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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

This diasertation is a study of the Kipsigis society in the 

colonial period. The Kipsigis live in the Kericho district of Kenya 

which was under British colonial rule from 1895 to 1963. Although the 

district has three divisions--Sot, Buret, and Belgut--only Buret and 

Belgut have been studied, largely because together they form an agree-

able entity and had similar experiences during the colonial period. 

The focus has been on the process of interaction between colonial 

capitalism and a rural non-capitalist society. This has been done by 

examining the development of a monetized economy, the introduction of 

new marketable agricultural products, and the rise of differentiation 

in the area as a result of new sources cf revenue, such as wage labor 

on plantations and "native" farmer participation in tea growing, set 

In motion by the advent of colonialism. The study has been carried 

out as a contribution to the understanding of the present-day economic 

and social ccnditions of the poorer countries of the world, particu-

larly those areas that were formally colonise°. 

In economic terms, the world is today divided into the 

developed capitalist countries of Northern Europe, U.S.A. and Canada; 

the developed socialist countries; and what has come to be known as 

the Third World, sometimes called underdeveloped tr less developed 

economies of Latin America, Asia and Africa. Kenya fits into this 
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Last category. Development is uneven in individual developed capi-

talist countries and underdeveloped countries, but the most signifi-

cant disparity is that existing between the developed world as a whole 

and the underdeveloped countries as a block. When various indices of 

economic development are used to compare the levels of development of 

countries, the underdeveloped cmuntries are found to be lagging far 

behind the developed world. For example, while an average developed 

country would have about 840 people to a doctor, an average under-

developed country would have about 12,000 people to a doctor. Another 

example is that of the per capita national income. An average 

developed country has a per capita national income of $1,365 per year 

while an average underdeveloped one has $250 per year) 
 

Underdeveloped economies are characterised by low productivity 

of labor, low technology, low per capita income, underdeveloped social 

services, such as education, medical facilities, communications and 

so on. In a word, poverty. n large section of the income of most of 

the underdeveloped countries comes from agriculture where most of the 

population is employed, yet most of these countries import food. This, 

together with the fact that some of these countries are largely mono - 

crop, producing crops such as tea, sugar and coffee for the world 

market, make their econcmies particularly vulnerable to the vagaries 

of world agricultural prices. In some situations, some of the crops 

produced in the underdeveloped countries are controlled at the 

'Pierre islet, The Third World in World Economy (New York: 
Monthly Review Press, 1969), pp. 91-101. 
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production level by international companies. The more usual situation 

is control of the market by international companies. The under-

developed countries often have to buy practically all of their indus-

trial requirements from the developed world so that their economies 

are largely dependent upcn the changing fortunes of the developed 

countries. 

The developed capitalist countries are said to have indus-

trialised after a class of people who could save and invest for 

further development emerged. In the underdeveloped countries today, a 

vicious cycle of poverty exists. The resulting pattern of low saving 

and low investment leads to very little, if any, economic growth. 

There is no easy escape from this cycle because surplus which could be 

reinvested in the underdeveloped world is repatriated to the developed 

capitalist countries, among other things. Now, how did this situation 

develop? Many historians, economists and political scientists study-

ing this problem have come to the conclusion that the development of 

underdevelopment is one side of a coin, whose other side is the 

development of industrial capitalism.
2 Indeed, as Geoffrey Kay cor-

rectly asserts, "The foundations of modern development and under-

development were laid at the same time and by the same process." 3 

2See Celso Furtado, Development and Underdevelopment (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1971); Samir Amin, Accumulation on a 
World Scale, Vol. 1 (New York: International Publishers, 1963); 
Walter Rodney, How Europe Underdeveloped Africa (London: Bogle - 
L'Ouveture Publishers, 1972). 

3 Geoffrey Kay, Development and Underdevelopment: A Marxist 
Analysis (London: The MacMillan Press, 1975), p. 96. 
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One aspect of the underdeveloped economies, whose roots can 

be traced to the point of contact between them and the now developed 

world, is chat of depeculence an the part of underdeveloped countries 

on the developed one:. Today, the underdeveloped world is dependent 

upon industrial countries for a wide range of manufactured goods. The 

availability of these goods and their supporting industries in some of 

the underdeveloped countries make it uneconomic for local entrepre-

neurs to set up similar industry. It is also true that prices for 

manufactured goods are controlled by the manufacturers in the developed 

world. To buy manufactured goods, underdeveloped countries usually 

have to sell agricultural products to the developed countries. To a 

Large extent these are not food crops so that, although engaged in 

crop pioduction an unuerdeveloped country may experience famine. While 

internationally marketaule crops are dependent upon the requirements 

of that market, it is invariably true to say that most of these crops 

were introduced at the point of contact between industrial capitalism 

and the less developed economy. Those underdeveloped countries 

engaged in mineral production usually have to sell these to the 

developed world unprocessed at quite a Low price. In most instances, 

in fact, the production and marketing of minerals is controlled by a 

foreign company resulting in a reduction in profit to the producing 

country. Paul Baran documents the case of India and Britain where at 

the point of contact, India produced cloth.
4 

This was at a time when 

4
See Paul Baran, The Political Economy of Growth  (New York: 

Monthly Review Press, 1957). 
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Britain was going through her industrial revolution whose backbone 

was the textile industry. Britain sold her factory-manufactured cloth 

to India at cheaper prices than was economically possible from the 

Indian cottage industry. Eventually, the low price of British cloth 

destroyed the need for Indians to continue manufacturing their awn 

cloth. This made India dependent on the industrial west for cloth. 

The relationship between the developed capitalist countries 

and the underdeveloped ones pre-dates formal colonialism. This at 

least is the case for Africa. The pre-colonial contacts were charac-

terised by plunder and trade, but with colonitlism the complete 

subordination of internal production took place when a more direct 

political and economic control was set up. In the case ot Kenya, 

colcnialism meant a foreign government, white settlers, plantation 

agriculture, production for the market by the local people in order 

to pay taxes and so on. It is with these new relationships that this 

study is concerned. 

Colonialism in Kenya  

The peoples of what was to become the East African Protec-

torate, later Kenya, had made contacts with the outside world mainly 

through trade and, more specifically, the slave and ivory trade, 

before formal colonization in 1895, when the East African Protectorate 

was declared. Soon after that, the British government borrowed funds 

from its national treasury to build a railway, running from the shores 

of the Indian Ocean to Lake Victoria. This railway was intended to 

secure effective British control of the Nile Valley, something that 
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extended 99 years and later to 999 years. Not only was land set aside 

for white settlers, but boundaries were drawn to limit Africans to 

what were called "reserves."
7 

This was only one manifestation of the 

intervention of the colonial state on behalf of the settler interests. 

State power was used to alienate land for white settlement. 

To guarantee the security for this land tenure as well, several 

strategies were also adopted by the state to guarantee labor for the 

settler farms. By limiting the amount of land available for Africans, 

the state created a land shortage which forced some people out of 

their homes to find employment and therefore to survive. These dis-

placed people often ended up on settler fArms as squatters, i.e. 

"permanent" labor on settler farms. The Hut and Poll taxes forced 

Africans to look for employment too. Further, the state had a tax 

system that favored settler agriculture. As early as 1904, the state 

had reduced export taxes on likely European exports to make it morn 

profitable for Kenyan European farmers to farm. Especially low rates 

of taxation were levied on imported agricultural implements to be 

used by white farmers. Government services, including extension ser-

vices, agriculturP1 ..weice and training, transportation networks, etc., 

were all limited to white settled areas, although the Africans con-

tributed to the payment of each of these services through taxation. 

The state further protected European farmers from competition from 

African farmers by forbidding Africans to grow some of the marketable 

7
Roger N. A. Van Zwanenberg and Anne King, An Economic History 

of Kenya and Uganda, 1800-1970 (London: The MacMillan Press, 1975), 
p.'34. 



crops. . It was illegal for Africans to grow coffee, tea, pyrethrum, 

etc. Furthermore, Africans were not allowed to cross-breed cattle for 

many years.
8 Only occasionally, when world prices for any of these 

crops were particularly low, were Africans allowed to grow them; and 

then they, too, were discouraged by the low prices.
9 

It is also true 

that in times of hardship, the state came to the rescue of the white 

farmers. In the 1930s, for example, when world prices were low as a 

result of the depression, the government put $1,000,000 into the white 

'farms to save them from collapse.
10 

It is also notable that the only 

cash crops that Africans were allowed to grow were cotton wattle trees, 

and clearly because their prices were so low that settlers were not 

interested in them. Not only were white settler farms protected at 

the production level in terms of what could be grown by Africans and 

the various forms of assistance from the state, but they were also 

protected at the marketing level. The Kenya Farmers Association, 

which was formed in 1919, was set up to distribute seeds, fertilizers 

and agricultural tools in the country. More Important, for our pur-

poses, was the fact that the Association was the sole buyer of cash 

crops from farmers and the seller to the outside world. African-

produced crops, such as maize, did get rejected from time to time by 

8 E. A. Brett, Colonialism and Underdevelopment in East Africa:  
The Politics of Economic Change, 1919-1939 (New York: KOK Publishers 
Ltd., 1973), p. 205. 

9
Ibid. 

10Van Zwanenberg and King, Economic History of Kenya and  
Uganda, p. 39. 
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the Association on the grounds that they were of low quality and the 

Africans had to be dependent upon the local market. What was more 

serious was the fact that even if the Africans had chosen to grow some 

of the crops that were exclusively meant for European production (e.g. 

coffee), they would not be able to sell them because the market was 

overseas and the buyers made purchases through the Kenya Farmers 

Association. 

Government support for the settler farms was justified at the 

time on the grounds that Africans were too ignorant and would not be 

expected to produce the commodities needed for selling outside to pay 

for the railway and to keep the administrative machinery operative. 

In spite of all the support, settler contribution to the actual physi-

cal crop output in Kenya was insignificant excnr in situations unere 

the production and marketing were reserved or tnem. The settlers on 

average demanded a higher standard of living than their production 

could pay for and were assisted in paying for this by African pro-

ducers as well as the whole state system) 
 

Tea production being a labor-intensive business required a 

large work force. This meant two things for the Africans. One, labor 

had to leave the African "reserves" for the plantations, thus reducing 

the labor force for African production. Two, the work force concen-

tra.ed cr the tea estates had to be fed, especially as the tea estates 

11Colin Leys, Underdevelopmeni in Kenya (London: Heinemann, 
1975), p. 39. 
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in Kericho did not grow any food. The Kipsigis in Belgut and Buret 

became food producers for the tea estates. 

Merchant capital had an important role to play in changing 

the Kenyan social structure in the colonial period. Trade with the 

outside world was in existence in East Africa long before colonialism, 

and of court—, Airtcons traded with each other. The conditions set up 

by colonialism, however, intensified this trade. For one thing, a 

whole trading community Vail brought into Kenya from India with the 

construction of the railway. While at first many people were cautious 

about buying some of the goods available from these merchants, it did 

not take them too long to be dependent on the merchants for things 

they also began to rely on as essentials. Some of these articles were 

blankets, cloth, salt, farm implements, and many other items. This 

involved Africans in a money economy, especially in Kericho district 

where barter trade was the practice before colonialism. Being involved 

in a money economy forced people either to go out in search of salaried 

employment or to grow and sell crops from their farms. 

The introduction of merchant goods and government taxes forced 

the Africans to raise money and to enter into a money economy. In the 

first two decades of colonialism in Kenya, there were three principal 

areas from which the Kipsigis could draw money: the settler farms, 

the tea plantations and their own crop production. Often they had to 

sell their animPls, too, to obtain money. A few people got government 

jobs and a few more made their way to urban areas although this was 

later in the colonial period. Many Kipsigis people attempted to become 
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traders but were frustrated by the economic dominanLe of the Indian 

merchants. The Indian merchants also controlled the marketing of crops 

and the transportation system. When the Kipsigis attempted to form a 

trading c" -operative in the 1930s, the government sought to control 

chem. After about two decades of colonialism, some African traders 

emerged in the rural areas wishing to trade in food crops. This led 

to serious competition with Indians. The government then appointed 

government administrators to head these African co-operatives. These 

government leaders tried and succeeded to a large extent in making 

rhese co-operatives appendages of already established, settler-run 

co-operatives. The Kipsigis never emerged as dominant traders and 

their co-operatives never got off the ground. The Kenya National 

Archives District Commissioner's Report of 1930-1938 reports these 

attempts and failures.
12 

Kericho District: The Land and the People  

The Land 

Kericho district (Fig. 1, district #17) has an altitude range 

of 1,500 meters to 2,000 with the higher sections on the northern 

side. The high altitude results in low temperatures in the area in 

spite of its closeness to the Equator. The altitude also affects the 

amount of rainfall in the district. 

The rainfall in Kezicho district is reliable and well dis-

tributed, making it possible for agriculture to be practised with more 

certainty. For most years the rain received ranges from 1,525 mm to 

12-XPIA.DC/KER/1/3. 1930-1938. 
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Fig. 1.--Location Map 
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over 2,000 mm with the higher figures falling in Belgut and Buret and 

lower figures in Sot. Kericho district hardly ever receives Less 

than 1,000 mm of rainfall per year and the changes of rainfall below 

1,000 mm per year are one in ten.
13 

This makes Kericho district one 

of the three leading high rainfall areas in Kenya. The other two 

areas are the Kakamega forest and the slopes of Mount Kenya. Kericho 

has a dry season lasting from January to February which is extremely 

short compared to most of the country. There are two rainfall seasons, 

one running from February to May and the other, October to December. 

Other months have some rain, too. 

Most of the district is covered by weathered volcanic coils. 

These are rich red soils. The drainage, especially in Belgut and 

Buret, is good. High reliable rainfall, rich red well-drained soils, 

together with low range temperatures, make Kericho district a high 

potential agricultural land. 

The People 

Kericho district is inhabited mainly by the Kipsigis people 

Who speak a Kalenjin language. Others who speak a similar language 

include the Nandi, Tugen, Elgeiyo, Terik, Marakwet, Pokot, Bok, Endo, 

Sebei and Bongomek. Apart from the linguistic similarity, there is 

also a cultural linkage among the Kalenjin speakers, such as the 

circumcision of buys and the clitoridectomy of girls, marriage laws 

13
Richard S. Odingo, A Study of Agrarian Change in Kenya with  

Special Reference to Kericho District  (Food and Agricultural Organiza-
tion of the United Nations Study, Nairobi, June 1973), p. 54. 
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and so on. For this reason, many historians have linked the develop-

ment of the Kipsigis people to that of other Kalenjin speakers. The 

Kalenjin speakers along with the Tatoga of Tanzania are clarsified as 

Highland Nilotes in the linguistic classifications of East Africa.
14 

Historians and other students of the Kipsigis have not yet 

Agreed on what the origins of the Kipsigis are nor for that matter 

those of the Kalenjin in general. There is a general suggestion by 

most historians, linguists, archaeologists and anthropologists that 

the Kalenjin travelled in a north-south direction from a place in the 

south of Sudan, separated somewhere in the course of the journey into 

the various communities that they are today. C. W. Hoblay, among 

others, suggested that the Kalenjin dispersed around Mount Elgon and 

travelled in different directions. J. G. Peristiany and G. W. Hunting-

ford, on the other hand, fix the dispersal point at the area around 

Lake Rudolf. What is cmanon U5 all these people is that they accept 

the theory of a southward movement of the Kalenjin people to their 

present homes.
15 

Henry Mwanzi in a more recent study of the Kipsigis does not 

accept the north-south migration of the Kipsigis. He boldly contends 

that "the Kipsigis as such have not come from anywhere. They have 

14
Studies on this topic are compiled by B. A. Ogot and J. A. 

Kieran, 2amani: A Survey of East African History  (Nairobi: Longmans, 
1968). 

15
C. W. Robley, "Anthropological Studies in Kavirondo and 

Nandi," Journal of Anthropological Institute,  1903; J. G. Peristiany, 
The Social Institutions of the Kipsigis  (London: Routledge and Kegan 
Paul, 1964); and G. W. Huntingford, The Southern Nilo -Hamites  (London: 
International African Institute, 1953). 
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process. All these will remain speculations until more research and 

especially archaeological research is done. 

When the Kipsigis actually appeared as a distinctive group 

has not been conclusively determined by anyone to date. Gideon Were 

suggests the long period of time between 1490 and 1706 as the time 

when the present homes of the Kalenjin speakers were settled.
17 

I.Orchardson gives 1780 as the time when the Kalenjin dispersal took 

place somewhere to the north of their present homes, but does not say 

anything about actual settlement in their present homes. 18  G. W. 

Huntingford, in The Southern Nilo-Hamites, submits the 17th century 

as the time of dispersal from the Lake Rudolph area. Henry Mwanzi 

gives the 18th and 19th centuries as the period in which the Kipsigis 

emerged as a recognisable group. This issue too has to await further 

research. 

Whether the Kipsigis were wholly pastoralist and learned to 

till land later or vice versa is another issue on which students of 

the Kipsigire past are not agreed. What is in agreement, however, is 

that by the 19th century the Kipsigis were involved in both cattle 

keeping and in tilling land. According to Mwanzi, and oral reports 

support this, cattle keeping was on the increase in the second part 

of the 19th century. At this time also there is evidence of trade 

17
Gideon S. Were, A T.atory of the Abaluyia of Western Kenya 

(Nairobi: East Africa Publishing House, 1967), pp. 47-50. 

18 1. Orchardson, The Kipoiais, (Nairobi: East African Litera-
ture Bureau, 1961). 
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between the Kipsigis and their neighbors and also among themselves. 

The Swahili-Arab traders and their intermediaries were trading around 

Lake Victoria at this time, so that it is reasonable to believe that 

the Kipsigis came into contact with and may even have traded with them. 

The traders would have had to cross Kipsigis country or neighboring 

territories to get to the shores of Lake Victoria and the assumption 

is that they traded with the Klpsigis, if only to obtain food for 

their caravans. 

Under British colonial rule the Kipsigis were ruled as an 

ethnic entity in one district, Kericho district. For many years this 

was a district within the Nyanza province but, true to British colo-

nial policy of keeping ethnic groups separate, Kericho district was 

later transferred into the Rift Valley province which was predomi-

nantly Kalenjin-speaking. 

Population  

The earliest available population figures of the Kipsigis 

date from the early 1920s. In 1521 it was estimated that there were 

61,409 Kipsigis people in Kericho district. It is not clear how this 

figure was obtained, although the practice then was to count the 

number of houses and multiply than by an estimated number of people 

resident in eacn house. This method is open to inaccuracies mainly 

because an estimated number of residents is not an accurate presenta-

tion of who actually lived in those houses. In 1921 also, there were 

635 other people listed as foreigners in the district bringing the 
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total population to 75,044. This figure rose to 77,187 people by 

1932, of whom 236 were listed as Europeans and 514 as Asians, giving 

4 total figure of 76,410 Kiosigis people resident in the distrizt at 

that time. In 1942, it was estimated that there were 108,184 Kipsigis, 

500 Europeans and 1,000 Asians in Kericho district, giving a total 

population of 109,684 in the district that year. 

The first head count in the district took place in 1948. This 

revealed that there were 212,608 people living in Kericho district. 

Thia figure had risen to 391,263 by the 1962 census. Between the 1948 

and 1969 census, the Kipsigis population more than doubled. The census 

of 1969 showed that there were 471,459 people livirv; in the district. 

Figure 2 shows the distribution of the 1969 population in the district, 

and Figure 3 indicates the density of that population. By this time 

there were areas in Kenya such as areas of Nrragcli and Nyen that had 

a density of up to 400 people per square kilometre, making the Kericho 

population density less pressed for land availability.
19 

The Research Process  

Researcn for this dissertation started in the Stanford 

libraries though the major part of the research took place in Kenya 

over a period of twelve months. A period of four months was spent in 

the Kenya National Archives: two months at the start of the res2arch, 

one month at the half-way point and one month at the end of the 

19Odingo, Study of Agrarian Change in Kenya, p. 80. 
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field research. The eight months of actual field research were 

divided equaliy between Belgut and Buret locations. 

The people interviewed were generally over the age of fifty 

although some of the smallholder tea growers were below that age. 

Both men and women producers were interviewed. The Kipsigis language 

was used for conducting the interviews except in a few cases in Belgut 

where non-Kipsigis speakers stil living and working on the tea estates 

were interviewed. In such cases Kiswahili was used. As the researcher 

speaks both languages, it was not necessary to employ a translator. 

In all, eighty people were interviewed.
20 

A questionnaire was prepared 

before the beginning of the field research but was used, if at all, 

on17 as a guide. When interviewing smallholder tea growers, however, 

it was possible to use parts of the questionnaire because some of the 

information sought was specific—for example, how much tea was planted 

and when or how much money was spent buying the seedlings. This type 

of information was necessary for assessing the economic standing of 

tea growers and their advancement. Most of the tea growers had 

specific information as they had been involved in tea production for 

20
The group of small-scale farmers interviewed was chosen at 

random although attempts were made to obtain • representative sample 
from relatively wealthy tamers and those not so wealthy, farmers 
employed outside the home and those resident at home with no outside 
employment. What political position the farmer held in the colonial 
government was also taken into consideration. Finally, interviewees 
included farmers who once were employed by the colonial government and 
those who were not. These factors and others were investigated in an 
attempt to get a representative picture of small-scale tea growers. 
The tea growers interviewed made up about 40 percent of the total 
number of tea growers in the two locations. Tea growers in the area 
as a whole represent roughly 30 percent of the total population. 
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less than twenty-five years. It had been important for them to keep 

records because the Kenya Tea Development Authority required the 

farmers to do this for easy marketing and for paying back loans owed 

to the Authority. 

An attempt has been made to base analysis of various phenomena 

on the information given, but in some instances Oe researcher's 

interpretations have differed from those of some of the informants. 

This is particularly so in talking about the political problems of the 

colonial period and the position of women in the colonial system. 

Many informants sounded as though they had been more "progressive" or 

more nationalistic about their situation in the colonial period than 

would be expected for this area in the colonial period. The influence 

of the Christian church seems to have affected people's perceptions 

of their traditional past. Some of the people influenced by this 

argue that there was more drinking in the pre-colonial period. Avail-

able evidence, however, suggests that alcoholism was on the increase 

in the colonial period. An attempt has therefore been made to under-

stand the informants and their social and material condition in 

arriving at any conclusion. 

Colonial capitalism manifested itself in Kenya in various 

ways. Some of these were settler agriculture, foreign-owner planta-

tion agriculture and merchant trade. The Belgut and Buret locations 

of Kericho district have bezn chosen as an example of the effects of 

colonial capitalism on rural production because this area was affected 

by these three forms of colonial capitalism. 
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. CHAPTER II 

THE MONETIZATION OY THE KIPSIGIS ECONOMY 

At the start of the colonial period, the Kipsigis society had 

a low-level commodity production with a limited division of labor and 

exchange in comparidon to what was to take place during colonialism. 

Colonialism as an expression c: capitalist expansion forced the 

Kipsigis into a higher level of commodity production, increased the 

division of labor and also ushered in the use of money for exchange 

as opposed to the barter system of the pre-colonial era. The purpose 

of this chapter is to examine the transition between these two eras. 

First will be examined the methods used to break down the pre-

capitalist system to allow for the use of money, and then the ways in 

which the Kipsigis tried to cope with the new monetized economy will 

be discussed. ' In this regard, the changing land tenure system and 

the rise of squatters, in particular, will be examined as responses 

the colonial system. 

The monetization of the Kipsigis economy and society or the 

contact of pre-capitalist Kipsigis society with capitalism did not 

lead to the transformation of the society to a capitalist one. 

1Pre-capitalist refers to that type of economic structure in 
existence before interaction with capitalism. This is sometimes 
called traeitional. It must be stressed, however, that the inter-
action 'foes not lead to the development of capitalism. The Kipsigis 
society is not a capitalist one today. What actually emerges is a 
peripheral-capitalist type of economy. 
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Normally this type of interaction leads to the development of 

"peripheral" capitalism. 2  The structural conditions of peripheral 

capitalism among other things include the following: a) links with 

international capitalism where the international division of labor 

usually assigns the role of raw material production to the country 

on the periphery of capitalism, while heavy industrial manufacturing 

is dominated by the advanced capitalist country. This division of 

labor leads to unequal exchange relations in favor of the advanced 

capitalist countries because of the high value of industrial products 

in comparison to the international monetary value of agricultural 

pmducts. b) Internally, countries on the periphery of capitalism are 

characterised by uneven control of resources. Technological advance-

ment, presence of schocls, hospitals, type of diet and how much wealth 

individuals control are characterised by unevenness. These charac-

teristics and others that define peripheral capitalism may not be too 

varied from one peripheral capitalist country to another. The methods 

by which a pre-capitalist economy is transformed to a peripheral capi-

talirt one may also be similar, but the historical specificity of 

each society needs to be studied for that society to be understood. 

In studying the mechanisms by which the pre-capitalist Kipoigis society 

was attached to the world capitalist system in the early years of 

2Peripheral capitalism is usually linked to international 
capitalism through trade. whet is produced at the local level also 
changes significantly from the traditional era but peripheral capi-
talism does not automatically lead to the development of capitalism. 
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colonialism, we shall first take a brief look at the pre-capitalist 

Kipsigis society in order to understand what was being transformed. 

Pre-Capitalist Kipsigis Society  

Only the period bnmediately before the colonization of Kenya 

will be discussed as this is the era for which data are available. 

These data cannot be used to generalise on the very distant past of 

the Kipsigis people for the obvious reason that this would be &histor-

ical. Although capitalism had had contact with the Kipsigis society 

at the level of trade by the 19th century, the Kipsigis, in the period 

immediately before colonization, had basically a subsistence economy 

with limited exchange. In many parts of Africa well-developed, 

commodity-producing societies were in existence by the 19th century. 

At the level of production, the Kipsigis economy of the pre-

colonial era was largely undifferentiated because what was produced 

varied only slightly from one household to the next. Ambi t
3 

which 

was planted and harvested mainly by women, was the chief food product 

along with vegetables. The cthcr major source of subsistence was 

animal products, such as milk and meat. Cattle keeping, which was on 

the whole a male monopoly, involved, among other things, protecting 

animals from raiders, herding with the help of young boys, taking 

animals from home to salt licks and greener pastures and, of course, 

going on raids to increase the stocito. 

3
Wimbi, sometimes called Eleusine corn or finger millet, is a 

mall-grained brownish grain whose stalk grows to the height of up to 
seven feet. When the grain is ground, the flour is used to make thick 
porridge. 
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Labor for farm work and cattle keeping came frum the house-

hold as well as from the larger geographical community, kokwet. In 

the case of farm labor, when more labor was required than could be 

supplied by the household, the regular practice was to get some help 

from neighbors and entertain them after work with food and drinks. 

This type of help is based on good neighborly understanding and the 

favor is generally returned. The labor required for cattle at the 

level of the household involve mainly herding and milking, but it 

was essential to organize at a kokwet (immediate neighbors) or 

bororiet (larger geographical setting) to increase the stock by raid-

ing or to protect the animals from raiding neighbors. It was unsafe 

for anyone to take their animals to salt licks on their own and here, 

again, the communities had to organise. When expert labor was 

required, such as tha .  : thatchers or smiths, payment was made in 

beer or grain and, on L re occasions, in animals. 

The patterns of trade of the pre-colonial Kipsigis society 

teflect a limited division of labor largely because of the kinds of 

things they used for exchange. Among themselves the Kipsigis were 

involved in barter. One wishing to increase his stock would exchange 

several goats for a cow or bulls for a heifer. Animals were exchanged 

for grain and tools, but since practically every household grew the 

. same staple crop, wimbi, and kept cattle, goats and sheep, exchange 

was not viial ro: the internal reproduction of the society except in 

times of famine. 
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It is not clear how mu‘h trade existed between the Kipsigis 

and their neighbors (Gusii, Nandi, Luo and Hassan, nor how much the 

"long distance trade" from the East African coast affected them. We 

learn from Manners that the Kipsigis acquired most of their iron imple-

ments from their neighbors, especially the Gusii and the Nandi, partly 

because iron ins not readily available in the Kipsigis country and 

partly because their own smiths wpre inferior to those of the neigh-

bors.
4 

In exchange for these items the Kipsigis gave grain, goats, 

sheep and honey. In times of famine, when trade was intensified, the 

Kipsigis exchanged animals for grain, especially with the Gusii. The 

Kipsigis Cr. said to have traded their children for grain with the 

Guaii but it is not known how widespread this practice was. Grain, 

animals and children further attest to a limited division of labor 

within the society. Although the extent of Kipsigis involvement in 

long-distance trade is not known, it is evident that before the arrival 

of the Indians in the period 1900-1907, the Kipsigis had beads and 

copper wire which are thought to have ',men some of the articles that 

the Arab-Swahili traders carried into the interior. In fact, the 

Kipsigis are said to have collected tribute from the coastal traders 

4
Although research on various aspects of Kipsigis life has 

been done in recent years, the area of trade remains largely neglected, 
so that the latest research in this area continues to be that of 
Robert Manners, "Land Use, Labour, and the Growth of a Market Economy 
in Kipsigis Country," in Markets in Africa, ed. Paul Bohannon and 
George Dalton (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 1962), 
p. 497. 
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at a place near Kipsonoi River where the Kipsigis are also said to 

have traded ivory for clothes, iron wires and beads. 5 

The Kipsigis political system of the pre-colonial era was 

what anthropologists have called "stateless" in that there was no 

central authority. Political power in Kipsigis land was collectively 

held by elders. Disputes were brought before the elders of the kokwet 

to be discussed and settled. Disputants were bound to accept the 

final decisions of the council of elders. Unwillingness to accept 

such judgment on any form of dissent was punished by temporary or even 

permanent ostracism for the party concerned. People were expected to 

co-operate over such important activities as circumcision, caLtie 

raids and general work as well as defense. The elders had • leader, 

boiyotab kokwet, who acted as the overall decision maker in the com-

munity. His position was not hereditary. Over large issues such as 

raiding or defense, the elders of various villages, okwatinwek, met 

and discussed. 

Important in the political structure of the Kipsigis by the 

19th century was the institution of the orkoiyot. This is thought to 

have originated from the agricultural Masai and came to the Kipsigie 

by way of the Nandi. How and why the orkoiyot clan, the talai, moved 

from one group to another are questions surrounded by stories of suc-

cession disputes. Arap Magut suggests that the orkoiyot became estab-

lished in Kipsigis country at about 1900, but this is doubtful 

5
Mwanzi, History of the Kiosigis, p. 158. 
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considering how their influence had penetrated Kipsigis life by the 

time the British were trying to effect colonialism, i.e., by about 

1905.
6 

The orkoiyot was basically a spiritual leader who influenced 

the activities of the community in such matters as when to set out for 

raids, what to carry on the raids, where to go, and other decisions 

connected with raiding. He also sanctioned the planting of crops and 

acted as a general medicine man. For example, barren women would look 

to hi= for help. He was expected to control the amount and timing of 

the rains. He was thought to be supernatural and people feared this 

to the extent that no one would mention his name in general conversa-

tion. The orkoiyot had representatives among the people who carried 

forth his word and brought back messages. Closer to him and fewer in 

number were the maotik and working below these were the mestowek. The 

community gave the orkoiyot and his family "gifts" that made them 

wealthier than other people. 

The British administration in Kericho district at first tried 

to use the administration of the orkoiyot for its own purposes. This 

was in keeping with Lord Lugard's policy of indirect rule. Koilegei, 

the reigning orkoiyot, was made a paramount chief and his mestowek  

became subchiefs. Koilegei accepted this arrangement even though he 

appeared to have distrusted the British administration. An example is 

given where he sent two of his trusted people to the mission station 

6
P. K. Arap Magut, "The Rise and Fall of the Nandi Orkoiyot," 

in ?Wino: Nairobi Historical Studies 1: Studies in Traditional  
Modern East African History (Nairobi: East African Publishing House, 
1969). 
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as spies. These two refused to become Christians on the grounds that 

they could not give up alcohol, and they continued to report to 

Koilegei. The missionaries became very suspicious of Koilegel.
7 

On 

one occasion, the District Commissioner invited Koilegei for consul-

tation and he accepted, but he sent an imposter resembling him and 

dressed like him to the British administrator.
8 

The interests of the 

British government, however, soon clashed with those of the orkoiyot 

because the British found out that he was advising his people against 

giving up any of their traditions, including raiding. He was conse-

quently deported to Nyeri in 1913 and later moved to Meru where he 

died. This did not end the problems of the British with the orkoiyot  

because the institution had permeated all features of Kipsigis life. 

His clan continued to direct activities that were respected by the 

community. For this reason the British finally deported the whole clan 

in 1938 to Cwassi in South Nyanza, which broke up their influence in 

the area.
9 

The Penetration of Capitalisr:  
First Phase  

According to Barbara Brandby, capitalism destroys a pre-

capitalist structure in three different ways: by force, by exchange, 

and by state intervention in introducing such things as taxation. She 

7
Mwanzi, History of the Kipsigis, p. 148. 

8
Ibid., p. 149. 

9Efforts to remove the orkoiyot clan commenced in 1933 and 
were completed in 1938. See KhA.DC/KE41/3. 1933 and KeA.DCiKER/1/3. 
1938. 
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goes on to say that force is normally used when the other two methods 

on !heir own are found to be too slow to generate the raw materials 

and labor force that capitalism may require.
10 

Further to this, she 

says that 

What form the articulation of pre-capitalist society 
with capitalism takes depends upon, first and foremost, the 
requirements of capitalism and secondly on the internal 
structure of the pre-capitalist society. 11  

What capitalism required from the Kipsigis society was not 

essentially different from what it needed from other parts of Kenya-- 

raw materials, labor and a market for industrial goods. Kericho 

district, unlike many other parts of the country, was expected to meet 

the three requirements.
12 

The presence of tea plantation companies 

required food production from the Kipsigis and to some extent, labor, 

while the white settlers in Sotik and the areas around Londiani-

Kipkelyon-Fort Ternana used Kipsigis labor more intensely in the form 

of squatters. The settlers needed the squatters because they paid 

them less than they paid the regular employees; the Kipsigis became 

squatters in large numbers principally because their cattle lacked 

adequate grazing land after land alienation. Merchant capital, 

10 
Barbara Brandby, "Agriculture and Capitalism," in Agricul- 

tural Growth in Third World  (Ann Arbor, 1983), p. 144. 

11 Ibid., p. 138. 

12
Although roles were not clear-cut, it was generally under-

stood that Nyanza province including North Nyanza (now Western 
Province) was a labor reservoir. Kikuyu area was for settler farming, 
although the Kikuyu were to provide the labor too. None of these 
areas was expected to combine all three requirements. 
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especially run by Indian traders, drew the Kipsigis izto buying indus-

trial goods, which were first viewed as "curiosities" ens later became 

essential to the Kipsigis people. As observed above, the Kipsigis 

economy of the pre-colonial days was primarily geared towards self-

sufficiency; capitalism, in its various manifestations, had to break 

up this structure to suit its own needs. 

To break 4,3 the Kipsigis pre-capitalist structure, all three 

methods mentioned above were employed. To begin with, chiefs and 

their assistants; alien to the Kipsigis political structure, were 

appointed to force people to pay taxes, grow new crops and provide 

labor on European farms and public works, especially on roads which 

were needed for the operation of the capitalist-colonialist machinery. 

They were simply the local aides to the coloni..1 state in the process 

of intervening to establish a colonial-capitalist society. Neither 

the chiefs nor their assistants were necessarily drawn from the tradi-

tional leadership, the kokwet, elders or the brkoiyot, and were, as a 

result, confronted with the opposition from time to time in trying to 

implement government directives.
13 

The traditional leadership was for 

all practical purposes ignored, except on special occasions when it 

was felt that the approval of community elders for some government 

action was required for purposes of legitimising the action, such as 

the alienation of land or inoculation of cattle. In most cases, the 

13Attempts to use the administration of the orkoivot were 
abandoned within the first decade of colonial establishment in the 
district. 
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government failaJ 	get the oppLuv al of ti mec elders because, as the 

elders often argued, they were not qualified to alienate community 

land or to make decisions about what was to happen to other people's 

animals. 14  Government officials would not believe this. They often 

complained of the unwillingness of the elders to cooperate with the 

government and that the elders always presented a united front whit!: 

none of them would challenge individually.
15 

The Kipsigis themselves, 

forced to comply with the regulations of the new government, ceased to 

make use of their pre-colonial political institutions, except on some 

:lotted occasions, so that although these institutions were not offi-

cially removed, they were no longer effective. 

The most decisive change in terms of people's occupations 

came with the shift from srowing wimbi for subsistence only and mainly 

by women producers to the growing of maize at first for sale only and 

then later for subsistence too and by most of the population. The 

governoEnt's official reason for the introduction of maize into Kericho 

district was that the Kipsigis, who depended on wimbi foi their grain 

and who suffered from famine periodically because the production of 

wimbi was time-uonauming and low-yielding, needed a more productive 

crop. Maize was, in effect, introduced to many parts of Kenya at this 

time and, as Bowles points out, maize did not diffuse into Kenya but 

1'The District Commissioner for Kericho in 1935 took note of 
this attitude in his annual report. KNA.DCIKER/1/3. 1935. 

15
KNA.DC/KER/113. 1936. 
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came in "as a colonial phenomenon and . . . illustrates regression in 

techniques."
16 

Prior to the introduction of maize, shifting cultivation, a 

method which allowed land to remain fallow for a period of time to 

regain fertility, had been abandoned. The Kipsigis found that maize 

would continue to yield a crop year after year on the same piece of 

land and by the time it became apparent that it was necessary to let 

the land lie fallow or add manure to it, the land had lost fertility 

to a considerable extent. Maize was grown primarily for the market, 

where it was taken immediately after it was harvested. Methods 

developed for storing wimbi, which included building special stores of 

straw cemented with cow dung to protect the crop from weevils. were 

discontinued. Other farming techniques were also abandoned with the 

coming of maize. 

The colonial government was at this time trying to introduce 

crops to Kenya that could be exported to pay for the newly built 

railway. Later, maize in particular, and especially in the Kericho 

district, was further encouraged to feed the labor force on the tea 

plantations in the district and in the other parts of the country. 

In any event, when maize was introduced into Kericho district in 

1913, the Kipsigis refused to grow it. They boiled the seeds dis-

tributed to them by the government before planting them and later 

reported the failure of the maize to germinate. The District 

16
5. D. Bowles, "The Underdevelopment of Agriculture in 

Colonial Kenya," Kenya Historical Association Conference, 1975. 
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Commissioner proceeded to plant maize on his own farm and, of course, 

it germinated. He then collected all the chiefs and gave them seeds 

and askaries. The chiefs with the help of askaries rounded up men 

and women and forced them to plant maize on model farms near chiefs' 

homes. The people were charged with maintaining the farms, including 

feeding the askance. When the maize was ready, the seeds were dis-

tributed to many people whose names were registered. Those whose 

maize did not grow were whipped and fined. This forced many people 

to grow maize and by about 1930 practicall, everyone was growing 

maize.
17 

The Kipsigis resisted growing maize for two main reasons. 

The orkoiyot urged them not to grow maize because, he warned, it would 

grow in their stomachs and come off their heads causing them to die. 

This was part of the propaganda mounted by this clan to try to stop 

government influence over the Kipsigis because the orkoiyot clan was 

afraid of losing its source of wealth and political power to the 

government. The Kipsigis were accnstomed to obeying the orkoiyot  

whose supernatural powers thcy feared, so it took a great deal of 

enforcement to get the Klpsigis to disobey the orkoiyot. The confron-

tation between the orkoiik (plural of orkoiyot) and the British 

government was to take until 1938 when the whole clan was removed 

from the district. The attempts to make the Kipsigis grow maize came 

17This story of how maize was introduced into Kericho district 
is quite common among the Kipsigis people, as evidenced by the consis-
tency in the reports of the intervi  
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at a time when the Kipsigis were being forced to do many other things 

that they did not like, such as providing labor for public works, 

putting up with government chiefs, being made to abandon some of their 

customs, such as the one concerning what to do with illegitimate chil-

dren of uncircumcised wnmen. They, therefore, resisted everything 

that the government initiated without even trying it, as they felt 

that their way of life was threatened. 

By the 1930s, maize production %tam able to expand because the 

demand for maize increased with the increased labor force on the tea 

estates and the settler farms. The Kipsigis had also developed needs 

for money to pay government taxes, police levies and to buy the new 

commodities on the market. The entrance of ploughs and grinding mills 

into the district further extended the production of maize.
18 

Regular trade as we know it in a commodity-producing society 

was ushered in by the colonial era. With the railway in 1900 came the 

Indians with their trade goods, British government taxation and police 

Levies; so that not only were the Kipsigis forced to produce agricul-

tural goods to pay for these things, but they were also introduced to 

the new commodities, such as white salt, sugar, tea, household goods 

and so on. Production ceased to be for the household only and there 

445 certainly more to exchange. It is worth remembering, however, 

that 

18
KNA.DC/KER/1/3. In 1927 there were 65 ploughs and 35 flour 

mills in Kericho District. These made possiblu the expansion .: maize 
production. 
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the real reason the authorities tried to persuade the Africans 
to want money and what money can buy was not that trade goods 
would do them any appreciable good. The object aimed at was 
to induce Africans to become wage ..tarners.I/ 

When the Indians first artived, they did not sell a vide range of 

goods. Among other things, they sold cloth, white salt, beads, copper 

wire, and salad oil, udo, which was used as a pomade. Only two 

example* of how the Kipsigis were introduced to some of these foreign 

goods will be given. One of the earliest of these was white salt for 

which little persuasion was needed to get the Kipsigis to buy as it 

only meant substituting one kind of salt for another. Prior to the 

arrival of the white salt, the Kipsigis obtained their salt from burn-

ing a particular type of weed, soaking the ash and then straining the 

wet ash to get the liquid salt which was then used for seasoning. The 

white salt was easier to obtain a_ all Lhat was required in exchange 

at first was firewood. In later years money had to be used in exchange 

for salt. (These days the Kipsigis say that the weed has completely 

vanished.) 

Sugar was one commodity that the Kipsigis were not interested 

in when it appeared in their exchange markets, and great persuasion 

had to be used to lure them into buying it. The story is that the 

Indian shopkeepers would give it to people for free to tante •ael time 

they went into the shops or as gifts whenever one carried luggage for 

them or bought things from their stores. Tea was also Jude with sugar 

19Manners, "Land Use, Labour, and Growth of a Market Economy," 
p. 494. 
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and given to people to drink whenever they visited the shops and even-

tually, people got used to sugar and started buying it to make their 

own tea or to put into porridge.
20 

The Penetration of Capitalism:  
Second Phase  

The first phase of capitalist penetration into Kericho dis-

trict, by means of the usual mechanisms--force, as apparent in the 

introduction of maize and the provision of labor for public works, and 

persuasion, especially in introducing new merchandise into the commu-

nity--was on the decline by the late 1920s. Taxation as a method for 

drawing people into a monetary economy and financially supporting the 

colonial state persisted right through the colonial period. All types 

of goods were available on the market by the late 1920s that had become 

sufficiently desirable to the Kipsisis to make them seek ways of earn-

ing money to pay for them. The commodities ranged from household uten-

sils to ornaments, hoes and ploughs to cloth and so on. To pay for 

these things and also to pay taxes, many people sold maize, their ani-

mals or went out to seek employment. As maize did not seem to earn 

enough money for all these things and people were reluctant to sell 

their animals, many people sought employment on the tea plantations in 

the district and on settler farms in the district and in the rest of 

the country. 

To be employed on settler farms or on plantations, people 

were to register and were issuea icentification cards. As early as 

20
Interview with Tiongik Map Mangesoi, Litein, Belgut, 

4 May 1978. 



40 

1920, the District Commissioner for Kericho reported that there were 

1,832 Kipsigis males registered and working on settler farms plus 

1,646 others working on settler farms as usq3atters." 21  In 1930, the 

tea companies in Kericho alone employed 13,000 people, none of them 

Kipsigis.
22 

In fact, any Kipsigis people employed by the Kericho tea 

estates were thrown out in 1930. The District Commissioner's explana-

tion for this was 

The large tea estates and many dispense with Lumbwa labor, 
who have no idea of working, a week of work and two at home 
is their principle, and with tea which must be plucked day 
after day, such labor is useless. 23  

Actually, it was usual practice in colonial Africa to employ labor 

from far off places because labor from neighboring communities was 

prone to desertion. For this reason, Kipsigis people wishing to be 

wage laborers had to resort to working on settler farms in Sotik or 

other areas that did not pay as well as the tea estates. 

What (for purposes of convenience) is called the secona phase 

of capitalist penetration is, therefore, characterised by the search 

for money either by wage employment or by exploitation of one's own 

farm. Characteristic of this period also were problems created by the 

alienation of Kipsigis land for settler farming and plantation agricul-

ture as well as by the new methods of land use, for example, maize 

farming. Both limited the amount of land available, especially for 

211U1A.DC/KER/1/3. 1920. 	
22

1CN 
_ 
A.DC/KER/1/3. 1930. 

23KNA.DC/KER/1/3. 1928. 
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grazing, which caused problems for the Kipsigis and led to a change 

in the land tenure system, protests from the Kipsigis over alienated 

land and a movement of people from the Kipsigis "reserve" to settler 

farms to work as squatters. 

The Land Tenure System  

Before the coming of settlers, plantations, maize and the 

colonial government, land ownership among the Kipsigis was communal. 

According to Orchardson, it was understood anong the Kipsigis that 

"All land is the property of the tribe as a whole, and that which 

grows naturally upon it is common property."
24 

He goes on to tell us 

that all grazing land was public property just as were any trees grow-

ing there. If one wished to cultivate, however, he/she could do so, 

so long as it was not land set aside for public purposes such as salt 

licks or public paths. The elders usually gave their consent before 

one could go ahead to cultivate so that some control over land use 

was maintained. While the piece of land was under cultivation, it 

belonged to the person and his family. This was usually for a period 

Qf unc year because the crop grown then, wimbi, was thought to do 

better if it was grown on virgin land or on land that had been 

fallow.
25 

This system changed with the coming of maize and the general 

monetization of the economy. For one thing, there was less land 

24
Orchardson, Report of the Kenya Land Commission  (Nairobi: 

Government Printer, 1934), 2426. 

25
Ibid. 



26Ibid., 2465. 
	27

Ibid., 2454. 

28Odingo, Study of Agrarian Change in Kenya,  p. 87. 
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available especially for grazing, as a result of land alienation, 

thereby forcing the Kipsigis to come to grips seriously with the fact 

that they had a problem. This in itself made some people wish to have 

their own pieces of land. For a community largely involved in pas-

toralism, there had to be some way to protect growing crops from the 

animals. The practice was for each owner tn worry about his own crops. 

Thus "every field, or usually group of fields must be fenced, for there 

is no redress for the trespass of stock in crops. It is the duty of 

the cultivator to protect his crops against stock."
26 

Further, "all 

fences are temporary: they do not give a man a right to the land 

within, which is determined solely by his continued cultivation of 

land."
27 

Maize, unlike wimbi, could be and was grown on the same 

piece of land for years; and traditional practice allowed that if a 

piece of land was in use, it belonged to the individual using it. But 

the people growing maize put up fences that were not at all temporary. 

They used Mauritius thorn, chepkomon,  which spread and formed strong 

fences. Over the years, people claimed these fenced areas as their 

own. 

This drive to "enclose" land started around Litein Mission 

area around 1930,
28 

an area with tertile soil and enough rainfall to 

guarantee high yields of maize. More important was the trading center 

of Litein, which attracted people into trade, and also the encouragement 
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of the Mission Station whose first missionary, Mr. Earl Anderson, has 

been described as "much an evangelist of agriculture and craftsmanship 

as he was of Christianity.
„29 

He urged -0eople to enclose land. 

After 1945 the process of enclosing land that had started was 

given legal sanction when the Appointed African Courts were set up to 

hear land dispute cases. These courts were appointed by the colonial 

administration. In any case, because these courts settled the cases 

in favor of private land ownership, more people in the community, 

being afraid of losing out on land ownership, went ahead to claim land. 

Thus from 1945 to 1952 there were 1,266 land cases in Belgut and 

1,151 cases in Buret.
30 

Further, the upholding of the decisions made 

by these courts by the District Officers' courts gave the approval of 

the administration to what started off an an ad hoc movement by indi-

viduals to enclose land. 

The individuals who sought to enclose land did not do so from 

a purely selfish position. By the 1930s, the need for money in 

Kipsigis country had expanded beyond a need for cash for paying govern-

ment taxes and buying tools, cotton clothes (previously skin dress was 

the regular clothing) and such commodities as oil, sugar and salt. 

This resulted from the acquisition of new tastes as well as the change 

from being self-reliant for such things as salt and cloth to being 

dependent upon the market for them and whatever else it could offer. 

29J. W. Pilgrim, p. 8. 

30101A.DC/KER/113. 1953. 



Some of these things which could now only be obtained from the market 

had become necessities. Principal foodstuffs and housing were. of 

course, still producPA from household labor for moat people right 

through the colonial period, although in some limited instances people 

were employing labor for some of these activities by the 1940. and 

19508. 

The enclosure movement that started around. Litein was, for all 

practical purposes, completed by 1945 so that the purpose of the 

"native" courts was to mediate between conflicting claimants. The 

Swynnerton Plan, which recommended land consolidation to the Kenya 

government in the early 1950s, therefore, came into a district where 

the enclosure of land had already taken place. What this enclosure 

did not do and what the Native Courts or the District Officer's Courts 

similarly failed to do was to give title deeds to the new owners. As 

a result, the land could not be used to borrow money from any institu-

tion for its development. In fact, the process of consolidating 

started only in 1955.
31 

The enclosure of land in Kipsigis country led to differentia-

tion in land ownership in the society. in the tirst instance, at the 

time of enclosure there were many Kipsigis people who had moved to 

European fares (alienated land), mainly as squatters who needed pasture 

for their animals. Most of these missed out on the land "grabbing" 

and were turned landless. While some of these squatters who had moved 

Odinto, Study of Agrarian Change in Kenya,  p. 87. 
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from the "reserve" missed out on the land, some were able later to go 

back to their homes and get small pieces of land from their relatives. 

One group of squatters mould not do this, however, and were now com-

pletely landless and dependent upon their European employers and their 

Landless stocks. These were the people who lived on the alienated 

land before alienation and did not move out with alienation but stayed 

on to provide Labor in return for pasture. 

The way in which enclosure was introduced into Kipsigis 

society led to unequal distribution ot land precisely because some 

people took too long to claim land as their awn and, therefore, later 

got only small acreages. These people were usually the ones more 

interested in stock keeping who felt that it was more worthwhile to 

have communal grazing land Which, in any case, was the traditional 

practice. 

By the late 1940s, it was evident that a social stratifica-

tion baaed on land ownership had taken place. Land had also come to 

be iegarded as a wealth-producing asset not only from the point of 

view of producing food and keeping animals, as was the case in earlier 

days, but it had also now acquired the property of producing goods 

that went to a cash market. 

What the enclosure of land did to the Kipsigis community as 

a whole was to force people to reduce the number of animals they owned 

for several reasons: a) because of limited grazing land, b) because 

more land was now taken up by farming and c) because tnose who lacked 

larger acreages had to give up some of their animals as they lackae 
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pasture. Land for pasture was, of course, also limited by the fact 

that the Kipsigis had lost land to plantation companies and to 

settlers. It was government policy, in any case, to limit African-

owned stock. 

Alienation of Kipsigis Land  

Land WAI ailetated from the Kipsigis for white settlement as 

well as for plantation companies while some of it was alienated as 

crmwn land. The Kipsigis were not allowed to own land in any of these 

areas. The areas involved were around Kipkel yon (Kumbwa), Londiani, 

Muhoroni, Fort Tennan, Kericho, Sotik and Chepalungu, in the south, as 

crown land. Cementing on the effects of alienated land on the 

Kipsigis, Dobbs, the District Omnnissioner for the area, said in 1920: 

Thc Iumbwa have far more land per head of population than 
toy other tribe in the country, and far more than they can make 
use of for generations. On the other hand, practically all 
the grazing land has been taken away from the Buret and Sotik 
sections and given to farmers. . . . As things are, they have 
to become serfs to the Europeansj,f they want to get necessary 
grass and salt for their cattle." 

Land alienation was carried out without any consideration of 

what the various sections contained for the Africans. Lack of grazing 

land was the major but not the only problem caused the Kipsigis by 

land alienation. The areas around Buret and Belgut were cut off from 

the forest zone and, therefore, from certain essential products from 

the forest, such as timber for building, creepers for baskets and also 

32KNA.DC/KER/1/3. 1920. 
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roots and berries for food and medicine. Salt-licks were to become a 

long-standing problem between the Kipsigis on the one hand, and the 

settlers, plantation companies and the colonial state on the other 

hand.
33 
 Remarking on the question of salt-licks, one Kipsigis elder 

in 1933 said, "We must have salt for our cattle, so we have to steal 

it, which leads us into trouble."
34 

The Chematum salt-lick in 

Muhoroni in particular caused a tremendous amount of resentment tram 

the Kipsigis. The Carter Land Commission noted the government's admis-

sion of the mistake made in alienating land containing this salt-lick. 

Other inconveniences caused by land alienation are best summed up in 

the words of a Kipsigis man who said: 

our land is so cut up by farms that you have to go out of the 
reserve to get from point v3 point, this and the cattle stray-
ing on the farms causes trouble. Major Webb's farm is empty 
and unoccupied by a European, an empty farm is like a trap, 
our cattle stray over, and we get fined. 35  

The alienation of land caused many Kipsigis people to turn to 

squatting on European farms. It also created resentments manifested 

in protests that were still going on by 1954 (The Kumulot Muddles). 

Protests against land alienation took various forms in Kipsigis land. 

Some people simply moved out of the district and went mainly to Hassid 

land and Nandi while most of them ended up as squatters on European 

33
Salt-licks were areas of salty, heavy clay soil which the 

Kipsigis fed their cattle on every once a week or so in the belief 
that this helped them stay healthy. 

34
Report of the Kenya Land Commission, 2459. 

35
Ibid., 2460. 
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land. In most instances, the Kipsigis tried to ignore the fact of 

land alienation by grazing their animals on European farms especially 

in cases where the owners of the land were absent. Cases of organized 

armed confrontation with settlers or government agents rarely took 

place, although one incident deserves mention. In this instance, the 

Kipsigis, annoyed at the possibility of losing any more land, were so 

enraged by the attempt to alienate land at Kapkatet for a shopping 

center that they organized to resist the alienation. They were afraid 

that this would lead to widespread land alienation in the area. In 

any event, they hired lorries and transported people, especially women, 

to the home of Chief Tengecha, who not only sympathised with the colo-

nial policies he was employed to implement, but who was also considered 

arrogant by his subjects. The women were set on pulling down his 

house but were stopped by armed police. Same of the men were arrested 

and locked up as well. Women pulling down a man's house was an 

outrageously insulting act upon a man.
36 

The Kipsigis registered some of their protests with the Carter 

Land Commission in 1933 and the upshot of their arguments was that they 

wanted the alienated crown land in Chepalungu (extreme southern part 

of the district) for grazing their animals in return for the land they 

had lost to the Europeans in other areas. One of the old men who 

gave evidence to the Commissior, Kibirir Asap Chemwa from Buret, had 

this to bay: 

36KNA.DC/KER/1/3. 1937. 
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We have no land to graze our cattle because this land 
has been taken from us. When Buena Kipleldiondo [probably 
Captain Monkton 1907] came, government burnt our huts and sent 
us where we are now. It seems right to ask for Chepalungu, 
our country which is emptE. Our strength has gone as the 
Europeans have our land. 31  

Yet another old man, Kobiro Arap Temurin, also of Buret, complained 

that: 

I am very old now and on both sides of my country are 
now farms. I asked why I was moved away from the forest 
because I was never asked. I am willing to help fishermen on 
the Kiptiget, but want the land back up there. We wish to 
stay on our land on the forest fringe, we are not cattlemen. 
Who got the profit of the fans sold, without our knowing? 
I wish to know before I die." 

The Kipsigis protests against land alienation with all the 

problems thus created continued right through the colonial period and 

were part of the nationalist politics of the 1950s. 	Meanwhile, 

squatters continued to trek to settler farms and those left in the 

"reserves" tried to adjust to the new situation created by less land 

and other forms of earning a living. 

Squatters  

Van Zwanenberg defines a squatter as "an African permitted by 

an European farmer to reside on his land under conditions, the main 

one being that a squatter worked for the landowner in return for the 

use of a portion of land owners acreage."
39 

This situation came about 

37
Report on the Kenya Land Commission, 2459. 

38
Ibid. 

39
Van Zwanenberg, Colonial Capitalism and Labor in Kenya, 

p. 212. 
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mainly because of various factors, such as the alienation of land from 

Africans which reduced the amount of land available to the Africans 

for their use. Although the Ripsigis were involved in tilling land 

long before the Europeans came, they were still keepers of large herds 

of cattle, and land alitnation took away their grazing land as well 

as their salt-licks. As one African elder, Ezekiel Arap Roranya of 

Buret, expressed it, "We have no roam for cattle, as Europeans have 

farms with grazing. Our men have become squatters for cattle grazing 

and wander about while those left behind suffer."
40 

Yet another elder, 

Chebore Aram Chengecha of Sotik, complained that "ex-sergeants have 

to go on farms as squatters, like children at Shs. 6 per month, to 

41 
get grazing." 

While ehortage of grazing land was caused by alic . i.ed land, 

it was also true that with the introduction of maize movecuent of 

animals in search of pasture was limited. The growing of maize and 

the introduction of ploughs and fences also led to the private owner-

ship of land. People wishing to keep large stocks of animals had to 

move them out of the "reserve" areas and the settler lands absorbed 

them. The land set aside for European farmers was usually larger 

than they themselves made use of and, therefore, they were able to 

provide extra land for squatters. In Sotik, for example, where about 

40
Land Commission Evidence (1934), 2460. 

41
Ibid. 
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107,000 acres of land were alienated, only 6,000 acres or six percent 

V$5 in use by Europeans; therefore, the bulk of the land was left to 

be taken up by squatters.
42 

The squatters, being residdnt, plIvided 

the "permanent" labor which the settlers needed; also, the settlers, 

by allowing the squatters to graze their animals on settler land, made 

profit from their surplus land. Profits from squatters were also 

made in other ways. In some cases, squatters sold their crops to the 

settler-landowner who then resold the crops at a profit. Another 

method of extracting "payment" from squatters was reported by Dobbs: 

"natives have actually offered farmers presents of stock to have the 

privilege of working as sqqatters on their farm."
43 

Deserving mention as a cause for the rise of squatters from 

Kipsigis countty is the fact that for many years the Government imposed 

a collective fine on the Kipsigis as a punishmen:. for cattle theft 

which was usually paid for in cattle. During the second world war, 

the Kipsigis also lost enormous numbers of animals to thr "war effort." 

Many people, to escape from both of these, took off to settler farms 

with their animals because the animals were safer there. 

Just how far the Kipsigis took to squatting can be observed 

by comparing the numbers of Kipsigis squatters to those of other 

peoples in the country. In 1945, it is reported, there were in 

Kenya: 

42
Van Zwanenberg, Colonial C.pitalism and Labor in Kenya, 

p. 212. 

43
Report of the Kenya Land Commission (1934), 3448. 
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14,658 	Kavirondo 

	

12,450 	Kipsigis 

	

22,979 	Nandi 

	

12,181 	Kikuyu 

	

18,809 	Kamba 

	

11,697 	Others 

The number of the Kipsigis and Nandi squatters is higher on 

average than that of other ethnic groups when compared to the actual 

total populations. Although the Kipsigis and Nandi reserves were 

large in contrast to that of the Kikuyu, in comparison to the popu-

lation, the Kipsigis and Nandi were affected by the alienation in 

an adverse way. This is because they were highly involved in animal 

keeping which they were forced.  to cut back as a result of land 

alienation, consequently reducing their real wealth. 

The position of the squatter was very precarious. The Kenya 

Land Commission report noted that 

as squatters, contracts can be determined at any time on due 
notice given; there is at any time a possibility that a 
return of squatters might take place to an extent which would 
he embarrassing to the reserve. We have evidence that the 
Sotik farmers are taking to mixed farming to some extent and, 
therefore, the return of some of their squatters is likely to 
eventuate in the near future. 45  

Here, once more, the "embarrassment" to the reserve would not occur 

from the people moving back there primarily but rather mainly from 

44 Van Zwanenberg, Colonial Capitalism and Labor in Kenya, 
p. 219. 

45
Ibid. 
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the animals they would take back there. It was estimated that there 

were 35,000 head of cattle owned by the Kipsigis on the settler farms 

and 2,500 households on these farms in the early 1930s.
46 

A return of 

the herds and people to the reserve would have caused a crisis in 

grazing facilities. 

The threat of having to move to the reserve if the settlers 

wanted them to do so was the main source of insecurity in the lives of 

the squatters. As can be imagined, they would therefore accept what-

ever terms the settlers offered, and the use of their labor in particu-

lar was at the mercy of the settlers. This was labor that could have 

been used in creating surplus for the Kipsigis reserve. The long-term 

consequences for the "illegal tenants" of the settler farms were cruet 

they, on the whole, ended up being the landless people in Kipsigis 

country, because the sharing of land took place while they were away 

as squatters, and the land was divided on the basis of who occupied it 

at the time of the division. When and if a settler left, his land was 

not taken up by squatters. It was sold to people who could pay the 

high prices that squatters could not afford. 

Further Developments of This Era  

Although force had been employed in getting the Kipsigis to 

grow maize, the growing of maize had become quite widespread by the 

1920s. Apart from the seeds and askaries provided to force or persuade 

the Kipsigis to grow maize, there was no agricvltural training providcd 

46
Report of the Kenya Land Commission, 2456. 
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for tlieui until the late 1940s and even then only for a handful of 

farmers. In 1923, the District Commissioner for Karidlo said in his 

report: 

It is hoped with the present policy of stimulating 
native industries that good seed of more suitable crops may 
be issued free which will add some mitigation for the col-
lection of a tax for which at present, the Lumbwa expect 
little and obtain less.47  

The District Commissioner in 1932 lamented that "no Agricultural 

Officer visits this District." 48  

By the 1930s, in spite of no government support in growing 

maize, the Kipsigis maize production had expanded enough to give rise 

to a class of maize traders in the distriT.t. By the 1930s maize trade 

was monopolized by Indians who had entered the district with the 

coning of the railway. They involved themselves in buying maize from 

the Kipsigis growers and selling it to the tea estates or to other 

parts of the country. They also made a profit from setting up maize-

grinding mills, from buying ploughs and later tractors that maize 

growers paid to use and also from controlling the transportation of 

maize from the district. The Kipsigis challenged this monopoly from 

the early 1920s by setting up petty trading. A symbol of this compe-

tition was the building of the first Kipsigis-owned shop in 1925-26 

at Chemosit.
49 

Many more Kipsigis people bought ploughs and grinding 

mills in competition with the Indians. When they could not compete 

47
KNA.DC/KER1113. 1923. 	48KNA.DC/KERJ1/3. 1932. 

49
KMA.DC/KER/113. 1926. 
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with Indians favorably over the tea plantation market and in the 

trading centers, the Kipsigia.traders sold their maize across their 

borders to Gusii, Nyanza and MAssai and also among themselves. 

The competition between Kipsigis and Indian traders was com-

plicated and intensified by settler interest in the marketing of crops. 

The Kipsigis, who lacked large sums of money, decided to form the 

Kipsigis Traders Co-operative Society in the 1940s to transport maize 

as well as to buy and sell goods in the reserve. Their aim was to 

control trade in the trading centers and to drive the Indians to the 

urdns.
50 
 The settlers, with the blessings of the government, then 

sought to control the Kipsigis Society with the excuse that this would 

make the running of the Society more efficient. A government official, 

Mr. Howe, resigned from the government to manage the affairs of the 

Kipsigis Co-operative Society,
51 

but European involvement in the Society 

uLd not solve the problem of competition with Indians. In fact, the 

Society was going bankrupt by 1958 when the government and the settler 

leadership in the Co-operative Society decided to hand over its 

management to the United Africa Company, in the hope that this would 

make the Society more efficient. By 1960, when the United Africa Com-

pany gave up the Kipsigis Traders Co-operative Society to Dalgety and 

Company Limited, it was nearly bankrupt. 52 
Apart from trying to 

influence and direct the affairs of Kipsigis traders, settler unions 

50
KNA CC/1MR/ 1/3. 1949.   

52KNA .DC/KER/1/3. 1960. 

51
KNA.DC/KER/1/3. 1960. 
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also encouraged the well-to-do Kipsigis farmers and traders to join 

their union. In spite of this, Indian traders remained supreme in 

the Kipsigis trading centers throughout the colonial period, although 

individual Kipsigis traders emerged. 

While some Kipsigis people sought to improve their conditions 

by involving themselves in trade, many more tried to farm more effec-

tively. They struggled with the government and the settlers to be 

allowed to grow those crops that were exclusively for the white 

settlers, such as tea, coffee and pyrethrum, and to keep more produc-

tive grade cattle. Permission to grow these crops and to keep grade 

cattle came only in the last decade of colonialism. By this time a 

new social differentiation had emerged in the countryside so that the 

bttter-off farmers were those who went beyond maize production to 

growing these other crops, and who kept grade cows and employed some 

labor. This had originally happened because those who bought ploughs 

and grinding-mills made profit from these as well as being able to 

plough larger acreages of their own and, therefore, expanding their 

maize production. The government position towards the Kipsigis was 

to advance the economic position of the few; as reported by the 

District Commissioner in 1955, "the general policy in Kipsigis is to 

lead and egmourage the comparatively small number of farmers by loans, 

cash crops, improved stock, flattery and every means."
53 

On the lower 

side of the social ladder were those who had lost land or who had 

acquired only small pieces of land in the rush to private ownership. 

53
KNA.DC/KER/1/3. 1955. 
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Many aspects of Kipsigis society were affected in various 

ways by the introduction of colonialism and capitalism in its various 

forms. Cattle, which in the pre-capitalist Kipsigis society played 

a major role of supplying food and wealth, suffered retrogression in 

the colonial period. In the first instance the Kipsigis method of 

increasing their stocks by raiding was stopped by the colonial govern-

ment right at the beginning of colonization. Then followed a system-

atic reduction of stocks that continued right through the colonial 

period, especiaily thtough taxation, which at first was paid in cows, 

.goats and sheep. In the early years of colonization there were many 

individual fines, such as the one imposed on failure to supply labor 

for public works. The fines were usually paid through the sale of 

animals or the animals were simply seized by the government. The 

alienation of land for settler or plantation agriculture in Kericho 

district, together with the individualization of land ownership as a 

result of maize cropping, led to a shortage of grazing land for the 

Kipsigis, which resulted in many reducing their stocks out of neces-

sity. The Kipsigis lost cattle during the two world wars, when chiefs 

were asked to round up animals from their people. No figures are 

available for the animals lost in the First World War, but data for 

the Second World War show that the Kipsigis lost 2,062 (1941), 1,502 

(1942), and 4,804 (1944). There are no figures available for the 

other 4ar years. Only a negligib&e number came from settler farms; 

for example, of the 2,062 animals rounded up in 1941, only 55 came 

from settler farms, 20 from a tea company and the rest from Kipsigis 
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people. 	District Commissioner for Kericho in 1941 summed up the 

situation when he wrote that 

the main effect of the war in the Reserve has been the sup;:ly 
of cattle to the Supply Board Control. The prices paid were 
definitely below the native market prices and the cattle were 
in effect commanded by the Native authorities, otherwise 
probably none would have been obtained. 55  

For these reasons, and because for many years the Kipsigis 

were made to pay a collective fine for stock thefts which was paid in 

animals rounded up Ly the police, the wealth of the Kipsigis was 

reduced. It was also government policy to reduce the number of cattle 

owned by the Kipsigis because, it was argued, the herds were too large 

and unhealthy. What the government did not do was introduce better 

breeds of cattle or even devise a method of improving Kipsigis 

methods of cattle keeping. When the Kipsigis were eventually allowed 

to keep grade cattle, in the late 1940s, this was limited to the 

well-to-do farmers. 

54
KNA.DC/KER/1/3. 	

55
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CHAPTER III 

PLANTATION TEA AND THE KIPSICIS PEOPLE 

The purpose of this chapter is to relate the introduction of 

plantation tea, with international capital and local labor, to the 

development of the Kipsigis society. To do this, the history of the 

coming of plantatIon tea to Kericho district will be examined, includ-

ing a survey of who contributed tea estates and how the existence of 

the tea estates affected food production processes among the Kipsigis 

who contributed to the feeding of the labor force on the tea esL.tes. 

Tea, which is thought to have originated in China, is an ever-

green tree which if left to grow freely would grow to heights of up 

to thirty feet. Tea is, however, usually pruned to heights of about 

three to four feet to facilitate easy picking and also to allow for 

a table of leaves to grow. It is grown mainly in the unindustrialised 

countries of the world with Sri Lanka, India and Malaysia being the 

leading producers. In the industrialised world, Japan and the Soviet 

Union produce tea, although tea is a popular drink in practically all 

parts cf the world in modern times. 

There are three types of tea mad o in the world today: black, 

green and oolong. The difference results from the method used in 

processing the tea. Green tea is not fermented, oolong tea is fer-

mented only partially while black tea has the leaves withered and 

fermented before it is dried. Black tea dominates the world market, 
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followed by green tea; oolong tea is less popular. Black tea is 

mainly produced by large plantation estates and mainly by commercial 

farms while green tea is usually grown on small-scale farms by indi-

viduals who also grow other crops. 

Tea is thought to have been first grown in Kenya in 1903 by 

an individual who obtained seeds from India and planted than in 

Limuru, which is Central Kenya. After this other people also experi-

mented with tea growing but it did not pick up momentum as a major 

crop in the Kenyan economy until the early and mid-1920s when commer-

cial companies undertook its production. The two companies that came 

to dominate tea production in Kenya were Bronk.. Rond and James Finlay, 

locally called Kenya Tea and African Highlands Produce Company, 

respectively. Until the 1920s Brooke Bond was involved only in 

marketing tea internationally, but the company was not comfortable 

about being dependent upon other companies for its tea. Brooke Bond, 

therefore, chose to grow tea in Kenya in order to have some control 

over its source of tea. lames Finlay was already a tea producing 

company in India and Sri Lanka so that growing tea in Kenya was only 

an expansion of assets. Although individuals and other private com-

panies in Kenya have been involved in the growing of tea at the plan-

tation level, from time to time Brooke bond and James Finlay have 

dominated production of tea in Kenya. For a variety of reasons 

1 
Others involved in the growing of tea were Buret Tea Company, 

Jamji Estate, G. J. Grant, E. C. Brayne, I. Q. Orchardson and Mathews. 
Most of these, especially the last four, sole out to Brooke Bond and 
African Highlands by the 1930s. 
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(discussed under "Smallholder Tea Production in Kenya"), Africans 

were legally excluded from the growing of tea until the 1950s. 

Although the world economic depression of the late 1920. and the 

International Tea Regulation scheme put a check on the expansion of 

tea production in Kenya, tea has for a long time been Kenya's secona 

largest export crop.
2 

Tea grown in Kenya and owned by Britiah companies was marketed 

in Britain and Europe and other parts of the world. Very little of 

the tea was consumed locally. Britain controlled the marketing of 

Ker.7an tea not only because the tea firms were British but also because 

Britain from the 19th century dominated the production, manufacture 

and distribution of tea. Even the blending of tea, which is usually 

done before tea is marketed, was handled in London by British firms, 

with about four firms dominating the field. By 1951, in fact, Britain 

alone absorbed about half of the world tea exports and controlled its 

distribution to other countries as well.
3 

The situation is best 

summed up in the words of V. D. Wickizer, who concludes that "it was 

2
The International Tea Regulation Scheme which was first 

signed in 1933 by all the leading tea producers hrd its origins in the 
world depression of the early 1930s. It was an attempt to controlling 
production to avoid falling prices. The regulation of tea production 
was not peculiar at this time as attempts were being made inter-
nationally to regulate the production of all the leading crops of the 
world, though it is believed that the Tea Regulation Scheme was the 
most successful. The Agreement signed in 1933 was to be effective for 
five years but was renewed periodically. East African producers opted 
out of the scheme in 1947. (Set V. D. Wickizer, Coffee, Tea and Cocoa 
[Stanford: Stanford University Press, 19513, pp. 190-99.) 

3
Wickizer, Coffee, Tea and Cocoa, p. 195. 
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natural for the 'world price of tea to be made in London."
4 

What 

this meant in the context nf Kericho district and Kenya in general 

was that, in fact, prices of tea were controlled from elsewhere. The 

seriousness of this can be further appreciated when it is remembered 

that by the 1940s tea had become the second largest export crop in 

the agriculturally dependent Kenyan economy. 

Although tea was first planted in Limuru, Kericho soon took 

over as the leading producer in Kenya. Available figures reveal thc. 

by 1944 Kericho had significantly taken up the lead with 12,877 acres 

under tea cultivation in comparison with Limuru's 1,567 acres. By 

0548, when Kericho pllnted 21,766 acres, Limuru had only 1,837.
5 

Other areas that became involved in tea production were Nandi, Sotik, 

Kikamega and Nyeri. Kericho district has become the leading producer 

of tea in the country for a variety of reasons, the most outstanding 

one being its climate. Tea requires high reliable rainfall for which 

the Buret and Belgut tea producing locations of Kericho district are 

best known. The rainfall which ranges from 1,525 to more than 2,000 mm 

per year is also well-distributed, making it possible for tea to be 

plucked almost all year round:5  The reddish rich volcanic soils of the 

area, the high altitude of 1,900 to 2,400 meters and the low tempera-

ture range further make the area ideal for tea production. 

4
Ibid., p. 196. 

5
0dingo, Study of Agrarian Change in Kenya, p. 54. 

6
Ibid., p. 55. 
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Labor on the Kericho Tea Plantations  

Although the firms that established tea plantations in Kericho 

brought their own capital into the country to set the plantations, they 

had to rely on the local people for labor. This labor was first 

utilized to clean up the land and to plant the tea. In late: ;ears 

the work expanded to include tending the tea farms as well as plucking 

and processing the tea. Each of these required a large labor force as 

tea is a labor.intenLive crop. It has, in fact, been estimated that 

50 percent of the total cost of producing tea goes to labor.
7 

The tea 

estates in Kericho in which 4,125 acres of tea had been planted by 

1928, employed about 13,000 laborers.
8 

Once the plucking of tea 

begins, the labor force must remain constant because each tea hush 

should be plucked at least once every week; and once plucked, the tea 

must arrive at the factory for processing within six hours, otherwise 

it goes to waste. It is significant to note that, although the tea 

estates required a Large labor force, they usually obtained whatever 

labor was needed, even though settler farmers and governme7.: officials 

constantly complained in the 1920s and 1930s that there was a perpetual 

shortage of labor in the country.
9 

One reason for the availability of labor on the tea plants-

tions can be attributed to the methods of recruiting labor. From as 

7
Wickizer, Coffee, Tea and Cocoa,  p. 198. 

8
KNA.DC/KER/1/3. 1930. 

9
Van Zwanenberg, Colonial Capitalism and Labor in Kenya; 

M. R. Dilley, British Policy in Kenya Colony  (New York: Barnes and 
Noble, 1966). 
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early as 1925, the Highlands Produce Company (James Finlay) preferred 

to recruit labor directly from the African rural areas because its 

policy of using permanent resident labor (squatters) had failed.
10 

The company hired labor officers who, in turn, hired AfricAns who were 

sent to the rural areas to get the laborers. In the 1920. and early 

1930s, these recruiters went to the rural areas to persuade people to 

return with them to the tea estates with the promise of good salaries 

and then they took charge of food and shelter for the newly recruited 

laborers as they walked with them back to the tea estates in Kericho. 

By the late 1930s, however, motor transportation had become available 

so the recruiters hired lorries and went to the rural areas, filled 

the lorries with people and drove them to Kericho. African Highlands 

also financed tours by rural chiefs to the tea estates. The aim of 

these tours was to try and impress upon the chiefs the "good" condi-

tions of work on the tea estates and the other developments there so 

that the chiefs would return home and, it was hoped, convince people 

to go to work on the tea estates. The first of such visits took place 

in 1927 and there were about four more before the 1930s.
11 

The Kenya Tea Company (Brooke Bond), on the other hand, chose 

to utilize the already hired labor to recruit more people. Some of 

10At this time settler farmers and other employers of labor 
in the country relied on private groups that organized themselves into 
recruiters of labor for anyone that needed laborers. These groups 
were sometimes unreliable and sometimes they charged too much for the 
laborers they recruited. 

11
H. 0. Thomas, "A Brief History of the African Highlands 

Produce Company" (unpublished), p. 18. 
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the laborers uere selected, financed and asked to go to their home 

areas to recruit their neighbors and friends. These recruiters were 

also promised promotions based upon how many people they could bring. 

Usually a successful recruiter was made to supervise the people he 

had recruited.
12 

How he recruited the people was his business but 

evidently persuasion appears to have been the main tactic. The com-

panies in later years used additional methods such as organising 

soccer teams and sending them to rural areas with the purpose of 

encouraging those interested in soccer and other games to go and work 

on the tea estates.
13 

The people who went to the tea estates to work had a variety 

of reasons for doing so, but the predominant cause for working on the 

tea estates appears to have been to earn money. By the 1920. money 

was needed to pay governnent taxes or to buy the commodities available 

on the market such as salt, sugar, blankets, cotton cloth, household 

utensils, hoes and so on. Most of these things had traditional equiva-

lents, but people were increasingly relying on the market as it 

appeared easier to obtain these things from there. This was particu-

larly the case by the 1930s•
14 

Young men who were reluctant to get any 

cows from relatives to pay bride price or who would not do so for one 

reason or another preferred to seek employment in the hope of saving 

12
Interview with Okello Onyango, 13 April 1978. 

13
Interview with Mariko Nyarunda, Kericho, 15 June 1978. 

14
Interview with Joseph Osewe, Kericho, 5 April 1978. 
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enough to buy their own cows and goats.
15 

Although people could find 

jobs on settler farms or get government jobs, the tea estates were 

preferred because the wages paid by the tea estates were higher than 

those paid in many parts of the country. In the 1920s, the usual 

salary for an adult was 14 shillings per month, while Children were 

paid six to ten shillings per month. A large section of the employers 

in the country at this time paid their adult workers eight to ten 

shillings per month.
16 

Indeed, by 1928 the District Commissioner for . 

Kericho noted that "There was no more tall of labor shortage. There 

is a super abundance of labor."
17 

His comment was based on statistics 

given to him by the tea estates. The only advantage settler farmers 

offered to labor over the tea estates was that the settlers provided 

Land to those employees who needed grazing Land for their animals. 

The tea estates refused to accept labor accompanied by animals. 

Starting from the 1920s, the tea estates employed mainly 

boys younger than 18 to pluck the tea. The estates justified hiring 

minors because their smaller fingers supposedly made them more effi-

cient at plucking tea.
18 

The fact that minors earned about half of 

what adults were paid plus the fact that they were easier to disci-

pline made minors an attractive source of labor. To attract child 

labor, the tea estates offered to send the childre‘k to school, and 

15Interview with Joel Aluda, Kericho, 3 July 1978. 

16
KNA.DC/KER/1/3. 1930. 	

17
KNA.DC/KER/1/3. 192b. 

18
Interview with Joseph Osewe, Kericho, 5 April 1978. 
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schools were soon established on the tea estates. They operated 

between five and eight o'clock in the evening. Although missionaries 

were offering education in many parts of the country at this time, 

their schools were still so scattered that in many areas there was no 

school. In addition, some parents did not favor letting their chil-

dren go to school, so that their children might choose to go to the 

tea estates for an education as well as a job.
19 

Unfortunately, the 

tea estate schools do not appear to have been very successful. Few 

participants in these schools became completely Literate in the sense 

of being able to read Pad write. Most people could read the Bible but 

could not write. Also indicative of the low level of education offered 

by the tea estates is the fact that after independence, when the new 

government insisted that Africans be employed as assistant managers on 

the tea estates, the firms had to look for such people outside their 

employees because the people they had did not possess sufficient liter-

ary skills to do any office work. Before independence, those people 

with such skills were of European origin. In fat, in the history of 

tea estates in Kericho, only one person who had once been a tea picker 

has ever risen to become a manager; and this is partly because, while 

he worked on the tea estates, he studied through correspondence 

courses to the level of taking the lowest tuitional examination (8th 

grade). 20  

19
Interview with Oluoch °mole, Kericho, 4 August 1978. 

20
This individual, Arap San, still worked for African Highlands 

Produce Company in 1979. 
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The labor obtained by the tea estates was largely unskilled, 

with little if any chance of social mobility, i.e., in terms of a 

better salary or type of job within the tea estates. Most people 

entered the tea estates to do the menial jobs of picking tea, plough-

ing land, tending tea seedlings and other tasks connected with working 

outside on the tea farms. Some of them worked at the equally tiring 

job of carrying tea in and out of fiLtories. There was no training 

given for these types of jobs and most people simply learned by observ-

ing others at work. Promotion from any of these jobs led one to the 

position of being a nyapara (overseer). Such a person supervised 

others at work with the aim of making them work as much as possible. 

An overseer was allowed to whip lazy workers. How one rose to such a 

position is exemplified by Joseph Osewe's rise to being a nyapara. In 

his own words he says: 

A European came to our group while working one day and 
asked us whether anyone of us could get him a six foot tall 
stick. The older ones remained silent and the others too, so 
I said I could try. I then went and cut a stick and measured 
with my thumb and small finger because I knew the space between 
them should be about six inches and I just counted. I brought 
the stick back and after it was measured and found to be 
nearly correct I was made an overseer. 21  

There could be only one overseer for about forty people, which meant 

that such positions were limited. Skilled jobs, such as carpentr7 +.%1 

building, were also limited. 

On the average people worked from half past six in the morning 

to three o'clock in the afternoon without a break. Food rations were 

21
Interview with Joseph Osewe, Kericho, 14 April 1978. 
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given to them on a weekly basis and they did their own cooking in 

communal kitchens. The food consisted mainly of maize meal and dry 

bears with meae. being supplied occasionally. The tea estates housed 

their laborers in structures built from poles and mud with thatched 

roofs. These buildings were divided into roams, with six people to a 

room. After 1940, smaller rooms were provided for those who brought 

their families to the tea estates. In the early years, the tea estates 

employed only men who were not allowed to live there with their fami-

lies. Although colonial officials belled these living conditions as 

being good and held them up as an example to both the government and 

other employers of labor, these colonial officials nevertheless found 

reasons to complain about the living conditions of the workers on the 

tea estates. The District Commissioner for Kericho in his annual 

report of 1935 noted that the labor officer was not satisfied with the 

housing and diet on the tea estates. 22 The outbreak of various types 

of meningitis throughout the 1930s also demonstrated that the living 

conditions were inadequate. Cases of cerebral meningitis were reported 

from African Highlands Produce Company in 1933. In the following year, 

14 cases of cerebro-spinal meningitis, all fatal, occurred on the tea 

estates. It is significant to note that there was not a single case 

of this disease reported from the "roserve" at this time. In 1935, 

when 97 people died from the same disease, most of Chem worked on the 

21QnA.DC/KER/1/3. 1935. 
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tea estates.
23 
 Meningitis is thought to have been caused by crowded 

Living conditions or the tea estates. 

Lacking on the tea estates and in the district in general for 

most of the colonial period mere adequate medical facilities. Kenya 

Tea, one of the two largest tea companies with 2,669 laborers in 1932, 

had no hospital accommodation and hired only one part-time doctor and 

some dressers. The other company, African Highlands, had a hospital 

but only one doctor.
24 

The District Commissioner in 1923 lamented that 

the average time spent on attending to the sick at the medical center 

25 
in that district amounted to an average of one-half to one hour daily. 

Subsequent yearly reports continued to record dismal medical facilities 

in the district. 

On a more positive note, the tea estates organised football 

matches between estates to keep the work force in good health. What 

percentage of the employed took part in these matches, of course, 

cannot be determined. By the 1950s, the tea estates also arranged for 

cinema shows for the workers recreation. 

Plantations, largely because of their large capital input, 

are usually thought of as capitalist-organised; but the conditions of 

plantations in general and the tea estates in particular do not 

reveal capitalist relations of production. Up to 1963, the employees 

of the tea estates could not subsist on their salaries alone and 

23KNA.DC/KEK/1/3. 1933, 1934, 1935, 1937, 1939. 

24KNA .DC/KER/1/3. 1932. 	25KNA.DC/KER/1/3. 1923. . 



71. 

became dependent on their homes for additional food. The laborers 

do not appear to have become permanent wage earners. On the whole 

they worked on the tea estates for several years and then returned 

to their homes as rural dwellers. 

Plantation Tea and the Kipsigis People  

The first encounter of the Kipsigis with plantation tea was 

not one that the Kipsigis favored or distinguished from any other 

government activity of the early years of colonialism in their coun-

try. This was largely because the government was alienating land for 

the tea estates from the Kipsigis in the same way it was alienating 

their lands for European settlers or for government use. The fight 

to regain some of the land was to continue into the Kymulot land cases 

of the 1950s. The presence of the tea estates, however, speeded up 

the involvement of the Kipsigis people in a market economy, first as 

a market for agricultural products and Later as a source of cash. 

The tea estates from the start had a large labor force yet 

none of the tea estates produced any food for the laborers. This is 

the standard case of a mono-crop. As the laborers spent almost all 

their time working on the tea estates, they did not grow their own 

food. They, in fact, were not encouraged to do so. The tea companies, 

therefore, supplied these workers with all the food they needed. This 

raised the demand for maize and beans in the neighboring area. The 

Kipsigis had entered into maize production before the 1920s, and the 

tea estates provided a ready market for the maize. The colonial 
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officials from Sr. early time noted the importance of the tea estates 

to the maize trade. A district commissioner as early as 1928 commented 

that "the trade in maize has been better than usual partly owing to 

increased production and partly to increased demand on estates." 26 

Indeed, when the world economic depression of the late 1920s set in, 

Kericho district did relatively better because maize, its most impor-

tant marketable product, continued to have a ready market on the tea 

estates.
27 

This situation was, however, not to last because by the 

tarly 1940s this ready market had to be shared with settler farmers 

who planted maize in the district. The Kipsigis maize production had 

also increased tremendously and they resorted to selling the maize 

across their borders to the Maasai and other parts of Nyanza Province. 

The Kipsigis were not so fortunate in obtaining work on the 

tea estates because of a general prejudice against them as laborers. 

It was argued that the Kipsigis had no idea of ckoing to work regularly 

and would go to their homes whenever they wished to do so, returning 

whenever it suited them, which was not in keeping with the require-

ments of tea production. It is understandable that, living so close 

to the tea estates, the Kipsigis would find it easy to go to their 

homes more often than, say, the Luo or Luhyia who had to travel long 

distances to get from the tea estates to their homes. In any event, 

as a result of this prejudice those Kipsigis people who wished to earn 

money as laborers had to work on settler farms. The settler farms did 

26
KNA.DC/KER/1/3. 1928. 	

27
KNA.DC/KER/1/3. 1939. 
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not pay as well as the tea estates, although the settlers often 

allowed their workers to bring their animals with them to graze on 

the employers farms. 

There do not appear to have been any links between the tea 

estates and the neighboring areas apart from the sale of food crops, 

which was usually done through middlemen. This is what has led many 

people to talk of dual ecnnomies where the estates are seen as enclaves 

of development in areas of "traditional" or less developed areas. 

E. A. Brett, among others, has gone to great lengths to explain the 

dualism of the traditional and modern economies of colonial East 

Africa.
28 

It is erroneous, however, to regard the two sections of the 

economy as being separate because although they may seem separate, the 

presence of the tea estates affects the economy of the Kipsigis people 

in very fundamental ways. This is particularly the case if the tea 

plantations are regarded as part of the incoming foreign capital. The 

presence of foreign capital changed lifestyles considerably. For one 

thing the Kipsigis had to adjust to a market economy and for a long 

time, this market was in the tea estates. The involvement in maize 

production forced the Kipsigis into a money economy from which they 

never escaped. This was encouraged by the demand for maize in the tea 

estates. When the Kipsigis became heavily involved in a money economy 

and when maize production, the principal cash earner in that district, 

28
E. A. Brett, Colonialism and Underdevelopment in East  

Africa: The Politics of Economic ChanAe, 1919-1939 (New York: NOK 
Publishers, 1973). 
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The tea firms had to import machinery into Kenya for the 

processing of tea because tea must be processed Lnmediately after 

plucking. This dependence on Britain for machinery which began when 

the plantations were established in the 1920s was still continuing by 

1963. The tea estates also imported all the managerial staff who were 

hired to work in Kenya but who were expected to return to Britain en 

completion of their contracts. A foreign managerial staff, dependence 

on foreign machinery, foreign ownership and control of the marketing 

from the metropole subverted Kenyan economic development. No profits 

were re-invested in Kenya for further development which would have 

been the case had the tea estates been locally owned. Just how much 

surplus was repatriated in various forms each year is difficult to 

determine, although we can point to the lack of local investment by 

the tea companies as an indication of their lack of involvement in the 

local economic development. In Kericho, apart from paying the workers, 

expanding the tea acreage and the number of factories, and building 

roads within the tea estates and fancy houses for managers, little 

else is obvious. Of course, the companies were taxed and in this way 

contributed to the overall economy of the country, but taxation and 

employment were the only contribution the tea estates made. This 

pattern set up in the 1920s was no different at the time of indepen-

dence in 1963. The structural conditions established were reproduced 

over the years. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF SMALLHOLDER TEA PRODUCTION IN 

KERICHO DISTRICT' 

In this chapter an attempt is made to explain the rise of 

smallholder tea production in the Kipsigis countryside and the actual 

setting up of the tea farms by the Kipsigis. Although tea growing 

started in the 1920s in the district, it was limited to the area 

around Kericho town and on large tea estates going into thousands of 

acres in tea grown and processed by commercial firms. By as early as 

1928, the commercial firma had a total of 4,125 acres in tea. They 

were also exporting up to 8,502 pounds of tea by that date and 

expected major expansions to take place.
2 

Production of tea on small 

scale farms and by the Kipsigis themselves did not start until the 

1950s. There were political reasons which prevented the Kipsigis from 

growing tea at an earlier date although some of the explanations have 

to be sought from the economic developments in the Kipsigis rural 

areas. After being forced to grow maize, pay taxes and change their 

life styles in other major ways for the purpose of earning money, the 

KipsigiL. continued in the quest for self-improvement or survival in 

1Smallholder tea farms in Kericho district range from a third 
of an acre to just over ten acres. Most of the farms are between three 
and five acres. 

2KNA.DC/KER/1/3. 1928. 
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the new colonial economic system. They had to pay for new commodity 

goods that quickly became necessities, such as cotton cloth; they paid 

school fees for their children, taxes and so on. To meet their new 

expenses, practically all people living in Belgut and Buret sections 

of the district became involved in maize production or entered into 

trade, among other things. Entry into tea production has to be under-

stood, therefore, in the context of attempts at self-improvement by 

the Kipsigis. 

The political explanations for the long delay in the involve-

ment of the Kipsigis in tea production revolve around the fact that 

tea was reserved for large commercial firms by the Kenya government. 

In Kenya during the colonial period, tea-growing--as with coffee, 

cross-bred cattle, and pyrethrum--was an exclusive preserve of the 

white people. The colonial state believed that to make Kenya self-

sufficient so as to pay for the administration of the colony, settler 

agriculture had to be encouraged, and one way to do this was to ensure 

a ready supply of labor to the settler farmers. The settlers and the 

government had problems of labor shortage from the period of colonial 

settlement up to the 1940s. Allowing Africans to grow the exportable 

cash crops would have encouraged more Africans to work on their own 

farms to earn the necessary cash instead of going out to work as 

laborers. This would have Waited the labor available to settler 

farmers. commercial plantation firms and government institutions. 

Africans growing some of these crops, such as tea and coffee, would 

have employed their own labor which would have meant competition for 
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available labor with settler farmers, plantation owners and the 

government. Of course, this was to be prevented at all costs.
3 

Economic Background of the Development  
of Smallholder Tea Farms  

Although the Kipsigis were legally prevented by the colonial 

government from growing crops reserved for white farmers, the level of 

economic development in the Kipsigis countryside did not actually cause 

them to press for tea production until the period after the second 

world war. Judging from the Kipsigis reception of maize production, it 

can be safely concluded that had tea been introduced to them in the 

first decade of colonialism, they would have resisted it in the same 

way that they resisted maize production.
4 

As explained in the intro-

ductory chapter, the Kipsigis economic structure in the colonial period 

was oriented towards production for subsistence and barter whenever 

necessary, as in the case of famine when they traded with neighbors. 

Among themselves they engaged in exchange of food crops or animals. 

There is no evidence to show that trade was vital to the Kipsigis in 

the pre-colonial period except in times of famine. With colonization, 

market goods--such as beads, copper wire, household utensils--which 

3 See Van Zwanenberg, Colonial Capitalism and Labor in Kenya,  
1919-1939. The colonial government actively prevented the Kipsigis 
from producing tea primarily because of the competition for labor. 
This policy was practised all over Kenya as the government was anxious 
to use the avertable labor for settler farming. The growing of tea, 
coffee, and pyrethrum and the keeping of cross-breed cattle were 
legally restricted to European settlers, and any African who attempted 
these activities was prosecuted. 

4
The resistance of the Kipsigis to maize production is dis-

cussed in Chapter III, above. 
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had started to arrive in the pre-colonial period through "long dis-

tance" traders, increased to include farm implements such as hoes, 

salt, sugar and other goods that quickly became important in the daily 

lives of the Kipsigis. One of the reasons for the increase in the 

available market commodities was the fact that the colonial government 

brought Indians into Kenya. These Indians first arrived as workers on 

the construction of the railway between Mombasa and Kisumu but later 

became traders, setting up trade stations in rural areas and thus 

making direct contact with rural people. In the case of Kericho dis-

trict, it is remembered that the Indians arrived by 1914 and set up 

stores in the local areas.
5 

The store areas later developed to centers 

of trade. These centers drew more people into trading than had been 

the case in the pre-colonial era of long distance traders who were 

itinerant or whose merchandise arrived after having passed through 

many hands. The desire to have Indian-sold merchandise, together with 

the need to pay government taxes and other evolving costs such as 

school fees, forced the Kipsigis to change their economic structure 

in order to earn money. A large section of the population was growing 

maize for sale by the mid-1920s, only a decade after its introduction. 

Some Kipsigis growing up in the 1920s recall that they still ate wimbi 

as the basic cereal while maize was for sale.
6 

By the 1930s, however, 

they recall many more people were substituting maize for wimbi. Maize 

was becoming more popular as a market crop because there was a ready 

5
Interview with Amos Arap Chemaner, Litein, Belgut, 1 April 1978. 

6
Interview with Tiongik Arap Mangesoi, Buret, 3 June 1978. 
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market for it in the tea plantations in the district and on settler 

farms in the district, or elsewhere. With the introduction of flour 

mills into the district, it became easier to obtain maize flour than 

it was to grind wimbi into flour in the age-old method of using two 

stores; hence the shift to maize flour.
7 

The production of maize was not the only way in which the 

Kipsigis earned cash to meet the monetary requirements of the time. 

Some families tried to cope with their monetary requirements by simply 

selling off some of their cattle whenever the need arose, such as when 

government taxes had to be paid.
8 

Cheborge Arap Korir is representa-

tive of another group of people, mainly the younger men, who sought 

employment on settler farms to assist in the monetary requirements of 

their families.
9 

This group of people depended on those relatives 

remaining behind in the home areas to supply them with flour for their 

daily food. Normally they grew their own vegetables on the farms of 

the settlers for use with Ugali, the heavy porridge that is the basic 

food of the Kipsigis as it is that of many nrher Kenyon people. Same 

of the people employed on settler feerms kept their own cattle and 

provided their milk requirements while those who did not do so usually 

7
Although we do not know when the first flour mill was 

installed in the district, we do know from the report of the district 
commissioner of 1927 that thin.. wpr. 13 Kiplisin-nwned mule by  
date and the Indians owned a few more. 

8 Interview with Chums Arap Tegutwa, kapkatet, Buret, 15 March 
1978. 

9
Interview with Cheborge Arap Korir, Sitotwet, Belgut, 

12 July 1978. 
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managed to get some milk from the cows of the settler farmers. The 

settler farmers usually made their workers build houses for themselves. 

The upshot of all this was that except for their clothes, the laborers 

hardly spent the money they earned on their daily upkeep. This money 

went back to their homes to pay for the monetary requirements there.
10 

By the mid-1930s, tae production of maize in Belgut and Buret 

had expanded and so had the number of people going out to seek emplo7- 

ment. People were becoming reluctant to sell their cattle because the 

old method of increasing their stocks by raiding neighbors had been 

abolished by the colonial government. The Kipsigis also lost cattle 

as a result of collective fines Unposed upon them as punishment for 

cattle theft reported by their neighbors. Usually cattle were 

commandeered from people who did not show up to work on government-

Instituted jobs, such as roads or bridges, for which the public was 

expected to give free labor. During the two world wars, the Kipsigis 

also "donated" cattle to the war effort. This made them sensitive 

to reducing their stocks any further by selling them, so they sought 

alter .ative methods by which they could obtain the money they required. 

As mentioned in Chapter III, the neighboring tea plantations were 

reluctant to employ the Kipeigis. 

Maize prochtetion expanded with the introduction of ploughs 

and grinding-mills. In 1927, the Kipsigis owned 65 ploughs and 33 

flour mills in the Kericho district. But by 1930, these had increased 

10
Interview with Arap Maswai, Sotik, Buret, 10 March 1978. 
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to 400 ploughs and 73 flour mills, making the production of maize 

easier.
11 

Maize as a viable source of cash, however, was becoming 

less promising by the 1930s. One of the reasons for this was that the 

tea plantation estates market which had originally provided such an 

encouragement to the production of maize, was becoming limited by the 

1930s as a result of the involvement of more people in maize production. 

The settler farmers were also in competition with the Kipsigis for the 

tea estates' maize market. The district cuomissioner for Kericho 

reported Lou maize prices in 1932 which worsened by 1934.
12 

The eco-

nomic conditions were so bad as a result of the fall in maize prices 

that the Indian traders, who were at that time the middlemen in the 

maize trade, experienced stagnation in their trade and some bankrupt-

cies.
13 

The situation worsened so much that by 1935 the District 

Comissioner in his 7.nnual report noted that "Maize was unsaleable and 

great quantities were turned into beer."
14 

This was the case in spite 

of efforts by the Kipsigis to find alternative markets from the tea 

plantations, including the selling of maize across their borders to 

the Maasai, Luo, and Gusii by using donkeys to transport it.
15 

By 

the 1940s, the government was suggesting to the Kipsigis that they 

reduce their maize production to ensure better prices, but the 

11
KNA.DC/KER/1/3. 1927, KNA.DC/KER/1/3. 1930. 

12.01A  
.DC/KER/1/3. 1932, KNA.DC/KER/ii3. 1934. 

13
101A.DC/KER/1/3. 1934. 	

14
KNA.DC/KER/1/3. 1935. 

15
Ibid. 
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Kipsigis, faced with no reasonable methods of earning money other 

than selling their cattle, would not even consider this. The District 

Commissioner, not understanding the economic reason for this refusal, 

concluded that "It is part of the make up of the Kipsigis in the first 

place to automatically refuse everything."
16 

The Kipsigis, however, did make attempts at other cash ven-

tures. Those who bought ploughs ploughed for other people to make 

extra money. The flour mills also made considerable profits for 

their owners. In this regard, those who had done particularly well 

in maize production went ahead and bought tractors to plough land for 

themselves and for other people in the hope that this would guarantee 

them a sizeable income. The tractors turned out to be a near failure 

because they were so expensive that the owners Charged higher rates 

for their use than many people could afford. This, in turn, meant 

that the tractor owners could not make enough money to maintain the 

tractors. 

By the early 19300 quite a few Kipsigis people attempted 

to improve their economic conditions by trading primarily in the 

rural areas because the Indians dominated the trading centers. The 

Kipsigis resented the Indian domination in trade and sought to get 

them out of the reserves. An example of an attempt to get the Indians 

out of Kipsigis country came in 1934 when the Kipsigis attacked 

Indian stores at Kipsonoi trading territory center and looted the 

16KNA.DC/KER/1/3. 1944. 
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shop of Mr. Hariclass Chaniganlal, an Indian trader.
17 

By the late 

1940. the animosity over trade between African traders and the Indians 

had become more widespread although to the colonial administration 

this was a race war.
18 

The Kipsigis efforts to involve themselves in 

trade ranged from petty trade to building shops and buying transpor-

tation lorries in order to compete more effectively in the trade. 

Between 1944 and 1946, the Kipsigis built 28 markets.
19 

They also 

bought their own lorries to carry supplies to these markets in an 

effort to make themselves independent of Indian middlemen. Although 

trade had become so widespread by the 1940s that the District Com-

missioner was forced to comment that "The Kipsigis have taken to trade 

As the proverbial duck Lakes to water,"
20 

it is true to say that the 

number of people involved were only a handful of the total population, 

while the rest have to continue to be producers. For this reason, 

the Kipsigis largely continued to depend on maize production, although 

attempts to grow beans, potatoes and wattle trees were made with 

limited success. By the late 1940s, therefore, the Kipsigis were 

clamoring for permission to grow tea and to keep grade cows as alter-

natives to and alongside maize production in order to cope with the 

changed economic conditions. 

17
KNA.DC/KER/1/3. 1934. 	

18
1J4A.CC/KER/1/3. 1949. 

19
KNA.DC/KER/1/3. 1945. 	

20
KNA.DC/KER1113. 1946. 
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Political and Social Precursors to  
the Development of Tea Production  

The Kipsigis were interested in growing tea in an effort to 

improve their economic conditions for a variety of reasons. There 

were those who were disturbed by the instability of maize prices and 

by the fact that maize has to be replanted every year and is harvested 

at the end of about eight to nine months. For these people, tea 

seemed more economical because, once planted and pruned, it became a 

"permanent" crop, and also because there was no talk of the market for 

tea being saturated at that time. Those who knew a bit more about tea 

from observing it growing on the Kericho tea plantations knew that if 

for any reason they could not look after their tea, the tea could be 

neglected and later pruned and weeded into a good crop.
21 

The presence 

of tea plantations in Kericho no doubt influenced the Kipsigis into 

wanting to plant tea. There were also people in the district who, 

from a purely nationalistic point of view like many other African 

people in Kenya, wished to grow those crops they were prevented from 

growing for racial reasons. As one Kipsigis elder expressed it: 

The black people were the ones that actually produced the 
tea on those white tea estates. We planted it, plucked it, 
processed it in their factories and packed it so that they 
could sell it in England, and yet when we wanted to plant it 
in our gardens we were told that we were dirty and could not 
manage to grow tea properly. 

21
Interview with Recto Arap Njeny, Boito, Buret, 16 May 1978. 

22
Interview with Isaiah Arap Mangesoi, Kapkatet. Buret, 

15 April 1978. 
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The "struggle for tea" was fought at two levels by the Kip-

sigis. They used the available political institutions, and especially 

the legislative council, by inviting the African representatives there 

to meetings in their area and explaining to them what their grievances 

were. These people were then expected to inform the government of the 

wishes of Kipsigis people. B. A. Mange and Eliud Nathu, the two 

representatives in the Legislative Council, were to make several 

visits to Kericho district to discuss this problem with the Kipsigis 

in the late 1940s and early 1950s. Local politicians, like Arap 

Chemalal from Nandi district, also addressed several meetings in Belgut 

and Buret in the late 1940s and 1950s. While the government adminis-

trators could tolerate these types of people, they were extremely 

shocked when the Kipsigis invited Jomo Kenyatte, along with other 

nationalists, to address mPetings in Kericho district in August 1952. 

This was a time of general unrest in the country, especially in 

central Kenya were there were incidents of political 

violence with which Kenyatta became associated. In any case, the 

government moved quickly and banned the meetings scheduled in Kericho 

district for August 1952.
23 

While political agitation was in progress, 

some Kipsigis people took it upon themselves to plant tea and keep 

grade cows illegally. Some Kipsigis people, mainly from the Chebangang 

area, stole tea seedlings from the Kericho tea estates and olanted 

23KNA.DC/KER/1/3. 1952. 
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Chem in their gardens in the early 19505.
24 

This was only a few years 

before they were legally able to plant tea so that it is difficult to 

speculate on what they would have done with the tea upon its satura-

tion since they had no factories of their own in which to process the 

tea. The tea plantation firms in Kericho, with the help of government 

officials, tried to trace these people for the purpose of prosecuting 

those founa in possession of tea in the reserve. They had little 

success, however, because the chiefs and sub-chiefs who were expected 

to lead the search for the offenderr w.!r. themselves interested in 

growing tea or were fed up with the government restricting what Afri-

cans could and could not grow.
25 

In the case of the grade cows kept 

illegally by the Kipsigis, settler farmers went around the villages 

and shot any grade cows on sight and castrated the hulls.
26 

These 

things were still going on in Kericho district in the early 1950s 

although other African people in central Kenya had been granted permis-

sion to plant coffee and keep grade caws. The Kipsigis knew this and 

felt particularly resentful because they thought that they had 

cooperated more with the government than had the Kikuyu in rentral 

Kenya, who were involved in the Mau Mau "rebellion" from about 1950. 

The agitation of the Kipsigis, together with that of other 

Kenyans, may have forced the government to give in to some of the 

24
Interview with Isaiah Arap Mangesoi, Kapkatet, Buret, 

15 April 1978. 

25
Ibid. 

26
Interview with Josiah Arap Konir, Litein, Buret, 3i May 1978. 
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demands of the Africans. In 1954 a report, the Swynertton Plan was 

released which recoarnended to the government that Africans be allowed 

to grow the crops--including tea--that had been legally kept away from 

them. As far as the planting of tea by Africans w;:a concerned, two 

marketing boards were set up to organize the production of the tea. 

These were the Central Province African Grown Tea Marketing Board and 

the Nyanza and Rift Valley Provincea Tea Marketing Board. Kericho 

district fell under the latter. These two marketing boards were in 

operation until 1961 when a national board responsible for the African 

production of tea was set up to replace them. This was the Special 

Crops Development Authority. This nationwide tea marketing board was 

set up at the recommendation of the Commonwealth Development Corpora-

tion which gave loans to the Kenya government for the promotion of 

smallholder tea production. In 1964, the Special Crops Development 

Authority changed its name to the Kenya Tea Development Authority; 

it is still in operation today. 

The necessity of a board to coordinate the production of tea 

by small-scale farmers lies in the nature of tea as a cash crop. Tea 

is ideally suited to large estates because of the expensive machinery 

needed for its processing, among other thina4. It is estimated that 

the cost of constructing a modern tea processing plant in Kenya is over 

half a million dollars.
27 

The small-scale farmer needed to be in a 

co-operative to be able to do this. Since the people allowed to grow 

27Manners, "Land Use and the Growth of a Market Economy," 
p. 497. 
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tea in the 1950. and 1960s were few, they could not afford to set up 

factories. Consequently a board had to be set up on their behalf to 

negotiate for loans from local and international bodies to set up the 

factories. Tea has to be processed within six hours after it is 

plucked otherwise it does not make good tea. For this reason an effi-

cient transportation system was needed to collect all the tea from the 

scattered farms so that it could be processed within the limited time 

required. There was also a need to organize for packaging and market-

ing the processed tea. For these and other reasons, a marketing board 

was vital to the development and growth of smallholder tea in Kenya. 

In Kericho district, plans for the growing of tea by Africans 

got underway in 1955 with the setting up of tea nurseries in nearby 

Kimulot. Here, for the first time, the Kipsigis were able to plant 

28 
tea without being prosecuted. Only a selected i06 Kipsigis farmers in 

the Kimulot area were allowed to plant the tea in 1957, and even they 

were allowed only a third of an acre, although there were plans to 

allow them another one-third of an acre each year.
29 

The reasoning 

behind this restriction was that tea is a labor-intensive crop and 

only the fairly wealthy Kipsigis people who could affird to hire labor 

would successfully grow tea. By 1959 only 126 Kipsigis people had 

been allowed to plant tea, although the government administrators in 

the district reported that the cry to be allowed to grow tea in the 

clstrict had become deafening.
30 

The growing of smallholder tea in 

28
KNA.DC/KER/1/3. 1955. 	

29
KNA.DC/KER/1/3. 1957. 

30
KNA.EC/KER/1/3. 1960. 
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the district spread faster in the mid-1960s, although by the late 1970. 

the percentage of those growing tea compared to the rest of the papule, 

tion averaged ten people in every one hundred people.
31 

The Process of Setting Up a Tea Farm  

After the government removed the laws banning Africans from 

planting tea in 1955, many Kipsigis people wanted to plant tea but the 

number of those slowed to do so was email. Without an organized sys-

tem of processing and marketing the tea from various farmers, it was 

thought that it would be unwise to allow many people to be involved. 

The tea planted in 1957 in Kericho district was planned to be processed 

by African Highlands Produce Company, a commercial tea firm involved 

in planting and processing its own tea. Just how keen such an organi-

zation would be to promote other producers goods is not altogether 

clear.
32 

Government a,:ministrators took it upon themselves to select 

those who would be allowed to plant tea. The district agricultural 

officer with his assistants visited the homes of those who sought per-

mission to plant tea to inspect the suitability of the land to the 

growing of tea and also to assess whether the particular applicant was 

economically capable of planting and tending a tea farm.
33 

The policy 

of the government in this district was to encourage those farmers who 

31
This statistic is computed from 7 random samples of villages 

in Belgut and Buret in September 1978. 

32KNA.EC/KER/1/2. 1955. 

33
Interview with Edwin Hunai, Chebangang, Belgut, September 

1978. 
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were wealthier than the average farmer because, it was believed, these 

would rise to be large-scale farmers capable of sustaining the economic 

growth of the country. Commenting on this issue, the District Commis-

sioner for Kericho district in 1955 wrote in his annual report that 

The general policy in Kipsigis is to lead and encourage the 
comparatively small number of good farmers by loans, cash 
crops, improved stock, flattery and every means. The large 
unwieldy mas3 of reasonable farmers will follow their lead 
and eventually reach their standard. The lazy, stupid and 
ignorant at the other end of the line are given a chance to 
get going and then have orders served on them. Absentee land-
owners and women farmers are two difficult types to deal with 
as are old men who can't move with the times. Those classes 
of people are left to die in peace hoping the sons will be 
more enlightened. 34  

By the 1950s it was possible to notice on the Kipsigis countryside 

that some type of social stratification had occurred. The differen-

tiation was observable in terms of how much land one had and the size 

and quality of one's livestock, which was sometimes translated into 

how much milk a family produced every day and therefore how much money 

was made from the milk. An index of one's social standing was also 

determined by how much maize one was able to sell. Land had become 

individually owned starting from the 1930s (see Chapter II), and in the 

process of dividing up the land, some people had come to own as much 

as one hundred or more acres of land while most of the people owned 

about ten to twenty acres, with some owning even less than ten acres 

of land. Since the Kipsigis were traditionally concerned with keeping 

cattle, those who had small pieces of land were reluctant to grow 

34
KNA.DC/KER/1/3. 1955. 
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maize as a cash crop on any large scale because this would have 

limited the land available for grazing. Those with larger acreages, 

however, managed to do both, and over the years some of these were 

able to save money from their larger maize farms which they used to 

buy ploughs and enough oxen to further extend the maize farms. Once 

such a trend started, some people did better than others. 

The number of cattle one owned also helped to cause some 

differentiation because cattle could be sold to buy ploughs or to put 

up flour mills. Some people managed to sell milk to earn extra money. 

Those who bought flour mills charged those who came to grind their 

maize, and payment was often made by giving a portion of the maize 

brought in for grinding. There were only 62 flour mills in the whole 

district in 1930. Yet by this time, practically everyone was living 

on the maize flour ground at these mills, making the owners of the 

mills relatively wealthier than the average person.
35 

Kibor Arap 

Chums of Buret,who first purchased a flour mill in 1943, was able to 

buy extra cows, build a brick house and buy up extra land which 

expanded his total land ownership from thirty-four to eighty-six 

acres.
36 

Similar situations occurred with the ownership of ploughs. 

Local goveinment administrators, especially the chiefs and 

sub-chiefs, used their positions to better their economic conditions. 

Ex-chief Arap Tengecha used some of his salary to buy extra cows and 

35
11.NA.DC/KER/1/3. 1930. 

36
Interview with Kibor Arap Chuma, Kericho, Buret, August 

1978. 
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ploughs, but he also expanded the amount of land he owned after being 

made a chief at the expense of his neighbors, who did not complain. 

As the chief Arap Tengecha quite often had to keep people arrested for 

various offenses at his house before moving them to areas where they 

were expected to labor on public works. While these people were at 

his house, they worked on his land without payment.
37 

Other chiefs 

and their sub-chiefs had these powers in the colonial days too. Those 

employed by the government as teachers or in other capacities were 

also able to invest some of the money earned on their farms.
38 

The 

larger part of the population produced food for subsistence, although 

at harvest time they would sell a little maize. They usually sold a 

cow or so whenever taxes had to be paid or whenever extra money was 

needed for any reason. The economic divisions between the people were 

not sharp by the 1950s, but it was true that some people owned more 

land, had more animals, farmed larger acreages and could afford more 

consumer goods (such as blankets, clothes, utensils and farm imple-

ments) than the other households. 

Although the government restricted the amount of tea which 

could be planted in 1957, when Africans in Kericho district grew it 

for the. first time, many more people wanted to plant tea. Some of 

these people wanted to plant tea once the legal restriction was removed 

because in earlier years it could only be grown by white people. Thus, 

_ 	37
Interview with Ex-senior Chief Arap Tengecha, Kapkalet, 

Buret, 5 March 1978. 

38
Interview with John Arap Belsoi, Kericho, Belgut, 14 July 

1978. 
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when legislation allowing Africans to grow tea was passed, they thought 

that they should plant it "to get even with Europeans." Those who 

were involved in any way in nationalist politics felt that they ought 

to grow tea because they had fought to get this right. Some government 

officials, especially the chiefs, the sub-chiefs and others involved 

in the administration, thought that tea represented a higher stage in 

the development of the people and that thc7, as leaders, should plant 

it as an example to the rest of the population. Some of these adminis-

trators, of course, were interested in tea because they thought it 

meant economic advancement for them. 

Of those who got involved in the production of tea, a very 

small group came from those who had been employed to work on the tea 

plantations in Kericho in one capacity or another.
39 

These people 

argue that they got involved in tea production because While working 

on the tea estates in Kericho, they noticed that the estates made a 

lot of money from tea, and while they themselves did not expect to 

make anything near what the tea estates made, they expected to get 

wealthier than they were before planting tea.
40 

In any event, the 

restriction of those who could plant tea to the better-off farmers was 

relaxed after 1960, and after factories, set up for small-scale tea 

farmers,were built in the mid-1960s these restrictions were completely 

removed and more people planted tea. 

39
About ten percent of the tea planters interviewed had worked 

on the tea plantations in Kericho. 

40
Interview with Cheborge Arap Maine, Boito, Bureti, 16 March 

19 78 . 
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The technicalities of planting tea were not too numerous. It 

was necessary to have cleared and ploughed clean land from which tree 

stumps had been removed. This did not constitute a great problem for 

the Kipsigis farmers, because practically all of them chose to plant 

their tea on land that had been used for other crops such as maize. 

Of the eighty tea growers interviewed in Belgut and Buret, seventy-

four had planted tea on land that had had other crops on it. Preparing 

such cultivated lac.d for tea was a simple matter since the soil was 

already broken. However, it meant clearing other areas to plant the 

crops normally grown by the family for their subsistence and for sale. 

After land was cleared, holes about two feet deep and nine to twelve 

inches wide were dug for planting the tea. These holes were five by 

three feet apart.
41 

Once this was done, either district agricultural 

officers (pre-1964) or Kenya Tea Development Authority officials (post-

1964) inspected the farm; if they were satisfied, they gave permission 

to plant tea. There was no way to avoid this official inspection 

because the supply of seedlings had to come from nurseries that they 

controlled. This system, which began in 1957 and was organized by 

agricultural officials on behalf of the Nyanza and Rift Valley Provinces 

Tea Marketing Board, was continued by Special Crops Development Author-

ity and eventually perfected by the Kenya Tea Development Authority. 

The amount of tea one could plant was limited to one thousand 

seedlings with plans to increase in later years. One thousand 

41
Dan M. Etherington, Smallholder Tea Production in Kenya  

(Nairobi: African Literature Bureau, 1973), p. 10. 
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seedlings covered one-third of an acre, and cost the farmers 300 shil-

lings (23 dollars). The farmers were actually given more than one 

thousand seedlings in case some of them did not grow. The 300 shil-

lings paid by the farmers did not represent the total cost of the one 

thousand seedlings. A seedling only cost the farmers twelve cents 

apiece although the actual price for each seedling was thirty cents. 

The Kenya Tea Development Authority and the two previous boards paid 

the eighteen cents difference for the farmers as a loan to the farmers. 

The majority of the Kipsigis farmers, however, did not understand this 

arrangement; many did not even know about it until after their tea was 

ready for sale about four years later, and the Authority expected them 

ts. 

 

•tart repaying the loan. One Kipsigis tea grower in Buret, who 

planted his tea in 1962 and was not aware of the loan system, was 

angry when he found out about the loan three years later, because he 

realized he could not decide to abandon the tea if he felt like doing 

so, for the Kenya Tea Development Authority officials would expect him 

to pay back ilne loan. He did not want to be indebted to anyone because 

at the time he planted his tea, he had had enought money to buy his 

tea at the full cost, but because no one had informed him of the fact 

that he was sold the tea at less than the full cost, he was not given 

that option and now was expected to pay the difference. Arap Mangesoi 

was further angered at learning that he had been given an extra 800 

seedlings for which he still had to pay the full cost. As a result. 

he said, "I was very angry and wanted to take the Kenya Tea Development 

Authority to court for cheating me, but I was told that I could not win 
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since it was part of the government, so I gave up. I had a debt that 

I had not even known about and had to look after the tea very care-

fully to try and pay off this debt.
“42 

His feelings were shared by 

many tea farmers. 

The Kipsigis tea farmers used different methods to raise the 

money owed for the seedlings and other necessary things like hoes, if 

they did not have enough of these, or extra labor, if it was not avail-

able. Only five out of the eighty farmers interviewed had the money 

in savings; the rest had to raise it in one way or another. Amos Arap 

.Chemaner of Litein in Buret sold three cows to buy seedlings and two 

extra hoes. His family provided all the labor for clearing the land 

and planting the tea.
43 

David Arap Langat of Belgut sold some chickens, 

goats, and maize to pay for seedlings, for ploughing the land and for 

44 
digging the holes in which to plant the tea. 	Isaiah Arap Mangesoi 

had enough money saved from working ¶or the government as a subheadman 

for many years which he used to pay for his tea. He, however, provided 

42
Interview with Isaiah Arap Mangesoi, Kapkatet, Buret, 

15 April 1978. The loan was recovered from the farmets by KTZA when-
ever the farmers brought in their tea for sale. The loan was deducted 
from the amount of money due to the farmers from the sale of tea. In 
spite of popular dissatisfaction with the loan plan, the government 
maintained it and the farmers continued to pay because the market for 
tea was a monopoly of KTDA. The only way to avoid paying the loan was 
to abandon the tea farm, but farmers were reluctant to do so as they 
had already invested their money and labor and hoped that the situa-
tion would improve. Abandoned farms can be found in the arcs, although 
they do not amount to 10 percent of the tea farms. 

43
Interview with Amos Arap Chemaner, Litein, Buret, 1 April 

1978. 

44 
Interview with David Arap Langat, Sitotwet, Belgut, 10 June 

1978. 
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all the labor needed to set up the tea farm with the help of his 

family.
45 

Other tea farmers in the district had varying ways of 

raising money for setting up the tea farms, but none of the methods 

used was radically different from these three. 

The Role of the Kenya Tea  
Development Authority  

The relationship of those farmers who got into tea production 

before 1964 with the Nyanza and Rift Valley Provinces Tea Marketing 

Board or the Special Crops Development Authority was similar to the 

relationship of farmers who planted tea after 1964 with the Kenya Tea 

Development Authority. This later relationship will be used as repre-

sentative of all three because of this similarity but also because more 

than three-quarters of the tea growers interviewed in Belgut and Buret 

started planting tea just before or shortly after the Kenya Tea Develop-

ment Authority took uver the organization of small-scale tea growing!'
6 

At the level of production, KTDA took charge of supplying 

seedlings to tea farmers. First of all, the farmers were to register 

with KTDA as members. There was no fee required for this. After 

clearing his land and digging the holes for planting tea, the farmer 

then got the tea seedlings from KTDA. These were grown 	nurseries 

and supplied to farmers. There was no way of growing tea without 

going through this organization because no one else could supply the 

45
Interview with Isaiah Arap Kangesol, Kapkatet, Buret, 

15 April 1978. 

46 The Kenya Tea Development Authority will hereafter be 
referred to as KTDA. 
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seedlings. KTDA supplied about 1,000 seedlings or a third of an acre 

to each farmer that chose to plant tea. One was therefore not free to 

plant as much .ge he or she waftLed. The rationale was that if people 

were allowed to plant more, they could not afford to look after them 

successfully. There vas no concession made for those who felt that 

they could afford to plant more than just over one thousand seedlings. 

When the planter felt that his tea was ready for the first 

picking (called "tipping") he let the KTDA officials know so that they 

could come and inspect the tea to give official approval for the tip-

ping. After another year or two, the tea was ready for plucking. The 

p1-inter plucked the tea and took it to collection centers (sheds) 

built by KTDA. Here KTDA officials inspected the tea, weighed it and 

gave a receipt to the planter. The tea was then packed off in KTDA 

Lorries and sent to the factory for processing. 

The services of inspection, weighing and transporting the tea 

to factories were paid for by the farmers. This money was recovered 

from the growers when they received payment for tea delivered. The 

farmer was paid 40 cents for every pound of green leaf tea, while KTDA 

retained 17 cents of this for the services. Although tea farmers are 

aware of the fact that they pay for KTDA services, they are not aware 

of the amount. When asked, "Do you pay KTDA for transporting your tea 

to the factory?" the general attitude is, "KTDA removes whatever is 

theirs. We tea growers don't know much about it."
47 

47
Interview with Josiah Arap Korir, Litein, Buret, 31 May 

1978. 
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KTDA withholds these funds from the farmers to pay for the 

services, improve the roads and also to pay for the loans that KTDA 

obtained to set up the factories and the whole organization in the 

initial years. KTDA has built all-weather murram roads in most tea 

areas for which they expect to receive compensation from the Ministry 

of Works of the Central Government, though the general complaint has 

been that KTDA gets less than it spends on these roads. It is essen-

tial to h.ve all-weather roads because tea, to be of good quality, has 

to be processed within six hours of plucking. The individual tea 

farmer has either benefited or not from this road network, depending 

upon how far he or she lives from these roads. In 1978, fourteen years 

after he had been growing tea, one farmer responded as follows to the 

question as to whether his road to the tea shed was good or not: "The 

road is so bad that I have to carry my bicycle on the road although 

after the tea shed, the road has been improved."
48 

There is no doubt 

that KTDA has subsidised and certainly initiated the building of all-

weather roads in the area, which are superior to those in non-tea 

growing areas. The tea farmers, of course, have paid for these without 

their knowledge or consent. 

KTDA, after a decade of being involved in tea production, has 

been able to pay bonuses to tea growers from accumulated funds. This 

means only that KTDA has operated like most marketing hoards, such as 

the Ghanaian Cocoa Marketing Board, in withholding funds from farmers 

48 Interview with Joel Arap Tegutwo, Kapkatet, Buret, 29 March 
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farmers did not do this seems to be because of the debt owed RITA as 

a result of having received tea seedlings on loan and the tax that was 

imposed on every tea grower. The farmers had registered with KTDA to 

obtain the tea seedlings and KTDA officials made it known to the 

farmers that they would be sued if they neglected their tea farms. 

It turned out that a handful of farmers overlooked the threats and 

neglected their farms. The majority of farmers had to find ways and 

means of supporting themselves and of paying any hired labor, at least 

over the first ten years of tea production. 

To process the tea, KTDA bought factories mainly through loans 

from the Commonwealth Development Corporation and also from commercial 

tea firms. ' The commercial tea firms acted as managing agents for 

the factory. Commonwealth Development Corporation and KTDA were the 

initial shareholders in the factories with 50 percent ownership each. 

The managing agent was paid a fee and a commission and, after loans 

and dividends to shareholders, surplus was to go to KTDA who passed 

this to tea growers.
52 

These factories operated independent of each 

other, produced different qualities of tea and auctioned their tea in 

Nairobi and England. Each factory was therefore responsible for the 

marketing of the tea it produced. 

There is no doubt that KTDA, together with tea-organizing 

bodies it took over from, have made it possible for small-scale tea 

51
N. H. Stern, An Appraisal of Tea Production in Kenya:  

An Experiment with the Little Mirrilees Method (Paris: Development 
Centre of OECD, 1972), p. 16. 

52
Ibid. 
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farms to succeed. In large measure this is due to the organizational 

capacity of the Authority, which supplies seedlings, inspects the crop, 

collects the leaf from each farmer, and ensures that it gets to the 

factory promptly. Through its various autonomous factories, KTDA also 

markets the tea, pays the farmers, and handles the administrative 

machinery of the authority. KIDA remains, however, in the words of 

Dan Etherington, "an all-powerful autocratic organization; it is both 

monopolistic and monopsonist."
53 

KTDA is legally protected so that 

no other person or organization may engage in its activities. Need-

less to say, in this situation the tea growers have no way of bargain-

ing effectively for higher payments or for more favorable credit terma. 

Rather, they are dependent upon the goodwill of the KTDA to respond to 

their needs. Of course, since KTDA was a government parastatel body, 

the growers hoped that the government would intervene, if necessary, 

on their behalf. It is, in any case, difficult to see how the numerous 

individual farmers could have engaged in tea production without a 

centralizing body, especially when one takes into account the fact 

that loans were needed initially to pay for seedlings, to educate 

farmers on proper methods of tea production, and also to build fac-

tories and buy machinery and vehicles. The risks involved in granting 

such loans to groups of isolated farmers were so high that no organi-

zation would have provided the necessary credit. 

53Etherington, Smallholder Tea Production in Kenya,  p. 2. 
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If the amount of tea which has been grown through the organi- 

- ration of KTDA and its predecessors is to be used as a yardstick for 

measuring the KTDA's success, and therefore the success of smallholder 

tea production in Kericho and the whole country, then it is true that 

there has been successful expansion of small-scale tea production in 

Kenya. The plan was to have a total of 12,000 acres of tea grown by 

1968, but by 1968 KTDA in fact had 25,614 acres of tea,and expansion 

continues.
54 The success of KTDA in expanding tea production, how-

ever, should not obscure the fact that having a monopoly over the 

supply of seedlings, factories and the marketing arrangements neces-

sarily forced the tea farmers to be less independent and at the mercy 

of KTDA decisions. 

54
Stern, Appraisal of Tea Production in Kenya, p. 12. 
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' CHAPTER V 

THE ORGANIZATION OF LABOR ON SMALLHOLDER TEA FARMS 

The manner in which labor is organized in a community is 

often used to evaluate the level of development of a particular soci- 

ety. Capitalist social relations involve both employers and employees. 

One is either an owner of capital, in which case he employs, or one 

is not an owner of capital and therefore has to work for others. Pre-

capitalist social formations, on the other hand, have no employers 

and no employees. Land was the basic means of production in the pre-

capitalist social formations. It was communally owned and people 

worked on an individual basis, as part of a family or clan, or with 

neighbors to produce their material conditions. Capitalism with its 

mechanised and market-oriented economy does represent a higher level 

of development than a traditional economy where production is largely 

for subsistence among other things. These two systems are at the two 

ends of a spectrum with many variations in between. Social formations 

on the periphery of capitalism contain contradictions between labor 

and capital but only to the extent to which they are involvA'd in 

capitalist production. 

In this chapter, an attempt is made to trace the changing 

system of the organization of labor from the period of colonial intru-

sion to the 1960s. Small-scale tea farms are used as an example of 

the highest level of peripheral capitalism in rural Kericho district 
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by the end of the colonial era. In special areas of the district, 

such as the area of the commercial tea plantations, the relations of 

production are near capitalist in the sense that here there are 

workers and employers; but the employees do not become proletarianised 

because they work on the plantations and return home to became 

"peasant" farmers, and even while they work, they visit their homes to 

get additional food supplies. They are not wholly subsistent on their 

labor. The impression given by plantation tea laborers is that they 

work on the plantations to earn money for • particular purpose and 

then go back to their rural homes, although some stay on these estates 

for years with only occasional visits to their homes. 

History of Kipsigis  
Labor Organization  

The pre-capitalist Kipsigis society of the pre-colonial era 

had a labor system organised around the family for the reproduction of 

a fairly self-sufficient production system. The Kipsigis depended on 

farm products and specifically on wimbi, a grain which was ground to 

flour to be cooked into a heavy porridge. This was eaten with vege-

tables of many varieties grown in the gardens, although some wild 

vegetables were also used. Also important to the Kipsigis diet were 

animal products. Milk, as well as cattle blood, was a major part of 

the Kipsigis diet.' Meat was generally obtained from goats, sheep and 

IThe Kipsigis did not drink blood in the way they drank milk. 
The preparativa of blood for consumption was a tedious process which 
involved stirring the blood into a thick paste and then seasoning and 
cooking it to a stew. 
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wild animals such as antelopes. For the farm products, the labor was 

usually family-centered. The men cleared land while tne women dug it 

up and planted wimbi and vegetables. Women also looked after the 

crops and harvested them, according to most of the informants inter-

viewed. If for any reason--in anticipation of an initiation ceremony 

of the children, for example--a particular family wanted to plant a 

larger area than the labor within the household could handle, extra 

labor was sought from the neighbors. The prictice was for the mother 

of the family to set a date and ask her friends to come and help work 

on the farm. The father of the family or whoever took care of the 

organization of the family went out also and informed his peers of the 

work and date. Once a few people were informed, word got around and 

people showed up to work. The family was required to provide the food 

for the day. Beer was also provided at the end of the day. If the 

work was not over in one day, another day was set up and people came 

back to finish what had been started.
2 

This was a time-honored way of 

obtaining labor, and families invited to work made efforts to send two 

or more people unless there was a difficulty that everyone in the com-

munity understood. Every family needed this type of labor from time 

to time. Thus, no family would ignore a call for collective labor for 

fear of being quietly ostracized by the community. 

Collecrive labor was extended beyond farm labor requirements 

to areas such as the building of houses. Sometimes only men c•. only 

2
Interview with Cheres Arap Ngeno, Kericho, Belgut, 

9 October 1978. 
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women were called to work, depending upon the mature of the work 

involved. The labor required for cattle-keeping went beyond the 

daily family labor of milking, herding and watering the animals to 

taking them to salt licks and also to protecting them against raiders. 

These duties were a collective responsibility of a whole community, 

especially the men. Row much a community got involved in any of these 

activities depended on the job requirements.
3 

For example, taking 

cattle to salt licks might involve only four or five families, while 

defending the village against raiders could involve most of the com-

munity. If there was a large invasion, women stood on hills and 

raised a cry which was picked up in neighboring villages. If this 

cry was sustained, able-bodied males would pick up arms and run toward 

the problem area. This was considered a war threat, and every man was 

expected to participate. When the Kipsigis themselves organized 

raids, only a few neighbors participated. Frequent forays into the 

territories of the other ethnic groups proved to be a fast means of 

increasing family livestock.
4 

For specialized jobs, such as those of 

medicinemen, smiths and others, families paid in kind. In return 

for their services, these people were presented with chickens, goats 

or cows, depending upon the importance of the job done. A person 

repairing a broken hoe was likely to get a chicken, while a 

3 Interview with Josiah Arap Maritim, Litein, 28 March 1978. 

4
Interview with Kiplangat Arap Kilel, Sosiet, Belgut, 

11 October 1978. 
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medicineman who healed a very sick person was likely to get a cow or 

several goats.
5 

The colonial period witnessed tendencies towards a breakdown 

in these traditional labor systems. The reasons for the change are to 

be found in the new methods of labor and land use resulting from the 

adjustment to a market economy and the requirements of colonialism. 

Chapter II of this dissertation discusses in length the changes in 

land use as a result of colonialism. Due to land alienation for 

settler farming and commercial tea plantations, the Kipsigis faced a 

shortage of land, especially for grazing cattle. This led some people 

into settler areas in order to have pasture for their animals, while 

the rest were forced by the shortage of grazing land to limit their 

stocks. The introduction of maize in the period 1914-1918 forced a 

large section of the population to enclose land in order to protect 

their crops, but this also put • limit on the number of animals a 

household could keep unless the family was able to enclose large 

areas--an often impractical option since one could not enclose areas 

inhabited by other people. The government's efforts and success in 

stopping the cattle raids by the Kipsigis also made it impossible for 

them to use this old method of boosting their stocks. Cattle repre-

sented the observable material wealth of the Kipsigis as well as being 

a source of food. In the early years of colonialism and at least up 

to the early 1930s, people normally sold off a cow whenever government 

5
Interview with Cheres Arap Ngasura, Litein, Buret, 2 March 

1978. 
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taxes had to be paid. Alternative sources of money had to be found, 

however, because people were reluctant to use up what to than was 

their permanent wealth and security, especially as ways of increasing 

this wealth were not limited to natural reproduction and purchasing.
6 

In an effort to raise the necessary money, some people went our of the 

district to get jobs or worked on their farms to produce marketable 

crops, while others tried to be traders. Some of these activities, 

such as wage employment, destroyed the method of working as a group of 

neighbors. As far as livestock keeping was concerned, people could 

continue to take cows to the salt licks together; but when raiding was 

stopped, collective labor for cattle raiding stopped as well.
7 

Cease-

tio-1 of raiding was not immediate, as evidenced by the fact that the 

colonial government was still imposing collective fines on the Klpsigis 

for cattle raids in the 1930s.
8 The raids had to be kept secret, how-

ever, because cf the fear of arrest and bmprisonment, so that any orga-

nization for this had to be limited. In the pre-colonial period, men 

used to practice the use of weapons and other activities related to 

warfare or used in raiding. These, too, were broken up under colonial-

ism, thus cutting down on the necessity for cooperation in the 

community. 

6 Interview with Kiplangat Arap Too, Kosumek, Buret, 4 March 
1978. 

7
The practice of taking cows to salt licks was on the decline 

by the 1950s as people bought cattle salt from shops. By the 1970s 
no trips to salt licks were reported. 

8
KNA.DC/KER/1/3. 1938. 
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The changes in the organization of labor for crop production 

were slower and less obvious. The practice of inviting neighbors to 

work whenever extra labor was demanded was still in existence by the 

early 1950s, although less common than it was a decade or so earlier. 

With the intrusion of maize as a cash crop and with most families get-

ting involved in maize production due to the increased need for money, 

it would be expected that the practice of inviting neighbors would be 

more widespread; but it appears from oral evidence that most people 

preferred to get into working groups and work for each other in turns. 9  

The groups usually had five to twenty people from the same neighbor-

hood formed mainly on the basis of geographical convenience. By the 

early 1940s church groups had also emerged that worked together in 

turns. When ploughs made entry into Kipsigis land, only a few people 

could afford to own them. Although this remained the case throughout 

the colonial period, owners of ploughs sometimes needed extra oxen to 

work on the ploughs. Normally, one plough needed four oxen to pull it. 

If an owner of a plough did not have enough oxen, he got into working 

groups with those who had oxen and worked for one another in turns. 

The use of ploughs and oxen, however, was one way in which paid labor 

developed. After ploughing their own lands, people who had enough 

oxen and a plough often went out and ploughed for neighbors in return 

for a goat, some chickens or farm produce, and by the early 1950s 

people were paying money for these services. As most people still 

9Most of those interviewed say that more preferred to work in 
groups when they grew maize than in the period before maize. 
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used their own families to plough their farms by the 1970s, lt can 

only be assumed that hired ploughs were limited to a small section of 

the Kipsigis population. 

In the pre-colonial era, the Kipsigis paid for specialized 

labor in kind. An example of this is the payment of farm produce or 

animals to blacksmiths, people who made cloth from skin, specialized 

house thatchers, and medicinemen. Some of these people who provided 

these services for the Kipsigis were replaced by merchant traders in 

the colonial period. As blacksmiths were replaced by the availability 

of utensils and tools in Indian shops, so were makers of skin cloth by 

the availability of cotton cloth from industrial Europe through mer-

chant capitalists. Other specialized activities, such as local medi-

cine, were not replaced to any significant level even by the end of 

formal colonization, partly because of the Kipsigis belief in their 

own medicine and partly because of the inadequacy of medical services 

in the district for most of the colonial period.
10 

Except for a few 

isolated incidents of people who became wealthy enough to build brick 

and iron-roofed houses, the Kips 4 g 4 s continued to work with each other 

without payment whenever they needed new buildings. The practice was 

for a family to collect the building materials necessary and invite 

neighbors to work, with food as payment. Some times while collecting 

the material, neighbors would be invited to work if it was necessary 

to cut down big trees to obtain building poles or carry materials to 

building sites. It was usually the duty of women to cut the grass 

10
KNA.DC/KER/10. 1940. 
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needed for thatching the roofs. They worked collectively with other 

women to cut and transport the grass to building areas. The only pay-

ment was a meal while working and the hope of future help.
11 

Departure 

from this traditional practice vas evidenced in the later years of 

colonialism as houses being built by some of these people required 

specialized labor. Not just anyone could build a brick house or put 

up a corrugated iron roof. Specialized labor had to be obtained for 

this. The Belyon brothers of Cheborge, Buret, built their brick houses 

in the 1940. and used hired labor for both the transport of building 

materials and all the building process.
12 

It is also true that the 

people engaged in the building of "modern" houses of the 1950s and 

1960. were relatively better off than the average Kipsigis and could 

afford to pay for the labor required for their houses. These people 

and a few others were also hiring additional labor for their farms and 

other activities which was a definite departure from the practice of 

the pre-colonial era and belonged clearly tn the era of a market-

oriented economy. 

Family-Owned Small-Scale Tea Farms  

The changes in the use of labor, especially the introduction 

of hired labor in the Kipsigis countryside, were brought into focus 

by the introduction of smallholder tea into the district in the later 

period of colonialism. Entry into tea production put pressure -n the 

11 Interview with Taprandich Kurgat, Sosiot, Belgut, 12 Septem-
ber 1978. 

12Elijah Arap Belyon, Cheborge, Buret, 2 April 1978. 
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labor resources of the farmers. They were asked to clear land of all 

the stumps and to break up the soil smoothly. To minimize the labor 

requirements for this many farmers chose to plant their tea on land 

that had been in use before. Even then they had to re-dig the land 

as they would have done in preparation for other crops, only more 

thoroughly this time. Once this was done, they had to dig the holes 

for planting the tea. Once the tea was planted it had to be weeded 

often to enable it to grow properly. When it was ready for plucking 

three to four years later, each tea bush had to be plucked at least 

nnce a week, which also put preseure on the labor resources of the 

farmers. Although many farmers cut down on the crops previously 

grown--such as maize, beans, potatoes and other vegetables--tea could 

not serve as a substitute for these food crops. Even as a cash crop, 

tea could not be an immediate replacement, since it takes about four 

years from the time of planting before tea can be sold and up to six 

years for the tea to be mature enough to be economically worthwhile. 

For the Kipsigis tea farmers, the period of waiting for cash returns 

was often eight years or more because of loan payments on the seed-

lings. How various farmers coped with the pressure on their labor 

resources depended on what other resources they had available, such as 

the ability to pay for labor, the sizes of their families, whether they 

had salaried jobs and so on, as illustrated by the following cases. 

Kiptonui Arap Kenduiwa, a seventy-year-old man who had once 

worked as a tea picker at Jamji tea plantation in Kericho, first 

planted his own tea in 1960. He ploughed up the land previously used 
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for maize-growing to plant the tea. The maize was shifted to a new 

area which had been part of the area reserved for grazing cattle. 

Although this land had to be cleared, the tree stumps did not have to 

be removed as that is not necessary for maize to grow. Grazing land, 

however, was limited by this extension, but Arap Kenduiwa planned to 

cut down trees in other parts of his land to allow grass to grow for 

his cattle. The amount of maize grown by the family that year was 

reduced, but only slightly because the family had to have food and 

some of it had to be sold to obtain money for other necessities, such 

as paying school fees for the children and buying clothes. Arap 

Kenduiwn together with his wife and their five children dug up the 

piece of land for maize and planted it. After the weeding was done 

everyone dug up the land and smoothed the soil in preparation for the 

tea. The digging of the holes for the tea was done by Arap Kensuiwa 

and his two sons while the daughters and their mother looked after the 

maize, the vegetables, and the cows, as well as doing the usual house-

hold jobs. Usually the sons and the father took care of the cattle. 

When the tea seedlings were brought for planting, Arap Kenduiwa got 

his neighbor Arap Terer to help him and his family plant the tea. 

Together they finished planting in only two days. 	Earlier, Arap 

Kenduiwa had assisted Arap Terer in planting his own tea. No other 

neighbors or relatives came to help because they were not asked to do 

so. Arap Kensuiwa said that he did not ask for help because he did 

not think that he would have the time to help them in turn when they 

needed his help. 
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Arap Kenduiwa increased his tea farm by a third of an acre 

in 1961 and again in 1962. For planting the final one-third of an 

acre he hired a man tj help in the planting because one of his sons 

had gone away to look for a job in the city, and his wife and the 

other children were needed for growing maize as well as for other 

family activities. This man, who was a Kipsigis from the Litein area, 

was given a hut to live in by Arap Kenduiwa, and he had his meals with 

Arap Kenduiwais family. He was paid thirty shillings (four and a half 

dollars) at the end of each month. This worker helped Arap Kenduiwa 

plant some of the tea, and then he weeded the tea from time to time. 

When the tea was ready for plucking, the Kenduiwa family as a whole 

together with their hired worker plucked the tea once a week. Then 

the worker carried the tea to collection centers where it was weighed 

and collected and taken in the Kenya Tea Development Authority lorries 

to the factory for processing. The laborer did not have any set 

working hours. He went to work every morning as did the rest of the 

family and stopped working whenever he got tired. He also assisted 

in looking after the cattle, although the milking was done by Arap 

Kenduiwa's wife and daughters. For the wages of the worker, Arap 

Kenduiwa sold maize. 

Kiptonui, Arap Kenduiwa's first worker, stayed for five 

months and then went back to look after his own land. A second worker 

was hired who stayed for three months. This one had also come from 

the neighborhood. When he left, another worker from the area was 
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hired and he stayed for seven months. This has continued to be the 

pattern for this tea growing farmer.
13 

Jonathan Arap Ngeno planted his first tea in 1961 on virgin 

Land, unlike most other people. He also did not work on the tea farm 

nor did his family; instead he hired two men to do the work of clearing 

the land and planting the tea. His own family continued to cultivate 

maize and to look after the cattle and other family duties. His 

children could help only on Saturdays and vacations because they were 

all in school when tea was first grown. Arap Ngeno himself did not 

have the time to work on ..he tea farm, except during the actual plant-

ing of the tea because he sold groceries at his shop at the shopping 

center. The two men who were hired by Arai) Ngeno came from Luoland 

and were resident on his farm. They were paid thirty shillings apiece 

at the end of every month. Although they were provided with maize for 

their flour by Arap Ngeno, they cooked their own food and they usually 

picked vegetables from Arap Ngena's farm. Arap Ngeno's first two 

workers stayed for about a year. When they left, he replaced them 

with others and this pattern has continued for him. His workers' main 

responsibility was the tea although they helped in grinding maize 

either on the family land grinder or at one of the flour mills near 

Arap Ngeno's house. They also helped in milking the cows and in any 

building work that was needed. They were paid from the money obtained 

13
Interview with tkIptanui Arap Kenduiwa, Litein, Buret, 

17 March 1978. 
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from the grocery store business.
14 

Arap Ngeno's method of obtaining 

labor was not coacon because most of the informants appear not to have 

had as much money. 

Joseph Arap Tegutwo, who started planting tea in 1961, planted 

his tea on land initially under maize and transferred the maize to 

aaother piece of land that was less used and therefore needed more work. 

Owning over one hundred acres of land, he did not need to cut down on 

either the crops grown before tea or the cattle kept. Arap Tegutwo, 

who had his own oxen-drawn plough and oxen as far back as 1938, was 

able to employ labor on his farm about ten years before he started 

planting tea. He normally had two people working on his farm through-

out the year doing various things, including seeing that the fences 

were up. The two resident workers, one from Luoland and the other from 

Whyialand, did the work necessary for the planting of tea, but three 

years later when the tea was ready, he hired two more people to cope 

with the increased labor requirements. Arap Tegutwo's children were 

either away at boarding schools or working at salaried jobs outside 

the home. His wife worked on her vegetable gardens and looked after 

their cement-floored, brick house built in 1953. Although Arap 

Tegutwo supervised the people employed to work for him, he spent most 

of his time organising the marketing of his other crops. Arap Tegutwo 

paid his workers (both before and after he planted tea) from money 

obtained from selling maize, potatoes or beans which he had been 

14
Interview with Jonathan Arap Ngeno, Kapkarin, Buret, 

17 May 1978. 
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selling since the early 1930s. He started keeping grade cows in 

1960, however, so that milk, too, could be sold to pay his amployees.15  

Arap Tegutwo represents the upper group of uealthier farmers who 

emerged in the district. 

Kipkirui Arap Chapkwony, who first planted tea in 1959, did 

not have any money set aside for either additional labor or the tea 

seedlings and had to sell two oxen to buy the tea seedlings. He 

planted his tea on land that usually took up the maize crop and 

shifted the maize to another area. His wife took care of the maize 

production with the help of their two children. As there was no money 

to hire labor, Arap Chapkwony asked relatives and neighbors to come 

and help him prepare the land for the tea cultivation. His wife pre-

pared meals,and he brewed beer for the men. Once the tea was planted, 

he and his family did all the weeding and the first plucking. Then 

he hired one Luo man to live on his farm to look after the tea, pluck 

it and carry it to the collecting station. The worker was paid twenty 

shillings at the end of every month in addition to being provided with 

a house, utensils and maize for his flour. He came with his wife who, 

Arap Chepkwony insists, cooked only for her husband and did no farm 

work except to grow her own vegetables. To pay the worker, Arap 

Chapkwony sold chicken or goats and sometimes he obtained money by 

selling maize. Arap Chepkvony did not have one steady source of 

15
Interview with Joseph Arap Tegutwo, Kericho, Belgut, 

14 September 1978. 
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money for this or for other family requirements.
16 

His case illus- 

trates the use of "traditional" as well as modern methods as a result 

of his limited financial resources. 

Although the methods adopted by Kipsigis tea farmers for 

coping with the pressure imposed upon their labor resources by their 

entry into tea production varied according to the conditions of each 

farmer, there were some general tendencies. A rather prevalent method 

of dealing with increased demand for labor was that of hiring casual 

Labor for clearing, digging and planting. Subsequent to these, the 

farmers generally prefer to utilize family labor for farm maintenance. 

Up to 60 percent of the farmers interviewed employed one or two people 

on a daily basis during this period. A smaller group of farmers, 

about 20 percert of those interviewed, resorted to the age-old method 

of obtaining labor at the peak period of clearing land, digging holes 

and planting the tea.
17 

They invited nelghbors and relative to help 

and cooked food and sometimes brewed beer to entertain them. Cash 

payment was not part of the deal. A similar method that seems to have 

evolved out of maize growing, involved a group of neighbors who worked 

for each other in turns. This had come about because in many instances 

people could not afford to have all the oxen they needed plus an ox-

drawn plough. So someone would buy a plough and others would each 

16 Interview with Kipkirui Arap Chepkwony, Sitotwet, Belgui, 
12 September 1978. 

17The percentages given in this section are taken from calcu-
lations made from field interviews. 
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contribute an ox, and they would go around to each other's farm and 

plough the land. On some occasions they also worked together in 

weeding the maize farms. As some of the people who got into tea 

production were members of these groups, they utilized such coopera-

tive labor arrangements for their tea requirements. 

Fifty percent of the farmers interviewed hired mainly casual 

labor at the beginning of the tea planting season. More permanent 

labor was hired during the plucking period because these workers were 

expected to work for six months to two years before moving on. During 

this latter stage, up to 90 percent of the tea growers had at least 

one enployee. This was mainly because after waiting about four years 

for the tea to mature, it has to be plucked and transported to the 

factory for processing within six hours if good quality tea is to be 

obtained. The need for intensive labor during harvest put pressure 

on the supply available within the household, especially in the 

mornings when the tea had to be plucked. Practically all the house-

holds involved in tea production are also involved in cattle-keeping 

and would need to pluck their tea and milk their cows at the same 

time. And so a situation arises whereby they would have to hire a 

full-time laborer to help. 

Smallholder Tea Employees  

The origins of the people hired by small-scale tea growers 

varied. About 50 percent of those hired in the early stages of the 

tea-growing period were from the neighboring communities and were 

therefore Kipsigis, most of whom had worked on the tea estates in 
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Kericho at one time or another. These people lived in their own homes 

and came to work every day. Asked whether they fed these people, most 

of the farmers answered: "if mealtime found these people at their 

place of work, then they ate with the family." When a resident worker 

was hired, the practice was for the employer to provide him with a 

house and maize meal, but the employee would get his own vegetables, 

which usually came from the employer's garden. The employee then 

cooked his own food. For this reason, some of the workers (they were 

usually men) brought their wives from their homes. Most of these 

resident workers came from Nyanza and the Western Province. The 

farmers have, however, stressed the point that these women did not 

work for them. Evidently, the Kipsigis preferred to hire people from 

other ethnic communities because the local taboos over what was con-

sidered male or female work could be ignored. 

The employees on the small-scale tea farms were paid in the 

early 1960. an average of 30 shillings a month, even if food and 

housing were provided. The non-resident workers were paid on the 

same scale. The finances for paying the workers came from similar 

sources to those used for setting up the tea farms, i.e., selling 

maize, goats, or chickens or (in the case of those that are employed) 

paying with money obtained from a salary. In the first ten years or 

so of tca production, the tea farms we-: 	.aprOfitible that they 

could not even pay for this labor and other ways and means had to be 

employed. Sometimes, though rarely, some people paid their workers 

in kind, such as by giving them maize to take to their homes. 
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The relationship between the employer and the employed was 

different from that of an industrial setting or even from that obtain-

able on the tea plantations in the same district whcre relat.exme were 

organized in a near-capitalist manner. The relationship on the small-

holder tea farms was different partly because the numbers of employees 

on the farms was very small. There were usually one or two employees 

and although they were provided with houses and food, they lived close 

to the employer and sometimes did not observe strict hours of work. 

Very often, lunch was taken with the employer's family. The duties of 

the employee also extended beyond the tea farm to looking after the 

animals and sometimes going to grinding maize at grinding mills or 

going to the store for the family. Although the employee would nor-

mally not be expected to help in the kitchen, he usually helped in 

jobs generally reserved for the womenfolk or the younger members of 

the family, such as taking maize to the grinding mills or grinding 

maize on man-powered mills at home. In Kipsigis society women milk 

cows. For how long this had been the practice is not known, but by 

the time tea was grown by the Kipsigis, it had become a woman's job. 

Yet the resident employees, who are usually non-Kipsigis, were also 

expected to help in milking the cows. It was understood that everyone 

went to work in the morning. but there were no rigid working hours, 

especially regarding closing time in the afternoons. In general, the 

employer-labor relations were neither capitalistic nor traditional and 

have been characterized as peripheral capitalist. 
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Conclusion  

The entry of the Kipsigis into email-scale tea production was 

viewed by themselves as a move towards greater prosperity. People put 

their "savings" and labor into tea production because tea represented 

some type of steady income in the sense that they hoped for a monthly 

return once the tea matured. The first ten year,: of tea production 

were hard years for the Kipsigis farmers because tea-growing required 

sizeable investment in money and labor and did not always generate 

enough profit to offset costs. Since tea was a "non-fooA" rrnp, food 

production was also cut down with unknown consequences. When maize 

was the primary cash crop, lots of people benefited from trading on 

maize as well as other crops. The only problem they had to deal with 

was competition, and sometimes a clash of interest with the Indian 

traders. This became a common feature of the commercial life of the 

Kipsigis in the 1940s through the 1960s. Tea, however, came in with 

a marketing arrangement that did not allow for the rise of the middle-

man. KTDA monopolized the distribution of tea seedlings and the 

selling of tea. In a way, it can be argued that tea was forcing people 

back to the land as peasants, dependent on the market. 

The involvement in tea production did not lead to new methods 

of production, especially where tools were concerned. At the onset 

of colonialism, the Kipsigis had iron hoes and some type of panAa.  

They were able to buy larger pang's  and hoes from the Indians after 

the Indians came. Oxen-drawn ploughs were the biggest move forward 

of the colonial period in this society. Bigger areas of land could 
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be ploughed but the weeding and harvesting had no new technology. . 

Tractors were around by the 1950s, but only a few people could afford 

to hire them to plough their lands. Most people concentrated on oxen 

and ploughs. Those who had their own made profits from working frr 

others on hire. Tea did not neceauitate or lead to a change of the 

farm implements available. The existing tools were used to plough 

the land, and then the farms were weeded periodically. At the level 

of the small farmer, no new machinery was introduced. This, too, 

has tended to follow the pattern of other colonial economies where 

the system of production and especially the technology remain highly 

"traditional" despite the moneterization of the economy. 

The production of tea by the kipsigis and other Kenyan people 

was a welcome move to the independent government because tea was the 

country's main export and the biggest foreign exchange earner. lhe 

Kipsigis farmers before this grew maize and vegetables which were 

marketed in the country, but they expected an economic advancement 

from planting tea. Eventually, being involved in the production 

of a crop marketed outside of the country exposed the farmers to the 

problems that followed from the price fluctuations of the inter-

national economy. In this way connections with international capital 

and the dependence on a foreign market were extended to the rural 

areas. 
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CHAPTER VI 

KIPSIGIS WOMEN AND THE COLONIAL ECONOMY 

In most contemporary societies the status of women is inferior 

to that of men. Political and economic control is generally in the 

hands of men. lust how this situation has evolved has been the subject 

of much study. Quite often women's inferior status is dismissed off-

handedly by attributing it to their "weaker" physical condition. It 

is argued that the burden of child-bearing and rearing plus being 

physically -feaker than men has caused women to be subordinated to men. 

Frederick Engels attempted to give a materialist explanation to the 

problem by tracing the subordination of women to the emergence of 

private property.
1 

According to Engels, private property first came 

through private ownership of animals, a male domain, while women con-

tinued to be preoccupied with agriculture. With time, women became 

subordinated to men (in an economic sense, at any rate) because they 

became economically dependent upon men. The emergence of private 

property and the practice of property inheritance through males led 

to children belonging to the father. Their labor was therefore the 

fathers' property. This Engels calls "The World Historical Defeat 

of Women." 

'See Frederick Engels, Origins of the Family, Private Property  
and the State (Chicago: C. H. Kerr and Co., 1902). 



127 

Peter Aaby convincingly challenged Engels' explanation for 

the subordination of women by arguing that in fact, the domestication 

of animals took place at the same time as the cultivation of crops. 

He therefore questions why animals became more important than crop 

production. In Aaby's view, women became subordinated because of 

men's desire to control labor. Women as the producers of children, 

and therefore of labor, could not go in search of people to produce 

laborers for them. This was left to the men and hence their eventual 

control of women in the attempt to control labor for the reproduction 

. of material conditions. Aaby argues that this control was done by 

social groups which wished to expand their labor resources rather than 

by individuals, and as the objet. of the expansion women ended by 

being controlled as the result of seeking protection.
2 

Neither Engels 

nor Aaby adequately explain exactly how women lost power cr when this 

happened. Essentially, their explanation is &historical. The ques-

tion of the origins of women's subordination therefore continues to 

be raised and discussed. It is sufficient to note here that this 

question is a dynamic one and varies from place to place over time; 

for this reason, it is imperative that the status of women be placed 

in context, which in our case is that of Kipsigis women in the 

colonial period. 

The problem of women in a colonial structure, and of African 

women in particular, is one that has been raised time and again. 

2Peter Aaby, Critique of Anthropology, Special Issue on 
Women, 1977. 
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Missionaries and their followers, plus colonial apologists, maintain 

that colonialism not only raised the standard of living of Africans 

but was particularly helpful for the African woman because it liber- 

ated her from cultural taboos such as circumcision, among other things. 

This view was supported by some field interviews, especially when some 

uf the people interviewed were heavily influenced by the Christian 

church in the area. In this chapter, an attempt will be made to show 

that the material conditions of a person are a better index of that 

individual's status in society than his or per perceived position. 

The opinion of some of the more recent studies of African women in 

the colonial period depict a situation in which the economic status 

of women deteriorates as a result of colonialism. Hafkin and Bay in 

their introduction to their edited study entitled Women in Africa  

assert very boldly, "Colonialism actually had a retarding effect on 

African women; they experienced a substantial lose in their economic 

status." 3 Another essay in this study on the position of women in 

Accra's Ca-section in the colonial period shows that economic condi-

tions worsened for women who in the pre-colonial period controlled 

the financial resources of their families. In this trading community, 

men and women customarily worked together at the production level, 

especially at fishing, but the women took the goods to the markets 

and gave their men what they thought was their share and used the rest 

to supply family needs; but "in the current situation where men are 

3Nancy J. Makin and Edna G. Bay, eds., Women in Africa 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1976), p. 15. 
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bringing in salaries whose size they often hide from their wives, the 

women are often wholly ignorant of the market value of their husbands 

skilled labor or literate skills, so they have no way of estimating 

the men's income."
4 

In a study of (owe women in Western Kenya, Margaret Hay tells 

us that in this community, in the colonial period, men went out as 

migrant laborers and the women were left to support themselves, their 

families and the men whose salaries were too low to meet their subsis-

tence requirements at the work place. According to hay, these wocon 

coped well by experimenting with new labor-saving techniques and new 

crops, such as maize, to keep their families alive.
5 

The burden 

placed upon their shoulders cannot be overestimated as only their 

labor was available to support families who in the pre-colonial period 

were supported by the labor of both men and women in the society. 

Any conclusion about what happened to Kipsigis women in the 

colonial period requires that their conditions in the pre-colonial 

period be examined in order to provide a basis for comparison. The 

Kipsigis economy of the pre-colonial period was based on self-

sufficient family production without much involvement in production 

2xchange. By the time the "long distance trade" was in evidence 

among the Kipsigis in the 19th century, the Kipsigis were largely 

concerned with barter trade and this only periodically. In fact, 

after colonialism had set in and Indian traders had set up stores in 

4
Ibid., p. 122. 	

s
Ibid. 
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Kipsigis areas around 1917, the Kipsigis used barter trade. When 

they brought salt and other commodities from Indian shops in the 

period before 1920, they exchanged firewood for salt or other things 

such as sugar.
6 The self-sufficient pre-colonial mode of production 

of the Kipsigis was based mainly on the family farm production of 

grain and vegetables but also of animal products. 

There is a difference of opinion among the Kipsigis about how 

much farm work was performed by men in the pre-colonial period. One 

opinion is that men did no farm work unless they were little boys or 

old men who could not participate in herding the cattle, defending the 

community or going out to raid neighbors for more animals.
7 

According 

to this opinion, men's labor time was taken up by raiding, defending 

the community, and herding; and when they were not busy at these 

activities, men were busy practicing for these activities since they 

required extreme physical fitness. The practice called Kambaget was 

some type of sports competition with activities like thrwing knives 

and spears over trees. There was a lot of singing and dancing during 

these occasions and Kipsigis male dancing consisted of jumping up and 

down, which in itself was a tiring physical fitness exercise. 8  An 

alternative viewpoint is that men cleared the land and women ploughed, 

6 Interview with Kiplang'at Arap Too, Kosionek, Buret, 3 July 

7 Interview with Josiah Arap Korir, Litein, Buret, 31 March 

8 Interview with Kiplangat Arap Kogo, Kericho, Belgut, 4 July 

1978. 

1978. 

1978. 
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planted and did the rest of the work (including the harvesting) on 

their own.
9 

Yet another viewpoint is that same families kept two 

separate gardenb for food crops. In this case, a man did all the 

clearing of the land and then he ploughed, planted, weeded and har-

vested his own section while his wife and children worked on a differ-

ent piece. The man's farm was called imbaretab mosop, while the 

woman's or the family farm was called kabungut. It was generally 

accepted that the crop from the man's farm would be used for brewing 

beer to entertain his friends and for family festivities.
10 

In 

effect, it was a crop stored for energency purposes in case the crop 

from the family store ran out. This was particularly useful in 

polygamous families as the husband's crop was under his control, and 

he could give it to whichever wife needed help without causing a 

quarrel among the wives, as would be the case if all the crop had 

been stored together.
11 

Quite often the crop from the man's garden 

was not used up before the next harvest; in such a situation, this 

crop was exchanged for a cow, goat or chickens, depending upon the 

size of the harvest left at the harvest season of another crop. The 

woman's harvest was primarily for the family subsistence. If there 

was a surplus, the woman disposed of it as she wished. If she chose 

to give it away to relatives and friends, she usually could do so 

9
Interview with Kiptoo Arap Kirui, Sotik, Buret, 3 March 1978. 

10
Interview with Tolonyi Arap Koske, Chebang'ang', Belgut, 

8 March 1978. 

11
This seems to be the view of the majority of those 

interviewed. 



132 

without any consultation with her husband, provided that she did not 

go to him later to complain that she had run out of food for herself 

and her children. Sometimes women used the surplus crop to buy ani-

mals, and here we find a difference of opinion on ha* much control 

women had over animals acquired in this manner. Some people main-

tain that animals bought from the surplus crop of a woman's harvest 

belonged to her. She bought them on her own and she could dispose of 

them in any way without any consultation with the husband.
12 

A more 

prevalent view, however, is that no matter how a woman acquired her 

animals before or after marriage, she could not dispose of these ani-

mals without the consent of her husband because a man was supposed to 

be in control of all the animals of the household. If a MAXI needed to 

dispose of any of the woman's animals, she had to agree to this before 

he could do so, otherwise her family and sometimes his family would 

intervene on her behalf. A man raising problems about the disposal 

of his wife's animals usually lost respect among his friends and 

neighbors, which most men wanted to avoid. 

As land was not scarce in pre-colonial Kipsigis society, even 

the division of land between • husband and wife or wives still left 

enough land for the animals to graze on. A man acquired land for him-

self and his family simply by clearing it or by building a house on a 

piece of land with the consent of the elders in the area. After this 

the land belonged to him for as long as he used it. When land was not 

12Interview with Julia Tapkurkoi, Cheborge, Buret, 28 April 
1978. 
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in use, it belonged to a community as a whole and anyone from that 

community was allowed to use it for any purposes. With the onset of 

colonialism, the division of farming land between a man and his wife 

or wives tended to disappear. One of the problems raised was that of 

the shortage of land. Land in the district was alienated for settler 

farming and for commercial tea firms as well as that which was desig-

nated Crown Land. This put pressure on land availability and espe-

cially on land for cattle grazing. Individual ownership of land had 

become common among the Kipsigis by the 1930s, long before the indi-

vidualization of land ownership arose in many other parts of Kenya.
13 

Indeed, many Kipsigis people were forced to move to settler farms as 

squatters in order to find pasture for their animals. As land was now 

owned by individual men, women were made dependent upon them for land 

to farm. It is true that before this, the women had depended on the 

men f 	land to farm because the men cleared the land and therefore 

owned it, but in this early era and was plentiful and its value not 

so high as to make une dependent upon the "owner" of it. More impor-

tant than the individualization of land in favor of men, therefore 

giving them more economic power over women, were the relationships 

resulting from new uses of land. 

One of the new uses of land that developed from the intrusion 

of colonialism, one which significantly altered not only the relation-

ships between men and women but also those existent in the whole 

13
See Chapter II. 
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Klpsigis society, was the introduction of maize production. Maize, 

arbitrarily introduced into, the district, became a crop grown by both 

men and women, unlike the pre-colonial period food production which 

was usually in the hands of women. Maize production was, however, 

controlled by men from the start. Maize was grown only as a cash 

crop until about the middle of the 1920s, and the money obtained from 

its sale normally went to pay taxes in this early part of the colonial 

period. In these early years of the colonial era, also, the men 

marketed the maize crop to Indians at trading centers or across 

Kipsigis borders, although women sometimes helped to carry the maize 

to the trading centers. By the 1930s and particularly in the later 

part of that decade when the Kipsigis had begun to eat maize meal, 

a man planted his own farm of maize primarily for sale while the woman 

produced the family crop in keeping with tradition. Being the one 

also responsible for the cooking and preparation of food, it became 

her problem to see that she had enough food in storage to last to the 

next harvest sea3on.
14 

As maize assumed an important market and sub-

sistence value in Kipsigis households, especially in monogamous 

families which were the commonest type in the community, one major 

farm for the whole family tended to develop. This trend arose out 

of the fact that men needed extra labor to produce enough maize to 

sell for all the needs that arose out of the net market economy of the 

colonial era. Also, as the community increased its range of 

14Interview with Kipkorir Arap Maswai, Boita, Buret, 15 May 
1978. 
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purchasable goods, the demand for more labor increased accordingly. 

It became more Important to control the family labor than it had been 

in the pre-colonial days. For example, although at harvest time the 

crop was divided into the man's store &no that of his wife, she ceased 

to have the right to dispose of any food crop not used up by the 

family by the beginning of another harvest season. It appears that 

the crop was divided into the different stores in an effort to ensure 

an adequate food supply for the family. As demands for money expanded 

and as maize contInu.4 to be the basic marketable commodity (aside 

from animals, which many were reluctant to sell), even the surplus 

food crop from the woman's store went to the market and the man kept 

and controlled this money on behalf of the whole family. The women's 

one method of acquiring property, i.e., in terms of animals which 

they bought in exchange for surplus farm produce in the pre-colonial 

years, was no longer possible. 

As the whole family became involved in earning money for 

various activities, as well as producing for their own subsistence, 

men came to control both the labor of the family and the money they 

earned. Very little time was left for the wife to be involved in 

activities that could earn her an independent income. Even in such 

traditionally male-oriented areas as cattle-tending, the labor was 

now shared almost equally by women. In the pre-colonial era when 

the animals were allowed to wander far and wide in the care of the 

men and boys, even milking was done by men. With the limitation 

and individualization of land and therefore restriction of animals 



'E/1/231/DVVN2 SI 

lanai pTolpsnoq aql ls 2ocorT alp ToIluo2 fp 0990 V 99A a2alp 'pauaddwq 

sTql vs pus uollonpoid zaA2sm oluT pa/Toomey* SuTaq 9WA 2cuppl aTaq3 

lsql 9WA sT2TsON aql 2o; ma/goad ay/ 	-3a112wm w q2ns ;o a3uasqs aql 
SI 

lano siauolssImmo2 32121sTp ;o sluTwidmoo alp gq paupp 	v pol2ad 

IsTuolo, Pq2 lnoq9nollp &rivet 9WA asaql 20; lal2vm aqa lnq luamon 

alp ;o To2lu0* a43 2apun pauTsmal aToqn aql uo saTqw1a2aA -paTTo2luo2 

aim auwoaq pa,npoiluT 929A A9141 119MA 9A0D 909111 pl19 '2alpeal 2uTuuel 

20; peen a2a^ elpsq asoqm 'saa21 aillsm '42Tunmm= alp ;o TwATAans 

alp ol TwIluassa luimo2aq 41212Tnb sirp. Aauom alaqft Amouo2a laA2wm 

p9A/OAUI a2om pus 02002 91139294 Llaipos alp es panuiwo2 'poliad Ts1uoTo2 

aql uT azTem 2ano via; le2T; 'uamon sT9Tsdu Aq /amid 2TMOUODD ;o 

seol 61 141 'sallissaDau Sulmopaq hivinb aaam 2wql "21a 'ulneled 

'2w2ns , 1Tws alTqA p9111392 SW ipnv sp002 samnsuoD molosnoq zap Anq 

(23 pain aq wino Aauom sTql sw aJTA aql Jo wed aq3 uo aouapuadapul 

IsTzuleuil ;my as 	lou PIP  17 'ploy aq mno2 IITTm amos ualpt uan3 

.pTos aq ol nal Onoua mopTas SPA 92941 q8noq31, '31 Has pino2 

549 1117m 11141 lo Ault pans, arpm aq1 31 'ATTtom; Pus arTA aql 2o; ITIPM 

--AlTlusnb 2a1T2va aql ;Twq u.t swat ATIwnsn--ATIm 2uTu5na alp allqA 

, (aTirs so; 417 liv42) puirqsnq alp 1o; sww A/Tm Suluzom aql sammw; 

loom uT 'Toxluo, pwq us m aql 421411 zano 611pommo2 gasp s amwoaq 

41TW 'Asp aql 2uTznp a132s, zalp palooT oqm sioq aql pea; ol 43117O 

-Tsuods52 ITalp sm. 31 pus •OuTuaita 543 u7 dn sTsisquw asaqa palpoT 

howl !aillso Jo tuTATTm alp 49A0 4001 *lemon 	9.2aumo 542 01 

9E1 



137 

effectively in order to satisfy the market and also to ensure that 

subsistence production was maintained. An example of this can be 

found in the organization of the family labor when smallholder tea 

production was introduced in the late 1950. and the 1960s. 

As observed in Chapter V above, the labor of the whole family 

was mobilized for the regular production of marketable goods, subsis-

tence and for the production of tea in those families where tea was 4  

grown. Most of the tea growers did not have sufficient labor within 

their households so they hired people either on a day-to-day basis or 

on a monthly arrangement. Where the laborers were casual, the wives 

were expected both to cook for them and to work on the maize farms as 

well as perform other household duties. Where the laborer or laborers 

were resident and cooked for themselves, the wives were expected to 

give them their food rations. Although hired laborers sometimes 

helped in such "female" chores as milking cows or taking maize to 

grinding mills, women in these households were basically overworked.
16 

It is significant to note that tea production arrived in Kipsigis 

households as a male-owned crop. It was generally understood that the 

man in the household was owner of the tea farm and that he devoted his 

energy there while his wife and children did the support work to keep 

the family alive. The significance lies in the fact that tea was a 

cash crop only and the money from this crop would naturally go into 

the control of the man, the owner of the crop. This trend, set in 

16/nterview with Josiah Arap Korir, Litein, Buret, 31 March 
1978. 
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motion by the intradnction of maize and a money-oriented economy that 

came with colonialism, was strengthened as the society became more 

market-oriented (in the sense that more household goods were being 

obtained from the market as opposed to being made at home). Cloth, 

salt, hoes and household utensils, among other things, were practi-

cally all being bought from the stores by the 19406. 17  For women, 

this meant dependence on the menfolk for almost all of their material 

goods as men controlled the sources of money for the household. This 

was a definite change from the colonial period when women provided 

these things for themselves and men had no direct responsibility for 

how they were obtained or in what quantities. 

Apart from the control of cash crops, the land and the 

market by men in the colonial period, there were other developments 

during this period that caused women to be less competitive in the 

colonial economy. This was particularly true in the case of educa-

tion. When Western education was introduced into Kenya, women were 

not the first to be allowed the "privilege" of going to school. The 

enrollment of Kipsigis boys and girls in schools in the district 

in the colonial period shows that there were very few girls in the 

schools compered to boys. In 1920, for example, there were 14 mis-

sionary schools in Kericho district with a total enrollment of 

286 boys and only 70 girls.
18 

This disparity did not alter much 

17
Interview with Amos Chemaner, Litein, Buret, 1 April 1978. 

18
KNA.DC/KER/1/3. 1946. 
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during the colonial period. In fact, while a government-run elementary 

school for boys was opened in 1926, there was none for girls in the 

whole district until 1946.
19 The major purpose of educating Africans 

in the colonial period was to train a clerical group that would man the 

administration, end there were enough men for this. The Kipsigis them-

selves, however, have their own explanations for why girls did not go 

to school in as large numbers as the boys. 

It is argued that boys were sent to school in earlier years 

and not girls because it was expected that the boys would be employed 

outside their homes after being educated. Parents feared that if 

girls were educated, they would go away from home to work and would 

not return to be married and be like other women in the society. 20 

It was also felt that since girls would eventually be married, their 

education would not benefit the parentz since once married these girls 

and all their activities "belonged" to their husbands and the families 

of the husbands. For this reason, it was better to invest in educat-

ing boys as they did not Leave their homes as a result of marriage. 21 

It has to be understood that any salaried employment was supposed to 

benefit the wnole family and not only the person working and earning 

this money. The day-to-day duties of a woman - -fetching fuel, water 

and vegetables, grinding wimbi into flour, cooking for the family and 

191WA.DC/KERJ1/3. 1946. 
20 Interview with Solomon Arap Rote, Lalagik, Buret, 22 Nay 1978. 
21 Interview with Kipkimi Arap Kenduiwa, Kapkatet, Buret, 

5 July 1978. 
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looking after young Children, along with other jobs like working on 

the farm, preparing gourds for the storage of milk or making skin 

cloth for herself and her children--took a Lot of time, and women who 

had daughters expected help with these duties. For this reason, girls 

were kept at home rather than sent to school .
22 

Education for women 

therefore lagged behind that for men. What this meant for women was 

that they were kept out of salaried employment, thus reducing their 

chances of earning money of their own. The wives of educated men had 

no control over their husband's income. 

Women in colonial Kipsigis society became dependent upon men 

for their material necessities while their labor became more controlled 

by men. This in itself brought a deterioration in their economic 

status.
23 

What about other aspects of Kipsigis women's lives? A 

question is raised as to whether quality of (or lack of) access to the 

means of production necessarily correlates with social equality between 

sexes.
24 

In examining the status of women, Millings notes that 

22
Interview with Jane Rono, Sosiot, Belgut, 10 July 1978. 

23"Economic status" is used here to refer to the economic 
position of women in relation to their husbands and to men in general. 
Although Kipsigis women were not economically independent in the pre-
colonial period, in the sense that they worked with their families 
to maintain households, they had control over some aspects of their 
economic lives, and this control was lost during the colonial period. 
It had been possible for women to acquire clothing, utensils and evea 
goats or cows by working in teams with other women and using farm 
proAucts in exchange for these things. In the colonial period some of 
the ways in which women could acquire possessions and most household 
goods had to come from the market. Money then came and left house-
holds through men, making women dependent on men. 

24
Esther Mulling., in Hafkin and Bay, Women in Africa. 
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although there were in pre-colonial African societies situations where 

women had equal access to the means of production, men still dominated 

in status and political roles. She defines this lack of political and 

25 
social equality as asymmetry. 	There is evidence of asymmetry both 

in pre-colonial and colonial Kipsigis society. 

Although women in the pre-colonial period had more access to 

the means of production and land, and had more control over their 

products in the sense that they could dispose of the products of their 

labor (such as food crops or any animals they themselves bought), they 

had less political power in the community as a whole. They also were 

given inferior social status. Local communities were governed by the. 

decisions of the elders of those communities called Kokwet elders. 

The elders were all men and when public meetings were held for discus-

sions and everyone was allowed to air their views, women were usually 

constrained by the fact that they were treated as outsiders to the 

whole scene. Women were allowed to speak, but usually without raising 

their voices or standing. Usually a man would then tell the whole 

gathering what the woman was trying to say.
26 

It is no wonder then 

that women hardly spoke at such meetings. Of course, not being repre-

sented on the council of elders, they took no part in the decision 

making. The institution of the orkoiyot which governed Kipsigis 

political life in the 19th century was all male. The orkoiyot, along 

25
Ibid. 

26 Interview with Jona Arap Kirui, Belgut, 20 July 1978. 
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with male members of his clan, was supposed to have supernatural 

powers, while women from those clans had none. There also were taboos 

which restricted women's activities. Women were not allowed to eat 

with men tn nese they started to imagine that they were equal, although 

the real reason may have to be sought beyond this. Women were not 

allowed to drink alcohol. They prepared the beer for the men and 

supplied them with warm water to pour into the beer as men sat around 

beer pots to drink, but they could not sit and drink with them. If 

anyone felt like giving them any of the beer, they were supposed to 

take it to their houses with them and after cooking and feeding the 

children, they would drink it just before going to sleep. Unless 

a woman was directly involved in preparing the beer, she was not 

allowed anywhere near the scene of drinking unless she was particu-

larly old.
27 

Social pressure ensured that this practice was main-

tained. In the pre-colonial era a woman meeting a man walking had to 

be careful to walk on his left-hand side. A man was allowed to beat 

a woman disobeying this rule. The reason for this was that men 

usually walked around armed with spears or bows and arrows in their 

right hands. Because most of the weapons had poisoned ends which 

needed only to scratch a person to cause death, it was dangerous for 

women and children to be close to these weapons.
28 

In order to avoid 

accidents, therefore, women were to walk on a man's left. This 

27
Interview with Tolonyi Arap Kenduiwa, Cheborge, Buret, 

19 March 1978. 

28
Interview with Josiah Arap Korir, Litein, Belgut, 31 March 

1978. 
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practice disappeared during colonialism, mainly because no one was 

allowed to carry weapons. There was less restriction regarding what 

type of food women could eat in the pre-colonial era, but women 

were permitted to eat only meat from the backbone of any animals 

slaughtered, while men ate meat from the legs and thighs. The 

rationale for this was that men used a lot more energy than women. 

Whether men were practicing for raiding, actually defending the com-

munities or raiding neighbors, it was felt they needed to eat the more 

fatty meat in order to gain extra energy which was not thought neces-

sary for women's "lighter" duties of working on farms and domestic 

work.
29 

It is not clear, however, how far such a rule could be 

observed as women did the actual cooking of the food, although most 

Kipsigis people insist that this was treated as a taboo and needed no 

enforcement. It was understood and obeyed. 

Most of the political and social practices that kept women 

inferior to men in the colonial period disappeared gradually. There 

were certainly many more women drinking by the 1950s. The restriction 

over what type of meat women could eat also disappeared. Evidently, 

as the number of animals a family owned decreased due to the various 

economic demands of the colonial period, fewer households slaughtered 

their own animals for personal consumption. Rather, the tendency was 

to buy meat from meat stores which were built at trading centers. 

Thus, whatever piece of meat was bought was shared by the family 

29
Interview with Tapkili Lang at, Belgut, 1 September 1978. 
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because the luxury of having a whole goat or cow to pick and choose 

what section of the meat to eathad disappeared. The political powers 

of the Kokwet elders and the orkoiyot  were replaced by colonial 

administrators who were also all men. There were no women chiefs, 

sub-chiefs or subheadmen in the whole district throughout the colonial 

era. One pont:cal power group was therefore replaced by another, but 

a less familiar one as far as the women were concerned. In the 

nationalist politics of the 1950. and 1960s, women in the district 

ran for no political office, thus emphasizing the pc= that political 

decisions were not in the control of women either in the pre-colonial 

period or during colonialism. Those families who were associated with 

the church developed the habit of eating with their wives and families, 

and this gradually spread to other people in the community. Alla 

apparent family equality did not necessarily arise out of any church 

doctrine. It seems to have arisen out of the culture of the Europeans 

who ate together as a family. 

A rather curious aspect of the male-female relationship of the 

Kipsigis people in the colonial period was the exodus of Kipsigis 

women to towns unaccompanied by their husbands. Some of these women 

are to be found in Kericho while some are still living in Nairobi. In 

fact these women abandoned their husbands and went to live in towns, 

apparently without any plans of returning to their husbands. It 

appears that the worsening economic ccnditions for women in the rural 

areas as a result of colonialism drove these women out of their homes. 

Land was becoming less available; their labor was controlled more and 
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more by their husbands; and to buy the things they needed for the 

stores, they had to rely on their husbands for money. Most of these 

women who went into towns sought jobs, bought clothes and utensils, 

then returned to their homes and bought cows that they kept with their 

relatives, which seems to lend credence to the view that these women 

were attempting to improve their own material conditions by going away 

to look for salaried jobs. The Kipsigis, however, have their own 

explanations for the exodus of their women to the towns in the colonial 

period. 

One view is that the exodus of Kipsigis women to the towns in 

the colonial period was not new and has continued to the post-colonial 

era. What was peculiar to the colonial years was that the process was 

more intensified than in the years before. According to this explana-

tion, women ran away from their husbands and went to the towns because 

they were ill-treated by their husbands or because of misunderstandings 

in the families. Before the emergence of towns in the colonial era, 

these women ran away to the Maasai and Gusii, but after the appearance 

of towns they chose to go there because they expected to get jobs. 

This was more promising than going off to the Maasai or the Gusii where 

one ended up as a wife with no certainty that life would be better 

there than at home.
30 

Yet another reason for the exodus of women to 

the towns, some Kipsigis people maintain, lay in the fact that 

colonialism brought cotton cloth and other attractive goods to the 

30
Interview with Martha Kurgat, Belgut, 21 September 1978. 
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towns: because some women wanted these goods but could not earn the 

money to purchase these things while at home, they went to the towns 

to try and earn this money.
31 

Kipsigis marriage arrangements have 

also been blamed for causing women to leave home. Often marriage 

partners were selected by parents of the girl. In fact there were a 

few cases where a very young girl of below marriage age was tradi-

tionally married to a man in return for some material goods as bride 

price. Such a girl stayed with her parents until she was old enough 

to be married and then she was taken to her husband. The Kipsigis 

call this practice kibworeito lakwet.  It is felt that some of the 

women in such arrangements ran away because they disliked their 

husbands.
32 

Husbands whose wives ran away to towns could demand return of 

the bride price given to the woman's parents. Whether the bride price 

was to be returned, however, depended on the situation of each indi-

vidual case. if a woman had children with her husband, the bride 

price was not refunded. There is no evidence of children taken to 

towns by Oeserrtng wives. Sometimes if the family of the woman and 

that of her husband were friendly, in spite of the marriage breakdown, 

they still considered themselves relatives and hoped that the women 

woulc one day return and in that case no bride price was refunded. 

To get back the bride price, a deserted husband and his family had to 

31Interview with Tuiya Korir, Belgut, 12 August 1978. 

32Interview with Toroitich Chums, Buret, 6 March 1978. 
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call elders together, discuss the case and let the elders decide 

whether or not he should have his bride price back.
33 

In fact, some 

of these women who returned to their home areas after several years in 

the towns went back to their husbands and took whatever property they 

brought from the towns with them to their husbands' homes.
34 

Any 

children born in towns out of other unions returned with their mothers 

to the matrimonial homes of these women and were entitled to the same 

privileges as those of other children in the home, including being 

provided with pieces of land to farm and build houses on, in the case 

of boys. Girls born in towns and returning with their motners to the 

mother's hughand were later married with the dowry going to these nen 

just as if they were their own children. 35  

Some practices of pre-colonial Kipsigis life seem to have 

declined in the colonial period even though there is no obvious reason 

for this. One of these is the practice of wealthy old women getting 

themselves female spouses. If a woman owned large herds of cattle and 

her husband died before they had any children and she could not have 

any children because of any physical disability or age, she was 

allowed to "marry" a young women who could have children. Bride price 

was paid, as in any other marriage, but although the "wife" woman was 

expected to have children with relatives of the dead man, there was 

33
Interview with Taplelei Kurgat, Boito Buret, 1- March 1978. 

34
Interview with Kipruto Suge, Kericho, Belgut, 18 July 1978. 

35
Interview with Kositarny Munai, Chang'koi, Belgut, 19 July 

1978. 
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no attempt to enforce this. The children then inherited the cattle 

and any other property of the "husband" 	an and her dead husband. 

If a family had only daughters and wanted heirs, usually one of the 

girls and often the youngest was not allowed to get married but was 

expected to have children who were considered to be her parents' 

children.
36 

These practices no doubt still exist although apparently at 

a much more reduced level judging from the fact that in 1978 in Belgut 

and Buret, people said that these practices existed although they 

could not remember when they had last heard of then. Most people knew 

people born out of these types of arrangements, but most of them were 

adults in their forties or fifties. There was, however, one marriage 

between a woman and another woman for the purposes of getting an heir 

in Buret in 1977. 

The "husband" of this marriage is Taprandich, a women who was 

born and raised in Buret. According to her, she got pregnant before 

she was ready to get married in the sense that she was still uncircum-

cised at the onset of pregnancy. This was about 1920 and in those 

days the incidence of pregnancy before marriage was very rare; society 

usually ostracized such a woman and she had a hard time getting a 

husband. Even the one that made her pregnant was not allowed to marry 

her. If the girl happened also to be uncircumcised, this was then 

considered to be a violation of some taboo and the child was killed at 

36
Interview with Cheborge Turgut, Kapkatet, Bur,t, 5 June 1978. 
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birth or given away before the mother saw it. Taprandich's baby girl, 

who should have been killed according to tradition, did not get killed 

because Tsprandich went to the nearby mission hospital and had the 

baby there and then left the child with the missionaries to look after 

while she went back to her parents. The missionaries insisted on 

keeping this child to save it from certain death that faced it had 

Taprandich taken it back to her parents. Taprandich herself was 

afraid of taking the child to her parents and since the missionaries 

had other children collected for the same reasons as hero, she decided 

to leave her baby there. She could have stayed at the mission, too, 

but she felt that she had already upset her parents by her pregnancy 

and hoped to make amends by staying with them and finding someone to 

marry her to give her parents a bride price. 

After two years, however, Taprandich could not find a husband 

although she had gone through circumcision during this period and all 

the cleansing rites necessary to rid her of the evil of giving birth 

before being initiated. She was told by her parents and other people 

that while her child stayed alive no one would marry her and she was 

advised to kill the child. She went to the mission station with the 

poison given to her and, after staying with the child for two days, 

she fed her the poison and left, expecting her to die. The child 

Later vomited the poison and did not die. Taprandich, however, even-

tually got married to Arap Chapkwony as his first wife, and he paid 

the necessary bride price. After many years with her, however, he 

married • second woman and then a third, because Taprandich could not 
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have children. The two later wives had children. Taprandich still 

lived with her husband and should have felt childless because her 

husband had these other children from the two later marriages. Tap. 

randich's child left at the mission had also grown up, married and had 

chLldren of her own whom Taprandich visited and related to as a grand-

mother. Her daughter gave her whatever material goods she needed. In 

any case Taprandich had her own cattle and felt that she needed chil-

dren of her own to give the cattle to, so she decided to get a wife. 

Traditionally this would not have been permitted because she lived 

with a husband who had children, but because of the relaxation of 

social pressure over such matters as a result of the infrequency of 

such marriages, Taprandich was able to get a wife. Her husband 

approved and they all lived on Taprandich's husband's land. Tapran-

dich's wife had one child by 1978, the time of the interview, and 

expected to have more.
37 

This tradition and perhaps many others are 

no longer commonly practiced, apparently because of new customs and 

attitudes that came in with colonialism, the Christian church and 

Western thought. There is no evidence that anyone has deliberately 

tried to destroy these traditions. 

In summary, with the coming of a monetarized economy in which 

men came to control the crops for sale as well as the marketing 

arrangements, women became dependent upon their husbands. This depen-

dence increased as more household goods and other necessities such as 

37
Interview with Taprandich Cheres, Litein, Buret, 30 March 

1978. 
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hoes became obtainable only from the marketplace on payment of cash. 

It is true that by the 1940. Kipsigis women were selling agricultural 

goods at the market, but these were usually vegetables that earned 

very little money compared to what their husbands could earn through 

the sale of milk, maize and tea in later years. Wage labor also was 

a male domain and when men participated in migrant labor, which in the 

case of the Kipsigis took the form of squatter labor, the women took 

over the burden of getting food for their families at home, and some-

times for those men who were away. The wages of a migrant laborer 

were not sufficient for his subsistence, especially as his wages were 

also needed to pay for those household goods that could be obtained 

only from the market as well as to pay taxes and school fees for the 

children. This in itself drives home the point that capitalism in a 

,.olonial economy is more exploitative than in a full-fledged capital-

ist economy: in the latter case, capitalist wages may not be suffi-

cient to pay for the household labor of the wife but they can buy 

other daily necessities like clothes, food and so on, whereas in 

colonial capitalism, the wages are so low as to make a salaried 

laborer unable to pay for his subsistence, let alone that of his family. 

Instead, the family has to contribute to his upkeep. It may seem 

uneconomic for the laborer to continue work, but this is understood 

only by considering the fact that there are so few avenues for getting 

cash that people would work for low wages just to be able to buy some 

of the things they need and to pay taxes and school fees. While the 

economic changes of the colonial period are more fundamental and seem 
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to have affected women in adverse ways, there are other aspects of 

life that changed whose positive or negative value in the lives of 

the Kipsigis is difficult to assess but which do represent a depar - 

cure from an earlier era. 
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CHAPTLA VII 

THE IMPACT OF CAPITALIST PENETRATION ON THE 

KIPSIGIS SOCIAL STRUCTURE 

This chapter is a conclusion to the study of the penetration 

of capitalism in its various forms into the Kipsigis country in the 

colonial period. The focus of the study has been the linkages evolv-

ing out of the interaction of colonial capitalism with the Kipsigis 

social structures of the colonial period. The study has also examined 

the changing social relations among the Kipsigis as a result of 

colonial capitalism. The central thesis of the dissertation Is that 

the coming of colonialism in its varied manifestations caused some 

changes in the Kipsigis social structure. Central among these changes 

was the development of a market-oriented rural group of producers. 

Not only did the crops grown by rural dwellers change with colonialism 

in order to meet the market requirements, but the producers themselves 

became differentiated as they became more involved in the monetary 

economy ushered in by colonialism. This chapter will attempt to 

analyze the social differentiation that developed in the Kipsigis 

countryside in the colonial period by first looking at the effects of 

colonial capitalism on the Kipsigis people in general and then by 

examining the development of social differentiation. 

The Kipsigis of Belgut and Buret areas chosen for this study 

were relatively unaffected by pre-colonial merchant capital when 
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compared to some other East African peoples, such as the Kamba of 

Kenya, Nyamwezi of Tanzania or Uganda of Uganda, who were more exten-

sively involved in the "long distance trade" of the pre-colonial 

period. Although merchant capital had entered Belgut and Buret by the 

time of colonization in 1895, its effects were comparatively insigni-

ficant. An example of this is the fact that goods sold by merchants, 

such as cotton cloth, beads, copper wire, and so on, were still 

regarded as ornaments by the Kipsigis as late as 1917 when the colo-

nial administration was making attempts to force the Kipsigis into a 

monetary economy. As discussed in Chapter II, the colonial government 

employed extra-economic methods to force the Buret-Belgut Kipsigis 

people to be involved in a monetary economy. Taxation, corporal 

punishment, fines, imprisonment and threats were used by colonial offi-

cials to varying extents in the earlier years of colonialism. It was 

necessary to involve the Kipsigis in a money-oriented economy because 

only by doing so could the Kipsigim be made to contribute their labor 

or farm surplus to the colonial process. The imposition of colonial 

rule in Kenya brought with it a white settler farming community, 

foreign owned plantations, and an influx of merchants. The Kipsigis 

were affected by all these. 

White settlement in Kericho district on the onset of colonial-

ism 	land to be alienated from the Kipsigis in favor of the 

settlers. The result was a land shortage for the Kipsigis, especially 

for the grazing of animals. The shortage of land for individual 

family use, which by the 1940s had developed into a crisis as evidenced 
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by the numerous court cases by claimants of various land acreages, 

forced the Ripsigis to enclose land for individual family use in an 

attempt to overcome the consequences of the shortage of land. Plan-

tation agriculture also caused alienation of land, further aggravat-

ing the shortage of land for the Kipsigis. However, the plantations 

also employed large numbers of people from outside the Kipsigis area. 

As the plantations grew only tea and no food crops, they had to rely 

on the Kipsigis for food supplies, which encouraged the maize produc-

tion forced upon the Kipsigis by the colonial government. The shift 

to maize production from %Arabi involved large sectors of Kipsigis 

society in a market economy. The merchants who entered Kipsigis coun-

try at the same time as colonialism further accentuated this involve-

ment in a monetary economy by bringing goods that the Kipsigis became 

accustomed to bu-jing and which later totally replaced their own 

"traditional" products such as clothing, household utensils, tools, 

and so on. 

Colonial Capitalism and the Rural  
Kipsigis Social Structure  

At the advent of colonialism, Kipsigis society was largely 

undifferentiated but the market-oriented economy uf the colonial 

period led to the development of a differentiated rural society. In 

pre-colonial (or pre-capitalist) Ripsigia society, people produced 

goods essentially for their own use and exchanged only periodically, 

such as in times of famine or when they needed things they did not 

produce themselves, such as hoes. External exchange was not essential 
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the owner to collect his animals without leaving any behind. In this 

way, those who did not have any animals o their own were assisted in 

accumulating some. Even if cattle were to be thought of as accumu-

lated wealth, their owners would be different from capitalist accumu-

lators because capitalist accumulators, to accumulate, use the labor 

of other people who, in turn, become dependent on this labor for their 

livelihood. This relationship has to persist for capitalism to sur-

vive. A similar relationship did not ordinarily develop between 

cattle keepers and other people in the community, especially those 

who were lent animals to herd, because very little labor was required 

to increase herds as they naturally reproduced. Where increasing of 

herds was to be done by raiding or by exchanging with food crops, the 

owners were personally responsible. Raiding, for example, was danger-

ous because of the fighting involved and meant that only those direct)/ 

interested in acquiring animals would be involved. No class of 

laborers could be expected to develop for the sole purpose of looking 

after cattle. As farm work was organised around the family and 

collective labor (see Chapter VI) whenever extra labor was necessary, 

differentiation was limited. 

With the coming of colonialism a peasantry became differen-

tiated in the Ripsigis countryside. Although the characteristics of 

the peasantry vary from place to place, "small farming families" in 

Africa are not so dissimilar from "peasants" elsewhere that they 

deserve • special term any more than African peoples and cultural 
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groups warrant the term "tribes."
2 

Teodor Shanin, in defining a 

peasantry, focuses on three major areas that he considers crucial in 

understanding any peasantry. He considers the relationship of the 

peasantry to other social groups in the society, their relationship 

to land and to the use and regulation of labor within the household. 3  

In his own words: 

The peasantry consists of small agriculturn1 producers who, 
with the help of simple equipment and the labour of their 
families, produce mainly for the fulfilment of obligations 
to the holders of political and economic power. . . . The 
profit and accumulation motives rarely appear in their pure 
and simple form, which makes the neat conceptual models of 
maximization of income, normal in a market epnomy, of most 
doubtful applicability to a peasant economy."' 

Although peasants are usually dependent upon family labor for their 

own existence, they also produce for other social groups.
5 

The sur-

plus that is produced by the peasantry is passed on to other social 

groups through various mechanisms, such as the market, tithes, rents, 

or some form of taxation. For this to take place, there has to be 

some form of control over the peasants. The Kipsigis did not have a 

central political power before colonialism. Their political system 

has been classified as stateless where political decisions were made 

2 
Lionel Cliffe, "General Observations on the Penetration of 

Capitalism," Department of Sociology, University of Dar es Salaam. 

3
Teodor, Shanin, "Peasantry as a Political Factor," in Teodor 

Shemin, ed., Peasant Societies (Harmondsworth: Hazell Watson and 
Viney, 1971), P. 240 - 

4
Ibid. 

5 Interview with Josiah Arap Korir, Litein, 31 March, 1978. 
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collectively by elders of a geographical setting. Tribute was periodi-

cally paid to the orkoik, the spiritual leaders, and often, beer was 

brewed for elders whenever they sat to settle disputes between ;ndi-

viduals or groups of people. The warring parties contribute this beer, 

and the guilty party was sometimes made to forfeit a goat or a caw, 

depending upon the magnitude of the crime to the elders. These animals 

were usually slaughtered and eaten collectively.
6 

These were institu-

tions that allowed the community to function, but there was no state 

system as we know it in the modern sense. There was no tax system, 

for example, to extract surplus from the rural dwellers or a developed 

market system to do this. Families remained self-sufficient to a large 

extent. Colonialism brought with it an alien state system whose local 

representatives, the chiefs, sub-chiefs and the administrative police, 

helped in extracting labor and surplus from rural dwellers by force or 

taxes. The introduction of new commodities on the market also led to 

a market exchange situation where surplus was extracted from rural 

dwellers through the market. 

One of the characteristics of the peasantry given by Shanin 

is that of producing for other social groups as well as for their own 

families. This characteristic doveloped in Kericho district in 

response to the conditions brought about by colonialism. Colonialism 

in Kenya brought with it white settler farmers who had a stronger 

economic base than the rural African dwellers of the time and who were 



expected to farm on large-scale farms. If they did not have the 

capital, the state bailed them out. Land was alienated on their 

behalf from Africans and sold to them at cheap prices. White settler 

farmers, because of the extensive tracts of land available to them, 

were ablz to hire labor more cheaply than was the case for, say, the 

plantation farms. This was because they alloyed the people they hired 

to make use of the extra land to graze their animals in return for 

work. In Kericho district, many Kipsigis people formed part of this 

cheap labor as a result of losing land through alienation. The Kipsi-

gis in the rural areas also produced food and sold it to settler 

farmers to feed their employees. The tea plantation companies in 

Kericho further relied on the Kipsigis rural areas to produce surplus 

food to enable them to feed the laborers on these tea estates. Admin-

istrators for the colonial government also formed a 3 c lass  " or stratum 

in the Kipsigis areas that, through various means, was able to accumu-

late property. Some of these administrators used the labor recruited 

for public works on their own farms from which they sold maize to 

Improve :heir own economic conditions.
] 

Over the years, this group 

has been joined and increased by others whose formal Western education 

enabled them to get jobs that made it possible for them to earn money 

and to own more property than was available to the average rural 

dwellers. Taxation, producing food for the market, and the vital role 

of money in Kipsigis society all came with colonialism and for this 

7
Interview with Ex-Chief Arap Tengecha, Kapkatet, Buret, 

August 1978. 
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reason we join Atieno-Odhiambo in saying, "The peasantry as an ana-

lytical category was a creation of colonialism." 8 

When Samir 	in first published his article in 1964 entitled 

"Class Struggle in Africa," it was anonymous, because in those days 

no one dared suggest that there were cl 	 in Africa, let alone 

class struggle. 9  The fifteen years since Samir Amin's article have 

.itnessed a substantial change of attitude to the point where many 

would concede to the existence of strata if not classes in the African 

society, although many people would still not accept the possibility 

of there being any class struggles in Afrtca. It is even more diffi-

cult for many people to accept that differentiation has taken place in 

rural Africa, although available evidence indicates that the rural 

dwellers in Africa are more than just a "bag of potatoes." In explain-

ing how there was no peasantry in the Belgut-Buret area in the pre-

colonial period, it has also become evident that there was no economic 

differentiation in the pre-colonial period in this area. There were 

people in the pre-colonial period who occupied special positions, such 

as the smiths, medicinemen and the orkoik,  but their positions did 

not carry with them any economic or political power that they could 

use to control the labor or property of other people in the society. 

Atieno-Odhiambo, The Paradox of Collaboration and Other  
Essays .  (Nairobi: East African Literature Bureau, 1974), p. 94. 

9Samir Amin, "Class Struggle in Africa," New Left Review,  1964. 
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them found out that they could sell it to make money for taxes and 

other things. To some people this made more sense than selling their 

cows to pay taxes as they did not want to lose all their wealth 

through taxation. In fact, many families for a long time lived on vimbi 

while they planted maize for sale. With the development of tea plan-

tations around Kericho town, a reedy market for maize was guaranteed 

for Kipsigis maize growers. By the 1940s, the Kipsigis were growing 

more maize than they could sell through the Kenya Farmers Association 

to the tea plantations and other parts of the country. This cauded 

those who owned donkeys to sell their maize across their borders to 

Nyanza and to Maasailand. The Kipsigis had always traded with these 

neighbors. The ownership of a donkey therefore improved one's economic 

position because of increasing one's range of markets plus the fact 

that the donkey could be hired out. Some farmers eventually owned 

up to ten donkeys from which they made money transporting maize for 

other farmers.
10 

Another area related to maize production which led to some 

people being economically better off than others was ownership of oxen 

and ploughs. Before maize growing, wimbi, the staple grain crop, was 

planted on small pieces of land. Maize required large areas, particu-

larly when grown for sale. People had to find ways of expanding the 

ploughed land. Family labor was utilised, but when ploughs could be 

bought which could be pulled by oxen, some people sought to own them. 

10Interview with Chuma Arap Tegutva, Kapkatet, Buret, 
15 March 1978. 
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The money for buying ploughs was obtained mainly from selling cows, 

and was sometimes supplemented by money saved from selling maize.
11 

Many more people than actually bought ploughs could have afforded to 

buy ploughs by selling their cattle, but this was a risk many people 

were unwilling to take, since it was not certain that one could make 

enough money from selling the maize to replace the cows sold.
12 

As 

many of them also realised, money obtained from selling maize could 

quite easily be used for other necessities without ever replacing the 

cattle sold. The result was that not many people bought ploughs, 

but those who did became fairly well-off because they ploughed larger 

acreages of maize and therefore sold more, and also because they hired 

out their ploughs to neighbors who paid thbm. The arrival of grinding 

mills in the district had an identical effect on the economy of the 

people as that of ploughs, both in terms of haw people acquired them 

and how they used them to own more. The Kipsigis were buying ploughs 

and flour mills as early as 1930.
13 

Trading in maize as middlemen would have allowed still more 

differentiation in rural Belgut-Buret area but this role was domi-

nated by the Indian traders. The Indians who set up shops in the 

trading centres at first waited for people to take the maize to their 

shops where they bought it and transported it to other parts of the 

11 
 interview with Arap Maswai, Sotik, Buret, 10 March 1978. 

12
Ibid. 

13
Interview with Easto Arap Kg'eny, Boito, Buret, 16 May 

1978. 
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country. In later years, they sent people with donkeys to buy maize 

directly from the growers, then loaded it on lorries and sold it else-

where.
14 

The would-be Kipsigis traders found this monopoly difficult 

to compete with and sought to throw Indians out of the villages though 

this did not remove the competition at trading centres.
15 

Maize being 

• heavy and therefore expensive commodity to transport, together with 

the Indian competition, limited the number of Kipsigis people who 

could successfully be involved in it. In the 050s, the Kipsigis of 

Buret attempted to form a cooperative whose purpose, among others, was 

to buy and sell maize, but this was controlled by the settler community 

through the Kenya Farmers Association. This was discussed more exten-

sively in Chapter II. 

People who got government jobs usually had access to extra 

money from salaries that they could invest in their farms to better . 

their economic conditions. Among these were the chiefs, sub-chiefs, 

administrative police, and in later years, clerks of all grades. 

Teachers and agricultural officers also joined this group. This 

later group usually had some formal Western education that enabled 

them to get the jobs and allowed them a higher salary than, say, 

squatters on Europear farms cr tea pickers on the tea estates. They 

moreover had the advantage of living off their own farms (in most 

cues) and earning a salary to supplement farm family production. 

14
Interview with Isaiah Arap Mang'esoi, Kapkatet, Buret, 

15 April 1978. 

15 Interview with Edwin Munai, Chebangsang', Belgut, Septem- 
ber 1978. 
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The church, though it did not give people salaries, had an influence 

on how people organised their production on their farms. The mission 

station at Li6ein under Earl Anderson had often been cited as being as 

much involved in agricultural activities as it was in spiritual 

matters.
16 
 A few of the people who went into mission stations learned 

some trade such as carpentry, but most of them worked on mission 

farms.
17 

What was important was not being taught how to farm, because 

no major farming skill was taught and people could farm without any of 

the training that missions might have had. What was important was the 

attitudes that people acquired through the church. The Christian ethic 

of "working hard" and being successful was ingrained, and those who 

took this seriously did manage to advance considerably in the rural 

economy of Belgut and Buret. 

A major source of differentiation in Belgut and Buret came 

from the sharing of land. Land in the pre-colonial period was not 

scarce and was not owned by individuals. With colonialism, however, 

some land was alienated for European settlement, plantation tea firms, 

and also as Crown land, all of which cut down on the amount of land 

available to the Kipsigis. What eventually led to the individualiza-

tion of land, however, was the growing of maize. There was at first 

the need to protect the maize crop from the cattle and other animals, 

so people set up fences around their crops. Most of these fences 

16
Interview with John Arap Bc.lsoi, Kericho, Belgut, 14 July 

1978. 

17
Interview with Kibor Arap Chuma, Kericho, Buret, August 1978. 
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later became permanent and cut down on grazing land in particular. 

Those who did not enclose land for maize or were sway as squatters 

while this enclosing was taking place were to lose greatly when the 

enclosed land was legally recognised in the 1940s. Those with abun-

dant land were then able to grow as much maize as they wanted and 

still keep animals. Those who lost out or had only small pieces of 

land left had only limited chances of economic mobility through agri-

cultural production. 

Through maize production and ownership of ploughs and flour 

mills, trade, salaried employment differentiation on the Kipsigis 

countryside evolved with colonialism. By the early 19400 in Belgut 

and Buret, land ownership ranged irom about ten acres per family to 

over one hundred acres for the better-off families.
18 

The employment 

of labor to supplement family labor had developed by the early 1950s 

where people farming large acreages of land needed extra labor for 

which they could afford to pay. The employment of labor by those 

peasants who were able to pay for it became more widespread with the 

introduction of small-scale tea in the last decade of colonialism. 

Most of the tea growers interviewed employed casual labor at the time 

of planting tea though many more hired labor which was relatively per-

manent when the tea was ready for plucking three to four years later. 

The labor hired by tea growers was usually limited to one person and 

additional labor on a daily basis whenever the work load demanded it. 

18This statistic is computed from random samples of villages 
in Buret and Belgut. 
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The employees were given cash payments in most cases although some of 

them got paid in kind such as being given maize in part payment for 

their labor. The employees usually worked closely with members of the 

family, especially the wives and whatever children were not in school. 

If the husbands, the owners of the tea, were not out seeking money 

elsewhere, they also worked with their employees on the farm. 

it must be mentioned, however, that a tiny group, in fact a 

handful of individuals who got into tea production could be called 

capitalist farmers if the amount of Labor employed is to be used as a 

yardstick. These people employed up to ten workers and in most cases 

lived away from their farms working at well-paying jobd elsewhere in 

th... country. While the average tea grower has about one acre of tea, 

some of these wealthier farmers had about ten or more acres of tea. 

The employees on these farms tended to work on their own with a super-

visor. Their interaction with the employers was limited and there 

were cases where a manager was employed to run the farm on behalf of 

the owner. There was one such farm in /Wiwi of thirteen acres of tea 

and another one in Buret with thirty-five acres.
19 

This category of 

farmers belongs more to the 1970s than to the r•-lonial period And has 

been mentioned here to illustrate that the trend in the rural Kipsigis 

area seems to be towards more land enclosure and more employment of 

labor although at a very limited level as evidenced by the scarcity 

of such farms in the area. 

19The farm in Koiwa belonged to a District Commissioner while 
the other belonged to an even higher government official. 
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Although it is the tea growers who have mainly been involved 

in employing labor, it is also true that some others have also employed 

labor. This has been the case for those who grow large acreages of 

maize or those who keep dairy cattle of the high-breed stock and who 

hire labor for milking the cows and distributing the milk.
20 

In any 

event, for analytical purposes, one question needs to be asked: whan 

does a peasant cease to be • peasant to become • capitalist farmer? 

In answer to this we join Alpers in saying of peasants: 

On the one hand, they are the largest single exploited group in 
relation to the capitalist system; on the other hand, through 
their tendency to employ labor in order to increase production 
for sale, they embody a strong potential, which in some areas 
has already been realised, for developing into a class of rural 
capitalist farmers. Until a rural cultivator has actually 
reached that stage, however, I think we must consider him still 
a peasant whatever the high degree of exploitation he is himself 
practicing. Within the process of peasantization then, we 
should expect to find almost at once the development of rich, 
middle, and poor peasants according to the degrec of labor 
employed in relation to the labor input of themselves and their 
own families. 21  

The development of capitalism is a higher level of material 

development and with the intrusion of capitalism into the Kipsigis 

rural area, one would expect a development of the forces of produc-

tion, the proletarization of the economy and a general rise in the 

material conditions of the people. To begin with, there was some 

20Interview with David Arap Lang'at, Sitotwet, Belgut, 
10 June 1978. 

21Edward A. Alpers, "Peasantization and Differentiation in 
Eastern Tanzania During the Nineteenth Century: An Aspect of Rural 
Class Formation," History Seminar, University of Dar es Salaam, 
August 2, 1973. 
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proletarization mainly of people moving from their rural homes to 

urban areas or to settler farms, but because of the failure of the 

urban areas to develop an industrial sector that could absorb these 

people economically, the movement was limited. In fact, most of the 

urban employed relied on rural areas for fond which they collected 

periodically. They on their part helped provide some of the much-

needed cash to the rural areas. In the final analysis the rural 

people had to settle down to a life of a peasantry with limited ave-

nues for advancemont. Growing and selling crops was not an especially 

well-paying exercise. Kericho district was not one of the areas desig-

natea as labor reservoirs in Kenya, and the Kipoigis people had a hard 

time trying to get salaried work as there had developed a myth that 

they were Inefficient labor.
22 

The Kipsigis, as a result, found it 

easier to obtain jobs as squatters on settler farms because the 

settlers paid lower salaries and would take any labor they could get. 

Being a squatter on settler land was very precarious, for the 

squatter could be asked to leave for any number of reasons. As a con-

sequence the squatters were insecure. What is important for our pur-

poses here is to note that squatter labor was not proletarianized 

labor, for the squatters usually returned to a rural life in their 

homes. In fact, by the 1950s, most of these squatters were returning 

to the Kipsigis countryside, because the "Mau Mau" uprising so 

frightened the settlers that a lot of them got rid of their labor in 

Ima.DC/KER/1/3. 1930. 
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preparation for departure from the country. Most of the squatters 

who returned to their old homes got only small pieces of land or none 

23 
at all because land had been shared out in their absence. 	In fact, 

some had to migrate to Merck district or Nandi where land was still 

plentiful.
24 

In the final analysis, then, the intrusion of capitalism 

into rural Kericho district led to the development of a peasantry 

producing surplus to run the state machinery, while this peasantry 

became differentiated with time. 

This dissertation has attempted to show that the fairly self-

sufficient, family-oriented production of the pre-colonial Kipsigis 

economy was transformed by the coming of colonialism to an economy 

that produced for the market. A colonial government was formally 

established in Kenya in 1895, and, during the decade that followed, 

colonial officials were sent to Kericho district and the recruitment 

of local colonial officials followed. These officials helped the 

government to force the Kipsigis into growing maize which was the 

single most important cause for the Kipsigis' involvement in a market 

..conomy. Although force and threats were used to get the Kipeigis to 

grow maize in the initial period, taxes and other monetary require-

ments soon forced them to grow maize voluntarily. The introduction 

of plantation tea into the district which hired many people provided 

a market for Kipsigis maize producers and also a salary for those 

23
Interview with Tuiya Korir, Belgut, 12 August 1978. 

14 
- Interview with Kositang Munai, Belgut, 19 July 1978. 
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Kipsigis people who were able to get jobs on the tea estates. The 

coming of white settler farmers into Kericho district was also a 

creation of the colonial government. The settlers together with the 

ptantstion tea firms reduced the amount of land available to the 

Kipsigis and this caused the Kipsigis to cut down on cattle keeping, 

their only apparent weeth. The presence of the settler: and the tea 

plantations as employers of labor, further hastened the transformation 

of the Kipsigis into a market-oriented economy in the sense that same 

of the Kipsigis people were able to earn money from these areas. 

Indian traders came into Kenya with the building of the 

Mombasa-Kisumu railway which was started in 1895 and completed in 

1901. These traders penetrated the rural areas and were in Kipsigis 

country before 1901. Their role in transforming the economic struc-

ture of the Kipsigis lay in the fact that they introduced goods into 

the area that caused the Kipsigis to seek money in order to purchase 

them. The Indians also bought farm produce from the Kipsigis. While 

at first they sold a limited range of goods such as blankets, beads, 

salt, sugar and a few other tnings, by the 19300 they sold a wider 

variety of goods, including practically all household utensils, hoes, 

cloth and so on. These things soon became necessities to the Kipsigis. 

As demands for money rose, maize was not a sufficient source of income 

and people tried growing other crops such as wattle trees, potatoes, 

beans and other vegetables, but none of these was satisfactory, mainly 

because the market was limited. Africans were not allowed to grow 

coffee.or tea or to keep high-grade cattle in the colonial period, 
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and this frustrated their attempts to earn more money to pay for 

their day-to-day necessities. A peasant had indeed been created who 

depended on the family labor mainly, but produced for a market to 

supplement his income and to enable him to pay taxes. Although a 

small portion of the peasantry was able to employ labor in the last 

decade or two in the colonial period, it appears that the larger 

majority of that society still had to rely on their cattle to pay for 

the basic expenses. Commenting on this situation, the district com-

missioner for Kericho district in his annual report in 1958 said, 

"In African areas the lack of cash crops continues to be a basic 

defect in the economy of the average Kipsigis family. Many a farmer 

still has to sell copital (usually in the form of cattle) to obtain 

ready cash to pay his taxes and recurrent expenses."
25 

It should, of 

course, be remembered that the Kipsigis had already Lost a lot of 

animals in order to pay collective fines for cattle theft and also to 

the "war effort" during the two world wars. 

The development of capitalism in Britain led to the destruc-

tion of the peasantry because land became enclosed for more intensive 

farming while the peasants were ejected into the emerging industries 

as a proletariat. In Kericho district, the intrusion of capitalism 

from outside created a peasantry where there was none and than failed 

to transform this into a proletariat by the end of the colonial period. 

The trend since then does not suggest any movement towards a 

25
KNA.DC/KER/1/3. 1958. 
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proletariat. The explanations for this lie largely in the nature of 

colonial capitalism. Colonial capitalism had its roots in an indus-

trialised developed world. For th 4 .. reason, it sought raw materials 

and markets in the outside world. Tea plantation firms in Kericho 

were owned and controlled in Britain. In fact, their important tea 

marketing took place there. Profits made by these plantations there-

fore stayed in the mother country and did not return to Kipcigis 

country for investment in other areas of development. White settler 

farmers also repatriated surplus to their mother country. The colony 

became a market for industrial goods which in the case of Kericho 

district and the whole country in general were marketed by Tndian 

traders. These goods destroyed possibilities for local production 

and led to dependence on the industrialised world for manufactured 

goods. The Kipsigis peasantry became directly connected with inter-

national capitalism through its role as a producer of food crops to 

support the plantation farms, the settler farms and also the colonial 

state. By being involved in buying commercial goods, the peasantry 

also became directly involved in the operation of industrial capi-

talism by buying industiial goods and therefore in repatriating sur-

plus from the colonised economy to the developed world. This 

structural relationship did not recessarily end with the removal 

of colonialism, as capitalism is so well entrenched as to function 

after formal independence is achieved. This has remained the case 

in Kericho district. 
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APPENDIX 

INTERVIEW GUIDELINE FOR SMALL-SCALE TEA GROWERS 

Name   Age 	Location 	Village 

How old are you? 

1. a) When did you first plant tea? 

b) (i) How many acres did you first plant? 
How many acres do you have now/ 
Row often have you increased the acr.age? 
How many acres did you have planted by Independence (1963)? 

2. a) Did you have VD clear virgin land to grow the tea? 

If not, and the piece of land had been under use before, 
where did you plant the crops that were grown on it earlier? 

Did you have to cut down on production of other crops? 

3. a) Where did labour corm from at the initial stage (preparation 
of land and planting tea)? 

b) If it was hired: 

Where did the labourers come from? 
Where did you get their wages? 
Did you pay them in money or in kind? 
Did they come in every day or did they live on your farm? 
How did they find their food? 
Did they have to contract for a definite period? 
What was the general length of time that these people 
stayed? 

c) Did membtrs of your family provide labour or financial support 
in setting up the tea farm? 

4. a) Where did you get the seedlings from? 

Did you get a loan to set up the farm? 

If yes: Did you have to satisfy any conditions? 

If not: Where did you get the money from? 
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5. a) When did you start picking the tea for sale? 

Did you have to have more people at work then than before 
or did you keep the same number of workers? 

(i) How often was the tea picked? 
How did you make sure that it got to the factory on time? 
Haw were the roads tc the banda? 

A) that help did you get frau the Government in setting up your 
tea farm? 

6. a) Why did you decide to plant tea? 

Did you or sny of your relatives ever work on the Tea Estates 
in Kericho? 

Has the presence of the Tea Estates in Kericho helped or 
retarded the progress of tea growing by Africans? 

Did you have to be a member of an Organisation to grow the tea? 

Did you have to get permission from anyone to grow the tea? 

7. a) What crops did you grow before starting to grow tea? 

b) (i) Were any of these for sale? 
If ma, where were they sold? 
Did you get money or other commodities in return? 

c) Did you continue. +.4% !row all these crops after introducing tea? 

8. a) How long have you lived in your present area of residence? 

Where did you come from and why? 

KW did you acquire your land? 

How big (acres) was your land when you got your first tea and 
how big is it now? 

9. a) When you started growing tea, do you think your size of land 
was bigger than that of most people in the area? 

b) What about since starting to grow tea? 

10. Do you know of other people who started growing tea and their 
crop failed? 
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a) Who are the most important people in this community? 

b) Do they grow tea? • 

a) Do you think you are ect-,nocai,.olly 1,1c6c. off now than when 
you started growing tea? 

b) Do you think it is because of tea? 

1.3. a) Did you go to School? 

How many years? 

Have other members of the family been to School? 

How long? 

14. a) How much help did you get from Government Officials in 
setting up the tea farm? 

b) What did they teach you? 

15. a) Do you keep any animals? 

b) How many? 

16. a) Has stock increased or reduced since planting tea? 

b) Do you make money from the animals? 
(ii) How much and how often? 

17. a) What is the size of your family? 
How big was it when you entered tea growing? 
How big was it at Independence? 

18. a) Were you or any of your people in Government (Politics) 
before you entered tea growing? 

b) What about after? 

19. Do you think those people who own tea are more important socially, 
in the eyes of the Community? 

b) Do you think those Who don't have tea consider those who 
have tea wealthy? Why? 
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20. a) What equipnent did you have for ploughing land and 
planting tea? 

Were these bought for this purpose or were they in the 
household already? 

Did you have to rent any? 

21. The crops produced for sale before production of tea - 

Were they sold at a market or at home? 

Were they sold in exchange for other goods or coney? 

22. I would like to ask you a few questions about the Kipsigis' past 
which have nothing zo do with tea. 

In the old days, what kinds of jobs did men do? 

What did women do? 

Did women own any property? 

Could the women dispose of this property without the consent 
of the husbands? 

Were there things that women were not allowed to do? 

23. How old were girls when they got married? 

When Schools first appeared, did the girls and boys all go to 
School equally? 

a) Why is it that there are many old Kipsigis women living in 
towns without husbands? 

b) What happened to the dowry already paid if a wife left the 
husband? 

a) When did Indians come to this area? 

b) What did they sell to you and what did you sell to them? 

a) What did the Kipsigis sell to each other before the Indians 
came? 

b) What did they trade in by the time of the second World War? 



I have heard that the Kipsigis used to sell children too. 
Is that true? 

It is also said that the Kipsigis suffered from famine a lot 
in the old days. Why? 

a) When did maize came here? 

b) Haw did people accept it? 

Why Are some Kipsigis people so much better off than others? 
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