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Introduction


The Mau Mau Rebellion, also known as the Mau Mau Uprising, took place in Kenya between 1952 and 1960. It was a conflict between Kenyan peoples—primarily from the Kikuyu tribe—and Great Britain.


Kenya had been a British colony since 1920 and under formal British control since 1895. The conflict began when members of several tribes joined to form the Kenya Land and Freedom Army (KLFA), a revolutionary force which formed in opposition to colonial rule by Great Britain. Initially, the fighting was sporadic, but as Britain came to recognize the uprising as a threat to their interests, military action was ramped up.


The British responded to the Mau Mau Rebellion, whose tactics were mainly guerilla fighting, in three ways. First, they descended on the city of Nairobi to find and relocate any and all possible Mau Mau fighters and sympathizers (they primarily targeted Kikuyu people). Second, they attempted land reform, as land distribution was a major cause of discontent among Kenyans. Finally, they initiated a resettlement plan, called the villagization program. This program would outlast the others, as Kenyans—primarily Kikuyu—were housed in everything from settlements to concentration camps, depending on their revolutionary leanings.


The Mau Mau Rebellion was a very violent conflict. Several massacres took place, and many civilians were killed. Both sides of the conflict used abhorrent torture techniques. In 2012, Great Britain admitted to committing war crimes during the uprising, though more than likely, both sides were guilty.


The Mau Mau Uprising also divided the Kenyan people, both inter- and intra-tribally. The British very much exploited the differences between tribes to their advantage. The Mau Mau Rebellion exacerbated these conflicts, which in turn created issues in the new country of Kenya once Britain granted independence in 1963.


Unlike other rebellions and revolutions in global history (particularly in the twentieth century when many former European and American colonies fought for independence), historians still disagree on whether the Mau Mau Uprising was an actual revolutionary movement or not. In fact, Kenyans themselves still have a difficult time locating it within their national story.


Regardless of the varying interpretations among historians, the Mau Mau Uprising is certainly a key event not only in Kenyan history but in the history of British colonialism and African history in general. It has a complicated and nuanced story, as well as a conflicted legacy.




Chapter One


Background and Causes


“One hundred sixty Gusii have not been killed outright without any further casualties on our side. . . . It looks like a butchery. . . . Surely it cannot be necessary to go on killing these defenseless people on such an enormous scale.”


—Winston Churchill


The British had claimed the region known as Kenya as a protectorate in 1895, solidifying their presence there. It did not become a formal colony, though, until after World War I in 1920.


The British were not a welcome presence in the region by the native inhabitants. From the start, the native peoples in the area, comprised of various localities and tribes, fought against British incursions. There were at least four unsuccessful armed uprisings against British imperial rule in the region of Kenya before the Mau Mau Uprising, the first beginning immediately before 1895. By far, casualties from these uprisings were on the Kenyan side; superior weaponry and lack of concern for Kenyan life led to several massacres. The sheer brutality involved in suppressing these uprisings was in itself a cause of the Mau Mau Rebellion, and one of the reasons it became such a bloody conflict.


The reason the British were so interested in Kenya was its land: Kenya contained very fertile soil, ideal for growing. Thus, the British encouraged their own people to settle and farm the land, essentially establishing plantations. In order for them to do this, though, the British had to clear the land, which meant removing the Kenyan people already living and farming there, effectively stealing their land from them. The British then wanted the displaced Kenyans to become laborers on what was previously their own land, and sometimes Kenyans were coerced or forced into doing so. Obviously, from the beginning, both the land seizure and forced labor created great discord between the colonizers and the colonized.


The seizure of land was the chief complaint on the part of the Kenyans against the colonial administration for most of its tenure. By the 1930s, Britain recognized the danger this posed to maintaining peace in the region and introduced some land reforms. It was, however, too little too late. By that point in time, the land seizure was so complete that the most fertile areas of Kenya—the Rift Valley and Central Provinces—were referred to as the “White Highlands” because they had been so heavily settled by white Europeans. In the land reform initiatives, Britain reapportioned some land to the native Kenyan peoples, but it was a fraction, per capita, of what white settlers received. In addition, it was almost entirely in the less fertile, less lucrative regions. The land reform, in the end, did not pacify the rebellious undertones in Kenya, as Britain would learn in ensuing uprisings, including the Mau Mau Rebellion.


There were other issues during British colonial rule that also contributed to unrest among Kenyans. Primarily, these dealt with how the Kenyan people themselves were treated. Almost immediately upon full colonial rule in 1920, the British government began making all Kenyan men above the age of fifteen carry a form of government identification, called a kipande. This document contained basic information about the carrier, including name, date of birth, and fingerprints. However, in practice, this document served to restrict the ability of native-born Kenyans to move from region to region. This meant that their ability to seek better employment, or more available land, or travel for any other reason, was extremely limited.

