reside with a co-wife. When facing a time of drought and food shortage, 
she became outmanoeuvred by competing houses within the same umugi. 
If freedom is regarded as a value in itself, and when arguing that depriva-
tion of capability, and lack of freedom of choice, is poverty, then the extent 
of Boke’s deprivation can be measured not only by food shortage and in 
lack of decent shelter, but by hunger, humiliation and powerlessness. I wish 
to emphasize that there is a difference between moving to the urban area 
because somebody wants to seek his/her fortune in this environment, and 
when a person is forced by unbearable circumstances to go to town as a 
coping strategy in a time of social crisis. In the face of destitution, Boke 
was seeking alternative ways to develop her family. In town she hoped to 
rely on support from her father who was an employee. The father, however, 
responded to her request for assistance with the argument “I have no debt 
to you”. The father refused to help his daughter on the grounds that he had 
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no traditional obligation towards her. Although she spitefully complained 
that her father should be aware that she had given her natal family wealth 
in the form of bride cattle, she had no customary claims on her father. Boke, 
thus, looked for alternative ways to combat poverty, and to get her house 
to ‘come up’ after failing to get support from her father. The Kuria proverb, 
‘the one who has a claim is rich’ emphasizes the utility of establishing a 
claim. Social investment is a crucial strategy preventing somebody from 
destitution, which includes the storing up of debts and obligations. Boke’s 
next strategy was to attempt to arrange for a child marriage, ekebete, for 
her small daughter, Rusia. This kind of arrangement builds on the principal 
of establishing a debt relation, since it implies a power relation with a claim 
that can be utilized in times of need. 

‘Power of being’, is dramatically manifested when women curse in their 
capacity of being married sisters and daughters. The link enabling a woman 
to curse in case of male abuse of power is in this case her bridewealth, 
which means that she aims at the user of her bride cattle, who is supposed 
to be her brother or in odd cases her father. Formal cursing demonstrates 
the legitimate use of forces when serious transgressions against cultural 
codes take place. The curse of married sisters/daughters is held to be so 
potent that frequently the threat to curse is sufficient to rectify the brother, 
or the father, and to convince him that he has no mandate to misuse his 
patriarchal power. Women may thus take recourse to formal cursing in sit-
uations regarded as male transgressions by Kuria society. My empirical 
examples reveal that fathers at times misappropriate the daughters’ cattle, 
which  are  supposed to  enable his son  to raise his family, by  investing in 
another woman for their own pleasure. Evidently, they regard it as essential 
to display their patriarchal dominance over their sons, which indicates 
viewing power in terms of fulfilment of desire, since they seem to argue 
along the lines of Socrates, that the holder of patriarchal power is the one 
who  gets what  he wishes  when he  wishes.  Such conduct is, however, an 
abuse of patriarchal power not only against the daughter, or the wife whose 
house is not benefiting from the daughter’s bride cattle, but also against his 
own son, who depends on his sister’s cattle. Under certain circumstances, 
the daughter is able to curse her father, as, for example, in the case of the 
husband who threatened to expel his wife (see Wankuru threatens her fa-
ther), after bringing a new woman to his homestead on whom he spent 
money from his daughter’s (Wankuru’s) bridewealth. Cursing is viewed as 
legitimate wrath, and it is more common that this anger is directed towards 
a married woman’s transgressing brother. Formal cursing thus provides a 
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forceful threat in situations of male abuse of power when men exceed their 
authority. I have given a number of empirical examples of situations when 
women have taken recourse to formal cursing in the case of injustice done 
to them, circumstances which by Kuria standards are viewed as illegitimate 
male abuses of power because, even though Kuria is a patriarchal society, 
there are more principles at work serving to limit male claim of power with 
regard to dominance and the exercise of male authority. 

The curse of married daughters is so much feared that merely a threat 
from a married sister, or daughter, to curse her brother, or father, is likely to 
put pressure on him and cause him to rectify his mistakes. The position she 
holds of being the source constitutes the very force behind the cursing. Since 
she is the derivation of bride cattle, a transformative wealth, she gives rise 
to families and descendants. The significance of her position is communi-
cated in the very performance of the curse, since she takes off her waist cloth 
and by this piece of cloth beats her bride cattle. This act of cursing is fol-
lowed by statements like, “I do not recognize them” (the cattle), which 
means that she denounces what she once established. In doing so, the mar-
ried daughter/sister consigns to misfortune what has originated from her 
bride cattle. The mother’s curse, on the other hand, implies that a woman 
consigns to misfortune those whose source she is, in other words, what 
emerged from her womb and vagina, that is, her children. This curse can be 
carried out by placing a child, who is a daughter or a son to her own child, 
on the ground between her legs as she condemns her offspring. The point is 
that it is by being the source that a mother or a married sister/daughter may 
utilize the curse of a mother or the married sister’s/daughter’s curse. On the 
part of the married sister, her power is based on her association with cattle. 
One could speak of power in the sense of empowerment, since the married 
woman in question is turning against her own siblings, or even against her 
father. Aware of Kuria ethics, she decides to claim her customary rights, 
even against resistance. Such courageous behaviour on her part, is likely to 
give her respect in the eyes of the community. As the curse of married 
daughters/sisters is feared, this gives her power in the form of capability to 
produce desired effects. In this case, formal cursing demonstrates the female 
power of being the source of a man’s wife and progeny, and the cattle pro-
vide the link establishing this relationship. By denouncing the cattle, the 
progeny of her brother will be at stake. Young women are aware that in their 
capacity of properly married sisters and daughters, they are given social sta-
tus positions ensuring that they can influence their natal family. I have un-
derscored on what basis, in this patriarchal society, a young woman and a 
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married daughte, is able to, and actually has the authority to, rise up against 
her father and curse him, or pronounce his acts to be detrimental to Kuria 
cultural codes. In other words, she has the authority to point out the trans-
gressions of rules at the heart of society. By the very performance involved 
in cursing, she emphasizes her reproductive capacities, which apparently is 
the force behind the curse of married daughters/sisters. It is a matter of man-
date, since she makes a claim to power and judges her people on the grounds 
that she is their married daughter and sister. 

Evidence shows that the female cursings of mothers and married daugh-
ters/sisters take the form of genital exposure. However, there is an innova-
tive form of female nudity occurring in Kenya which is also an expression 
of women’s anger against what is perceived of as male abuse of power on 
the part of governmental authorities. This phenomenon of women undress-
ing in public as a form of civil disobedience can either take the form of 
female waist-down nudity or female waist-up nudity. This kind of female 
exposure has even been used as a political tool addressing issues of national 
concern. It is a means for women to be heard in situations when they have 
no say, and the nude tactic has, thus, drawn attention to women’s concerns 
and distress. It is the performance of the unthinkable and the embarrassment 
of men that marks public female undressing as a special event. Women 
themselves have expressed that the force behind such a protest is that a 
woman is swearing by her sexuality, by the pain of childbirth, together with 
the shame and anguish of being naked in public. These themes are highly 
emotionally charged in many Kenyan societies, and there is an underlying 
caution that nobody should fool with them. It is a warning that superiors  
should be aware that women are neither harmless nor without power.  

It is essential to keep in mind that the Kuria concept of formal cursing, 
which is held to cause extinction, is distinguished from destruction resulting 
from intentional harming by the means of witchcraft. The Kuria thus differ-
entiate between the use of evil forces, like witchcraft, aiming to bring mis-
fortune and death to the target, and formal cursing which is directed towards 
transgressors of Kuria codes of conduct. The first is viewed as the illegiti-
mate use of evil power, while the latter is seen as legitimate wrath. Normal 
individuals in Kuria society are communicative and have open social rela-
tions, while, on the contrary, those involved in witchcraft are characterized 
by asocial behaviour. Accordingly, there are two contrasting chains of as-
sociations with regard to this distinction. The hiding, sneaking, concealing, 
dampness, and filthiness of witchcraft are traits that apply to those who use 
illegitimate evil forces against somebody. It is notable that the concealment 

321 



 

    
  

   
 

     
  

    
       

  
      

  

    
    

    
      

  
     

      
    

     
    

    
 

      
    

  
   

  
  

    
     

 

referred to include the disguising of infectious things. Formal cursing, in 
contrast, is concerned with the revealing of one’s agony and has, thus, noth-
ing to do with sneaky behaviour and the concealment of filthy deeds. This 
contrasting chain of association can be summarized as airing-revealing-
sharing-openness-sociability-communicability. Such values are empha-
sized in the Kuria proverb, ‘silence is a disease’, which is a metaphorical 
warning advocating sociability and communication in case of trouble. 

One of the aims of this thesis is, as mentioned, to point to female prin-
ciples limiting male dominance in Kuria society. It is certainly true that 
Kuria men in general strive to develop their umugi,  homestead and ex-
tended family, and that they desire the prestige and power involved in being 
homestead owners and lineage founders. However, even though Kuria is a 
patrilineal society, there are circumstances when a woman may become a 
lineage founder. I draw attention to the fact that even women aspire to be-
coming both owners of homesteads and lineage founders. The Kuria gene-
alogy reveals that a number of existing lineages of a higher order actually 
have been founded by women. The road to female lineage founding in  a 
patrilineal society is rough, however, and the conditions for success should 
be considered by contextualising such female aspirations. Firstly, in spite 
of the fact that social order prescribe that women are to be detached from 
their natal home before producing offspring, this is the condition under 
which several ambitious women have managed to create their own home-
stead. One should be aware that, when an unmarried woman gives birth at 
her parents’ place, this is seen as both unnatural and disrespectful. The 
child is given the epithet enkeneraka, meaning, something growing at 
home, that is, her house is developing in the wrong context. Yet Kemaro is 
an example of a female lineage founder in the Kuria province of buTim-
baru, and her descendants are named abaKemaro, the people of Kemaro. 
For our understanding about the hardship this female ancestor faced, it is 
noteworthy that abaKemaro means the people scratching faces. Secondly, 
a senior woman with adult sons may break off and found a lineage if she 
has many descendants. To illustrate this, abaMasero, the descendants of a 
woman named Masero, can be mentioned. Elders emphasized that ‘she had 
people’, as an indication of her reproductive success, with regard to herself 
and her daughters-in-law. Masero was, thus, able to branch off and form a 
lineage which was named after her. Thirdly, the Kuria woman marriage 
might be a way to female lineage founding. I wish to highlight that barren 
women have succeeded not only in combatting poverty through woman 
marriage, but also to penetrate male spheres and male forms of being. 
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Woman marriage becomes a shortcut to the social position of a mother-
in-law for childless women, who acquire the state of being a mother-in-law 
without achieving motherhood. Son-less women are acquiring land and  
cattle through this form of arrangement, since access to a daughter-in-law 
means the assurance of a developing house. There is a distinction made, in 
terms and thought, between ‘the wakening up of a house’ of a son-less 
woman and ‘the raising of a house’ of a barren woman. When a barren 
woman attaches a daughter-in-law to her house, she often accumulates the 
required wealth by herself. The source of the bridewealth is indicated by 
references pointing out that ‘she marries from her sweat’, since the daugh-
ter-in-law in such cases does not derive from daughter’s cattle, but emerges 
from her own efforts. To raise up a son-less house is commonly called in-
yuumba mboke, the raising up, or wakening up, of a house on the point of 
collapsing. When the state of a barren woman’s house is referred to, the 
label inyuumba ntobu, ‘a poor house’, is more exact, since her house lacks 
human resources and daughter’s cattle. This is the category of women’s 
houses that have fewer chances to develop, a state of being with the conse-
quence of being excluded from the socioeconomic system labelled the Ku-
ria house property complex. Despite the impossible position, by emphasiz-
ing the principle of ‘cattle not seeds’ as determining affiliation of children, 
these women may get their houses to rise up. It has become more common 
in contemporary society that childless women invest in bride cattle that are 
exchanged for girls, who become their child producers and labourers. 
Woman marriage thus means that through cattle of daughters, or through 
effort and capability, it is possible for socially vulnerable categories of 
women to achieve the status position of being a mother-in-law, even with-
out motherhood. These women are struggling to restore their dignity and 
socioeconomic security. 

Woman marriage accentuates inequality in power, wealth and social sta-
tus. I have given special attention to female power and women acquiring 
male power in a patriarchal society where male dominance is a frequent 
theme. The use and misuse of power is discussed in relation to poverty, 
resource control and status positions on the family level. According to my 
observations, it is the accomplishment of the woman who does not even 
have daughters as an asset of a possible raising of her house that is the most 
admired, even though her state of being is ambiguous. Because her house 
was ‘outdefined’. Yet, there are women who under these circumstances, 
against all odds, fight their own exclusion and succeed in redefining houses 
regarded as being without future. My point is that it is individuals from this 
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category of unfortunate women who are most likely to succeed, not only in 
raising up their houses, but in penetrating male spheres of power. The suc-
cess of a woman with a poor house depends on her personal talents. The 
procedure of saving money from petty trade, which is invested in cattle, is 
often done in secret without the husband’s knowledge, because inyuumba 
ntobu provides cases when women are not acknowledged as having the 
right to access resources for the purpose of raising a house. However, when 
they succeed in accumulating enough wealth for the bride cattle of a daugh-
ter-in-law, they are admired for their efforts, industriousness, skills and 
perseverance. It is not every barren woman who succeeds in this endeavour 
of getting a daughter-in-law attached to their house, since it demands skill, 
endurance and thrift. 

It is notable that elders acknowledged these women as homestead own-
ers. The following quotation, referred to earlier, may serve as an illustration 
of how I was advised, by elders, to approach women who managed to ac-
cumulate wealth by the assistance of daughters-in-law, married to a 
woman’s house ‘by her sweat’: 

Tell her that you have heard that she is a most capable woman, who has 
managed through her business, and ‘from her sweat’ to get a large 
umugi. Tell her that she has a large family. And then, you may ask her, 
“how many women do you have?” After that, you can go ahead and ask 
how she does business. 

The mother-in-law in question claimed that under these circumstances it is 
she herself who is the owner of the homestead, that is, since she had no 
husband around, and due to the fact that she ‘married from her sweat’. 
Young women frequently stated that “you have family but no husband” as 
a condition to female success in running business activities in the  urban  
area, like building houses and the renting out of rooms. 

The power relation between girls and their mothers-in-law must be un-
derstood in terms of dominance, since it demonstrates relations of auton-
omy and dependence. The above-mentioned woman’s methods of doing 
business, it turned out, involved making use of young girls, labelled as 
daughters-in-law, in prostitution. I have drawn attention to the existence of 
barren women who have managed to invest in dependants in the form of 
daughters-in-law over whom they gain male power because they have ac-
quired rights to their sexuality, labour and fertility. It is worthwhile noting 
that, when such a mother-in-law exploits girls sexually, her claims to the 
income from their sexual services are not questioned. 
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II. Female Elders Drawing the Concept inyuumba 

Variant A 

1. eHeero – Reception Room 
2. oMoreenge – Middle/Domestic Section 
3. iRungu – Sleeping Section 
4. aMagiha – Cooking Stones 
5. oBorre – Bed 
6. eGesaku keboori – Doorway of Cattle Corral 
7. eGesaku geisiko – Doorway of Outside 
8. iKiritoho – Treshold 
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Variant B 

1. eHeero – Reception Room 
2. oMoreengo – Middle/Domestic Section 
3. oBorre – Bed 
4. aMagiha – Cooking Stones 
5. iRungu – Sleeping Section 
6. eGesaku keboori – Doorway of Cattle Corral 
7. eGesaku geisiko – Doorway of Outside 

Spatial Principles A+B: 
I. oBorre is ‘furthest in’ 
II. aMagiha are at the very centre 
III. The hearth guards the threshold to irungu 
IV. oMoreengo is the middle section 
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Sketch of a typical inyuumba 

1. eHeero – Reception Room 
2. Bed for Children 
3. iRungu – Sleeping Section 
4. oMorengo – Domestic Section 
5. aMagiha – Cooking Stones 
6. eGesaku keboori – Doorway of Cattle Corral 
7. eGesaku geisiko – Doorway of Outside 

The phenomenon of a woman holding the rights to another woman’s sexu-
ality and labour might have intriguing consequences enabling sexual ex-
ploitation of women by women. What happens is that the woman has ac-
quired sexual rights to the girl, since she has given bridewealth for her and 
since the in-married woman has no husband who is able to claim her sexu-
ality and labour. Since the mother-in-law holds rights to the girl’s sexuality, 
she can delegate these rights (which normally is done to a male relative) to 
men interested in buying casual sex. When the mother-in-law demands her 
daughter-in-law’s labour in the business of prostitution, she (and every-
body else) is aware that it is this ambiguity when it comes to claiming sex-
ual rights that is the very basis for the possibility of trading her sexuality. 
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The woman who demands that her daughter-in-law should serve as a pros-
titute is entitled to the income from her service, on the grounds that she has 
procured rights to her sexuality and labour through bridewealth payments. 

However, young women expressed that their mothers-in-law made de-
mands that were incompatible. They drew attention to the conflict of inter-
est between the claims that they were to provide sexual pleasure to paying 
customers and the claim on them as child producers. Obviously, a number 
of senior women who have gained male rights to young women’s sexuality 
and labour, by the woman marriage, have chosen to pervert their rights in 
this manner. However, as I have underlined, this is seen as a legitimate 
form of female abuse of power, since the mother-in-law’s right to the in-
come of her daughter-in-law’s prostitution is not questioned. Nonetheless, 
girls were concerned about their fertility, since they held that semen from 
different men, mixed in the womb is likely to cause pollution and endanger 
their eggs. A woman, it was emphasized, has to care for her eggs since she 
has only a limited number of them. It is notable that woman marriages fre-
quently provide an alternative for girls who do not conform to prescribed 
ideals.  In fact, women with setbacks, or  unfortunate circumstances, who 
are not regarded as suitable for ordinary young men, like disabled women 
and women with premarital pregnancies, are frequently married off to son-
less women. Woman marriage thus does not have the same social status as 
an ordinary marriage. 

As mentioned, through woman marriage, these women appropriate 
wealth by involving their daughters-in-law in various kinds of businesses. 
The fact that the daughter-in-law has no husband to whom she submits is a 
contributing circumstance enabling the mother-in-law to acquire male  
power and penetrate male economic spheres. Elders, secure in their posi-
tion, willingly ascribed these women power and prestige. They explained 
that these women do as polygynous men: they marry many wives. It was 
thus suggested that these women have the same aspirations as men and are 
a parallel case to men who invest in several wives, as a wealth accumula-
tion strategy to get subordinate companions in different kinds of economic 
activities. In other words, women do as men do: they give bride cattle for 
women in order to attach their labour, fertility and sexuality to their issue, 
that is, their inyuumba. Obviously, these autonomous mothers-in-law pro-
vide a threat to men who themselves are homestead heads. Middle-aged 
men were at times reluctant to admit that these women had male authority. 
The ignorance on their part must be understood in the light of the circum-
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stance that these hardworking women, investing in daughters-in-law, actu-
ally compete with these men over fertile women because the homestead 
heads wish to attach young women to their umugi, as son’s wives. Further-
more, women who establish their own umugi provide a threat to middle-
aged male homestead heads, since they make a way into male spheres. A 
number of the women utilizing the woman marriage in the urban area, who 
were spoken of as successful and wealthy businesswomen, were viewed as 
having a male manner. This male fashion on their side was specified, and 
the women were described as fearless, outspoken and capable of taking 
initiatives. To conclude, women, evidently aspire to male power of being, 
and may penetrate certain male spheres of power. My research has revealed 
that women strive to own homesteads and to become lineage founders. 
Through woman marriage, women manage to gain control over female fer-
tility. 

Sexuality and fertility form intriguing parts of male and female being. I 
have used compelling Kuria imagery in order to shed light on perceptions 
of male and female sexuality. I have exposed values at the heart of society 
by exploring key symbols, symbols articulated by metaphor and symbolic 
acts. Images and proverbs about female and male sexuality and reproduc-
tion accentuate ideals of masculinity and femininity. The thesis deals with 
urgent issues such as views on sex and risk behaviour in relation to the 
spread of sexually transmitted diseases. Since Kuria imagery of sexual be-
haviour reveals local ethics, it informs us about male sexual exploitation of 
women and devastating practices jeopardizing male and female fertility. 
Metaphorical language draws attention to differences in female and male 
vulnerability when it comes to the consequences of male and female infi-
delity and promiscuity. Kuria imagery is concerned with female sensuality 
and male desire, as well as with male risk behaviour and polluted women. 
That female sexuality is valued is evident by Kuria metaphorical expres-
sions. The woman is commonly depicted as a container and her sensuality 
as an appreciated content. She is seen as a vessel with a sweet liquid, like 
a bottle of Fanta, or as honey. Her sexual attractiveness is described as a 
container filled with a fragrant body cream, or as a pond for thirsty drink-
ers. To enjoy her sexuality is, accordingly, like quenching your thirst, or 
tasting her sweetness. One should be aware of the implications of depicting 
women as containers, however, since this imagery has become spectacles 
through which women are viewed. Even though, on the one hand, the con-
tainer imagery ascribes women’s sexuality positive connotations, on the 
other hand, to be a container implies the possibility of becoming polluted, 

329 



 

      
 

   
  

     
       

  
 

 
   

       
  

       
    

      

    
  

    
    

 
      

  
    

        
    
      

   

          
     

  
 

         

        
 

           

which is seen as the inherent nature of females. The womb as a vessel with 
a precious content may, just like the water pond, be polluted by several 
users. The message is that the womb of a woman sleeping around with 
different men is contaminated by the mixing of seeds. The mixing of semen 
from different men is said to be a condition resulting in loss of fertility. It 
should be noted that, as a consequence of this ‘nature’ of women, that is, 
when viewing them as containers, they are regarded as potential spreaders 
of venereal diseases. Women are accordingly the ones inclined to become 
contaminated, not men. However, perceptions of female sexuality have im-
plications for both women’s and men’s sexuality because when a woman 
is regarded as a water hole with dirty water, the men drinking from polluted 
ponds risk their health. Male desire is spoken of, in accordance with this 
imagery about female sensations, as the poking of honey and the tasting of 
its sweetness. Male exploitation of women’s sexuality, however, is  ex-
pressed as a straw of grass licking up all the honey in the horn, which hints 
at uncontrolled male desire consuming the girl’s attractiveness. Beautiful 
promiscuous women are depicted as worm-eaten sugarcane, which under-
scores their sad fate of being on the decline. 

Proper male sexual behaviour and masculinity is also commented on by 
metaphorical language. A young man is the lion who does not feed on a 
carcass. He is the leopard who is a breaker of fat animals. Ideal masculinity 
is thus characterized by discrimination of prey and the capability to eat 
one’s own prey. These are praised masculine qualities, that a proper man 
is selective when it comes to sexual affairs. Since he is capable of getting 
his own woman, he does not need to ‘eat after somebody else’, that is, to 
have sex with another man’s woman. The proverbial statement, “Eating 
killed Chööra Amang’o’, (‘the picker of carcasses’), which might take the 
form of urging somebody to ‘Remember Chööra Amang’o’, is an exhorta-
tion that uncontrolled male sexual desire is hazardous. ‘The picker of car-
casses’ did as the name reveals; he ate a contaminated cadaver that had 
been left by a carnivore in the wilderness, which caused his death. The 
hidden meaning is that this man had sexual intercourse with a contaminated 
woman. The proverb comments on a dubious male sexual reputation, met-
aphorically expressed as not providing one’s own kill, but habitually eating 
after others. 

The problem of extramarital affairs is also pointed to by metaphoric ren-
derings. Female infidelity is commonly referred to by references to her sex-
ual sweetness, such as offering honey to somebody not entitled to taste it. 
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A husband’s extramarital affairs are at times described by images collected 
from the sphere of hunting, like the proverb cautioning that 

Umugwi gonö goraaye kebara, tegogotoorwa gusiiki gobë hai – When 
arrows are sleeping outside they are not fit to be put back in the quiver. 

The proverb states that a man has wasted something useful. Wastefulness 
with seed is a common theme in proverbs commenting on male infidelity. 
An important Kuria concept of prosperity is etaantago, meaning a fullness 
brimming over. This term is used in a multiplicity of contexts, with refer-
ence to seed or liquid, implying full grain stores, or vessels filled up with 
liquids. Even though etaantago indicates prosperity and flourishing in gen-
eral, this concept also has sexual references by pointing to male flows of 
blessing, the semen of man. However, the semen of a husband should not 
brim over in the wrong context as the proverb cautions: 

Bunyeerinyeeri mona etariicha – Spilling over as if hunger cannot 
come. 

A husband’s extramarital affairs tend to be criticized on the grounds that 
the legal wife becomes bereaved of her blessings, which is consumed by 
the mistress. The adulterous man is ridiculed as being ignorant of the con-
sequences of such risk behaviour, a shortage of seeds, since such conduct 
might destroy his fertility. Women and men differ in vulnerability in this 
regard, since male sterility, according to the same set of metaphors, is a 
craving for seed, while female barrenness is a barren field. Male infertility 
is viewed in terms of a shortage, since seeds may be borrowed, but 
women’s barrenness is a state of famine. It is despair. This imagery asso-
ciating a childless woman to a barren field affects the perception of her 
female value negatively. If poverty is viewed as a failure of capability, this 
circumstance can be described as a failure to become a senior woman.  

Procreative male and female power is an underlying theme in the sym-
bolism of cooking stones and food processing. Cooking is metaphorically 
connected to procreative sexuality, and it is striking how male and female 
sexuality in this symbolism are defined in relation to one another. The 
hearth consists of three stones, one of them designates the husband’s penis 
and the other two refer to eggs in the female womb. The fire seems to stand 
for male sexual virility, cooking vessels are wombs, the cooking spoon is 
the penis, and stirring is love-making. In this metaphorical context female 
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infidelity is referred to as ‘the stirring with two spoons’. These sets of met-
aphors throw light on the metaphorical relationship between the perfor-
mance of daily activities and procreative sexuality. Cooking thus involves 
symbolic actions of significance for the constitution of valued female and 
male identities.  
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