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 First published in 1952 at the precipice of the Mau Mau uprising, Mau Mau and the 

Kikuyu is a short book by Louis Leakey, a Kenyan-born British paleoanthropologist. Intended for 

a British audience, Leakey’s primary motive for penning the book stems from his desire to 

inform British readers about important Kikuyu customs (given his experience growing up among 

the Kikuyu and studying their traditions) and also to argue for how the introduction of British 

colonialism upended these longstanding social customs, ultimately resulting in grievances that 

brought about the Mau Mau uprising. In the first chapter, Leakey writes, “if we are to understand 

the underlying causes which made it possible for the movement to come into being and to reach 

the proportions which it has reached, we must know something of the history and customs of the 

Kikuyu” (1). Throughout the book, Leakey explains how the social grievances underlining the 

Mau Mau uprising stemmed from the breakdown of Kikuyu customs (such as those pertaining to 

the Kikuyu system of clan-based authority and marriage) resulting from British colonization and 

land dispossession. In contrast to A Grain of Wheat, which focuses on ties of Mau Mau to a 

broader Kenyan identity, Mau Mau and the Kikuyu specifically focuses on the breakdown of 

Kikuyu customs and identity as a result of colonization and as an impetus for Mau Mau. 

However, the two sources are similar in that they identify the breakdown of local customs and 

traditions stemming from European “modernization” and land dispossession as core grievances 

stimulating the Mau Mau movement.  

 Before explaining the specific breakdowns in Kikuyu customs as drivers of the Mau Mau 

uprising (the main focus of the book), it is important to highlight how the book briefly portrays 



and describes the supposed goals of the uprising. While Leakey aims to stimulate understanding 

of the uprising by explaining legitimate grievances resulting from customary breakdown, Leakey 

also juxtaposes these somewhat sympathetic explanations with numerous instances of 

characterizing Mau Mau as anti-white and an uprising of terrorism. This language is common in 

Western commentary on the uprising and parallels the lexicon used in a brief 1953 New York 

Times article entitled “36 Mau Mau Terrorists Slain”, which paints the Mau Mau uprising as 

“anti-white” and “terrorism.”1 Leakey argues that the Mau Mau uprising “aims to drive the 

Europeans and all other foreigners out of the country and intends to use murder, intimidation, 

and a general uprising to bring this about”, using similar negative language seen in other Western 

sources when describing the goals of the uprising, but directly contrasting his more 

understanding tone articulated in the chapters outlining the causes of the movement (ix). 

 Many of the breakdowns of Kikuyu customs were stimulated by the dispossession of 

Kikuyu land by the British. Leakey specifically states, “the biggest single grievance among the 

Kikuyu is linked with land,” and notes that ‘land’ is the rallying cry used by Mau Mau fighters 

(105). In the beginning of the book, Leakey notes that misperceptions of customs regarding land 

ownership between the British and the Kikuyu allowed for the large-scale land dispossession to 

occur, highlighting how violation of certain customs played a role in generating the eventual 

breakdown of other social customs under British rule and settlement. Around the time of British 

settlement in the region between 1902-1907, the region suffered severe population loss due to 

multiple disasters of disease and famine. As a result, many of the surviving Kikuyu in the area 

moved away from their land (especially because of the locust invasion). According to Kikuyu 

custom, moving away from one’s land did not imply abandonment of property, as it was still 
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viewed as rightly possessed by the family. However, when British settlers arrived, they assumed 

that the abandoned land was no longer owned by the respective Kikuyu families. Additionally, 

even when British settlers did recognize Kikuyu land ownership and purchased land from 

individual members of a land-owning sub-clan, these purchases were not viewed as customarily 

legitimate by many Kikuyu since land ownership was held by the entire sub-clan and therefore 

had to be approved by the sub-clan at-large. Thus, even the land dispossession that eventually 

broke down other Kikuyu customary norms was viewed at the precipice as violating customs, 

generating Kikuyu resentment that would only grow more severe. 

 The British land purchases which violated customs pertaining to sub-clan ownership 

precipitated a gradual breakdown of the Kikuyu clan system, demonstrating how initial 

violations of customary behavior generated the destruction of additional social customs. Leakey 

highlights two mechanisms relating to the erosion of the clan system and consequent grievances 

giving rise to Mau Mau. First, Leakey argues that the breakdown of traditional Kikuyu authority 

generated grievances because of perceived illegitimate social authority (as described above), 

which appeared to be less effective and cohesive than previous systems, thereby negatively 

impacting societal stability. Additionally, the dispossession of land without consulting sub-clans 

for approval of land sales prohibited opportunities for many Kikuyu to improve their living 

conditions. As a result of this dispossession, many Kikuyu were forced to become tenant 

farmers, which aside from generating material economic grievances, also contributed to social 

grievances since the opportunity to improve living conditions for future generations was a key 

social custom associated with sub-clan land ownership. Therefore, land dispossession upended 

longstanding social customs of clan-based authority that had created social stability and provided 



identity, and therefore explains deeper grievances that underscore the reasons behind the Mau 

Mau uprising.  

 In a more direct way, the dispossession of land severely upended another Kikuyu social 

custom: marriage. In Kikuyu tradition, a groom (and his family) provided sheep and goats as a 

guarantee of good faith vis-à-vis his marriage, while the bride (and her family) accepted the 

offering as a guarantee that she would make a good wife. This custom differs from a dowry or 

bride purchase in that if either the husband or wife failed to live up to their duties in the marriage 

or decided to precipitate a divorce, the non-violating family would receive the herd. In this sense, 

the herd served as a form of marriage insurance and continually proved to be an effective 

mechanism in stabilizing marriages in a community that frowned upon divorce. Thus, it is 

evident that such a social custom was a crucial and integral factor in maintaining the social fabric 

among Kikuyu communities, creating numerous positive externalities.  

The alteration of Kenyan bushland (the type of land required for grazing) to farmland by 

the British and the severe decline in land ownership by Kikuyu families upended this social 

custom because Kikuyu families were no longer able to supply the required herd of sheep and 

goats to form the marriage insurance. Many Kikuyu families tried to maintain the social custom 

by paying the insurance in cash instead, but this did not create an effective substitute. It was 

much easier for the bride’s family to spend the cash when it was paid, transforming the payment 

from insurance to a bride payment. As a result, the custom no longer contributed to marriage 

maintenance and stability since there was no threat of losing the insurance payment of sheep and 

goats. The marriage system therefore lost meaning as a result of British colonization, and 

consequently had a negative impact on the social stability (and the benefits associated with it) in 

Kikuyu society. Leakey notes that the discontent emanating from this customary and social 



breakdown of the marriage system “is a real contributory factor in the mental unrest and 

discontent which is, in fact, responsible for the growth of the Mau Mau movement” (16). 

Further, as seen with the breakdown of the Kikuyu clan-based system of authority, the erosion of 

the marriage insurance custom upended the stability and cohesion of the Kikuyu social structure 

which brought about grievances rooted in the violation of Kikuyu society and identity.  

 Overall, Leakey adds a layer of explanation for why land dispossession served as a 

grievance in the Mau Mau uprising. While land dispossession certainly created straightforward 

economic grievances among the Kikuyu, Leakey emphasizes the deeper impacts on Kikuyu 

social traditions. Therefore, land dispossession challenged core notions of Kikuyu identity and 

generated deeper impacts on social stability than one would assume without understanding 

Kikuyu customs. In this sense, the Mau Mau rallying cry of ‘save the land’ takes on a more deep-

rooted meaning when considering the impacts land dispossession had on the social fabric of 

Kikuyu society; ‘save the land’ is not simply a cry of economic grievance, but rather a call to 

save the Kikuyu identity and way of life that was destroyed by British colonialism.   

 

 

 


