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Abstract

Management of socioeconomic change under conditions of cultural diversity is the theme of
this case study of northern Kenya. The study begins by describing the regional attributes and
theoretical dimensions of the problem. A historical review is to familiarize the reader with
longitudinal context of social exchange and group conflict. We then proceed to focus on
three commodities whose circulation has significantly increased during the 1990s: firearms,
livestock, and miraa--the socially consumed twigs of Catha edulis. These commodities form
a triangle where livestock is identified with production markets, weapons with inputs, and
miraa with social consumption.? The conclusion evaluates the role of trade within a
problem-solving framework for identifying sectoral policy priorities.

J'Thiss paper incorporates views and information acquired through numerous informal discussions and
unstructured interviews with inhabitants of the region under discussion, police and security personnel,
civil servants, elected representatives, NGO staff, business people and traders, et.al. I do not reference
these conversations as most of these informants wish to remain anonymous. The information also reflects
ideas, perspectives, and personal experience accumulating over a long period of formal research and applied
work in the region. I also make use of published materials, newspaper reports, and other written sources
which are footnoted in the case of specific references. 1 otherwise try to acknowledge my sources in the
course of the text. The views that appear here are otherwise my own.
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Part I: Introduction

This working paper examines the influence of markets on contemporary conflict and its
management in the region spanning Kenya’s northern highland-lowland interface. Current
economic policies prioritize free markets as the engine of African development, and designate
the private sector as the antidote to poor governance. Commerce promotes conflict as well
as_ stability. Markets are important, as this test case demonstrates, but so are other
institutions that regulate production, exchange, and group relations.

Inter-group violence has accelerated dramatically in northern Kenya apace with economic
liberalization. The rise in violence is only partially due to intensified competition over scarce
resources. As production for markets increases, so has acquisition by force. The changing
nature of conflict blurs the line between ethnic competition and criminality, raising questions
about civil society, the role of political factors and state actors in exacerbating violence, and
methods for controlling the growing chaos disrupting trade across the region. These are
some of the questions we hope to clarify, at least on a tentative basis.

The study surveys the highland-lowland interface linking Meru to the pastoral rangelands to
the north, a geographic basin spanning virtually all the interior ecological zones in Kenya.
Environmental variation conditioned- a similar cultural diversity encompassing  group
strategies from hunting-foraging to agriculture to pure pastoralism. Econiche specialization
engendered various forms of exchange and symbioses among culturally distinct societies
which eventually coalesced into an extensive precolonial trade network whose hub was the
Nyambene Range in northern Meru.

Like cross-cultural trade everywhere, trade in the greater Mt Kenya region has always
involved institutional mechanisms facilitating communication and trust (Curtain 1984). Trade
operated within a larger cultural framework for managing conflict among diverse societies
which included fictive kinship, religious beliefs and cultural ideologies, and clan councils.
Other cultural factors like age-set rituals and progression, and technological aspects of
subsistence often promoted aggression.

The counter-intuitive historical reality is that opposition promoted exchange where similarity
encouraged conflict. Competition was most marked among culturally similar societies like
Maa speakers and the Turkana; exchange was most prominent among groups like the Meru
and Maasai who defined themselves as enemies. Conflict and exchange both sustained
coevolutionary adaptation in this environment, while dominance and autonomy led to entropy
and eventual cultural extinction.? This pattern of alternating cooperation and conflict,
multiple and mutable identities, and cultural-political syntheses illuminate the interactive
qualities of ethnic social relations.

Environmental forces and regional social histories continue o exert a gravitational pull on

*Territorial dominance was followed by the rapid decline of

the Maasai, and the outright extinction of the Laikipiak (wWaller
ref.l).



group behaviour observable in ethnic economic networks and violent competition for
resources. Practical resolution of conflicts entails addressing the traditional roots as well as
immediate causes of conflicts. Cultural institutions that remain viable in some situations are
unable to cope in others. But even when indigenous structures are rendered obsolete by the
state, historical relationships among diverse ethnic groups often remain influential. Kenya’s
inter-group violence is tribal in so far as it is localized and tends to crystallize along clan and
ethnic fault lines. But tracing its catalysts usually reveals the influence of national politics,
regional events like the collapse of Sad Barre’s government in Somalia, and factors
originating on the international level.

This cultural complexity and political subtleties makes clarifying how trade fits into the real
scheme of things all the more difficult. The juxtaposition of traditional and modern
elements, the diversity of group conflict scenarios, and questions related to data and its
accuracy presents certain methodological problems. Cataloguing regional circulation of trade
commodities and the conflicts arising in their wake alone would be a most unparsimonious
exercise.

To control for these factors we proceed by identifying the salient characteristics of the
predominantly pastoral region spanning the Mt. Kenya and northern rangelands in order to
better understand the system dynamics underpinning longitudinal regional change.*
Expediency requires we account for the complexity influencing commercial phenomena
within a generic model subsuming the multiple determinants of both ethnic conflict and
cooperation. We therefore start by describing regional initial conditions--or the matrix of
environmental and social parameters--conditioning cultural and economic interactions.

East Africa’s Historical Pathways

Regional initial conditions emphasize the environmental factors that still influence local
developments:  periodic calamities occurring within an unpredictable climatic regime;
concentrations of critical resources (e.g. permanent water) within a generally fragile
environmental base for production; physical barriers to communication and the region’s
spatial isolation from adjoining areas; and risk spreading strategies that tend to favour
different forms of exchange over long-term self-sufficiency.

These infrastructural variables in turn influence long-term social patterns: the persistence of
small-scale economic organization; the role of clan and sub-clans governing access to
resources; group reliance on physical and cultural mobility (e.g. manipulation of ethnic
identity) over time; and strong social institutions but weak centralizing political structures.
The plurality of languages and cultural diversity arising out of the original Bantu, Nilotic,
and Cushitic cradlelands exemplify this long-term phenomena. Our initial conditions also
explain how most ethnic systems represent syntheses of different cultural traits acquired

“This is not the kind of research amenable to traditional
participant-observation, most informants are inevitably biased
to some degree, and this problem also extends to written sources
such as press reports. There 1is, however, an extensive
historical and anthropological literature which allows us to make
inferences about the region’s long-term social dynamics.



through cross-cultural interactions. Even when a cultural system collapsed individuals and
whole clans integrated into other ethnic polities, carrying selected elements of their cultural
and technological repertoire over into the new order.

The influence of this environmental-social matrix is visible in the centrifugal or
decentralizing tendencies manifesting across the region up to the present. The centrifugal
forces observable in the region’s political conflict and ethnic strife, however, also give rise
to social mechanisms for countering them, such as cultural reciprocities and symbioses, clan
cross-linkages across diverse ethnic groups, exchange linkages and alliance based on fictive
kinship, adapted forms of social organization, technological innovations, and centralizing
political ideologies and leadership.

These mechanisms generally anticipated conflict and usually minimized the incidence of
violence. As risk spreading strategies they operated reasonably well except during periods
of extreme environmental stress or external invasion--interludes that often catalyzed
population migration, economic change, and political shifts. The escalation of violent
conflicts suggests this juncture may be one of these unusual periods.” Indeed, this analysis
qualifies the intensifying competition over resources thesis by placing it in the context of
Kenya’s ongoing transition to capitalism.

The trauma of capitalist transition which is, according to Gerschenkon, more wrenching for
late developing economies may be even more intense in the presence of Africa’s ethnic
pluralism. Trade contributes to this transition just as exchange influenced the cultural
transformation of diverse clans into the Meru polity as described presently. But commodity
exchange is not capitalism, and shifting forms of trade and competition parallel accelerating
economic liberalization, weakening state influence, and gradual withdrawal of external
powers--trends that favour the reemergence of indigenous regional dynamics long held in
check, but following the far-sweeping changes instigated during the colonial interlude.

Understanding the relationship between trade and conflict under these circumstances requires
that we place contemporary problems against the historical backdrop where exchange
stabilized group relations. This also allows us to familiarize the reader with important
environmental, cultural, and demographic aspects of recent conflicts; identify specific roots
of individual conflicts; and place the empirical data in chronological order.

Highland-Lowland Historical Processes

The pre-colonial trajectory of the East African region describes a gradual shift from econiche
subsistence to more specialized forms of agriculture and pastoralism over the last thousand
years. The rise of the Meru polity, however, is the outcome of convolutionary interactions

*The acute level of inter-group hostilities during this
decade coincides with the spreading entropy overtaking the
region’s state structures, the prolonged drought of 1996-97, and
the emergence of widespread famine.



leading to the integration of different cultural systems within one ethnicity.® Lowland
processes generated significantly different variations on convolutionary interaction.

Camel-based pastoralism supported conservative strategies and fissionary ethnicity
distributing single clan lineages across several tribes linked by common institutions and ritual
complexes. Cattle-based strategies generated expansionary systems that absorbed other cattle
herders or incorporated politically other camel rearing clans. The nineteenth century
expansion of Darod Somali clans highlights a third variation, based on intensive methods of
camel management and diversification into mixed herding as they encroached upon cattle
herding populations. These technological variables resurface in contemporary pastoral

politics and conflicts.

Elucidating the process of Menu ethnogenesis is relevant to our objectives in that institutions
for resolving conflicts were central to the emergence of the Menu polity. These cultural
institutions retain their vitality in northern Menu, which remains the Kenyan highland society
most linked economically and culturally to pastoral societies of the north. The larger purpose
of this historical review is establishing a basis for some counter-intuitive observations and
ther analysis concluding the study.’

The Highlands: Menu Ethnogenesis

Agriculturally oriented Bantu clans began to filter into the region around five hundred years
ago. They arrived in the Mt. Kenya highlands via two main migrations coinciding with
periods of extended drought in the late fifteenth AD and seventeenth centuries. During the
intervening period the pastoral Maasai expanded out of the Rift Valley corridor and occupied
rangelands adjacent to Mt. Kenya. The Thagana clans which convolved into the Menu polity
arrived during the latter migration, completing the Mt. Kenya area’s pre-colonial cultural
configuration.

The Bantu clans possessed cultivars including bananas and root crops that allowed them to
gradually colonize higher and more humid altitudes formerly the domain of hunter-foraging
groups such as the Agumba of Gikuyu oral tradition. These technologies no doubt increased
their influence beyond their numbers, facilitating the gradual absorption of other highland
Nilote, Cushitic, and other Bantu populations already present in the region. As the Menu
moved own the ecological gradient they came to subsume different production strategies,
clans, and cultural influences of other populations.

The two sections of the Nyambene Menu, the Tigania and Igembe, display the contrasting
influence of pre-Thagana cultures. The Tigania, who entered the Nyambenes from the south
reflect a strong pastoral production bias acquired through their symbiotic relationship with

*This process is described in detail in my forthcoming
article: "A Brief History of Sustained Resource Management in
Meru," African Affairs, 1997.

"Some readers may wish to skip these interesting but complex
historical details and proceed directly to the roots of the
modern situation outlined in Part ITI.



the Maasai. The decidedly more agriculturally oriented Igembe entered the higher elevations
of the Nyambenes from a northerly direction and assimilated autochthonous forest dwellers
and Mwoko agro-pastoralists--probably a synthesis of southern Cushite and highland Nilotes
populations associated with the Sirikwa.

The Igembe also came into contact with Maa speakers (especially the Samburu) as they
expanded across the interior valleys of the N yambenes. Maasai-Samburu influence manifests
in their age-set rituals, similarities between role of Maasai laibons and the religious office
of the Mu’we (Mugwe among the Mt. Kenya Menu), and widespread kin-clan connections
which the Menu still acknowledge. Such was the Maa influence that one British District
Commissioner commented that, while linguistically Bantu, the northern Menu were in many
other aspects culturally Nilotic.?

Despite a number of similarities distinguishing them from the Mt. Kenya Menu, Tigania-
Igembe variations on the convolutionary process reflect centrifugal tendencies latent in the
regional environment. Differentiation proceeded in tandem with environmental variation and
the assimilation of non-Bantu groups as marked by the number of clans of female origin and
contrasting production strategies in the Nyambenes. A semblance of unity under these
conditions was maintained through the institution of the Njuri Ncheke.

The Njuri Ncheke

The Njuri Ncheke marked a significant development distinguishing it from the decentralized
njuri, or local councils of elders (as distinct from kiama councils on each rung of the age-set
system) that are a common feature among the Mt. Kenya peoples.® It rose to prominence
as a centralized institution preserving the unity of the original Thagana clans which had
separated in the lowlands, and were evolving into distinct sub-ethnicities as they moved up
the ecological gradient of Mt. Kenya and the Nyambenes. The council functioned as a court
complementing other embedded governance structures on the local level, and acted as an ad
hoc government on the regional level.

The Njuri Ncheke thus institutionalized Menu identity, and formalized legal procedures
among a society that otherwise resorted to numerous different sorcerers, curers, and other
ritual specialists called in to settle disputes. Its membership comprised the most distinguished
elders from different clans and locations. These local leaders or spokesmen (agambi)
underwent three levels of initiation as they distinguished themselves within the council.
religious advisor. Both local njuri and the Njuri Ncheke remain active in the Nyambenes,
particularly in setting environmental policies, and is called in to settle group land disputes
when local administration mediation fails. Njuri typically meet in local groves of indigenous
trees preserved for the purpose, or in plots of the oldest miraa trees--miraa having always
served as an important adjunct to their deliberations for as long as anyone can remember.

*Kenya National Archives, DC Mru 1, 1927.

’In addition to the Menu these include the Gikuyu, Embu,
Chuka, Tharaka, Mbere, Ndia, and Chugu.



The Pastoral Lowlands: Cattle vs. Camels

Agro-pastoralist groups of highland Nilotes-southern Cushite extraction like the Sirikwa
present on the southern flanks of the Rift valley were followed and absorbed by Maa
speaking cattle herders. A cluster of culturally-linked camel pastoralists Schlee (1994) terms
the Proto-Rendille-Somali were oldest antecedents of other pastoral groups inhabiting Kenya’s
northern rangelands. A number of proto-Somali groups deriving from this PRS core
migrated beyond the northern Kenyan region along the Ethiopian highland fringe at some
point in the distant past.

Some five hundred years ago those who remained behind were joined by the Oromo Warra
Daya, forerunners of the Orma of the Tana River, who are believed to have spread across
large areas of eastern Kenya. Expansion to the west was sealed off by the Maasai-Samburu
cattle herders who established themselves in the higher elevations south of Turkana. After
1820 the modern Somali crossed the Juba River and surged into eastern Kenya, while a new
wave of Oromo cattle mono-culturalists, the Boran, made inroads into the region from the
Oromo cradleland area to the north. The easterly penetration of the Turkana during the latter
decades of the 1800s completed the picture.

The population of the area under consideration was, until fairly recently, low in terms of
potential environmental carrying capacity. Demographic expansion anchored in the highlands
supported the diversification of Menu production and the emergence of political structures
fostering multi-cultural assimilation., While pastoralists cultivated exchange and social
linkages with their agricultural neighbours, headers discouraged the incorporation of
(livestock poor) outsiders where agriculture strategies encouraged incorporation of outside
clans and individuals. Territorial circumscription and demographic growth in the rangelands,
in contrast, intensified ethnic conflict; but this varied according to groups specific pastoral
bias.

The different ) societies of northern Kenya can be classified according to their respective
camel or cattle based production systems. Historically, camels supported what we will term
conservative strategies and cattle what we term as expansionary strategies. Pastoral
expansion weakens central institutions and shifts the foci of internal organization down
segmentary lineage vectors.  Expansion that multiplies organizational units without
centralizing mechanisms thus increases the potential for internecine conflict over time. !

The emergence of pure pastoralism practised by the Maasai dramatically illustrate these
dynamics. Several factors facilitating Mace expansion down the Rift Valley. Production
centred on disease resistant Zebu cattle gave them an advantage over their Sirikwa
predecessors possessing less hardy and more ecologically restricted Sanga cattle. The cattle
monoculture enhanced returns to labor and supported expansion under favorable ecological

"The Beduin ’'myself against my brother, me and my brother
against my uncle...’ principle explains how normally fractious
edouin societies 1like post-independence Somalia can sustain
impressive levels of social solidarity.



conditions. Their mono-cultural cattle economy was enabled by agricultural expansion in
proximate econiches, i.e. the pastoral ideal depended upon exchange relations with either
other food producers or Dorobo middlemen.

The Mace were the dominant party in these external relations by virtue of their highly
developed military complex based on age-set organization and rituals. Mace territorial gains
proceeded mainly at the expense of previous ace occupants who they scattered and absorbed.
In Menu, however, the Mace lived in symbiotic coexistence with the north Imenti and

accumulated cattle and incorporated elements of Mace military organization into their own
social structures. By the 1840s the Menu were becoming the aggressors, and ten years later
the Kubai generation defeated the Mace occupants of Mt. Kenya’s buuri highland range and
drove them into present day Laikipia.

Mace society was becoming less cohesive, and thus less dominant, at this juncture for several
reasons. The cattle-centric herdsmen were generally more susceptible to environmental
factors like erratic rainfall as they collided with expanding agriculturalists under the
advancing territorial circumscription--intensified by other pastoralists entering the region from
both the northwest (Turkana) and the northeast (Somali). The periodic rangelands ecological
crises saw increasing numbers of pastoral drop-outs who formerly would have temporarily
"gone Dorobo’ join sedentary agro-pastoral groups. This reinforced their neighbor’s military
capacity, reversing the population balance over the long run.

Intensifying competition for now limited pastures led to internal changes within the
egalitarian social sgructures of pure pastoralists like the Mace and Turkana. Lamphear (1994)
discusses how age-set organization limits cooperation as a population expands. His account
of changes in Ateker military strategies and other studies describe the rise of prophets and
other kinds of charismatic religious and military leaders to prominence within the pastoral
Sector as a centralizing force.

Before the mid-nineteenth century raiding was more a individualized sport, a means for
making a name and f illing the kraal. On the group level, it functioned to maintain buffers
between otherwise inter-connected clans sharing an austere and highly variable environment:
the rule was either raid occasionally or be raided within an elaborate system of kin, clan, and
reciprocal relationships specifying who could raid who. This changed as demographic
growth and migration into the region intensified competition for resources.

These circumstances naturally selected for politically savvy individuals like Loriang among
the Jie and the Turkana’s Kokoi who enhanced military success by introducing innovations

The transition from the warrior hero like the Galla Fumo Liongo of Swahili legends to the
Shaka Zulu-type of leader commanding influence over multiple clans represented a new



threshold for individual leadership in terms of political autonomy and scope of influence.
We might even argue it was the most importance pre-colonial development that neutralized
the prevailing environmentally-ehbedded centrifugal forces.

The new breed of political laiboni and seers promoted themselves through what was in
essence the provision and manipulation of information. These prophets provided the valuable
information for making group decisions. Once in power, as Waller notes, "they needed to
absorb or incorporate pre-existing sources of power and to adapt themselves further to the
percieved needs of their clientele among the Mace."!"" The same can be said for many
modern African leaders.

Even so, for the Mace weakened by encroaching agro-oriented neighbours and internecine
conflict, laiboni like Mbaitany and Lenana worked to preserve through political negotiation
territory originally occupied through military conquest.

Oromo and Somali Expansion

The conservative dynamics of the proto Rendille-Somali (PRS) camel based production
systems present a fundamental contrast to the expansionary cattle monocultures. These
dynamics are rooted in the small but important ecological differences between the drylands
suited for camels and slighter higher elevations capable of supporting cattle. Though these
eco-tones allowed for overlapping utilization, neither animal prospered in the others
environment over long periods of time.

The camel utilizes limited resources of forage and water more efficiently, is less vulnerable
in the face of climatic vagaries, and has a longer reproductive cycle. These conservative
factors which dampen the expansionary impulse are mirrored in the longer span of age
grades, controls lowering the rate of human reproduction, and other aspects of the PRS
cultural complex. The nature of PRS production, transhumance, and ritual complexes
supported tribe-wide ceremonies ceuntered the embedded conflictual propensities, while
growth within bounded econiches supported clear fissionary tendencies manifesting in the out-
migration of clans. The Rendille thus spun off sub-clans who joined other PRS cultural
polities like the Gabbra and Sakuye, and the Garre, Ajuran, and Degodia sections of the
Somali. Other clans among these groups, however, reflect non-PRS origins, and over time
clan movements went both ways creating a braided configuration distinct from the usual
genealogical tree.

Different forms of animal exchange among nomadic pastoralists are a primary mechanism
for spreading risks, building defense alliances, and developing networks for political and
jural assistance. The institution of the maal camel is emblematic of how highly complicated
system of reciprocities developed over the generations.

1Richard D. Waller 1994. "Kidongoi's Kin: Power &
Prophecy in Maasailand," pg. 36: in Revealing Prophets, eds.
David M. Anderson and Douglass H. Johnson, London: James Currey
Ltd.



The maal camel is a female gift camel invested with special cultural significance. Though
the receiver owns any bulls subsequently born, female offspring in theory belong to the
original owner and retain his brand. The owner will only claim them when forced to do so
by circumstances such as herd losses or to meet pressing social obligations such as those
accompanying marriage. Moreover, the second party can give a maal camel to a third party,
in which case the original owner rights in the maal herd are also transferred.

Maal camel genealogies spanning generations and multiple clans are actively remembered,
creating another set of cross-cutting linkages. The upshot of this and other forms of animal
exchange designates that the only lost camel is one that dies or is stolen from its legal owner,
and networks based on different clan, kinship, and variations on exchange linkages regulate
the balance of conflict and cooperation among these different ethnicities. The raiding
governed by this pattern was also adaptive mechanism for maintaining interactive clans ability
to resist external threats.

The Oromo expansion of the sixteenth century added new clans to PRS societies listed above
while driving a wedge between the Rendille, Gabbra, and Sakuye cluster and the clans now
associated with the Ajuran and Garre Somali. The first wave of Oromo, the Wardeh or
Warra Daaya cattle headers, spread across a wide area of Kenya’s eastern lowlands, A
second wave of Borana established the loose political order responsible for the Oromo-ization
of certain PRS groups. Longstanding antagonisms between the Borana and the Wardeh
aborbed most of their military energies, while the principle of econiche specialization
otherwise limited hostilities among the configuration of PRS groups. This equilibrium was
to be undermined by the appearance of 'modern’ Darod Somali who crossed the Juba River
in 1820.

The modern quality of the Darod separating them from other camel herding societies was
Islam. The rise of Bardera as a center of Muslim activity enfused the invaders with a
religious zeal propelling their advance at the expense of the Wardeh. Under pressure from
the Boran-Ajuran-Garre alliance, the Wardeh suffered crushing defeats inflicted by the Darod
in two major engagements at El Wak in 1844 and Wajir in 1860. This opened the way for
the occupation of territory whose center was present-day Garissa District by mainly Ogaden
clans, whose proximity prompted the cultural re-Somalization of the Ajuran, Garre, and
Degodia.

Other equally important factors included their willingness to incoporate outsiders and an
intensive approach to camel management which upset the camel-cattle cultural balance
mentioned above. Darod camels are pampered and even allowed to graze at night. The
superior size and productivity of these Benadir camels, to paraphrase Schlee, owed to
maximizing inputs and outputs where the conservative PRS management minimized the same.
If this fuelled their rapid expansion, the incorporation of cattle into their production strategies
added a convolutionary advantage over the surrounding livestock monoculture paralleling the
example of Menu expansion and diversification. The incorporation of camels by the cattle
herding Turkana is a similar development that helps explain their displacement of Maa
speakers on the Western flank of the Lake Turkana. These technological factors contributed
the changing nature of inter-ethnic conflict, and the reconfiguration of the northern region’s
cultural units.
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Part II: Trade, Conflict, and Contemporary System Dynamics

We continue our outline of how pre-colonial trade and conflict condition contemporary
system dynamics by describing the rise of the northern Nyambenes as the hub of the far-
reaching exchange network linking the highlands and the lowlands, and extend the account
to the present.

The Nyambene Range consists of a narrow peninsula of hills projecting into the northern
rangelands along a northeasterly tangent. High altitude forest crown the southern base of the
range, fertile valleys extend down the middle, and the respective western and eastern flanks
present dry and humid slopes that gradually merge into a semi-arid lowland apron. The
Nyambene environment thus encapsulates an usually close succession of distinct ecozones as
one follows the downward gradient, and a variety of shifting ecotones across any given
latitude. This variegated microcosm of the larger region supported the confluence of
econiche specializations underpinning the unique Igembe Menu production system.'?

From a spatial perspective, the Nyambenes’ strategic location supported its emergence as a
hub for highland-lowland trade. But the foundation of trade is production, and Igembe
apparently produced a range of agricultural products in high quantities. Highly sophisticated
agro-forestry practices reflect the influence of forest dwelling autochthones incorporated into
Igembe society. Agricultural production modeled on the ecological efficiencies of natural
biodiversity generated a range of products and conferred stability in the face of climatic
extremes. The agro-forestry cycle also reduced labor requirements, which allowed household
members to diversify their economic activities.

Though distance had long limited the scope of regional trade, over the course of last century
Igembe markets attracted traders which besides the Mt. Kenya peoples included the Kitui
Akamba, the Nyeri Gikuyu, and pastoralists groups including Samburu, the Borana, and even
the distant Rendille. i

The one single-most important mechanism supporting the expansion of trade was gichiaro
"blood brotherhood. Bernard discussion of gichiaro as political bonds linking the various
Menu sub-ethnicities into a network of military alliances represents one-dimensional
interpretation of the custom. Igembe informants and late nineteenth century accounts indicate
gichiaro institutionalized ties of fictive kinship binding individuals, clans, and localities into
dyadic reciprocal relationships. As in other kinship and generational structures, violation of
mutual responsibilities invoked a curse.

The practice is best viewed on the group level as a means of spreading risk; among
individuals it ensured trust and fairness between friendly parties when other controls did not
exist. Gichiaro, however, was not prerequisite for trade. Trade, though not an everyday

12The historical process and convolutionary qualities of the
Igembe Menu cultural-agricultural system are described in detail
in the forthcoming article, "A Brief History of Culturally
sustained Resource Management in Kenya’s Menu District,” (Paul
Goldsmith) African Affairs, 1997.
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activity, was apparently accorded extremely high status considering that in Menu and other
areas of central Kenya women continued to conduct trade even while their men fought.
Menu traditions’ emphasis on the hostile nature of their relations with the Maa speakers is
contradicted by the high incidence of inter-marriage and cultural influence.

According to the convolutionary model, regular exchange following out their natural
economic symbiosis explain these phenomena. Even after the Samburu wars of the 1870s
that saw the latter pushed. beyond the Waso Nyiro trade continued. Menu trade with the
Samburu conducted at a special market located in the millet zone below Kangeta reveals an
interesting form of communication.  Dolichos, the major legume cultivated in the
Nyambenes, has a thin carapice that detaches as the beans dry. The Samburu monitored
Igembe harvests by detecting the papery flakes the wind carried across the plains, and
travelled accordingly.

Gichiaro did facilitate exchange and cooperation where it did not exist before among the
different sections of the Menu and culturally distinct parties. Thus the Igembe are linked to
the Borana and Rendille by gichiaro, who no doubt needed some form of institutionalized
guarantees before making the long trip to the Nyambenes. The ritual became a universal
procedure in the region with the advent of the ivory trade, if not before. Such ties between
individuals often extends the relationship to larger groups.

Kamba elephant hunters were the first outsiders to appear in the region, followed by growing
numbers of Swahili ivory traders and caravans during the second half of the century.
Highland agricultural societies, like the Igembe, willing to barter with these new long
distance traders prefered to do so at a distance. And as strangers in a strange land, the
traders required guides and middlemen. The job naturally suited Dorobo hunter-gathers of
the savanna, who were probably acting as middlemen among different cultural polities for
some time.” The long distance trade likely prolonged their independent existence for
several decades, and most became absorbed into other groups with its end.

By the end of the century even the more isolated groups like the Gabbra had accepted new
forms of commerce as trade shifted from the caravan trade’s large, highly capitalized
operations to micro entrepreneurship. Most of the entrepreneurs were of northern Somali
extraction, and operated within clan networks expanding through metropolitan contacts.
Small numbers of mainly Isaaq and Dulbahante entrepreneurs were a final, but not
insignificant, addition to the region’s ethnic map as the precolonial period ended.

The Colonial Regime

The colonial administration restricted lowland populations moving within intersecting orbits
to tribal blocks, separately administered as the Northern Frontier District. The barrier
erected between the highlands and pastoral rangelands reinforced other spatial and

Lehanler’s 1893 map of the Nyambene-NFD region identifies
the areas occupied by different tribes, and shows the Dorobo
dispersed among different nodes at the juncture between different
cultural groups.
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infrastructual constraints that rapidly vitiated the expanding precolonial regional economy and
marginalized northern pastoral societies over the course of this century.

The colonial economy based in the highlands, in contrast, provided a platform for upcountry
Kenya’s European-style modernization. The differentials that resulted account for the
pastoral north’s traditionalism, and the perceptions of modern Kenyans colloquially expressed
in references to it as Kenya B. Though northern Menu is ostensibly part of Kenya A, other
factors locate it among the warrior societies of the NFD where tradition is perceived to
conspire against development and cultural proclivities lean towards violence.

The Nyambene Range in northern Menu was unique insofar as it remained spatially isolated
and resistant to the sweeping societal changes initiated by the British. Indirect commercial
influences still reached the areas of the Nyambenes where the Igembe section of the Menu
had long cultivated miraa. Miraa was a local commodity of considerable cultural significance
in the Nyambenes, and also served as an important adjunct to precolonial trade between the
Igembe and their pastoral neighbours. The link between traditional and violence that links
the Nyambene Menu with their pastoral cohorts in the eyes of other Kenyans suggests we
briefly discuss general perceptions of miraa at this juncture.

Miraa underwent a transformation from a highly respected cultural commodity into the most
successful indigenous cash crop in East Africa. Social consumption in the form of chewing
twigs and branches in social settings is a totally alien concept for Westerners, who usual view
it from a jaded perspective that in some instances degenerates into the ludicrous. Sharing
miraa became a standard component of the Igembe gichiaro rituals which promoted both
precolonial trade and its expansion as market commodity.

During this century miraa production expanded unencumbered by the formal production and
marketing institutions governing other smallholder crops. In contrast to ‘modern’ cash crops
like coffee that carried African farmers into the formal sector, miraa reinforced indigenous
institutions and structures governing economic behaviour linked to progression through the
Menu lifecycle. Because miraa consumption is a decidedly non-Western social activity, the
marketing network expanded ties between Nyambene society and other non-Westernized

groups.

Miraa began to find its way beyond Menu town to Nairobi during the interwar period.
Colonial policy restricting indigenous urban settlement to Arab/Swahili, metropolitan Somali,
and detribalized Africans made urbanization a predominantly Muslim affair. The growing
concentration of alcohol-eschewing Islamic urbanites in Nairobi provided the magnet.
Relaxation of this policy, the rise of an African educated class, and its popularity among
mainly informal sector consumers reinforced miraa’s association first with Swahili ghettoes,
and later with the urban underclass.

This and the predominantly negative image projected through the media perpetuates a
similarly jaded impression of miraa in the eyes of many Africans and a significant segment
of the Muslim community. Most critique ignores the physiological action of Catha edulis.
The fresh leaves and twigs of miraa contain two active alkaloids, cathine and cathinone.
Cathine, or nor-pseudoephedrine, is an ingedient of many over the counter cold and asthma
medicines. Cathinone is a phyto-chemical precursor of cathine that is slightly more potent,
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