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ABSTRACT 

This study examines the origin, the manifestation and impact of the direct taxation of 

Africans in Kenya. While the state had several reasons for imposing taxation on Africans, 

the basic factor weighed on the need for a definitive source of revenue. For most of the 

colonial period, this aggregated to about 37Y:! percent of the total revenues. The thesis 

shows how taxes were collected from Africans, how this led to participation in the cash 

economy and how they continually resisted and evaded such taxati'on. Tax collection was 

synonymous with colonialism and this was manifested through ttie central role of chiefs, 

who used taxes and force to coerce Africans into migrant wage labour. 

Through taxation policies, legislation and African resourcefulness, migrant wage labour 

served the needs of a colonial capitalist settler economy. In this way, the colonial state 

revealed its capacity for dominance, power and exploitation. Evidence has been adduced 

to show that African taxation was an important factor in Kenya's administrative, political and 

economic development. The policy of African taxation, land loss and poor working 

conditions are remembered as having interfered with African mechanisms for accumulating 

wealth. One of the main objections of the payment of taxes was the manner of its 

collection. Those unable to pay were imprisoned or detained while many took to instant 

flight at the sight of the tax collector. The thesis shows that in spite of all these harsh tax 

collection methods, peasants remained largely resilient and industrious. 

The Mau Mau movement was the culmination of various peasant grievances in which the 

colonial state used steep taxation as a counter-insurgency measure. Kenya's 

independence in 1963, however, never altered the predatory nature of the state. Subtle, 

opportunistic and overt ways continued to be used to extract taxes from the peasants and 

the working class. It was not until 1973 that the much-hated colonial poll tax that had been 
/ 

renamed as graduated poll. tax was abolished and replaced by indirect taxation. Finally, 

taxation like other colonial legacies has endured and has become one of the most 

important sources of revenue for the government to manage its fiscal policies. 

II 

CODESRIA
 - L

IB
RARY



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

The Department of History at Rhodes University hosted me for more than four years and I 

would like to express my gratitude to members of staff and colleagues for support. My 

supervisor Prof. Julian Cobbing, with whom I had fruitful discussions and who asked 

several thought-provoking questions, gave· his time and advice on the writing of the thesis. I 

am also grateful to Prof. Paul Maylam who not only admitted me into department, but also 

gave me support that was essential to complete the thesis. Dr. Julie Wells and Cherrie 

Charteris made me feel welcome in the department, solved a myriad of my problems and 

ensured that I was always on track. 

Financial support for this study came from a variety of sources. I am grateful to the 

Department of History, Rhodes University for awarding me a bursary. I thank family 

members and friends who met at Kaptagat Hotel and urged me down to Rhodes. But more 

than anybody else I owe my sanity to my trusted friend, Daniel Rono who ensured that I 

had adequate financial support. Various institutions came to my support at a crucial 

moment when I was doing the final write up and later during the revision of the thesis. I 

wish to gratefully acknowledge the support given to me by CODESRIA for their small grant 

for thesis writing and SEPHIS who gave me the opportunity to attend a workshop and a 

conference to discuss my work. I am also indebted to my employer, Egerton University who 

granted me study leave and to the staff of the Kenya National Archives who made available 

all the archival information required. 

Thanks too to my fellow Kenyans who are too numerous to mention for their inspiration to 

soldier on. Walimu Adar, Ajulu, Kim, Kariithi and Magda, ahsante sana. My colleague 

Felistus Kinjanjui helped me during a difficult period and I am truly grateful. My parents and 

siblings have been the source of support and perseverance that made this study possible. 

This work is dedicated to my wife Beatrice Chelagat and our children Sheila Chepkoech, 

Tracy Chepchirchir and Yvonne Cheruto whose support, encouragement and love 

sustained me throughout the long years of study. 

III -

CODESRIA
 - L

IB
RARY



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Abstract 

Acknowledgements 

Table of Contents 

List of Abbreviations 

Tables 

CHAPTER ONE 

THE STRUCTURE OF TAXATION IN KENYA: A BASIC ECONOMIC OUTLINE 

CHAPTER TWO 

THE EARLY PHASE OF COLONIAL TAXATION IN KENYA, 1895-1913 

Introduction 

From company rule to protectorate status 

Colonial budget and the reasons for African taxation 

Kenya-Uganda railway and the coming of the white settlers 

The introduction of hut and poll taxes, 1901-1910 

Incidence and methods of tax collection 

Early colonial taxation of Africans in urban Nairobi 

Impact of hut and poll taxes 

Conclusion 

CHAPTER THREE 

FIRST WORLD WAR AND THE BURDEN OF AFRICAN TAXATION, 1914-1923 

Introduction 

The war effort and African taxation 

African livestock and colonial taxation policies 

Chiefs and tax collection during the war period 

Impact of taxation on Africans after the war 

Conclusion 

CHAPTER FOUR 

PEASANT RESISTANCE TO TAXATION AND STATE RESPONSE, 1895-1923 

Introduction 

IV 

PAGE 

ii 

iii 

iv 

vii 

viii 

1 

39. 

39 

40 

51 

55 

61 

64 

80 

85 

90 

94 

94 

94 

103 

111 

117 

120 

122 

122 

CODESRIA
- L

IB
RARY



Tradition of peasant resistance to colonial taxation 

Appraisal of Kenyan peasant tax revolts 

Post-war African reaction to taxation, 1918-1923 

Conclusion 

CHAPTER FIVE 

THE MYTH AND REALITY OF TAXATION AND MIGRANT LABOUR, 1900-1923 

Introduction 

The emergence of a migrant wage labour class 

The 1912-13 Native Labour Commission 

Forced Labour, Kipande and the Northey circulars 

Conclusion 

CHAPTER SIX 

THE STRUGGLE OVER UBIQUITOUS TAXES, 1923-1947 

Introduction 

Double taxation and the Local Native Council 

Inter-war period: Casting the net wider 

Kodi stamps and the use in tax collection 

The Second World War and African taxation 

Conclusion 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

THE INSURGENCY PERIOD, TAXATION AND AFTERMATH, 1947-1963 

Introduction 

Brief survey of Mau Mau literature 

The roots of Mau Mau revolt 

Taxation as a counter-insurgency measure 

Introduction of GPT and multi-racial taxation 

Kenyatta: Facing the tax collector and the road to independence 

The wind of change and the collapse of the colonial state 

Conclusion 

V 

123 

127 

141 

147 

149 

149 

151 

161 

169 

175 

176 

177 

189 

193 

201 

213 

216 

218 

218 

219 

222 

229 

232 

238 

240 

241 

CODESRIA
 - L

IB
RARY



CHAPTER EIGHT 243 

TAXATION IN EARLY POST-COLONIAL KENYA, 1963-1973 

Introduction . 243 

Impact of tax coordination in East Africa 245 

Taxation and the budgetary system 247 

African response to post-colonial taxation 253 

Marketing boards and resource mobilization 256 

Taxation payment and the sell of liquor 259 

Harambee as a form of coerced taxation 261 

Financing local authorities through taxation 266 

Conclusion 272 

CHAPTER NINE 274 

CONCLUSION 274 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 282 

ABBREVIATIONS 

ADC African District Council 

BAR Baringo 

CNC Chief Native Commissioner 

CMS Church Missionary Society 

DC District Commissioner 

EAS East Africa Standard 

ELGM Elgeyo Marakwet 

FIN Finance 

GRS Garissa 

GPT Graduated Personal Tax 

IBEAC Imperial British east Africa Company 

KAR Kenya African Rifles 

KANU Kenya African National Union 

KCA Kikuyu Central Association 

KAU Kenya African National Union 

VI 

CODESRIA
 - L

IB
RARY



KRA Kenya Revenue Authority 

KBU Kiambu 

KIK Kikuyu 

KLFA Kenya Land and Freedom Army 

KMC Kenya Meat Commission 

KNA Kenya National Archives 

KPU Kenya Peoples' Union 

KTWA Kavirondo Taxpayers Welfare Association 

LNC Local Native Council 

MAA Ministry of African Affairs 

MST Marsabit 

MKS Machakos 

MUR Muranga 

NFD Northern Frontier District 

NKU Nakuru 

NYA Nyahururu 

Rs Rupees 

Shs Shillings 

PAYE Pay As You Earn 

PC Provincial Commissioner 

PWD Public Works Department 

YKA ............... Young Kikuyu Association 

TABLES 

Table 1 Lord Moyne's tax figures by racial classification, 1932 (pounds) 5 

Table 2 Receipts from Main heads of Taxation 1920-1939 (£000) 10 

Table 3 Protectorate trade and administrative budget ((£000) 45 

Table 4 Military expenditures 47 

Table 5 Agricultural exports from Kenya from 1908-1913 (tonnes in thousands 50 

Table 6. Revenue and Expenditure for 1906-1907 54 

Table 7 Malindi Hut Tax figures (£) 73 

Table 8 

. Table 9 

Table 10 

Machakos District Taxation (£000) 1901-13 

Nairobi hut and poll tax Revenue, 1905-14 

Total Nairobi Revenue, 1905-1911 

VII 

75 

84 

86 

CODESRIA
 - L

IB
RARY



Table 11 African contribution to the Colonial Revenue in Direct Taxes (Rupees 91 

Table 12 Tax figures for various provinces during the period, 1913-18 99 

Table 13 Oxen for Military purposes, Machakos District, 1915-1919 106 

Table 14 . Keiyo tax figures for the period 1912-1919 109 

Table 15 Census of Keiyo livestock in 1922 111 

Table 16 Keiyo chiefs and tax collection for the year 1919-1920 (rupees) 116 

Table17 British military operations and livestock confiscated, 1893-1911 130 

Table 18 Malindi locational labour statistics in 1916 (in hundreds) 162 

Table 19 Total number of Africans employed in wage labour, 1922 162 

Table 20 Comparative educational expenditure for different races 185 

Table 21 Local Native Council's expenditure on education 187 

Table 22 Nyanza Province LNCs expenditure in 1938 188 

Table 23 Comparative Local Native Council revenues, 1945 192 

Table 24 Tax collection figures in Central Kavirondo, 1928-1934 202 

Table 25 Hut and poll Tax collected between 1935-1944 205 

Table 26 Wajir Tax Revenue 1931-1935 (Shillings) 217 

Table 27 GPT figures (in shillings) for 1958-1961 242 

Table 28 Main Sources of Government Revenue, 1964-1977 (K£ Million) 256 

Table 29 The rate of GPT assessment per income (1969-79) 257 

Table 30 Harambee investments, 'OOO£ K., 1966 -1972 268 

Table 31 Rate of payment according to individual income (1967) 272 

Table 32 Local government revenue 1966 (£000) 274 

Table 33 Local government expenditure 1966 (£ OOO) 275 

VIII 

CODESRIA
 - L

IB
RARY



CHAPTER ONE 

THE STRUCTURE OF TAXATION IN KENYA: A BASIC ECONOMIC OUTLINE 

Finance is, as it were, the stomach of the country, from which all other organs 
take their tone. 

-W. E. Gladstone.1 

Raising revenue was one of the major problems that faced the British East Africa 

Protectorate when it was established in 1895. This was important because the 

nascent colonial state required finances to set up formal administration, establish 

the British presence in the whole country and to provide basic services such as 

the development of infrastructure and the maintenance of law and order. Initially, 

there was financial support from the imperial government in the form of grants-in­

aid. But like other British colonies, the protectorate had ultimately to rely upon 

local initiative to raise most of its revenue.2 A variety of instruments were 

therefore developed to raise the money needed mainly through direct and 

indirect taxation. Other revenues were derived from licences and railway tariffs. It 

was therefore within that budgetary framework that the direct taxation of Africans 

was introduced into Kenya by the colonial administration. 

This thesis is an attempt at a study of that process, the political and 

administrative history of the direct taxation of Africans. The study describes how 

taxes were levied from Africans, how these affected their lives and how they 

continually resisted and evaded such taxation. Markedly few scholars dealing 

with Kenya's colonial past have ventured into the thickets and the nitty-gritty of 

the imposition and response of Africans to direct taxation. This is notwithstanding 

the fact that taxation was one aspect of colonialism that affected the lives of 

nearly all Africans. Indeed, the direct taxation of Africans constituted the first step 

in African contact with colonial administration. Within that political connection, 

1 W. E. Gladstone, 'The Past and Present Administrations', quoted from Richard Kesner, 
Economic Control and Colonial Development: Crown Colony Financial Management in the Age of 
Joseph Chamberlain (Oxford, 1981), p. vii. 
2 The role of the British government in Kenya's colonial economy has been covered in, Richard 
Wolff, Britain and Kenya, 1870-1930: The Economics of Colonialism (New Haven, 1974). See 
also, E.A. Brett, Colonialism and Underdevelopment in East Africa: the Politics of Economic 
Change, 1919-1939 (London, 1973) and John Lonsdale and Bruce Berman, 'Coping with the 
Contradictions: the Development of the Colonial State in Kenya, 1895-1914,' Journal of African 
History vol. 20, no. 4, 1979, pp. 487-505. 
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taxation became an important element in the introduction of Africans to a cash 

economy and migrant labour. The purpose of this chapter is twofold. First, an 

attempt is made to provide an outline of the general economic structure of 

taxation and the controversies that surrounded its manifestation. Second, the 

chapter provides a bird's-eye view of the extant literature on the history of 

taxation in Kenya as well as the methods of research and the scope of the entire 

thesis. 

From the start of the protectorate and later colony, the British government's 

involvement in its finances was ubiquitous. Matters pertaining to colonial loans, 

rates of taxation and currency issues were to a large extent controlled from the 

offices of the Colonial Office in London and implemented by the Governor who 

was their representative.3 Yet, for most of the colonial period and despite 

determined efforts at tax collection, Kenya remained a dependent colony 

because it lacked the resources to make it self-sustaining. What was collected in 

the form of both. direct and indirect taxation covered the cost of day-to-day 

expenditure and little else. Major colonial projects such as the construction of 

railway lines and the repression of the Mau Mau revolt required a huge input of 

British capital. Otherwise for most of the colonial period, the imperial treasury 

vetoed any activity that was not in its interest. Instructions from the Colonial 

Office in London were clear that colonies had to maintain a balanced budget and 

to trim expenditure. 

This explains the near obsession of the colonial state to raise revenues through 

an elaborate system of both direct and indirect taxation. The challenges 

incidental to the imposition of direct taxation on Africans will form the principal 

subject of this chapter. In other words, the amount raised from Africans by direct 

taxation was used by various interested groups as a measure of the expenditure 

that should be incurred directly for their benefit. As a result of these contentions, 

no less than on three occasions did the colonial state set up committees to 

consider the relative merits of increasing the yield of both direct and indirect 

taxation and of African benefits. These three committees were Lord Moyne's, 

3 Kesner, Economic Control and Development, p. xvi. 
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Certain Questions in Kenya: Report by the Financial Commissioner, 1932, G. 

Walsh and H. R Montgomery's Report on Native Taxation, 1936 and Sir Alan 

Pim's, Report on the Financial Position and System of Taxation of Kenya, 1936. 

Of the three, Lord Moyne's report and recommendations remain the most 

comprehensive of all. In particular, the estimates he provides of contributions by 

the different communities are relevant to our analysis of the racial distribution of 

taxes and services. The chief point of interest therefore becomes the relation 

between the overhead expenditure on the settlers and the provisions made for 

expenditure on Africans. 

Thus, at the heart of the colonial revenue project in Kenya, was the struggle 

between the state, the settlers and Africans. over the burden of payment and 

perceived benefits from public expenditure.4 Arguably, the issue of benefits is an 

extremely complex one to quantify. It is very difficult in economic terms and in 

practical life to find out how much benefit different individuals or peoples derive 

or enjoy from the taxes paid. Few taxes in any state are levied on a quid pro quo 

principle or benefit principle. A common view is that taxation throughout history 

has been a compulsory charge imposed by a government or public authority in 

respect of which no specific goods or_ services to the individual, group or 

institution is directly rendered in return. Looking back, the colonial state did 

provide a number of benefits to Africans in the form of infrastructure, security, 

education, medical facilities and new agricultural crops. On the other hand, the 

settlers appear to have benefited more in terms of an expensive system of public 

works and many other social amenities. Conversely, African opposition to 

colonial taxation had more to do with the coercive manner of its collection, the 

rates levied and the severe penalties imposed on tax defaulters rather than with 

the principles of levying taxes. 

A clear point that emerges from this research is that the revenue raised in the 

colony was largely derived from indirect taxation of Europeans and Asians. On 

the other hand, by the 1930s Africans contributed not more than 40 percent 

4 The controversy about direct African taxation has been described by two eminent commentaries 
on the colonial situation in Kenya as 'that gloomy subject'. See Elspeth Huxley and Margery 
Perham, Race and Politics in Kenya (London, 1954), p. 114. 

3 

CODESRIA
 - L

IB
RARY



through both direct and indirect tax payments. These findings by Lord Mayne 

arose out of one of the major arguments during the colonial period as to whether 

the various racial groups contributed according to their ability and received the 

returns in proportion to their contributions. Interestingly, while the settlers 

considered their lot highly taxed, the colonial administration felt that Europeans 

and Asians were not contributing adequately to the revenue base of the state 

through direct taxation.5 This grumbling over decreased revenue and the 

imbalance in expenditure led to the appointment of a committee under Lord 

Mayne in January 1932 to investigate these twin problems. 

Lord Mayne, formerly Financial Secretary to the Treasury in Britain, was first of 

all mandated to investigate the general budgetary position of the colony. His 

terms of reference included general investigation of the financial and economic 

conditions of the country and to make recommendations for any readjustment of 

taxation or expenditure. He was also required to examine taxation as it affected 

the compliance of the African people and to recommend various ways and 

means of drawing more Africans into the tax net. Finally, he was detailed to 

· specifically consider the incidence of taxation between the various racial groups. 6 

Lord Moyne's report was published in May 1932 and was first discussed in the 

House of Commons. Divergent views emerged during the deliberations with the 

majority led by Mr. L. S Amery arguing that the report was 'an extraordinarily fair, 

understanding, practical and wise report, and all the more interesting because it 

is so essentially unpretentious in its statement of the problem' .7 Others, like Mr 

Lunn evinced that Lord Mayne showed that taxation was unfairly levied on the 

Africans since they bore the lion's share. But this was a minority opinion in the 

House. Back in Kenya, the report did· not please most Europeans and settlers, 

since it called for the introduction of the much-hated income tax.8 Yet from 

reading Lord Moyne's report, he appears to have been an impartial investigator 

since his report is worded in very moderate and balanced terms. 

5 Marjorie Dilley, British Policy in Kenya Colony (London, 1966), p. 104. 
6 Lord Mayne 'Certain Questions in Kenya: Report by Financial Commissioner', May 1932. 
7 Dilley, British Policy in Kenya Colony, pp. 244-246. 
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A fundamental conclusion of Lord Moyne's report, and one which is germane to 

our study, is that by 1932 Africans were responsible for 37}'2 percent of the 

colony's total revenue as shown below. 

Table 1 Lord Moyne's tax figures by racial classification, 1932 (pounds) 

Europeans Asians Africans Total 
Direct Taxation 42 596 60 535 530 877 634 008 

Total Indirect 334 596 209 551 199 181 843 209 
taxation 
Other taxation 109 113 55 709 11 446 176 263 

Other revenues 179 595 59 863 49 596 289 059 

Totals 665 900 385 663 791 110 1 942 539 

Source: Lord Moyne 'Certain questions in Kenya', p.18. 

These figures present a number of important threads, which reveal the nature of 

colonial taxation in Kenya right from its early stages of introduction to the eve of 

independence. Lord Moyne, as far as he could judge, found out that most of 

Kenya's expenditure and its related services and burdens were fairly divided 

between the different races. His general conclusion was that Europeans, being 

the smallest community, paid the largest contribution. The facts show that in 

1932, 'the yield from all indirect taxes exceeded the yield from all direct taxes in 

colonial Kenya' and that, 'since Europeans and Asians paid the bulk of indirect 

taxes, and the bulk of other taxes and charges on goods and services, their total 

tax burden exceeded in absolute terms the tax burden on African people by 

some 25%'.9 The above was true owing mainly to the level of involvement in the 

money economy mainly by Europeans and Asians who consumed the expensive 

imported consumer and producer goods on which import duties were charged. 

They were also consumers of locally produced manufactured goods which were 

taxed.10 

B Ibid. 
9 For this interpretation of Lord Moyne's data, I am grateful to a Rhodes University Examiner for an 
edifying expose. However, any misrepresentation of facts remains my responsibility. 
10 Ibid., p. 2 fn. 1. 
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Lord Mayne examined the generally erroneous impression that during the 

colonial period, Africans groaned under heavy taxes while the Europeans paid 

next to nothing at all. The facts and figures he presented tell a different story. 

The figures for total taxation quoted in an appendix to Lord Moyne's report 

indicate that in 1932, Europeans paid £41. 6s. per head while Africans, paid only 

6.04 shillings. 11 If the total of economically independent persons was taken as 

the criterion, the burden was approximately £64 per head. He nevertheless 

acknowledged the difficulty of determining the impact of taxation on Africans and 

observed that compared to the other races, Africans in Kenya appear to have 

been deprived of educational, medical and agricultural facilities with a larger 

share of expenditure being reserved for the Europeans.12 On the other hand, 

Lord Mayne argued that there were many other benefits, like protection and 

various services for Afric~ns, t hat were invisible. He showed that save for 

agriculture, education, health and public works, there were thirty-eight other 

heads of expenditure that Africans benefited from. But in his summary and 

recommendations, Lord Mayne believed that Africans had not had a fair deal as 

regards social services and that they were relatively highly taxed due to high 

discrepancies of income. 

Consequently, Lord Mayne made a number of recommendations. Significantly, 

he upheld previous demands by the colonial state for the introduction of an 

income tax to be paid by Europeans and Asians. Moyne's conclusion was that 

the settlers had no basis for avoiding the payment of income tax since they were 

benefiting from the state's provision of services. He argued that since individual 

Africans were taxed just as Europeans and since 'their returns were not 

adequate, it would seem difficult to arrive at the conclusion that the natives were 

not overtaxed for the benefit of the non-natives and chiefly for the Europeans' .13 

In addition, although Lord Mayne found that the hut tax was too rigid, crude and 

inelastic form of taxation, it was not too severe to pay. 'I am of the opinion,' he 

said, 'that the present amount of direct native taxation could be collected without 

11 Report by Lord Mayne, 'Certain Questions in Kenya: Report by Financial Commissioner, 1932', 
Appendix 2. In this case £1 stood for 20 shillings. 
12 Ibid., p.18. 
13 Ibid., pp. 8-16. 
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hardship if the incidence of taxation were transformed so as to vary according to 

taxable capacity' .14 

In regard to African taxation, Lord Mayne recommended several far-reaching 

reforms to be made to the hut and poll taxes, which he described as being 

'primitive' forms of taxation that made them unsuitable for existing conditions. 15 

First, he advised a uniform adult male poll tax of six shillings to be collected by 

stamps on registration certificates. Second, he recommended the introduction of 

an African livestock tax to cover the pastoral nomadic groups who did not pay the 

normal hut and poll taxes due to their nomadic lifestyle. Third, he called for the 

taxation of widows even if they had passed the childbearing age since they were 

in charge of huts. But he recommended that a distinction should be made 

between widows capable of bearing children and those past childbearing age. 

Finally, he called for a lenient policy to exempt the old, the infirm and destitute 

from the payment of taxes. Following this change, he suggested that the hut tax 

would vary from two to fourteen shillings a.ccording to the tax capacity of the 

particular district. The final development he suggested would be an eventual 

'native cultivation tax', instead of the hut tax, to be levied in the more advanced 

areas, and adopted gradually throughout the reserves. He presumed that the 

changes would not affect the total African taxation returns, but would secure a 

more even distribution of the existing tax burden. Moreover, he argued that as 

development took place, revenue would show a natural increase.16 

Lord Mayne felt that even if direct African taxation was modified according to his 

suggestions and maintained at its existing levels, it would still 'represent a 

heavier individual sacrifice than that at present imposed upon the non-native 

population.'17 But he argued that whatever the prevailing circumstances, Africans 

ought to receive vital services of development in justification for the heavy 

contribution made by them to public taxation from its slender means. 18 

14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid. 
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Importantly, Lord Mayne found no evidence that import duties had unfairly 

affected any of the communities. This particularly concerned railway tariffs where 

he argued that the rates had been fixed on sound principles of railway finance, 

and that there was no racial preference in the rates. In addition, he found that the 

rates for the transportation of commodities, whether for the white settlers or 

Africans, were the same. But while appreciating the fact that rates were fair 

between the communities, he recommended that rates be reduced for African 

cotton cloth and blankets. 

On the European side, Lord Mayne reported that although they were the smallest 

group, they made the largest contribution to state revenues, but that they were 

'relatively fortunate in its lightness'. He confirmed the difficulty of determining the 

exact balance of contribution and benefits between the European and African 

communities. However, his examination of the educational, medical and 

agricultural expenditure convinced him that not enough was spent on the African 

side. For example, he held that reductions in the medical services since 1930 

had been to a great extent at the expense of Africans who previously had been 

inadequately served. In addition, he argued that the decrease in estimates for 

African education in 1933 was unfair since fluctuating prices of commodities 

affected Africans more than Europeans. In respect of agricultural services, he 

claimed that not enough was being paid for African development, while the 

amounts paid for direct services for both communities were basically the same. 

He called for improved research for African agriculture and agricultural training.19 

To illustrate his contention, Lord Mayne cited the example of the Meru people 

who had great difficulty in paying their hut and poll taxes. Their farm produce 

could not readily be exchanged for money because the Indian traders were also 

experiencing a lean time due to the world depression. The Indians therefore 

could not purchase farm produce from the peasants. As a result, the price of 

beans, green gram, ghee, and cattle hides plummeted. For instance goatskins 

which previously had a ready market in Momba·sa and sold for as much as shs 

20 per piece, could hardly sell. 

19 Ibid. 
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According to Lord Moyne, Meru District was not isolated in facing the problems 

stated above. The reports he obtained from among the Keiyo, the Nandi, the 

Embu and the Chuka depicted even more difficult situations. A major problem 

faced by these groups of people was one of lack of access to markets, which 

meant that they could not sell their surplus crops or livestock. The problem was 

further compounded by settler fears that the movement of African livestock would 

spread diseases to their stock. To make matters worse Africans were blamed for 

overstocking their land. Indeed, the colonial administration was convinced that 

reduction of livestock numbers was the ultimate solution to the problems of soil 

erosion in the reserves. Finally, Lord Moyne recommended that an African 

Betterment Fund be established to help correct the lack of development in 

African areas. As part of this recommendation, Lord Moyne proposed the setting 

up of a meat factory to deal with the lack of markets for African cattle and to help 

reduce the estimated 5 million head of cattle found by 1931 in African reserves. 

Arising out of Moyne's recommendation at de-stocking, the Kenya Meat 

Commission (KMC) was established at Athi River in the mid-1930s. Its main 

objective was to provide a ready market for livestock keepers. To the colonial 

administration, the KMC was to have the dual role of reducing the number of 

livestock in order to curb overstocking and overgrazing, while facilitating taxation 

from the sale of livestock. This policy of de-stocking therefore benefited the 

Kenya Meat Commission for it forced people like the Kamba to sell their stock at 

very low prices. Other communities for example the semi-pastoral Nandi sold 

their livestock only as a last resort by raising their taxes through the sale of 

honey, sheep and goats and through wage labour. Among the Chuka, the 

majority of the people raised their taxes from the sale of goats, pigeon peas, 

tobacco, maize and ghee and by seeking wage labour outside the reserves.20 

In the final analysis, the Lord Moyne report is important in assessing the 

aggregate contribution of the various groups to the revenue of the colony. It 

settled the debate once and for all as to the actual contribution of Africans to 

direct taxation in the colony, which had raged especially during the inter-war 

20 Ibid. 
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period. The long-term result of his recommendations was evidenced by the 

abolition of hut tax in 1934, the use of stamp cards (Kod1) in the collection of tax 

in 1936 and the introduction of an income tax in 1937. And although the Native 

Betterment Fund never saw the light of day owing to financial difficulties, the 

Colonial Development Act of 1940 helped redress some of the problems faced 

by Africans that had been highlighted by Lord Mayne. 

Brett, an authority on the economic forces at play during the inter-war period, 

concurs with the argument by Lord Mayne over the incidence of taxation between 

Africans and other groups: that Africans largely did not sustain the colonial 

state.21 He shows that between 1920 and 1939, tl:te white settlers who paid 

indirect taxes in the form of customs and excise duties, contributed more than 4 7 

percent of the total revenue. Africans on the other hand through direct taxation in 

the form of hut tax and poll tax paid 29 percent. Other forms of taxation 

contributed 24 percent as shown below. 

Table 2 Receipts from Main Heads of Taxation 1920 ·1939 (£000) four-year 
averages 

1920- % 1924- % 1930- % 1935- % 

23 29 34 39 

Customs and Excise 337 36 788 48 672 42 850 47 

Native Hut and Poll 458 50 533 34 542 35 527 29 

Tax 

Other Taxation 128 14 285 18 358 23 433 24 

Total 923 100 1 626 100 1 572 100 1 810 100 

Source, Brett, Colonialism and Underdevelopment in East Africa, p. 192. 

The figures used by Brett and Lord Mayne may differ over the period under study 

and also because Africans too paid customs and excise, but the argument is the 

same that African taxation did not contribute more than 40 percent of the 

colony's revenues. This, it is argued was generally true for the entire colonial 

period. In short, Lord Moyne's inquiry provides us with an important point of 

departure to offer a diachronic as well as a synchronic examination of popular 

African responses to direct taxation. For whatever the shortfall in the direct 
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taxation of Africans, the practice offered the colonial state a steady and 

substantial source of revenue. The next general observations are meant to 

contextualize the main economic issues so as to place the mechanics of taxation 

processes within a proper historical perspective. 

Bruce Berman and John Lonsdale have argued that British conquest in Kenya 

was an expensive affair. They state that for the period up to 1901, military costs 

took up over one-third of the protectorate's budget. As a result, the expenditure 

exceeded local revenue and trebled imperial subsidy. For instance in 1901-2, 

domestic revenues accounted for only 4.5 percent of total expenditure, but this 

rose to 29 percent in 1904-05.22 This was the situation inherited by Sir Charles 

Eliot in 1901 when he took over as the Commissioner. He had then described the 

finances of the protectorate as being 'one of the gravest interest' and suggested 

a number of remedies to the metropolitan government.23 But, while the British 

government was reluctant to finance new territorial acquisitions, the East Africa 

Protectorate, because of its strategic significance, attracted financial commitment 

from the British government in the form of grants-in-aid and Treasury Colonial 

loans. After funding the Uganda railway, the metropolitan state provided minimal 

financial support and expected that the colony collect revenues by_ means of 

taxation and export of commodities.24 

Thus, at the outset of British rule, fiscal policy was mainly concerned with raising 

revenue to minimise public expenditure, since British taxpayers did not want their 

taxes used to maintain overseas territories. In theory, the colonies were 

supposed to be economically self-sufficient. The establishment of the 

protectorate had turned out to be an expensive military and administrative 

undertaking. This was because the colonial state was founded on coercion and 

the use of armed force that required huge sums of money to obtain the 

21 Brett, Colonialism and Underdevelopment in East Africa, pp. 190-199. 
22 Bruce Berman and John Lonsdale, Unhappy valley: Conflict in Kenya and Africa, state and 
Class, Book one (Nairobi, 1992), pp. 86-87. 
23 This was contained in a confidential letter written by Sir Charles Eliot to Lord Lansdowne, 18 
June 1901, FOCP (7867) lxvi, pp. 135-137. Quoted from G. M. Mungeam, Kenya: Select 
Documents 1884-1923 (Nairobi, 1978), p. 86. 
24 Swainson, The Development of Corporate Capitalism in Kenya, 1918-1977 (London, 1980), p. 
93. 
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acquiescence of recalcitrant African communities. Furthermore, the railway line 

constructed from Mombasa to Kisumu in 1896-1901 had consumed £5 502 592 

million. It was therefore expected that it would sustain its operational costs 

through the transportation of commodities for export and bring in raw materials 

that would serve in a way to stimulate the production of British goods for colonial 

· markets.25 Later, with the arrival of European settlers, taxation apart from 

generating revenue became an important tool for coercing Africans into the cash 

economy, either as sellers of labour-power or as producers and sellers of 

commodities. Equally important, apart from its economic value, African taxation 

was considered by colonial powers to be the 'sacrament of submission' to 

colonial authority.26 

In examining the issue of African taxation; Lord Lugard, the doyen of colonial 

administrators, considered the imposition of direct taxation as creating an 

'intimate touch between the British colonial staff and the African people' and as 

the foundation stone of economic, social and political development.27 Basically, 

Lugard considered taxation as serving three purposes: firstly, as a stimulus to the 

production of commodities, second as a source of revenue, and finally, as the 

basis for the development of his system of indirect rule - which meant the 

modernisation of African traditional institutions. Lugard's views are important not 

only because he participated in the creation of colonial rule in East Africa but his 

views on indirect rule encouraged the appointment of chiefs, even in societies 

that had none. These chiefs helped in the collection of direct taxes, which in most 

cases governed the relationship between the state and Africans. 

Save for the construction of the railway, much of the financial aid received was 

usually politically rather than financially motivated. It was specifically meant to 

assist the local administration that had no proper source of revenue.28 Few if any 

of these parliamentary appropriations, however, can be construed as anything 

other than remedial efforts made by the imperial government to prevent the 

25 A good starting point on the economics of colonial taxation in Kenya is E. A. Brett, Colonialism 
and Underdevelopment in East Africa, pp. 190-199. 
26 John Iliffe, Africans: The History of a Continent (Cambridge, 1995), p. 198. . 
27 Lord Lugard, Political Memoranda: Revision of Instructions to Political Officers on Subjects 
Chiefly Political and Administrative (London, 1986), p.16. 
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failure of the colonial project. To a large extent, financial policy for the 

protectorate was controlled from the offices of the Treasury and the Colonial 

Office in London.29 But although in theory the final word as to colonial financial 

policy lay in London, rarely did they intervene on a day-to-day basis. The 

Governor was the key representative of the imperial government who 

administered, while the Colonial Office under the Secretary of State for Colonies 

did the supervision.30 

Financial expenditures and revenues during the colonial period were often as a 

result of lengthy discussions and negotiations. From the local administration side, 

the Governor led negotiations. 31 The Governor was the source of all authority in 

the colony, and responsible only to the Secretary of State for Colonies. In 

exercising his executive authority, the Governor was assisted by the Executive 

Council mostly composed of official members and met at the Governor's 

summons and could only discuss issues submitted by him. There was also the 

Legislative Council presided over by the Governor in which the legislative power 

and taxation policy of the colony was vested. This body was skewed in its 

composition for Africans were not members. 

For the new administration, direct taxation and the indirect taxation of goods and 

services remained the most feasible source of revenue. Direct taxation was, 

however, weakened by the relatively small size of wage earners and opposition 

by European settlers. Indirect taxation usually came in the form of import duties 

such as on sale and consumption of a limited number of items mostly tobacco, 

wine, beer and spirits. In fact from the start of the colonial period, customs and 

excise duti'es from European liquor were a significant source of income for the 

state owing to the white population's heavy consumption of alcohol on which 

there was a heavy customs duty. Exports like coffee, maize, simsim and various 

minerals were also taxed with the railway being a major mode of transport, thus 

earning revenue for the government. But while import and export duties did 

28 Kesner, Economic Control and Development, p. 44. 
29 Ibid. 
3° Kesner, Economic Control and Development, p. xvi. See also, George Bennett, Kenya: A 
Political History, the Colonial Period (Nairobi, 1978), pp. 19-28. 
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generate considerable amounts of revenue for the colonial administration, they 

were not particularly flexible. A depression, for example, would send revenues 

plummeting and lead to dependency and an unexpected budget deficit. In 

addition, right from the beginning of colonial rule, Britain conceived Kenya's role 

as being an exporter of raw materials, with little or no industries so as not to 

compete with those in Britain. But to increase revenues from indirect taxation, 

one had to first increase trade. And since the colonial administration could 

neither prevent declining trade levels nor directly nurture rising ones, there was 

little that the colonial state could do, to improve the primary source of their 

revenue. Attempts at new indirect taxes like land taxes, licences sales and 

agricultural taxes usually met with stiff resistance from the settlers. 32 

The policy of white settlement in Kenya involved inordinate state support for 

settler agriculture. Most government policies were geared towards mobilising 

resources from the African sector of the economy to the settler one. In the words 

of Zeleza, the early colonial state in Kenya 'acted as an instrument of primitive 

accumulation on settlers' behalf by appropriating African land, confiscating 

livestock, introducing taxation, building rail and transport networks, and creating 

markets and financial structures highly favourable to settlers'. 33 This pattern of 

development persisted throughout the colonial period and had a lot of influence 

on the evolution of Kenya's social and economic formation. Thus, in the early 

stages of colonial rule, the state was fashioned to serve the interests of a small 

but politically vocal settler group who had been given official invitation to farm in 

Kenya by the first Commissioner, Sir Charles Eliot. 34 

This decision by the colonial administration to build a settler economy was 

influenced by a number of factors.35 First, the British government was anxious to 

see the protectorate become financially self-sufficient and therefore stop 

31 R. M. Maxon, 'The Colonial and Foreign Offices: Policy and Control', B. A. Ogot and W. R. 
Ochieng' (eds.), Kenya: The Making of a Nation (Maseno, 2000), pp.33-48. 
32 Brett, Colonialism and Underdevelopment in East Africa, p. 140. 
33 Tiyambe Zeleza, 'The Establishment of Colonial Rule, 1905-1920', W.R. Ochieng' (ed.) A 
Modern History o~Kenya (Nairobi, 1985), p. 39. 
34 Bennett, Kenya: A Political History, pp. 10-18. 
35 For the best analysis of the history of white settlement in Kenya, see, M. P. K. Sorrenson, The 
Origins of European Settlement in Kenya (Nairobi, 1968). 
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depending on grants-in-aid from the British treasury. Second, the British 

government had in 1901 finished building a railway line linking the Kenyan coast 

to Uganda at a cost of £5.5 million. There was therefore need to develop local 

export production in order to make the railway investment, and indeed the whole 

colonial enterprise, economically viable.36 Third, the railway traversed the Kenya 

highlands, whose fertile soils and temperate climate were considered suitable for 

settler agriculture. Fourth, by 1902 the few hundred white settlers in the country 

were already agitating for a policy of white settlement. Fifthly, it had become 

apparent by then that the country did not have significant mineral wealth. Finally, 

the colonial administration and particularly the Commissioner Sir Charles Eliot, 

was reluctant to entrust the development of the country to the local Africans, 

because their economies were considered undeveloped and therefore incapable 

of forming the basis of a vibrant economy.37 In short, a policy of white settlement 

was pursued in Kenya, one which was to impact on the whole controversy of 

whether Africans were or were not receiving a fair return on their taxes. 

Once entrenched, the settlers' views on financial matters, particularly with 

taxation, became more definite and widely heard. In the first place, through their 

organisation, the Planters' and Farmers' Association (later changed to Colonists' 

Association), the settlers made it · clear to the Governor that they opposed 

'taxation without representation' and demanded that a Legislative Council be 

established to which the Governors' Executive Council would be subordinate.38 

To show that the settlers held sway over the colonial state, their demand for a 

Legislative Council was granted in 1906. It was through this Legislative Council 

that the settlers were able to influence most government decisions. For instance, 

by their domination of the Legislative Council, they were able to frustrate 

attempts by the imperial and colonial governments to impose direct taxes on 

them. The settlers argued that they were already making adequate contributions 

to state revenue through agricultural production and indirect taxation in the form 

of licence fees, rates and court fees. In addition, the settlers contended that they 

were more heavily taxed than others, meaning Indians and/or Africans. And as 

36 Brett, Colonialism and Underdevelopment in East Africa, p. 140. . 
37 Bennett, Kenya: A Political History, pp.10-18. See also, Wolff, The Economics of Colonialism: 
Britain and Kenya, pp. 20-57. 
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Swainson has argued, the settler barons would have preferred total tax 

autonomy from the metropolitan government if it had been possible. 39 

Generally speaking, the settlers preferred indirect taxes through customs duties 

to direct taxes because indirect taxes gave the European consumers a check on 

the government, for by refusing to buy taxed articles, they could force a change· 

in government policy.40 The settlers therefore did not think it appropriate that they 

should be taxed separately in terms of a direct income tax. They were also 

opposed to attempts at the introduction of export duty, undeveloped land tax, a 

turnover tax, tax on commercial travellers and/or a wheel tax. Instead, the settlers 

favoured the introduction of a double stamp tax on land transfers and checks, 

increase in postage rates, and a cattle tax for all. Generally, the settlers 

considered that the fairest method of taxation for them was through indirect 

taxation of import duties.41 

But according to the se.cond Commissioner of the protectorate, Sir Charles Eliot 

(1901-1904), the settlers had no basis for grumbling for 'there was probably no 

country in the world where the incidence was so light per head; there was no 

income tax, no house tax, no land tax' .42 Eliot was however challenged by Sir 

Ewart Grogan (a pioneer settler leader) who contended that the contribution of 

the Europeans was out of all proportion to those in any other country. The truth 

of the matter, however, was that the amounts referred to by Grogan were actually 

rents rather that taxes.43 In fact, in 1905 Lansdowne, the Colonial Secretary, had 

instructed the third Commissioner, Sir Donald Stewart 'to remedy the inequality 

of the fact that the natives were taxed but not the immigrants'.44 As will become 

evident in subsequent chapters, the settlers not only influenced government 

expenditure in their favour in terms of infrastructure, but also got the state to 

subsidise most of their activities, particularly using taxation to coerce cheap 

38 Swainson, The Development of Corporate Capitalism in Kenya, p. 24. 
39 Ibid., p. 25. 
40 Ibid., p. 92. 
41 Marjorie Dilley, British Policy in Kenya Colony, p. 38. 
42 Ibid., p. 37, fn. 6. 
43 Ibid. p. 86. 
44 Bennett, Kenya: A Political History, p. 19. 
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African labour. However, the government itself generally denied that the level of 

taxation was intended to stimulate migrant labour.45 

But whatever settler objections there might have been to direct taxation, attempts 

were made to make the Europeans and Asians make direct contributions to the 

revenue of the state. Consequently, the state deliberated on new sources of 

revenue to be introduced. For a start, an income tax bill that had been proposed 

in 1920 and passed by the Legislative Council under the Income tax Ordinance 

was repealed in 1922. This was not only due to settler opposition led by Lord 

Delamare, but also because it was considered expensive to collect.46 Thus, for 

the colonial state, increased revenue remained possible through indirect taxation 

of import duties on provisions such as whisky, ghee, butter, cheese, cars, 

cigarettes, tea, sugar, rice, timber, stamps, cheques, postal rates and a flat tax 

on land that was not to exceed twenty cents per acre.47 However, as far as the 

state was concerned, the African contribution to state revenues was minimal 

because of the inadequacy of a money economy and the small wages earned 

that precluded them from purchasing articles that attracted duties.48 

That partially explains why the colonial state in Kenya sought alternative sources 

of revenue from Africans through the creation of new direct taxes. The first actual 

scheme to introduce direct African taxation was made in 1899 by the first 

Commissioner for the Protectorate, Sir Arthur Hardinge but was sanctioned two 

years later under Charles Eliot.49 This was through the introduction of a property 

tax, known as ·hut tax in 1901 . 

In a letter to Lord Lansdowne dated 18 June 1901, Eliot pleaded for African 

taxation, arguing that: 

The defects of the present situation are two. Firstly, nothing has been 
done to investigate or develop the natural resources of the country or to 
found any industries. Secondly, the present machinery of Government, 

45 van Zwanenberg, Colonial Capitalism and Labour in Kenya, p. 77. 
46 Swainson, The Development of Corporate Capitalism in Kenya, p. 25. 
47 Dilley, British Policy in Kenya Colony, pp. 91-93. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Gordon H. Mungeam, British Rule in Kenya, 1895-1912 {Oxford, 1966), p. 55. 
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though it may have been adequate for the administration of the coast, is 
not sufficient to maintain order among the natives of the interior. ,The net 
result is that the protectorate does not receive the revenue it might 
reasonably expect from the growth of commerce and industry and from 
direct taxation,· but incurs periodically heavy expenditure for military 
expeditions .... Financially this want of control over the natives means that 
we are unable to collect any direct taxes. German East Africa and 
Uganda make each about 30 OOO by direct taxation of the natives, but this 
protectorate nothing at all. It is true that we have, compared with Uganda, 
special difficulties arising from the absence of Chiefs who can be made 
responsible for the collection of revenue. But the tribes which inhabit 
British and German East Africa are very similar, both in race and 
institutions, and if the Germans can levy a hut tax I see no reason why 
with adequate machinery we should not be able to collect a like sum.50 

In a series of many other communications with Lord Lansdowne, Eliot insisted 

that taxation should not press unduly on Africans, Europeans or settlers and 

impressed on the 'necessity for the greatest care when the time comes for the 

introduction of the tax'.51
. Eliot acknowledged the fact that most of the inhabitants 

of the protectorate were poor due to the 'backward state of agriculture and trade 

in the interior' which made it impossible to formulate any system of taxation, 

which would produce substantial revenue.52 Eliot particularly considered the 

introduction of African taxation to be a delicate subject since he was sure most 

Africans would be opposed to its introduction. But he supported its introduction 

on the strength that taxation would help in 'protecting native rights' as long as it 

was levied with great care so as not to affect the welfare of Africans.53 

Accordingly, direct tax collection from Africans began in 1901 when Lansdowne, 

sanctioned the levying of a tax not exceeding two rupees upon every African 

dwelling.54 This was the first measure under the Hut Tax Regulations of 1901 to 

impose a flat rate of tax on Africans in Kenya. These regulations were later 

repealed by the hut tax Ordinance of 1903. By this ordinance, the Protectorate 

Commissioner was empowered to impose a tax on all huts and to vary it from 

50 Sir Charles Eliot to Lord Lansdowne, 18 June 1901, FOCP (7867) LXVI, pp. 135-137. Quoted 
from G. M. Mungeam, Kenya: Select Documents 1884-1923 (Nairobi, 1978), pp. 86-88. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Ibid., p. 91. 
53 Ibid., p. 96. 
54 Robert Tignor, The colonial Transformation of Kenya: The Kamba, Kikuyu and the Maasai, 
1900-1939 (Princeton, 1976), pp. 10-17. 
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time to time, provided that the rate imposed would not exceed three rupees per 

annum. At that time Africans earned three rupees for one month's labour.55 

Correspondingly, the levying of hut tax fulfilled Hardinge's goal of raising revenue 

and coercing Africans into migrant wage labour. Taxes collected in 1905-1906 

totalled £44 451. By 1910, the tax revenue collected from Africans had doubled 

to £105 OOO. In 1910, through the poll tax act, another direct tax was introduced 

to cover every male aged sixteen years and above. This tax was basically meant 

to place young men within the tax bracket and to avoid overcrowding in huts. The 

hut tax, unlike the poll tax, was a form of property tax, being levied according to 

the number of huts owned by the taxpayer. Incidentally, hut tax was akin to a wife 

tax since women were actually the ones who resided in individual huts even in 

polygamous households. It was assumed that the number of huts a family owned 

were an indication of its wealth.56 Procedurally, .every man had to pay his own 

poll tax and also the tax upon his hut. If he had two wives or had relations for 

whom he was responsible, he would be liable for paying their hut taxes. 57 

Right from the start, the colonial administration in Kenya was aware of the need 

for a form of currency to be used for the payment of taxes and other purposes. 

Until 191 O the tax levied could be paid in kind, labour or cash. The latter was 

possible since the Indian rupee had been in circulation since 1898.58 But the 

spread of the currency was slow until 1901 when African taxation was officially 

institutionalised and the colonial government stipulated that all taxes had to be 

paid in cash. To achieve this goal, the colonial state promulgated the East Africa 

and Uganda (Currency) Order-in Council of June 1905, which regulated the 

operation of the rupee and the minting of coins. The rupee remained the 

standard currency of the colonial state until 1921 when the East African Currency 

Board replaced it with the shilling. 

55 Mungeam, Kenya: Select Documents, 1884-1923, p.1. 
56 David F. Gordon, 'The Colonial Crisis, Decolonization and the State: The Case of Kenya, PhD. 
Dissertation, University of Michigan, 1981, pp. 151-152. Cited from Cora A. Presley, Kikuyu 
Women, the Mau Mau Rebellion and Social Change in Kenya (Boulder, 1992), p. 46. 
57 Van Zwanenberg, Colonial Capitalism and Labour in Kenya, p. 80. 
58 W. McGregor Ross, Kenya from Within: A Short Political History (London, 1927), p. 199. 
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The widespread use of the Indian currency as a medium of exchange was given 

impetus during the construction of the Kenya-Uganda Railway from Mombasa to 

Kisumu. This was one of the most expensive undertakings of the colonial 

government, which impacted directly on the economic development of the state, 

particularly the spread of a money economy. Contracted to build the railway were 

Indian indentured labourers (coolies), the majority of whom remained behind to 

participate in commercial activities, after the completion of the railway. Indian 

traders established shops within the emerging towns along the railway line. 

Consequently, this hastened the use of the Indian rupee, which played an 

important role in the emergence of a market and consumer economy where cash 

rather than barter predominated in all daily transactions. Subsequently, Kenya 

became integrated in to the modern world economy since taxation forced even 

cultivators and pastoralists to produce for the market. 

In areas where markets were close at hand, Africans were able to obtain money 

to pay taxes through the sale of grain and other agricultural produce. In addition, 

Africans sold sheep, goats, chicken, hides/skins, and ghee. Pastoral 

communities for example the Maasai and even the semi-pastoral groups like the 

Akamba were able to sell their cattle to pay tax albeit reluctantly. Alternatively, 

some became migrant labourers in towns and European farms. Gradually, the 

need to earn money for taxes and for buying exotic goods such as sugar, salt, 

soap and clothes fuelled the emergence of a cash economy. 

Periodic increases in the poll tax rate was one of the methods used by the state 

to procure workers at low wages. Other methods for forcing Africans to go out 

and work included legislation, land alienation, coercion by chiefs and even force. 

Taxation created harsh conditions for the people as tax defaulters sometimes 

had their homes, crops and grain stores torched. Consequently, Africans 

perceived taxation as a violent intrusion into their lives because it caused them 

suffering due to the harsh methods of collection and lack of direct benefits. 

Following the War, increased revenue became necessary because of depleted 

resources occasioned by salary increases, changes in currency from the rupee to 
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the shilling, the expansion of post-war white settlement and increase in the cost 

of materials. Since the white settlers continued to reject direct taxation through 

income tax, the colonial state continued to rely on indirect taxation and the 

African hut and poll taxes. Disaffection became more pronounced after the First 

World War since Africans faced an increased demand from the colonial state for 

poll tax and land to settle the discharged war veterans. 

Subsequently, the office of the Chief Native Commissioner (CNC) was created in 

1918 to deal with African affairs, particularly the issue of African taxation. John 

Ainsworth, was chosen as the first CNC owing to his experience in dealing with 

Africans from the time of Company rule to his tenure as the Provincial 

Commissioner in Nyanza Province. He had been instrumental in the successful 

implementation of the hut and poll taxes in Nyanza Province when he was the 

Provincial Commissioner from 1906 to 1914. Ainsworth was, however, mistrusted 

by the settlers who considered him 'pro-native'. 59 The CNC was to become 

instrumental in articulating African views on taxation policies and in the formation 

of the Local Native Council (LNC). 

For example in 1924 the CNC who was responsible for African welfare stated 
that, 

It was strongly felt, both by natives and by administrative officers and 
others that the present expenditure from general revenue on direct 
services to natives does not represent an adequate return for the taxation 
they pay.60 

In view of this, the CNC called for an audit of the benefits received by Africans on 

the direct taxes they paid to the government. This demand gained more currency 

through lobbying by the newly created Local Native Councils (LNCs) from 1925. 

In his recommendation, the CNC proposed that either a sum be returned to the 

LNCs, or that part of it be retained locally at the time of collection. Consequently, 

in 1928 the Governor announced that the colonial state had adopted the principle 

that all direct African taxation should be spent on African services in the 

59 RM. Maxon, John Ainsworth and the Making of Kenya (Washington, 1980), pp. 7-11. 
60 Report of the Native Affairs Department, 1924, p. 31. Quoted from Dilley, British Policy in 
Kenya. p. 243. 
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reserves.61 Estimates of how much each racial group paid were mainly 

approximations. For example right from 1926, both aggregate indirect and direct 

taxation shows that Europeans contributed 720 shillings per capita annually while 

Africans contributed only 6 shillings.62 Their basic statement was that tax 

collections from Africans were used to support the colonial administration and to 

prop up the white settlers. And in a society that was getting racially stratified, it 

was the white settlers who appear to have benefited the most in terms of access 

to political representation in the Legislative Council, better infrastructure, quality 

educational and health facilities.63 

In many respects, the Colonial Development Act of 1929 constituted the first 

hesitant move towards assuaging African complaints about the tax burden and 

also providing finance for investment instead of expecting colonies to pay their 

way.64 It was hoped that this Act would achieve a number of goals. First, it was 

expected that it would alleviate the unemployment problem in Britain by 

stimulating exports to the colonial territories. Second, it was designed to provide 

funds for territories, which would, in the first place, service the interest on loans 

raised by colonial governments that gave contracts to British firms. Third, the Act 

was aimed at encouraging the construction of railways in order to promote trade 

with Britain. Finally, the Act was in response to the growth of African resistance 

and organised protests by nationalists. Thus, for the colonial state, one way of 

guaranteeing that African grievances were mitigated was through the provision of 

aid to the colony under the Act. The Act allowed for the provision of a sum of£ 1 

million per year, which would be used to fund infrastructure necessary for 

colonial production. The Act was however considered an 'anachronism' for it 

never fulfilled any of the above intentions mainly owing to the collapse of 

international commodity markets by 1929. In addition, it operated on the false 

premise that the economies of the colonies and the metropole were 

61 Ibid., p. 243. 
62 Ibid., p. 242. 
63 Bennett, Kenya: A Political History, p. 20. See also Dilley, British Policy in Kenya, pp. 78-104. 
64 M. Havinden and D. Meredith, Colonialism and Development: Britain and its Tropical Colonies 
1850-1960 (London, 1963). 
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complementary. Under this Act, Kenya only received £ 181 OOO which had a 

negligible effect on the economy.65 

Owing to the · economic depression of 1929, Kenya's colonial economy was 

greatly dislocated. Prices of both settler and peasant crops in the world market 

dropped sharply. This greatly constrained on government revenue.66 From 1930 

administrative officers were instructed to devote all their energies to the collection 

of taxes and to reduce African evasion of the same. The state had experienced 

an increasingly pressing need to raise revenue through direct African taxation 

since returns from indirect taxation had declined.67 

As indicated earlier, the settlers had from 1920 rejected efforts through the 

Legislative Council to impose an income tax on the European community.68 The 

opposition of settlers was sustained by a number of arguments. Only one of 

them, however, had any real value - it was certainly the fact that they had been 

hit hard by the depression. During this period of the depression, the colonial state 

was faced with a serious budget deficit. According to Dilley the deficits were as 

follows: 

1929 - £170 OOO 
1930 - £200 OOO 
1931 - £150 OOO 
1932 - £ 11 0 OOO 
1933 - £ 46 OOO 
1934 showed a small surplus.69 

In response, the state cut expenditures to meet the shortfall in revenues in areas 

such as the civil service, education and medical services. In addition, the 

government increased postal rates, imposed a tax on entertainment, increased 

customs duties and imposed an excise tax on sugar, tea, tobacco, cigarettes and 

65 Swainson, The Development of Corporate Capitalism, p. 22. 
66 Tabitha Kanogo, 'Kenya and the Depression,.1929-1939', W.R. Ochieng (ed.) A Modern History 
ofKenya, 1895-1980(Nairobi, 1989), p.116. 
67 van Zwanenberg, Colonial Capitalism and Labour in Kenya, p. 84. 
68 Brett, Colonialism and Underdevelopment in East Africa, p. 145. 
69 Dilley, British Policy in Kenya Colony, p. 102. fn. 63. 
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beer.70 But as shown above, the financial situation had by 1932 become 

desperate with a shortfall of £ 110 OOO, occasioned by a falling off in customs 

duties. The Governor attributed this failure of the tax system to the government's 

over-reliance on duties raised from imported luxuries. Due to the economic 

depression, the demand for luxury goods had decreased causing a shortfall in 

government revenues. 71 Essentially, the depression again brought into focus the 

question of increasing revenue through income tax. 

Thus, in 1933 a second attempt was made by the Legislative Council to introduce 

income tax in the colony. Once again, as happened in 1922, there was a strong 

opposition from colonists working in agriculture, trade and commerce. They 

viewed the proposed legislation as detrimental to their economic viability and the 

removal of one of the material benefits of living and working in the colony. The 

petition against the introduction of income tax was spearheaded by Lord Francis 

Scott, who was the Leader of the Elected European Members in both the 

Executive and Legislative Council. This group was particularly hostile to any 

attempt to introduce income tax. Instead they moved a motion in the Legislative 

Council that demanded control of the finances of the colony arguing that as 

taxpayers they had an inalienable right to say how their money should be spent. 
72 

Up to 1936 the agitation of the Elected Members of the Legislative Council was 

successful against the introduction of income tax. But the colonial state could not 

relent on its demand that income tax be levied for it required finances to meet its 

obligations in the administration, medical, educational, agricultural and public 

works spheres. As a result, the Governor Sir Joseph Byre appointed an 

Expenditure Advisory Committee to advice him on the way forward. Membership 

of the Committee was composed of the Colonial Treasurer, the Attorney General, 

the Director of Education, Lord Francis Scott, F. Cavendish-Bentinck and C. N. 

Lewis. The task before the Committee was to ensure that the colony had a 

balanced budget, provide liquid reserves and more importantly to ensure that the 

70 Ibid. p. 102. 
71 Ibid. p. 104. 
72 Ibid., pp. 115-119. 
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services of the col~ny were not destroyed.73 In its task, it received about three 

hundred memoranda and heard eighty-eight witnesses. The committee found out 

that the colony's expenditure and revenue had increased radically between 1924 

and 1932. For instance revenue in 1924 was £2 111 565 while expenditure was 

£1 861 511. In 1932 revenue was £3 295 414 while expenditure was £3 246 477. 

During the period, however, there was a progressive increase in annual recurrent 

expenditure from £1 773 128 in 1924 to £3 214 227 in 1932. This it is argued by 

Dilley was due to increased incidence of puQlic debt and pension charges. The 

latter two had increased by 118 percent. 74 

The Secretary of State took the report earnestly and ascertained the necessity of 

increasing taxation to restore the financial viability of the colony. He upheld the 

commonly held opinion recommended by Lord Mayne that income tax provided 

the most equitable form of taxation to balance revenue and expenditure. In short, 

he instructed the Governor to once again introduce the income tax bill at the 

Legislative Council.75 But as the settlers' agitation against income tax continued, 

two events occurred that saw the eventual introduction of income tax. In 1936 the 

state appointed two committees. The first committee was to inquire into 

allegations of abuse and hardship in the collection of hut and poll tax. The report 

called for the levying of income tax to create equity among the various racial 

groups.76 The second committee under Alan Pim reported on the· colony's 

financial position and system of taxation. Pim's report advocated the introduction 

of a light income tax and the reduction of African taxation. But the final straw was 

the determination of the British government to introduce the tax at whatever cost. 

With the appointment of a new Governor, Sir Robert Brooke Popham in 1937, a 

bill introducing income tax was successfully passed after a protracted struggle.77 

The levying of income tax from 1937 affected mostly Europeans and Asians. 

Africans were for the time being left out of the income tax bracket. This was due 

73 Expenditure Advisory Committee, Report 1933, pp. 110-12. Quoted from Dilley, British Policy in 
Kenya Colony, p. 116, fn. 106. 
74 Ibid. n . 

Ibid., p. 117. 
76 Report of the Commission upon Allegations of Abuse and Hardships in the Collection of Non­
Native Poll Tax and Native Hut and Poll Tax, 1936, p. 17. 
n Bennett, Kenya: A Political History, pp. 77-88. 
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to the fact that in the years of the economic depression (1929-1939) direct 

taxation of Africans was recognised as constituting a very heavy burden. On 

various occasions, taxation was reduced or remitted in the case of communities 

which were particularly hard hit. On the same track, a card system, which came 

to be popularly known as Kodi was in 1936 introduced for African taxpayers. This 

was meant to protect Africans from exploitation to which they were liable to when 

the whole sum had to be raised at once. The Kodi .card system became 

obligatory for Africans in employment,. which was also intended to safeguard 

employers from losing labourers owing to prosecutions for tax default. Employers 

became responsible for paying the tax by deduction from wages. In the same 

year a report pointed out the many deficiencies in the procedure followed and 

recommended a closer co-ordination between the system of African registration 

and the tax census. The report held that taxation had to be considered an 

obligation inherent in African adult membership.78 The Native and Poll Tax 

Ordinance 40 of 1940 increased provision for the exemption of impoverished 

persons by making lack of means, apart from infirmity, a ·sufficient ground of 

exemption. It also provided that women hut owners should pay tax, if they were 

financially able to do so. 

Thus, in matters of taxation, the settlers up to the advent of the Second World 

War did not score any victories save for being able to delay the introduction of 

income tax. The state even went further and implemented the re-introduced 

Colonial Development and Welfare Act of 1940. Unlike the previous Act, this one 

was no longer obsessed with the direct stimulation of British employment. Its aim 

was to improve the social and economic conditions in the colonies through trade, 

which was expected to benefit the British economy in the long-term. In the Act, 

an annual figure of £5.5 million was set aside for expenditure on education and 

social services.79 But again, the Act was vital largely to keep the colonised 

committed to the war effort. 

The need to produce for the war effort intensified co-operation between the 

colonial state and settlers more than ever before. This co-operation was 

78 G. Walsh and .H. R., Montgomery, Report of Native Taxation, 1936, pp. 45-49. 
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translated into increased political and economic power for the settlers. For 

example, the settlers made up three-quarters of the members of the Civil 

Defence and Supply Council, while a settler headed the Settlement and Defence 

Produce Board. Since these institutions were set up to co-ordinate economic 

activities, the settlers used them to transform their agriculture through acquisition 

of farm machinery, fertilisers and credit. The institutions were also used to 

streamline the supply of labour and the marketing system in favour of the 

settlers. For instance, in December 1941 the Agricultural Production and 

Settlement Board was buying settler-produced maize at Shs 9 per 200-lb bag 

while African-produced maize of the same quality and quantity fetched Shs 

4.90.80 

In this regard agricultural marketing boards complemented the various sources of 

revenue for the state. From the 1940s the state used Marketing Boards to collect 

indirect taxes from part of the domestic food crops consumed in Kenya (maize) 

and all export cash crops such as coffee, cotton and pyrethrum.81 For crops like 

maize there was the Maize and Produce Board that sold the crop to urban 

consumers at a certain price mark-up. In other words, the state through the 

marketing boards and the manufacturers levied an indirect tax, which was 

incorporated in the price the consumer paid. In the case of export crops sold to 

private exporting firms, there was an export tax incorporated in the price the 

export firm charged the foreign importer. Thus, irrespective of where the process 

of buying and selling took place, payment of tax to the government was assured. 

In Kenya indirect taxes on manufactured commodities were a major factor in 

determining the exchange value of agricultural commodities.82 And unlike the 

case of other former British colonies where marketing boards were used as 

mechanisms for taxing peasants, Kenya's marketing boards were first formed to 

serve settler farmers and therefore were not used for tax collection from Africans 

whose membership of marketing boards was limited.83 

79 Brett, Colonialism and Underdevelopment in East Africa, p. 138. 
80 Ibid. 
81 Gavin Kitching, Class and Economic Change in Kenya: The Making of an African Petite 
Bourgeoisie, 1905-1970 (London, 1980), p. 414. 
82 Ibid. p. 416. 
83 E. Clayton, Agrarian Development in Peasant Economies: Some Lessons from Kenya (London, 
1964). 
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It has been stated that Kenya emerged from the Second World War in a strong 

budgetary position, and with a comfortable balance in its general revenue 

account. In 1945 the general revenue balance in the colony stood at £1.9 million, 

and by 1952 had reached £9.0 million.84 But the issue of income continued to 

haunt the administration. The settlers persisted in pressurising the government to 

abolish income tax altogether or reduce the rates. Consequently another 

committee was set up under R. P. Plewman to look into the matter. In its 1947 

Report of the Taxation Enquiry Committee, Kenya, it was recommended that 

income tax should be reduced. Thus, as was the case before, the colony 

continued to rely on indirect taxation and other various taxes, tariffs and fees to 

promote economic development. The emergency that was declared in 1952 as a 

result of the Mau Mau revolt cost the colony £55 million, which was paid by the 

British government. Conversely, during the emergency the state enlarged its 

development programmes. These programmes were financed through 

accumulated balances, general tax revenues and a substantial subsidy from the 

British government. 85 

In response to the Mau Mau movement, the colonial government inaugurated the 

Swynnerton Plan in 1954 with a view to redistributing the country's wealth to 

Africans through agricultural transformation to a tune of £5 million.86 The main 

objective of this plan was the transformation of African agriculture through land 

registration, introduction of cash crops, provision of credit facilities and extension 

services. In fact one of the objectives of the plan was to create a capitalist class 

dependent on agriculture. As a result, Africans were for the first time allowed to 

grow lucrative cash crops such as tea and coffee, and could also rear grade 

cattle. In short, the Swynnerton Plan was the beginning of the decolonization 

process in Kenya of both agriculture and the colonial political system. During this 

transitional process to independence, the c~lonial state relied heavily on direct 

· loans and grants from the British government to manage the process.87 Equally 

important, there was an earnest attempt to introduce a multiracial direct tax that 

84 Michael Mcwilliam, 'The Managed Economy: Agricultural Change, Development, and Finance in 
Kenya' D. A. Low and Alison Smith (eds.) History of East Africa, Vol. iii (Oxford, 1976), pp.281-
283 . . 
85 Ibid. 
86 Ruthenberg, African Agricultural Production Development Policy in Kenya, p. 8. 
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covered all races according to their income. But by 1948, very few Africans paid 

income tax because the number of those who could afford to pay was too small 

to justify the employment of staff to carry out the exercise.88 Ten years later 

Africans, Asians and Europeans paid a common direct tax. 

Graduated personal Tax (GPT) was a non-racial direct tax introduced effectively 

from 1958. Graduated taxation arose directly out of the desire of the British 

colonial administration to obtain some revenue from all persons to lessen 

reliance on customs duties and to encourage people to enter the commercial 

sector of the economy by selling produce or working for a wage. It was also 

meant to correct the past sins of omission and commission over race-based 

taxation. A characteristic feature of GPT unlike the earlier hut and poll taxes was 

the ascertaining of the tax liability of most persons by a local assessment 

committee on a graduated scale. Responsibility of assessment rested at the 

village level through the District Commissioner who mandated chiefs to do the 

assessment. In urban centres the Revenue Officer made the assessments. 

Various income groups were established where taxpayers were placed in 

particular classes according to th_e estimate of total income they received-for 

example in business, cash crop farming per acreage and income received from 

labour. In rural areas, however, there was little scientific assessment to ascertain 

the income. Assessment committees or officers would grade a person according 

to their knowledge of the general financial position of taxpayers, with substantial 

use of external criteria like the size of house, ownership of cattle, bicycle, motor 

vehicle or other items. In other words, tax liability was not actually measured by 

income, but on very rough indices in terms of wealth or consumption. 

Assessment was fairly easy in urban areas since salary was the sole criterion. In 

all cases exemptions were offered to persons below eighteen years, to full time 

students and to those considered completely destitute. In addition, women 

whose income did not exceed £60 per annum and those living with their 

husbands were exempted. Visitors to the colony and who had no business 

interests in the colony and were staying for a period not exceeding six months 

87 Mcwilliam, 'The Managed Economy', p. 284. 
88 Richard Frost, Race Against Time: Human Relations and Politics in Kenya before Independence 
(London, 1978), pp. 143. 
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were also exempted. The major weakness of GPT was that assessment was at 

times based on political influence or personal favouritism.89 

In short, the impo.rtance of direct taxes for the Kenyan economy has been very 

considerable. After independence, direct taxes continued to be a major source of 

government revenue based on income and capital. In 1970 direct taxes of all 

types accounted for thirty-percent of all current state revenue in Kenya. Direct 

taxation has been most effective through wage earning because the labour 

market was regulated for payment of taxes. Besides, in the 1970s indirect taxes 

accounted for 43 per percent of the total current revenue. By 1973 that figure had 

reached nearly 54 per cent.90 This was the largest single source of government 

current revenue. 

The foregoing analysis has provided the main trajectories of the economic 

structure of colonial taxation in Kenya. Two sources of revenue were considered 

and these were direct African taxation and indirect taxation through customs and 

excise duties. The colony also derived some revenue from licences and royalties 

of one kind or another. In a colony like Kenya with great distances and a 

comparatively sparse population, the cost of services such as administration, 

health and education was certainly high to provide. This was compounded by the 

low level of taxable capacity among Africans which as shown by Lord Mayne, 

yielded less than 40 percent of the total colonial revenue. In addition, 

compounding the problem of revenue generation and expenditure in Kenya was 

that interest charges on the railway were included in the expenditure of the 

colony, but which were offset by reimbursements from the Kenya and Uganda 

railway administration. However, as far as the railway was concerned, it 

remained a contingent liability to the British treasury to the tune of £5 502 592, 

but for which no payment was ever made. 91 

This chapter has outlined the economic imperatives of taxation to be examined in 

the next eight chapters. The study has been motivated by the fact that the impact 

89 Peter Thian, A Guide to Kenya, Uganda and Tanganyika Income Tax (Nairobi, 1955), pp. 1-3. 
9° Kitching, Class and Economic Change in Kenya, p. 416. 
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of direct African taxation in Kenya has not been thoroughly examined. Taxation 

has chiefly been viewed as a source of revenue for the colonial administration or 

has been linked to the demand by settlers for African people to work on their 

farms and other colonial enterprises. Most of the writing on direct African taxation 

in Kenya lacks a thorough historical analysis. Historians have always linked 

taxation to the need to force Africans to join wage labour. The principal goal of 

the present study is to show that taxation was a double-edged sword within the 

context of capitalist development. 

A survey of the literature shows that the majority of historians adopt the harsh 

analysis . of colonialism adopted by Colin Leys in his seminal. study, 

Underdevelopment in Kenya, the Political Economy of Neo-Colonialism. 92 Leys 

holds that Kenya's economic growth has been through capitalist accumulation 

led by foreign multinationals. He views Kenya as a dependent state reliant on 

external trade, which he characterises as underdevelopment. This is however an 

argument which he has revisited and dropped. Instead Leys has adopted 

Swainson's argument that the indigenous bourgeoisie in Kenya have been able 

to accumulate either in partnership with foreign multinationals or independently. 

Swainson emphasises the formation of a national bourgeoisie, and an 

independent class of indigenous capitalists whose interests do not always 

coincide with those of foreign capital. 93 

On the subject of colonial taxation, Leys asserts that the African peasantry paid 

the bulk of the taxes, while on the other hand Europeans received most of the 

benefits of government expenditure - railways, roads, schools, hospitals, 

veterinary, medical and extension services. Equally important, according to Leys, 

there was economic discrimination against Africans who were denied access to 

profitable markets, both internal and external. He argues that taxation was one of 

the ways through which a proletariat was fostered, and that there was a 

deliberate extraction of surplus from the peasants and industrial workers for the 

91 Lord Hailey, An African Survey: A Study of Problems arising in Africa South of the Sahara 
!London, 1945}, p. 1441. 

2 Colin Leys, Underdevelopment in Kenya: The Political Economy of Neo-colonialism (London, 
1975). 
93 Swainson, The Development of Corporate Capitalism in Kenya. 
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benefit of the bourgeoisie and foreign capital in the form of taxes. Leys' book 

certainly does provide a clear perspective on how taxation brought about 

exploitation of African labour and the contradictions of neo-colonialism during the 

post-colonial period. 

In a work on colonialism and underdevelopment in East Africa (1919-1939), E. A. 

Brett explores the relationship between taxation and underdevelopment.94 He 

argues that among other colonial pressures, taxation led to domination and 

subordination of the Africans. Brett argues that taxation created the need for a 

cash income and in the process forced Africans into economic pursuits, which 

would not otherwise have interested them. The result was an increase in poverty 
' 

and dependence through a process of exploitation and subjugation. Brett's 

theory of exploitation will be tested to examine African reactions to taxation. 

On the other hand, literature on twentieth century Kenyan history has relatively 

little to say about the actual. direct taxation of Africans in the country. The only 

historian to have paid some attention to colonial taxation in Kenya is RM.A.van 

Zwanenberg.95 In a chapter devoted to 'Taxes and Labour Supply', Zwanenberg 

has examined the impact of taxation which acted both as a stimulus for people to 

earn cash as migrant labourers, and as a source of government revenue. The 

central thesis of the book is that colonialism had the single purpose of capital 

accumulation. A second theme running through the book is that of domin.ance 

and dependence. Zwanenberg claims that white settlers in Kenya were 

dependent on the colonial state for the acquisition of cheap labour. They also 

relied on the state for the redistribution of taxation from the peasantry. To the 

settlers taxation was an inefficient method of obtaining workers, but they did not 

hesitate to call for its increment when they faced a serious labour shortage. 

Taxation, however, never solved the problem of labour. Other methods like the 

use of force and the encouragement of squatters were attempted. Zwanenberg's 

study only covers the period between 1919 and 1939. Another major weakness 

of this work is the fact that the author has relied solely on archival sources. His 

work is limited in scope alth6ugh not totally flawed. The present study goes 

94 Brett, Colonialism and Underdevelopment in East Africa, See especially, pp. 190-199 
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beyond that by presenting the experiences of people who paid the taxes during 

both the colonial and post-colonial period. 

Sharon Stichter has explored how the demands of the capitalist world market 

transformed the economies of African societies in Kenya.96 The book describes 

how Africans responded creatively to new constraints and opportunities. Equally 

important Stichter examines the growth and modification of the migrant labour 

economy. Unlike other labour historians who view taxation as simply a 

government response to settler labour demands, Stichter argues that taxation 

alone could not force Africans to join wage employment. In her view, other 

factors, which influenced African responses to wage labour included the fact that 

by the early 1920s, a cash economy had pervaded African societies with money 

being required for all transactions.97 The widespread use of the Indian currency 

as a medium of exchange commenced from the time of the building of the 

Kenya-Uganda Railway. Indian indentured labourers (coolies) were contracted to 

build the railway and after its completion, they stayed back to participate in 

commercial activities. Through them, the use of the rupee became widespread to 

all sectors of Kenya's economy.98 

John Ainsworth was one of the pioneer colonial administrators who effected the 

introduction of direct African taxation. R. M. Maxon has written the biography of 

this benevolent administrator whose attempt to sympathise with the Africans 

faced a number of challenges.99 During his tenure as the Provincial 

Commissioner in Nyanza between 1906 and 1914, the tax collected rose from 

Rs. 305 849 to Rs 1 OOO OOO. His success was not only due to his ability to 

collect taxes but also to the fact that Africans were able to obtain money through 

the sale of crops and livestock. This study examines the role Africans played in 

financing the protectorate's activities, particularly up to 1913 when the 

protectorate was self-sufficient and did not receive any grants-in-aid. 

95 van Zwanenberg, Colonial Capitalism and Labour in Kenya. 
96 Sharon Stichter, Migrant Labor in Kenya: Capitalism and African Response (London, 1982). 
u~ . 
98 Isaac Tarus, 'Peasants, Money and Markets: A Century of Taxation in Kenya and its Global 
Roots' in Globalization and its Discontents, Revisited (New Delhi, 2003), pp. 84- 100. 
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According to Anthony Clayton and Donald Savage, taxation had an innocuous 

origin in the need to pay for the cost of administration in the years before labour 

had become a serious problem.100 Payment in kind was often necessary in the 

early stages of development as Africans had no access to money since hard 

cash and particularly coins were indeed in short supply. The duo argue that 

taxation was used to compel Africans into migrant wage labour. This book also 

details the reaction of various Kenyan communities to taxation, particularly the 

role of the chiefs. But as is the case in the other reviewed works, no attempt was 

made to highlight the reaction of those who actually paid the taxes. 

Modernisation theory, dominant in the early 1950s and 1960s, has lost much of 

its lustre. The concept of development is currently undergoing a searching review 

while alternative approaches are being sought. This is exactly what Bruce 

Berman has done.101 This comprehensive work confronts the major theories and 

offers an overview of the colonial period.102 The study traces the evolution of the 

colonial state from its skeletal beginnings in the 1890s to the complex 

bureaucracy of the post-1945 era. Berman argues that the colonial state was 

shaped by the contradictions between maintaining effective political control with 

limited coercive force and ensuring the profitable gains from the colony. 

Accordingly, the pre-occupation of the provincial administration was with law and 

taxes.103 In the framework of British colonial policy, taxation was more than the 

usual activity of government of getting revenue to run its administration. It was 

basically an instrument of control, domination and of submission. 

This brief historiographical overview on the colonial period is simply a tip of the 

iceberg. There are tens of books and articles that make references to taxation 

during the colonial period in Kenya. But there is a historical lacuna to what can 

appropriately be termed as a history of the direct taxation of Africans in Kenya. 

Historians in Kenya have generally neglected taxation and financial governance 

99 Robert Maxon, John Ainsworth and the Making of Kenya (Washington, 1980). 
100 Anthony Clayton and D.C Savage, Government and Labour in Kenya, 1895-1963 (London, 
1974). 
101 Bruce Berman, Control and Crisis in Colonial Kenya: The Dialectic of Domination (London, 
1985). 
102 Ibid. 
103 Ibid. 
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as a major area of research. A historical study of the direct taxation of Africans in 

Kenya is non-existent. This study attempts to fill the identified gaps through an 

analysis of direct taxation during the colonial and post-colonial periods. 

Throughout the period under consideration, taxation remained a contested 

terrain among the various sectors of Kenyan society. 

The analytical framework for this thesis is based upon a number of concepts and 

propositions from the existing literature on taxation and colonialism. Walter 

Rodney has stated that the main purpose of colonial taxation in Africa was to 

provide funds for administering colonies, which were fields of exploitation. He, 

however, overstates his case by arguing that, 'the colonial governments never 

put a penny into the colonies. All expenses were met by exploiting the labour and 

natural resources of the continent; and for all practical purposes the expense of 

maintaining the colonial government machinery was a form of alienation of the 

products of African labour. In such cases, the colonial state intervened to use 

law, taxation and outright force to make Africans pursue a line favourable to 

capitalist profits' .104 Rodney continues to aver that, 'colonialism had only one 

hand -: it was a one armed-bandit' .105 In short, he argues that the colonial state 

was an instrument of the capitalist system ensuring the continuous exploitation of 

African labourers and other resources. Through taxation Africans were 

progressively integrated into the world economy, becoming dependent upon 

world commodity markets, as they were encouraged to grow cash crops like 

cotton, simsim, maize and later coffee and tea for the export market. All these 

helped in the creation of a consumer society that used cash rather than barter in 

all its daily transactions. Subsequently, Kenya became integrated in to the 

modern world economy since taxation forced cultivators to produce for the 

market. 

The first phase of this research involved the reading of secondary sources where 

material on taxation served as a starting point. The second phase of the study 

focused mainly on archival and oral research. Most of the data is based on 

material collected from the Kenya National Archives (KNA) and oral information. 

104 Walter Rodney, How Europe Underdeveloped Africa (London, 1976), pp. 179-180. 
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The KNA has invaluable -documents on taxation, particularly for the colonial 

period. The first records on taxation are available from 1904. These deal with the 

coast province and Nairobi area where the first administrators were called 

Collectors. All available files dealing with taxation were studied and have been 

exhaustively analysed. The most relevant sources include annual reports, 

provincial annual reports, district annual reports, political record books, handing 

over reports, confidential reports and minutes of the Local Native Councils (LNC). 

The Chief Native Commissioner's reports were also important because they 

provide statistics on the taxation situation in the entire country. 

Colonial reports have certain biases against Africans and it was therefore 

important to scrutinise the archival information by corroborating it with oral data. 

Oral interviews were therefore important for counter-checking archival data. Like 

other sources of information, oral testimony has weaknesses such as loss of 

memory and the distortion of information. These weaknesses were overcome 

through in-depth oral interviews involving former colonial chiefs, tax collectors, 

hut counters, headmen, 'tribal' police (commonly called Askari kanga) and 

individuals who paid taxes. Equally important are testimonies of migrant 

lal:>ourers, who explained the underlying causes of migratory labour practices. In 

a nutshell, oral information was used to supplement data from archival sources. 

The analysis of primary data was enhanced by information obtained from books 

on Kenya's history, journals, government publications, reports, theses and 

dissertations. 

In analysing the direct taxation of Africans, use has been made of 'nation' as a 

unit of analysis. Taxation policies covered the entire country and therefore it was 

easy to discuss Kenya as an entity. Circulars emanating from Nairobi were 

dispatched to all the provinces in the country. In terms of scope, the years 1895 

and 1973 are important in the history of the direct taxation of Africans in Kenya. 

In 1895 there was the initial introduction of direct taxation. And for the next 

decade various taxes were introduced and were implemented by different 

departments. It was therefore significant to end our study in 1973 because at that 

105 Ibid. p. 223. 
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time Kenya underwent significant tax reforms. For the first time since its 

introduction, direct taxation of Africans - now designated Graduated Personal 

Tax (GPT) - was abolished. This was due to its being unpopular with taxpayers 

who were always in instant flight at the sight of tax collectors (chiefs) 

accompanied by Askari Kanga (Administration Police). GPT was replaced by an 

indirect consumer sales tax, which apart from being unseen was aimed at 

bringing more people into the tax net and thereby spreading the tax burden. 

About the same time, through an Act of Parliament, there was created an Income 

Tax Department charged with the sole responsibility of the assessment and 

collection of revenue. 

The thesis is divided into nine chapters. Chapter one provides a basic economic 

background to taxation in Kenya and which leads into the second chapter that 

traces the roots of a tax regime in Kenya from 1895 to 1913 and the type of taxes 

that were introduced. The third chapter examines the contributions made by 

Kenya Africans during the First World War, while chapter four deals with the 

issue of African resistance to taxation and how taxation engendered the most 

brutal form of exploitation and subjugation. The fifth chapter discusses the role 

played by taxation in pushing Africans into migrant wage labour. 

The post-1923 section, which begins in the sixth chapter, looks at the process 

under which Africans grudgingly accepted the payment of the ubiquitous taxes. 

The seventh chapter examines the role of taxation in the Mau Mau revolt. Was it 

a case of 'no taxation without representation'? From there I examine closely the 

legacy of taxation during the early post-colonial period (1963 to 1973). Finally, 

the conclusion appraises the revolutionary changes that taxation brought to 

African societies. The thesis generally argues that direct taxation had far­

reaching consequences on the lives of Africans in Kenya. Hopefully, this study 

fills an important gap in the modern historiography of Kenya. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE EARLY PHASE OF COLONIAL TAXATION IN KENYA, 1895-1913 

It is a maxim that a just and efficient collection of taxes is the basis of 
good government. And that a collection is deemed inefficient where a 

taxable individual is allowed to default. 
-W. F. P. Kelly.1 

Introduction 

British colonial rule in Kenya has been described as brief, violent and a 

constitutive moment in the history of Kenya lasting for about sixty-eight years. 

Formal British administration of the British East Africa Protectorate began on 1 

July 1895 with the termination of what has been described as 'the interregnum' of 

the Imperial British East Africa Company (IBEAC).2 At the initial stages of British 

colonial rule, the main policy. concerns were conquest, establishment of an 

administrative system of law and order, the imposition of hut and poll tax and the 

inducement of young men to offer their cheap labour to the emergent colonial 

enterprises. Among these enterprises were the settler farms, the railway and the 

road networks and in the military as 'tribal police' or soldiers with the King's Africa 

Rifles (KAR). 

This chapter examines the process through which colonial administration was set 

up and how the various taxes were imposed on Africans. It starts with an 

examination of the administrative and legislative structures that were introduced 

from 1895 onwards to transform the East Africa Protectorate (EAP) into a British 

colony. Secondly, it provides a broad overview of the nature of colonial budgets. 

Thirdly, it shows how the building of the Kenya-Uganda railway and the coming of 

the white settlers impacted on the introduction of the various taxes. Fourthly, it 

examines how the British administrators went about levying taxes from people 

not accustomed to taxation. Finally, it discusses the appropriation of tax 

reve_nues for the services of the emergent colonial state and the paucity of 

1 KNA/PC/ Southern Province/Fin.4/1/181, 8 July 1957. Kelly was the Provincial Commissioner in 
charge of the Maasai. 
2 John Galbraith, Mackinnon and East Africa, 1878-1895: A Study in New Imperialism (London, 
1972), p. vii. 
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. _.:·. :J:.~. ·•· 
expenditure on African society. I~ short, the ch~pter~'~r:ideavours to trace among 

. . ~: ... 
other things the origins of a tax regime in Kenya, thetfhoice of a hut tax, where it 

. ./>:,... . . ·,' ... 
was collected, how the revenue was spe_nt, and the ~ffects of the colonial tax 

system on the African communities up to 1913. ··. ~J~ · · 
:~ ,. 

·,;·. 

From company rule to protectorate status ~-·· . 

The last decades of the nineteenth century witnesseq·a crescendo of interest in 

East Africa by the colonial powers. The underlying;f~asons for this penetration .. ,.·:, 
were economic, religious, philanthropic, strategic,· .'arid political.3 Richard Wolff 

has argued that there were definite advantages · to be gained by obtaining 
. . 

jurisdiction over East Africa.4 The first were the general conditions of the need for 

raw materials and a market for the finished products, This was stimulated by the 

industrial revolution of the eighteenth century. Britain had been the main supplier 

of manufactured goods and investment capital to Europe, Americas and the, Far 

East. But with this growth, came competition froni other countries. Their 

entrepreneurs who were eager to help and secure· British interests demanded 

protection from the government. The second reason given by Wolff is that there 

was indeed specific attraction towards East Africa .. Th~ region had agricultural 
··• 

possibilities, a point that had been noted by Lord Lugard about the fertility of the 

region in terms of good soil and adequate· rainf<?f 5 This proved to be an 

attraction to those who were looking for an· alternative site for European 

settlement. 

Equally important, the missionary movement by 1880s was bringing pressure on 

British authorities to protect those missionaries who had ventured inland to 

spread Christianity and to check the inhuman trade in. slaves. And on the global 
. . 

scene, the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 had dramatically changed the_ 

economic and strategic realities. Uganda now. became- the focus. The river Nile 

was the lifeline of Egypt, which controlled Briti_;~ acc~f; to trade in the Far East. 

Kenya as a result became strategically important b~cause it happened to be 
, . 

. :• 
3 For a generalised discussion of partition in Africa, see G .N. Uzoigwe 'European Partition and 
Conquest of Africa: An Overview', Adu Bohaen, (ed.)- General History of Africa, vol vii, Ch. 2. 
Africa Under Colonial Domination, 1880-1935 (London, 1985), pp .. 19-44. 
4 Wolff, Britain and Kenya, pp. 28-29 ' · · ,; · 
5 Frederick Lugard, The Rise of our East African Empire (London, 1968), p.461. 
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between Uganda and the sea through the port: of Mombasa and strategically 

significant too because of its position on the ro&l~··to India and the Far East. In 

that scenario, Germany had challenged British- hegemony in the region by 

declaring what was to become Tanzania as a~. German territory. In sum, this 
I. 

chapter concurs with Wolff. and Mungeam .th~t the main reason for Britain's 

assumption of territorial jurisdiction was in se~rGh of economic opportunities and 

to be able to participate in the wider field of international diplomacy.6 

·• Apparently, the British government's strategy (like;ttiat of the Germans under the . . . 
German East Africa Company) was to allow_ com~ercial enterprises to take the 

lead in promoting British interests· in its spheres of influence .. In 1888 the IBEAC 

was awarded a royal charter to develop trade in Kenya and Uganda. However, in 

the words of John Galbraith the story of the IBEAC 'is the history of dreams and 

dreamers of· an enterprise foredoomed .to failure... poorly conceived, badly 

managed and grossly undercapitalised, the_.<;;omp~ny was destined from the start 

to a short existence'.7 This situation forced ·the British government to assume -~ . 

control over the region in 1895 and declared what later became Kenya the British 

East Africa Protectorate. Sir Arthur Hardinge, who. was still based in Zanzibar, 
, . ":-I . 

was appointed to take over the protectorate a~. ~onsul General following his 
· .. 

promotion to Commissioner in 1896. He divided.the territory into four provinces 
···;. . . 

namely Kenia, Ukambani, Jubaland and Tanalanc{Jn addition, he suggested that 

each province be placed under a Sub-Commissjoner. 

In effect, the declaration of a protectorate over. much of what is now Kenya 
,·· 

marked the beginning of official British rule in Kenya. It also marked the demise 

of the IBEAC as an instrument of acquisition and: administration. At that time the 

Company had demanded, £200 OOO as compens~_tion for its assets and all that it 

had done in administering the region.8
_ From tti~ on, after 1 July 1895, the 

British government assumed executive and judiCi~I administration and began 

levying taxes over land, buildings and people. But,qHhat time there is actually no .. ·. 
evidence that taxes were collected, except ·by ind~y!dual officials who foraged in .. ,' •, 

6 Wolff, Britain and Kenya, pp. 28-29, and G. Mungeam,·· British Rule in Kenya 1895-1912: the 
Establishment of Administration in the East Africa Protector13t((Oxford, 1966), pp.1-5. 
7 Galbraith, Mackinnon and East Africa, 1878- 1895, p. vii. :,: • · 
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~.~:.:.:·· : . 
.... , .. 

to the villages to plunder livestock and foodstuffs f~.r~ILrvival. The Kamba and 

the Kikuyu were the most affected.9 In additio~:'.~-tl1e .colonial government 
·•. ~:1: : , . < 

extended its protectorate and began effectively :icr open up the interior as 
',_ 

boundaries changed. The first to be brought in were the Ogaden Somalis in . ·~ 
1896. And in 1902 the Foreign Office transferred the E:astern Province of Uganda 

to the protectorate in order to bring the railway und~r ·one administration. The 

area that was transferred became the Naivasha and ~isumu provinces. 
• i • • 

Y. P. Ghai and J. P.W. B. McAuslan10 have shown h·ow the 1897 and the 1902 

East Africa Orders in Council gave the colonia.1 government the power and 

jurisdiction over the African people. These empowered the protectorate 

commissioner to make ordinances for peace, order and the good governance of 

the protectorate. The Commissioner was the chief offi'cer of the territory and had 

the responsibility for the establishment of an admini~itation for the maintenance 

of law and order. In addition, he had the powers to leg1slate, establish courts and 

even to deport undesirable characters. But in spite of tj,ese wide-ranging powers, 

the administration from the outset was haphazard and lacked the human and 

financial resources to become fully operational. Between 1895 and 1901, in an 

attempt to stamp his authority, Hardinge made laws th~l related to customs, post 
. . 

office, the police force, land, highways, rail~~ys, r;noney, agriculture, public 

health and revenue. These were in addition ~o m·qny other laws dealing with 
' . 

public order, arrests and vagrancy. 11 
_ 

• 
·' ' 

In 1905 responsibility for the protectorate was transferred from the Foreign Office 

to the Colonial Office. The Foreign Office was ill eq·uipped and lacked the staff 

and the experience to govern. Within its mandate, it- could only participate in 

international diplomacy with other European poyvers whose duty was to establish 

and demarcate spheres of influence.12 But the mo~t important factor at that . 
period in time was the financing of the protectorate'.s a~ministrative activities. For 

instance, immediately the protectorate was 9eclar~d · in 1895, Hardinge was 

8 Mungeam, British Rule in Kenya, 1895-1912, p. 9. • 
9 • .; 

Ibid., p., 11. . · . 
10 Y. P. Ghai and J .P .W .D. McAuslan, Public Law and Political ~hange in Kenya: A Study of the 
Legal Framework of Government from Colonial Times to the Pre$anf (Nairobi, 1970), pp.14 -16. 
11 · ' Ibid., p.40. . . 
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•, . ,,. ... ,·:.'.-... 
faced with a very expensive revolt by the Mazrui ·:-:fl leading Arab family along the 

coast. This revolt took a long time to contain an:d became ah expensive affair; 

something the British government had tried· to avqid.13 Various ways and means 

had to be immediately devised to raise revenue to cover expenses related to 

conquest, administration and the development of ~ri infrastructure. The grants-in­

aid from the British government was certainly· not adequate to cover such 

unplanned for expenditures. 

In other words, the history of taxation in Keri~a:,~ ~ne that is closely bound up 

with the development of the system of go~ernance in the country. The most 

important aspect of governance was the maintenance of law and order which 

was facilitated by British military superiority and the use of excessive force such 

as the burning of villages, expropriation of livestock and the killing of people. 14 

These forays were not only designed to stc:11T)p .colonial authority on the various 
... ;"• 

communities but also to demonstrate to them that resistance was an exercise in ... 

futility and to make possible the imposition of taxc:1tjon. . .. . . . 

According to Brett, all the British colonies in Africa had to receive grants-in-aid 

during the first years of British rule.15 Thus, at ·the~ l;>eginning of administration, the 

expense of the colony was borne by the metropolit:3n power. But even this varied 

from region to region. In colonial Kenya, there wa·s:devolution in the control of the 

budgets for the 'man on ttie spot' was expected ·to make the administration self­

sustaining. The largest part of the expenditlfre wa~ usually on administration and 

the maintenance of law and order. It was costly w?ging wars of conquest, paying 

salaries, and developing an infrastructure .. Finan(;es were also required for the 

collection of revenue from the African people_ and other political expenses. In fact 

a military force was needed to ensure that, in the la~t'resort, taxes were paid. 
'. .• .:.· 

12 · · ... llilf 
Ibid., p.42. ,r 

13 John Lonsdale and Bruce Berman, 'The Conquest State, 1·895-1905', Chapter 1, vol 1. Unhappy 
Valley: Conflict in Kenya and Africa (London, 1992), p. 11. . 
14 See for example the autobiography of R. Meinertzhager,, Kenya Diary 1902-1906 (London, 
1957) where he reports on his active participation in the brutal subjugation of the Kikuyu and the 
Nandi. ... 
15 Brett, Colonialism and Underdevelopment in East Africa, p.9. 
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Where attempts were unsuccessful or where the activities of the traders and 
. ~~ 

administrators invoked increased imperial military operations, grants-in-aid were 

only provided with extreme reluctance by the British· ~overnment. According to 

McGregor Ross,16 from 1895 to1913 the British taxp~yer had been subsidising 

the protectorate by a cash grant-in-aid of vary\ng degrees. The largest 
; .. 

contribution was, £ 313 600 in 1903 and the small~~t was, £ 23 500 in 1913.17 

Richard Wolff has gone further and has provided thf .following annual figures of 
., 

the grants-in-aid provided by Britain between. 1895. ~md 1913 and the various 
"· · ... , . 

sources of revenue. From the table it is noticeable tt;i"st during the 1912-13 period 

the grants-in-aid had come to a stop as shown below:.· . : 

Table 3 Protectorate trade and administrative. budg~t (in thousand pounds) . 
Year Imports Exports Receipts Expenses Grants 

1895-96 177 74 - 51 

1896-97 262 78 39 148 46 

1897-98 268 73 30 • 134 46 

1898-99 472 71 46 

1899-1900 447 122 110 

1900-01 450 71 64 193 87 

1901-02 421 96 68 278 93 

1902-03 443 135 96 311 314 

1903-04 437 · 134 109 419 256 

'1904-05 742 123 155 303 251 

1905-06 974 125 270 419 214 

1906-07 1 227 164 461 616. 164 

1907-08 1 217 157 475 692 · 193 

1908-09 1.774 140 486 703 138 

1909-10 1 166 191 593 669 133 

1910-11 1 607 276 610.• 682 130 

1911-12 2 070 · 333 729· 772 190 

1912-13 2 892 421 953 • 961 23 
.. , 
), ,( 
' .. 

16 W. McGregor Ross, Kenya: A Short Political History (London, 1927), p. 152. 
17 Wolff, Britain and Kenya, p.49. . / : 
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'\::i: 
. t':.:. · .... 

1913-14 3 397 444 1 124: · · 1 116 0. 

Source: Wolff, Britain and Kenya, 1870-1930, p. 4,9: 

Between 1895 and 1913 the gap between ir:icome and expenditure was declining 

and had to be closed through the grants-in-aid from the British government. · 

Government grants-in-aid peaked in 1903-04 but diminished steadily until it 

. finally disappeared in 1913-1914 financia! Y,Sar. ·~Thus, in the hope of filling 

shortfalls in revenue collection, the idea of direct'~frican taxation was mooted. 
I ,, • 

Commissioner Hardinge; who was thinking ·of_~ .gradual introduction of African 
\ ', . . ' 

taxation, had forecast such an attempt as early ll$ in 1897. But it was not until 

1899 that he actually proposed a schel1'.'l.e of ·.t,;'.tollection that was to begin 

along the railway centres and up to . Mach~kps.18 In the early stages of 

protectorate rule, most of the money collected was used in military expeditions, 

the payment of salaries and setting up an admiriistfatlve structure. , .. 

. ' 
Hardinge's proposition did not at first mee~ tt,e acceptance of the Foreign Office 

until 1901 when Lord Landsdowne sanctiorjed t~·~ revolutionary idea of African 

taxation. Indeed it was revolutionary and ·astoriT~~ing for Africans in the British 

East Africa Protectorate, at the time were not accustomed to taxation and the . . 

idea of a cash economy. African economie~ .. at the time were based on 

subsistence agriculture and barter trade. Fron:i· the start, as Peter Ekeh has 

argued, colonial taxation had the connotation of an alien encroachment on the 

freedom of the individual. Most of the African people viewed taxation as a 
·• 

punishment, not as the duty of a citizen whi~h vyould qualify him to receive some 

of the benefits of the state.19 

. . . 
As attested earlier, when the colonial go~rnm~~t officially introduced African 

taxation in 1901, it had several reasons tor- doing· so. But of immediate concern . .~ .. . 

was to pay salaries, house and transport the new administrators. Most of the 

administrators were former employees of . .t~e IBEAC who had remained behind 
•, ~·- . . . 

to form a nucleus of the new administration. Hardinge specifically relied on John 
/ . / . 

Ainsworth, Francis Hall and Charles Hobley· tc:i_'establish the· semblance of an . . 
18 Ibid., p. 55. 
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early administrative structure. Their task was t<? maintain peace and conquer 

recalcitrant African people who resisted British rule\ :Indeed, wars of conquest 

took up most of the resources of the nascent administration. According to 

Richard Wolff,20 military expeditions took up to·· .. ~o percent of the total 

expenditures in 1897-98, which came in as grants-i~-aid but fell to 7 percent in .. 
1910 as shown in the table below: 

·~· 
,. 

Table 4 Military expenditures 

Year Military Total Expenditure Percentages 

Expenditure (£) Column 

1897-98 40 OOO 133 723 30 

1905-06 104 981 418 839 25 , 

1910-11 49 736 682 041' 7 

1913 74 555 1 115·899 6 

Source: Wolff, Britain and Kenya, 1870-1930, p. 50. 

What comes out clearly from the above table, is the fact that military 

expenditures took a very large proportion of th~ re.sources of the colonial state in 

its early stages. As Bruce Berman has shown, ·during the first nine years, military 

expenditure swallowed up nearly one-third of the pr~t~ctorate's budget. These 

costs of conquest far exceeded local revenues and were largely to blame for the 

tripling of the annual imperial subsidy in the five ·~e.ars from 1896.21 Some of 

these high expenditures went to the many military expeditions mounted to 

subdue supposedly ·recalcitrant African people, par:ticularly the Mazrui and the 

Ogaden. 

For instance, at the beginning of colonial conquest in ·.1897, military expenditures 

consumed 30 percent of the entire colonial budget: ·puring the 1899 and 1900 

financial year, expenditure had reached the. sum of, £183 069 per year. And 

while Wolff above has given the figure of, £ 41.8 83_9 for the period between, 

1905 and 1906, Lonsdale on the other hand has sta~ed that between 1895 and 
:; . 

19 Ekeh, 'The Public Realm and Public Finance in Africa', p. 241. 
20 Wolff, Britain and Kenya, p .50. For more information on the wars of conquest, see H .H. 
Moyse-Barlett, The Kings African Rifles: A Study in the Military History of East and Central Africa, 
1890-1945 (London, 1956). ' · · 
21 Berman, Control and Crisis in Colonial Kenya, p.55. . ... 
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1905, only £600 OOO was spent on military conquests.22 Notwithstanding this 

discrepancy in figures, the fact is that most .of the colonial expenses during this 

initial stage went to the control of Africans. However, by 1913 the figure had 

fallen down to 6 percent, a sign that most of t~e African resistance had been 

broken. Such a huge expenditure before 1913 did .not go well with the imperial 

government, hence the introduction of hut and,··.p~II taxes to supplement the 

grants-in-aid and customs duties. 

Other reasons for the introduction of taxes were ·paternalistic and altruistic. For . . 

instance between 1913-18 Lord Lugard had argued that taxation promoted an 

intimate touch between the British staff and the African people.23 This was . 
partially true because it was at the level of tax ~ollection that any meaningful 

interaction between the colonial state afld the pe~~ants took place. Secondly, 

Lugard argued that taxation was of moral 13enefit to the people as it stimulated 

industry and production. On the other hand,after the arrival of the settlers, their 

power of lobby became quite strong as 'they had grandiose ideas about the level 

of services appropriate for a community of whit~ gentlemen who they felt were . 
bringing civilization to darkest Africa'.24 Taxation.-to them was therefore founded 

on the principle ·that Africans should pay the taxe~l,vhile the Europeans received . ' 

the services. For as Lord Lugard loftily stated; colonial taxation, 'will fail to exact it . ' .. 

from those who refuse to pay, and will seize an ·excess from among from those 
' . . ... 

unable to resist'. 25 With this therefore was. asso~i_ated the perpetual problem of 

'ways and means' of raising the revenue from Africqns . . . ·. . . . ~ 

.. 
During the initial stages, Africans paid their tpxes _in •kind. But concerted attempts 

were made right from the start of taxation .lo introduce a form of currency that 
• was to be used for the payment of taxes: By 1888: the IBEAC had introduced the 

use of silver coins as its form of currency; whic~·- circulated in tandem with the 
. . 

Indian rupee. At that time the Indian rupee was widely used along the Coast .. 
because of the fact that trade between· the Kenyan Coast and the Indian 

22 Lonsdale and Berman, Unhappy Valley, p.18. • • · 
23 Fredrick Lugard, Political Memoran·da: Revision-of,lnstructiijjns to Political Officers on Subjects 
of Chiefly Political and Administrative (London, 1968); p. :1 sa: , · 
24 Ibid., p. 145. . 
25 Ibid., p. 250. . ' 
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continent had been active since the eighteenth centu.ry.26 In addition, there were 

in use the Maria Theresa dollar and cowrie shells .. In the interior beads and cloth 

served as the normal means of exchange. In ·other words, barter was the main 

form of exchange in the protectorate at the time. The colonial state decide'd to 

apply the Indian currency system throughout the protectorate. India was one of 
. . . ~. 

the most successful British colonies and being near~o Kenya, provided it with the 
. ; ' 

legal system, personnel, policies and methods of f plying taxation policies. In 

1898 the Indian rupee was made the standard coin for the East Africa 

Protectorate. 27 But the spread of the currency las l1~~4' until 1901 when taxation 

was officially institutionalised and the colonial gov~rnment stipulated that all 

taxes be paid in cash. As a result the colonial state ~r6mulgated the East Africa 
.. 

and Uganda (Currency) Order-in Council of June 1905 to regulate the operation 

of the rupee and the minting of coins. 

But the colonial administrators could, however, congratulate themselves that by 

the 1912-13 financial year, the protectorate's revenue~ had finally surpassed the 

expenditure.28 This indeed was a feat and shows t~ level of both direct and 

indirect taxation that was carried out if one considers
1
je fact that in the 1901-02 

financial year, African contribution to the colonial state'~· revenue was a mere 4.5 

percent only to rise to 29 percent in 1904-05.29 This ~i~uation was brought about 

by various factors. Between 1908 and 1913 lhere ·w~s a dramatic expansion in 

the value of exports with an increase of Rs 5 164 383 being achieved. Related to . 
this was an increase in customs revenue and in the collection of hut and poll tax. 

There was also growth in railway revenue sufficient fp balance the protectorate's 
., 

budget. The following table illustrates the bulk of ,.the agricultural exports that 

brought in revenues through duties and trans~rtation .levies . 

... :~~:· 

Table 5 Agricultural exports from Kenya from-190·~-~13· (thousand tonnes) 

1908 ·1909 1910. 1'911 1912 1913 
.. ~-- ... 

26 James De Vere Allen, Swahili Origins: Swahili cJ1ture a~d· the Shungwaya Phenomenon 
tLondon, 1993), pp.245-252. . . . · 
7 McGregor Ross. Kenya From Within, p. 199. .. ... · I . 

28 Robert M. Maxon, Struggle for Kenya: The Loss andReasseftion of Imperial Initiative, 1912-
1923 (Madison, 1993), p. 30. · ~· 
29 ijei'man, Control and Crisis in Colonial Kenya, p. 53. 
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African 

Hides 26 40 40 : 33 .23 37 

Maize 1 5 .see Mixed category 

Beans 1 3 4 •· 3 5 5 

Sim Sim 0 16 13 15 14 20 

Oil seeds 1 2 1 

Grain 1 

Cotton 6 7 5 • 2 13 1 

Nuts 1 0 1 1 2 2 

Ghee 5 2 3 3 3 1 

Potatoes 6 5 3 2 4 2 

% total 45 75 74 61 66 68 · 

Settlers 

Coffee 1 1 3 2 5 

Sisal 1 2 

Fibre 1 
~ 

Rubber 1 1 ·1 

Wool 2 2 3 3 2 

%total 2 1 3 .7 8 2 

Miscellaneous ;f~, 
Copra 29 14 15 ;, 11 4 7 

Copal 1 1 1 t 1 

Beeswax 19 5 6 5 3 2 

Wildskins 3 3 1 f 1 1 

Rubber 5 2 1 

Mangrove 1 1 

% total 53 24 23 23 10 2 

.Mixed . 
Maize 9 16 8 

% total 9 16 8 

Total Value 6 647 1 168 2 .168 2 943 4 780 811 990 

(Rs) 607 740 504 389 717 

Source: Quoted from Maxon, Struggle for Kenya, p.32. 
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Froni the table it can be deduced that the bulk increases in agricultural exports 

came from African households. According to. Robert ,Maxon, African peasants 
• 

generated over half the exports. This came from crops like maize, beans, 

Simsim, oil seeds, grain, cotton, nuts, potatoes and such items as ghee and 

hides and skins. By 1913, however, there was an appa'rent price collapse due to 

depressed world prices. 30
. 

.. . . 

Indeed, by 1913 Africans dominated the export of commodities like cotton, Sim 

sim and maize, which improved the revenue base of the protectorate. On. the 

other hand, the settlers' contribution was minimal until after the First World War . .. 
This was due to the fact that by 1914 settler 'agriculture had not really . 
established itself as the dominant export sector, .. and settler consumption was not 

yet large enough to . raise their indirect tax payments above African direct 

payments'.31 Thus, by and large, the sale of Afri.can ~ommodities made a heavy 

contribution to the revenues of the state. These caine in the form of railway 

tariffs, customs . duties, fees and fines. This meanf that part of the cost of 

administration was borne by the Africans. According ·to John Overton, the cost of 

governing the protectorate by 1914 was being borne to the extent of 70 percent 

by African direct tax payments. 32 
:, . . . 

The colonial budget and the reasons for Af~ican taxation 

Balancing the protectorate's budget was regarded as the primary objective of the 

nascent administration. Thus, once the Britis~ had declared a protectorate over 

what was to become Kenya in 1895, they ~set out to make it pay for its 
·: . . . 

governance. It was important to establish f!. firm .and efficient administrative 

system in order to facilitate the exploitation of th,e natural and human resources 

of the new territory. This required the establishment of administrative and 

commercial centres to serve the railway and tra·nsport networks. To effectively do 

all these things, the colonial administration required a d~finite source of revenue. 

30 Maxon, The Struggle for Kenya, p.32. · 
31 I owe this comment to a Rhodes University Examiner. . 
32 John Overton, 'Spatial Differentiation in the Colonial EconornY. of Kenya: Africans, Settlers and 
the State, 1900-1920', PhD Dissertation, Cambridge University, 1983, p. 38. Quoted from Robert 
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This was important because the British public was hostile to· the expenditure of 

public money on the administration of colonies. After. all, the purpose of the 

colonies was to create wealth and not to drain the pockets of the colonisers. It 

was therefore a basic requirement that the colo.nies were not only supposed to 
. ' 

balance their budgets and meet all the expehditur6;,. but to be able to provide raw ., 
materials like cotton, flax, mangrove and markets for the metropolitan 

government. 33 

., 

In 1900 Sir Hqrry Johnston, the colonial admi~Js~rator in East Africa charged the 

British treasury as 'a department without· bowels of compassion or the throb of 

the imperial feeling - n~ver giving grants to_ colonies'.34 This policy as will be 

shown is borne out by the patterns of expenditure in the early colonial period. 

That, in a way summed up the true feelings of the metropolitan government: that 

the overriding aim was to make the protectorate not only financially stable but to 
. . .· 

ensure that its budget balanced. Conseqµently, mpney had to be found from 

other sources for the capitalisation of the Elritish- coTonies. Any attempts therefore 
.. .,. 

to source funds from the British government usually met with opposition. Indeed, . " . . . 

the treasury had limited the amount of money that could be expended on the 

colonies which in fact expected them to ~·ecome ~elf-sufficient as soon as was 

possible. 35 Britain's concern therefore WqS to ens_u.te the colony's self-sufficiency 

and a balanced budget. 
. : . 

After taking over the administration of th~ protectorate, Hardinge therefore first · 

addressed himself to the issue of finances. 'He estimated that the expenditure for 

1896 would be £45 OOO, which was more thatf. the £29 490 he had earlier 

estimated in 1895 due to what he termed as 'unforeseen circumstances'.36 This 

in essence meant expenditure used to .suppre~s- African revolts against the 
. . . ' 

imposition of colonial rule. The first gran~-in-a\d was £30 OOO, which had been 

provided in February 1895 for the new administration. But this was an 

M. Maxon, 'The establishment of the Colonial Eco.ilomy', in W. R. Ochieng' and R. M. Maxon 
ieds.) An Economic History of Kenya (Nairobi, 1992},"p. 69. 

3 Mungeam, British rule in Kenya, pp. 18-19. . . . · · 
34 A .H .M. Kirk-Greene (ed.) Africa in the Colonial Period:':r'he Transfer of Power-to the Colonial 
Administrator in the age of Decolonisation (Oxford, 1979), p. 7. 
35 Brett, Colonialism and Underdevelopment in East Africa, p.·120. 
36 Mungeam, British rule in Kenya, p. 48. 
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underestimate. For the purposes of convincing the , Foreign Office, Hardinge 

expected to raise about £50 OOO from customs duties to supplement the £30 

OOO, from the British government grants-in..ajd. The Foreign Office accepted 

Hardinge's proposals which helped him set up v~rious government departments 

like finance, customs, shipping, judiciary, transpprt, health; public works and the 

military. The money also financed the day- to~ day ru,nning of the protectorate. 37 

By April 1896 the protectorate's expenditu~e had··:'exceeded his estimates by a 

huge margin. Expenditure had amounted to ~77 922, of_ which £31 077, were 

spent on military expeditions, especially the suppre,sion of the Mazrui, the ..... 
Nandi, Bukusu, Tugen, Pokot and the Somali,38 Durin~ that period Hardinge had 

,· 
managed to raise a revenue of £22 8065 from _custo~s duties; inclusive of a 3 

percent import duty fixed on various goods .like rice,· brass wire, beads, flour, 

copra, building materials, hardware and livestoyk. A variety of other sources of 

revenue came from fees and licences. There still remained a deficit of £55 055, ,· 
which had to be provided for. This deficit was mq' e~tirely from the grants-in aid 

of £50 975 from the British government.39 · /' . 

Below are the revenue and expenditure figures for the financial year, 1906 and 

1907, to illustrate the various sources of government income and how it was 

spent. It is noteworthy that the figures for the hut and poll tax are not listed. This 

is most likely because tax records were scanty and till~ amount collected at that •.. 
time was still negligible. But the cost of the ,,~andi ·~pedition was itemised as 

having cost the administration £1 481. In fact the largest amount of expenditure 

was on administration and the Police at £42 525 and· £37 601 respectively. This . 
.. 

is to show that the first duty of the c~~nial state was to establish an 

administration. An estimated expenditure of on~_Y £68 ~as provided for education, 

which was the smallest allocation in the budg·et. 40 The difficulty of getting and 

keeping pupils explains the smallness of the allocatron . 

. . . 
• 37 Ibid. . ... ~· 

38 Lonsdale, 'The conquest state, 1895-1905', p. 24. · · · 
39 Zoe Marsh, East Africa through Contemporary Records (Cambridge, 19961) pp. 73-74, quoting 
from Drumkey's Year Book for East Africa (1908) pp. 73-74. · 
40 /bid. 
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Table 6 Revenue and Expenditure for 19Q.6-1907 

Head of Revenue 

Customs 

Licences, Excise etc 

Fees of courts 

Port and harbours dues 

Post and Telegraph 

Government Railways 

Interests 

Sales of Government Property 

Sales of Land 

Rents 

Other Receipts 

Total Revenue (Local) 

Grant-in-aid, Parliament 

Total 

81 303 

83 201 

19 703 

667 

15 734 

231 375 

1 '.525 

3.974 

3 869 

10 992 

8 720 

401 363 

164 OOO 

625 363 
'.· 

Pounds(£) 

Head of Expenditure 

Civil Departments 

Customs 

(Pounds)£ 

Agriculture 

Education 

Forestry and Scientific 

H.E. the Governor and Administration 

Immigration 

Land 

Law and Justice 

Marine and Port 

Medical 

Police and Prisons 

Printing and Stationery 

Survey 

Transport 

52 

7 512 

68 

3 a11 

42 525 

688 

4-451 

1-5 043 

11. 808 

13 601 

37 072 

1.9 117 

2~ 662 
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Tr~asury and Audit 

Veterinary 

Collection Charges 

Customs 

Miscellaneous services 

Army Services 

Railways 

Miscellaneous . 

Rent to the Sultan of Zanzibar 

Pensions 

Bombay Agency 

Nandi Expedition 

Famine Relief 

Total 

,J- '. 

'.·. 

28;662 

5 3,57 

8 995 

5 528 

18 428 

194.157 

17 090 

1 350 

894 

1 481 

87 

616 089 

,; 

Source: Drumkey's Year Book for East Africa.(1908), pp. 73-74. Quoted in Zoe 
Marsh, East Africa through contemporary Records (Cambridge, 1961 ), pp. 173-
174. 

The Kenya-Uganda railway and the coming of the white settlers .. . 

The construction of the railway was to prove one of the most expensive 

undertakings by the colonial government. This directly, or indirectly impacted on 

the pattern of taxation and the economic deveJopment of the protectorate. In 

1896 the British parliament approved the builqirig of a railway line from Mombasa 

to Lake Victoria. Lord Salisbury, the British P.rime Minister from 1886 to 1892 and 

again from 1895 to 1902, regarded the ra.ilway as q means of consolidating 

claims to territory that had been recognized qn paper in the Anglo-German 

Treaty of 1890. His prime concern was to estabfish effective British administrative 

control in an area, which was a three-mont_h jpµrney on foot from the coast. By 

appealing to anti-slavery sentiments, SalisbufY° was able to get public opinion, 

parliament and his cabinet behind the idea of the railway construction. It thus 

became easier for him to get money out of the :l?ritish Treasury.41 

. 
41 Michael Tidy and Donald Leeming, A History of Africa, 1884-1914 (London, 1988), pp.156-157 . . 
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But as technical and financial problems mountetj., the railway enterprise became 

: . · .. 

a political issue in Britain with critics dubbing it the"'LL.inatic Express'.42
. 

What it will cost no words ea~ express; . 

Where it will start from no one ·can guess; 

Where it is going nobody l<nows. 

What is the use of it none can d:mjecture; 

What it will carry there's none can define; 

And in spite of George Curz~n's superior lecture, 

It clearly is naught but:a lunatic line.43 

Pointing to the costs of maintaining the railway, which the British had built for 
•• strategic and economic reasons, M. P. K. Sorrenson has stated that: 

Above all, these financial problems had· to be solved if the Foreign 
Office was to be spared from continuous criticism in the commons. It 
was for this reason that the · Foreign Office was to grasp at any 
settlement expedient that seemed likely to reduce the financial 
burdens of the British taxpayer.44 

In other words, once the railway had been built there was no turning back. And 

despite mounting criticism of the entire venture, its defenders argued that it was 

an economic undertaking that could enhance the economic potential of both 

Kenya and Uganda. Indeed, if one looks ,at .the roots of Kenyan capitalism, the 

construction of the railway must rank as o.ne of the most important factors. In the 

first place it set in motion the economic. pattern of the country for commodities . 
and people would easily be transported.: ~ut the snag was that there were few 

goods and services to be provided so as to make the railway pay for itself. Thus 

to offset its initial operational costs, the goyernment sought various ways of 

raising revenue and one of them was the introduction of African taxation. But this 

was only a short-term solution. 

42 See the book by Charles Miller of the same title~ The Lunatic Express: An Entertainment in 
Imperialism (New York, 1971 ). • · · 
43 This satiric poem was written by Henry Labouchere, one of the speakers in the railway 
parliamentary debate and who was also the editor of a magazine known as 'Truth'. 
44 M.P.K. Sorrenson, Origin of European Settlement in Kenya (Nairobi, 1968), p.30. This is a 
classic book on the study of white settlement in Kenya. 
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Unlike in Uganda that was to develop as !3 peas~nt economy, the eventual 

solution in Kenya was to bring in European settlers to produce the commodities, 

stimulate trade, and to make the railway profitabl'e.45 Indeed, the coming of the 

settlers was to change the social, economic a~d political history of Kenya. This 

was from 1902 when land alienation and experil)lentation in agriculture occurred. 

What the settlers lacked in technology and money, was compensated with cheap 
~ 

African labour and the support of the colonial state. 

European settlement started in Machakos in 189Q even before the building of the 
I 

railway. Over the years white settlement would expa.nd across the Rift Valley to 

-- include parts of western Kenya. But European settlement began in earnest after 

the promulgation of the Crown Lands Ordinance of 1902. The Ordinance 

declared that all land in the protectorate belonged to the British imperial 

government and that it would allocate it at will.· More. decisive was the fact that 

this Ordinance marked the beginning of the alie.n~tion of African land to white 

settlers and overlooked African land rights and interests. For example, according 

to Tabitha Kanogo, the Kikuyu of the Kiambu-Limuru regions had about' 60 OOO 

acres of their land alienated between 1903 and 1906. Many were therefore 

forced to seek wage labour to survive and to be able to pay taxes.46 

White settlement in Kenya was given a big boost with the arrival of Sir Charles 

Eliot as the protectorate Commissioner in ·1901. Eliot insisted that the 

protectorate had to pay for itself and demanded that new sources of revenue be 

found to make the railway pay for its running costs. He stated clearly that 'I think 

it is mere hypocrisy not to admit that white interests must be paramount, and that 

the main object of our policy and legislation s~ould be to found a white colony'.47 . ,· 

At those initial phases of colonial administration, Eliot. believed that European 
'· I 

farmers rather than African people could dev~log the country. This was because 

to him African farming and anything associated ,with it was primitive. In his view, 

45 Norman Miller, Kenya: The Quest for Prosperity (Boulder, 1984), p.10.See also Wolff, Britain 
and Kenya, pp. 51-61, who explains well why the settlers were chosen as agents of colonial 
development. ., · , _ 
46 See Kanogo, Squatters and the Roots of Mau Mau, 1'905-1963, p. 12 . 
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the white settlers would generate funds that would pay for the railway and 

administer the protectorate.48 Eliot therefore vigorously encouraged European 

settlers with the majority arriving from Britaif\ South Africa, New Zealand and 

Canada. This defined a change in policy towards .. European settlement. 
', 

During the first phase of white settlement, from 1902 to 1908 all land alienation 

occurred near the raHway line. The first politic~! effects of the railway construction 

were considerable. In 1905 the capital of Kenya was transferred to the railway 

headquarters, Nairobi, which was also near the geographical centre of the 

country. What is more important, the ·railway made it easier for the British to 

establish their authority in Ke.nya and to govern the country since it was now 

easier for the administrators and the soldiers to be moved easily. On the other 

hand, the settlers benefited most for they could easily occupy land near the 

railway. 

'• 

According to H. W. 0. Okoth-Ogendo',49 
· the settlers who came to Kenya 

consisted of diverse categories. First, there were those who favoured the 

plantation type of farming. These were mostly the elite and many came from 

Britain desirous to establish a white dominion of rich aristocrats. These were 

settlers like Lord Delamere, Col Ewart G(ogan, Hindlip and Cranworth. Second, 

there were the tough looking South Africans who_ saw themselves as pioneers 

with 'no nonsense about equal rights for black and white' .50 Their farming 

methods, their control of labour, their political tech_niques and objectives were all 

founded on South African precedents.· .It is thr.ough these Afrikaners that 

systematised calls for an increase . in . taxatior to obtain labour saw the 

transplantation of many of the South Afri.can taxation policies in Kenya. 51 This 

was typical in the Uasin Gishu plateau where most of the Afrikaner settlers set up 

farming activities. Unable to obtain labour from the reluctant Keiyo who shared 

47 Charles Eliot, The East African Protectorate '(London; 1905), p.101. 
48 See Simon S .S. Kenyanjui, 'European SettleP Agriculture' in Ochieng' (ed.), An Economic 
History of Kenya, p. 113. . : · · ·. 
49 H. W .0. Okoth-Ogendo, Tenants of the Crown: Evolution of Agrarian Law and Institutions in 
Kenya (Nairobi, 1991), pp. 15-16. · : 
5° For a discussion of Afrikaner presence in Kenya, see Gerrit Groen, 'The Afrikaners in Kenya, 
1903-1969', PhD dissertation, Michigan State University, 1974'. 
51 Ibid. . :· '· 
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with them a common border, the Afrikaners d~manded that the Keiyo be 

compelled through increased taxation to offer their labour.52 Indeed, the settlers 

from South Africa brought with them fixed notions about land, labour, taxation 

and the equality or inequality of ·races.53 The ~frican came to be regarded as an 

object and a source of cheap labour to work the lands and who were required to .. . 

do other manual work for the settler. communities. Finally, there were the large 

· syndicates who speculated on land and established big estates .like the Brooke 
' . 

Bond Company in Kericho that went into tea gro~ing, while many others invested 

in ranching and coffee estates. These enterprises required African cheap. labour, 

a fact that will become evident in chapter five .. · • 

Initially, the settlers who came to Kenya were a ~otley crowd. Many were 

soldiers and fortune-seekers like Grogan, big-game hunters like the aristocrat 

Delamere, who came for· sport and stayed to settle~ and the Afrikaners from .. 
South Africa whose farms had been· destroyed during ·the 1899 to 1902 Anglo-. 
Boer war. These groups of settlers all relied on obtaining cheap African labour. 

' . . 
According to Sharon Stichter the arrival of the:settlers·and the demand for cheap .. 
labour saw Kenya undergo a massive social change. By 1919 more than 5 OOO 

male Africans were reported to have gone into migrant wage - earning 

employment or squatting en the settler farms. 54 This indeed was a revolutionary 

change. It led to the introduction of a monetary economy, which replaced the 

traditional agrarian barter system. More fundamental, .was the fact that migrant 

labour and a money economy arose partially be.cause pf the taxation policies of 

the colonial administration. Taxes on Africans were underscored as essential to . .. 
the society, and Africans were encouraged to raise money for taxes through 

wage labour. _ 

Africans at that time were unwilling to work on.:settler farms.55 Attempts by the 

colonial administration to use force through the chiefs proved ineffective and 

52 KNA/ELGM/1/1 Elgeyo Marakwet District Annual Reports, 1911-1919. See also 
KNA/UG/2/Uasin Gishu District Political files, 1909-1914. 
53 See Sorrenson, European Settlement in Kenya, p. 6~. 
54 Stichter, Migrant Labour in Kenya, p. 30. · ·. 
55 This was a common feature during the early days of colonial rule. Consequently, the colonial 
administration had to resort to creating a land shortage, the use af chiefs to force Africans out to . 
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cumbersome to administer. A more lasting solution ~ad to be devised. A system 

~hich required Africans to 'need mone/ in order to. engage in certain 

transactions had to be established.56 It was clear then that the African population 
. . 

was not familiar with wage employment and a sch~me had to be found to make 
.. , . .. 

wage employment a necessity. In addition, ·111~ne}:'' i~ its sense of the word, was 

an alien concept to the Africans, and there vitas a need to integrate them into a 

capitalist, monetary economy. Money as a daily medium of exchange was 

basically in use by the settlers and the coloniaJ, government, and these were the 

only sources of cash.57 Taxation, therefore,• created the demand for money 

among Africans. For Africans to have money in o~der to pay taxes, then they had 

to work for either the government or the settlers. And this _is the major reason 

why taxation played an important role in the early history of· Kenya and the 

revolutionary changes it brought to the daily_-lives ~f the people. There were of 

course other African peoples who resisted attempts to force them into wage· 

labour by selling surplus livestock and crops to· ecfrn money for taxes.58 Money 

thus eliminated all the complexities of making barter transactions. People no 

longer needed to seek out those who had the goods one needed. Instead goods 

were exchanged for money at markets and shopping centres. Consequently, 

money became a unique asset such that _its possession like livestock and land 

became a form of wealth for the African people. Money, therefore, became an 

important tool in the nascent colonial-capitalist state-, which made cash seeking 

attractive to the people. 

Hardly surprising, the settlers were actually, exempted from paying any type of 

direct taxes since they were able to influence most of government decisions 

through their domination of the Legislative Council.59 This council was dominated 

by the settlers who passed legislation in th~ir O"Yn. favour and in most cases 

against the wishes of the Governor and the ·Executive Council, which was the 

seek employment and the introduction of taxation. j=or a· succinct explanation see, Kanogo, 
Squatters and the Roots of Mau Mau, pp. 11-18 .. 
56 See Berman, Control and Crisis in Colonial Kenya; pp.58-66. See also Ngotho wa Kariuki, 'The 
Impact of taxation upon private sector development: The case of Kenya', a paper presented at the 
Southern Africa Foundation for Economic Research, Windhoek,· 1994. 
57 Berman, Control and Crisis in Colonial Kenya, pp. 58-66. · 
58 See van Zwanenberg, Colonial Capitalism and African Response, pp. 139-146. 
59 George Bennett, Kenya: A Political History, the Colonial Period (London, 1963), p.20. 
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governor's advisory body.60 Though having barely otcupied their territories for 

more than five years, and paying no direct taxe_s, the ~hite settlers by 1905 were 

already up in arms, resorting to the traditional term of 'no taxation without 
• 

representation' .61 Their demand that they be exempted from paying taxes was 

granted by Lord Elgin, the then Colonial Secretary, and supported by Sir James 
., 

Hayes Sadler, the new Commissioner who had cqme from Uganda upon 

Stewart's death in 1905. The result was that by ~ 907 their interests were already 

being taken care of with the provision of a constiJution that created both the 

Executive and Legislative Councils. Prior to his resignation in 1904, Sir Charles 

Eliot had grumbled that there was probably no country in the world where the . . 
incidence of tax on whites was so light per head, where they paid neither income . 
tax, land tax nor hut or poll tax. Even the incidence· iri their payment of customs 

duties was very light per head. A member of the Executive Council, Mr Runciman 

stated that, 'these settlers are the least heavily t~xed white settlers in the world. 

There is no country where men can live comfortably, drawing large incomes from 
• 

the territories which they command or which they exploit, and where they are 

taxed so lightly as in Kenya'.62 From an early st~ge therefore, the Kenyan state 

was fashioned to seNe the interests of a sma.11 btJt politically powerful group. 

The exemption of the Europeans from the payment of direct taxes, meant that 

the colonial state. derived its revenue from indirect taxes and direct African .. 
taxation to provide the source of revenue during the first decades of colonial rule. 

Throughout the period up to the start of the First World War, the settlers 

vigorously opposed all forms of direct taxation such lhat, the only substantive 

taxes they paid was indirect taxation. In other wor~s. between 1902 and 1913 the 

British officials systematically provided European settlers with land and labour 
• through military, legislative, judicial and fiscal actions that came to define the 

colonial economy of the protectorate.63 

The introduction of the hut and poll taxes, 1901-1910 

6° For an analysis of Kenya's administrative development, see Marjorie Dilley, British Policy in 
Kenya Colony, pp. 20-30. See also Bethwell A., Ogot( 'Kenia under the British, 1895-1963', in 
Zamani: A survey of East African History (Nairobi, 1974), pp. 249-253. 
61 Dilley, British Policy in Kenya Colony, pp. 20-30. . 
62 Ibid. 
63 Wolff, Britain and Kenya, p. 136. 
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The earliest colonial measure to subject· African· people to a crude form of 

property tax was via the hut tax regulations of 1901, which, to the colonial 

administration, immediately epitomised the 'sacrament of submission'.64 Sir 

Charles Eliot was the architect of the hut tax .Jn Kenya. He issued various 

·instructions on its mode of operation by publishing the regulations in the East .. 
African gazette No.18 of 1901. A tax of R 1 per annum was authorised on all 

houses used as dwellings. This figure was raised .in 1902 to Rs 3 and by 1906 

the colonial administration was charging Rs· 6 which had increased to Rs 7 by 

1907 but went down to Rs 5 in 1910 owina to the inability of the African people to 

raise the higher figure. But these were not 'Upiformly applied in the entire 

protectorate owing to the various disparities. For' instance while the rest of the 
• . ie. 

protectorate paid Rs 3, the Maasai actually paid·~s 10. McGregor Ross stated 

that the Maasai tax was higher because the gbveliment had refused to impose a 

special tax on Maasai cattle, which was \r.that many settlers would have liked to 
• see happen.65 The higher tax was, therefor.~. a compromise. 

By introducing hut tax, the colonial state argueo that the tax was entirely a ... 
revenue matter and, therefore, concerned only wit~:the method of tapping wealth 

from Africans in the form of cattle and land. Accordiflg to the government, there 
, • • I 

was no accurate Way of getting at the .frue value. of this wealth other than by . 

looking at the number of wives a man h~d. In the words of van Zwanenberg, 'the 

argument then proceeded to explain that a woman's hut, thus belonged to her 
. II 

male relative, who was her owner; hence a.t~x on-huts was a wife tax which was 

tax on property. This provided the simp.list and-· easiest way of differentiating ,.. 
between rich and poor Africans'.66 Indeed this was a misconceived view since 

I'· . 

wives were not necessarily an aspect of i~vestrn~nt in spite of the·Jact that a 
• • • 

bride price was paid for them as part of th~ m?.rrJag~ contract. 
. ... . . .. 

According to the hut tax regulations, a man living with his wife and children in one 

hut, were liable for the tax on the hut_ they ocqup.ied. Given that the. African 

society was then mainly polygamous, the 11).~re h1,1_ts there were in a homestead, 

64 Berman, Control and Crisis in Colonial Kenya,· p.' 53. · 
65 McGregor Ross, Kenya From Within, p.147. ·. • • • 
66 van Zwanenberg, Colonial Capitalism and Labour in Kenya, p'.f36. 
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the more the tax for the owner of the homestead. lfwas also customary at that 

time too, that all grown up sons lived in their own huts even if they had no wives. 

Therefore a man with several wives and child.~ef} was· hard pressed to clear the 
·... . .. . 

tax liability of his family and that of his grown up· children. Taxation thus punished 

polygamous families:67 This was perhaps. the bi-ggest source of African 

frustrations and objections to hut tax. It gr~a11y purai~hed polygam~us families 

without taking into consideration the ability of ttie fam!IY to pay. These regulations 

were repealed by the Hut Tax Ordinance of· 1903 ~hereby the East Africa 

Protectorate Commissioner was empowered. to impose .. ·a tax on all huts and to 

vary it from time to time provided that the rate imposed would not exceed three 

rupees per year. Indeed, the colonial justification. ·.~r taxing according to the 

number of huts was that it was easy .to collect ahd that in most cases there was 

an adequate number of people to work and· to contribute towards a household's 

taxable resources. Any such person, who lived with .them, was liable for the hut. 

tax on his own behalf irrespective of the hut t~x paid by the owner of the hut. But 

at all times the· owner of the house was to be.held responsible for the tax. 

From the start, the hut tax was extremely unpopular. The tax on houses was • 
imposed on almost everyone, hardly anyone pt>ssessin~ a dwelling, whatever its 

quality and condition, escaped its incidence. ·This was a source of great 

resentment, which drew repeated representatiqns u~ging either its repeal or 
r , 

revision. People had little cash and many paid in kin.9. And as the tax levy 

became more· burdensome, the people countered by :·overcrowding into fewer 

huts with the effect that peasants were no longe·r constructing new huts.68 

The colonial administration countered this overcrowdinQ by introducing in 1910 in 
. . . 

the Legislative Council, a Native Hut and Poli Ta·x: Ordinance 'which exacted 
• l 

taxes not only from the owners of huts but also,.trom ey~ry adult male who did not 

own a hut'.69 This came into operation in 1~1_0 and it.p~came known officially as 

the poll tax. It was meant to prevent the circumventj'Qn .of the hut tax ordinance. 
• .:·. ! • . . .• ,,· ... 

67 KNA PC/COAST/1/1/193 German Book, 1895-1905: vot~ C~a~p,~; 5, p. 290. This is one of the 
oldest documents held by the Kenya National Archives (KNA) deal)ng with taxation. 
~

8 The Taita people are a good example. See George: M~angi, 'Po~lation growth and the myth of 
land reform in Taita,' PhD thesis, Sussex University, 197? ... Se~ 1:1.!~the experience of the Keiyo in 
KNA / ELGM/1/1 Annual Reports, 1911-1919. , · .· ·f? 
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This act empowered the protectorate com'missipner· to impose tax on anyone 

who was not covered by the hut tax.70 This pell tax ran parallel to the hut tax. In 
• ..... 

other words, under the Hut and Poll Tax Ordinan~ of 1910, every adult male not 

liable for hut tax was required to pay a· ppll tax· of three rupees. Poll tax was 

levied on every able-bodied male over :!he age of sixteen. Of course the 

collecting officers did not know whether a youth \11!(:IS sixteen years of age or not, 

and one rough method of estimating age.was to look under his arms to see if 
• 

there was any growth of hair in the armpit. But J~.'~ost other cases, an arbitrary 

decision was always taken on who was liable to pay a tax.71 

A system of forced labour was introduced for those could not pay the tax to work 

on public projects like road construction,·. building of government houses and 

general cleanliness of the administrative. stations. One month's work counted for 
I 

three rupees.72 These forced labours were commonly known as, mabusu, a . . 
Kiswahili term for conscripted labour. It wa~.pegrading for one to be considered a 

Mabusu. As a result many sought employ_ment .in. settler farms to avoid the 

stigma of forced labour.73 But for the co.lonial st~t~. the principal aim of this 

regulation was to ensure that no individual es~aped t~e payment of taxes . 

. ... 
Incidence and methods of taX' collection ···· 

Money in circulation as indicated earlier·· was still very limited and most of the 

taxes were paid in kind, labour and cash. ·.-Since tft. colonial administration was 
-I ... 

determined to obtain taxes from the people at its beginning, an arbitrary value 
. . .· ... 

was placed on every African product likely .to be t~ndered in payment of tax, be it 

beads, cloth, brass wire, cowries, and livestock. jhe tax in 1901 was R 1 and a 

hut owner would either pay a sheep, three hQes ·or so many chickens. For 

instance, two hoes were accepted as ari equivalent of Rs 3. And since sheep, . .·: 

goats and cattle were considered a .form o·f wealth for many Kenyan .. 
communities, the frequent large-scale confiscation .of these animals constituted . ~ 

enormous fines, for instance, among the . Keiyo who inhabit the escarpment 

69 Mungeam, Select Documents, p.1. 
70 Ibid. 
71 Ibid. 
72 Ibid. 
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ledges.74 Around Lake Victoria, a number of' cro?d~{1~, eggs were sometimes •. 
accepted as tax, with the idea that their destruction ~ould decrease the number 

of these dangerous reptiles.75 And along the coast, an important source of 

income came from the fishing industry and also tfade in ivory. But by 1906 

payment in kind was dying out. The Africans ij,emselv~s had become sufficiently 
,, 

familiar with the use of the rupee as a mode of payment since it was less 

cumbersome compared to barter trade.76 
·• 

At first, the tax was one rupee but at some gov~·rnm~ri,'.stations a cow or a sheep 

was accepted in lieu of two rupees.77 But thi~ caused· many other problems as 

the colonial government lacked a market for the livestock. As explained by R. 

Meinertzhagen in his diary, 

• '• 

The result is that sheep have been dribbling in with no arrangements 
to keep them; many have been stolen and many are suffering from 
foot rot. There is no market for them, ~o they have become a burden 
to the administration - the first time in history when a tax has become 
a burden to the collector of taxes. Tod·ay we have 746 sheep, all 
penned up and largely lame from foot rot.78 

•· . .. 
•• With this kind of problem, there was a deliberat~ attempt by the colonial 

.. 
administration to demand from the people th~t they pay their tax in cash. And the 

easiest way was to encourage the taxpayers to seek wage employment. 

. ·• 

The collection of taxes was a violent process.,79 It, ;~quired the use of force, 

coercion, bullying and intimidation to ens_ure·, p~yrrient by the colonial field 

administrators, the so-called 'men on the spot'. The Kikuyu, Kamba, Nandi and ... 
the Keiyo were some of the earliest victims of fgrce.d taxation. 80 Already, .a 

. . 
nascent system of administration had been put in p·l~ce by the IBEAC and the 

. . ~ . . ' . :;• 
,' . . . 

73 Among the Keiyo a Mabusu was a seen as a social misfit. ske KNA/ELGM/1/1Annual Reports, 
1911-1919. · ,, .• 
74 See Isaac Tarus, 'The Early Colonial History of the Keiyo of Kenya, 1900-1939' MA thesis, 
University of Nairobi, 1994. 
75 C. W. Hobley, Kenya from Chartered Company to Crown Color.Jy (London, 1929), pp-123-124 
76 Clayton and Savage, Government and Labour in Kenya, p.134:· -
77 McGregor Ross, A Political History of Kenya, p.145. ·•· . . .' ·. 
78 Meinertzhagen, Kenya Diary, p. 42_ · ' · 
79 Ibid. 
80 Ibid. . ..... 
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imperial administration inherited it. The key .. administrator in this case was the 

District Commissioner whose immediate task was.~o ~appoint chiefs and headmen 

to assist in the administration of the protectorate.Jt'e pc was the lynchpin in the 

setting up of a system of field administrat'iori anct't~·e maintenance of control. He 

was in charge of a District, which was in turn spfi(l.t,to locations under chiefs. In 

all cases, the Districts were under a European while the locations were placed 

under Africans. These administrators were to play an important role in the 

collection of taxes. John Spencer has pointed out the characteristics of these 

European field administrators noting that: 

A few were very able, but most were a rag-tag lot whose general 
scruffiness prompted one Foreign Official \o remark that 'so long as 
civil servants were enlisted from the gutter' there would be little chance 
of a competent administration in the. new protectorate ... the district 
officials brought with them a sense of service that was tied to feelings 
of racial and cultural superiority. This made it difficult for most of them 
to view the claims of Africans for a grea:fer say in the ruling system as 
anything but annoying pretensi.ons ., .. ·They believed that they could 
keep in touch with the people· b~ goihg ·out on safari to meet them at 
and by listening to their grievanc,es at barazas (open meetings). But it 
was a brave or foolhardy African who would stand up and criticize the 
Government in front of the uniformed. ·District Commissioner, sitting 
behind his shaded table surrounded. by tribal police and the local 
chiefs.81 · · 

;, 
. r 

The chiefs were indeed the cornerstone of the.colonial field administration. Most 

of their duties were basically to do with ~int~ining -law and order, tax collection 
. ..: . .·• 

and recruitment of labour. And if the chiefs ran the}r locations well, the DCs rarely 

interfered. This limited supervision made th~m a'o~se their position, through 

bribes, seizure of land and livestock and taxation~·· .f his led to the migration of 
, 

people from their homes to the Rift Vail.ey to e~h~pe from the tyranny of the 
. : 

chiefs. Kanogo in her book, Squatters and the Ro!:i~s of Mau Mau, has stated that 

before 1911: ·,, .. \ 
~·t.~ 

If the possibility of evading taxes proyided an incentive for some 
Kikuyu to move to the settled areas, .they would have gained only 
temporary relief. This was because apart from being employers, the 

, I: 

81 John Spencer, The Kenya African Union (Londo'n, 1'985), pp. 3~4 . 
. I 
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settlers ~Isa acted as tax-c~llectors_· .. lndee~ some s~uatters hoped to 
earn their tax money by moving to the Settled Areas.8 . . . . 

And one of the most important cadres of officials the ,new administration inherited 

were the so-called 'tribal police' popularly known as Asiari Kanga. They had an 

important role in the c~llection of taxes where i.n ~ost -~~ses maximum force was 
• 

applied. At the beginning of colonial rule, the first administrators as indicated 

earlier were known as 'Collectors', signifying. th8' important place taxation was 

placed by the new administration.83 These ~fficiai~ wen~ around accompanied by 
.. 

the police to enforce the collection and payment qf taxes. Such tax drives would 

entail the confiscation of people's property, burn·irig 9~. houses and the detention 
• of tax defaulters. Thus, from an early period,. tax· coUection was viewed by the 

peasants as a punitive measure with the full might of the colonial regime being 
; . .. . 

applied. It was certainly not easy collecting tax from·:the African peasants and the .. 
colonial government, apart from using violence, applied other means. Various . . . .• 

legislative acts were put in place . and c;1ppljed; for instance, a system of 

registration was developed to ease the work of the tax collectors. Each chief had 
# 

under him a hut counter whose responsibility, was to maintain an elaborate list of 

all taxpayers in the location. 

. . . 
Among the early pieces of legislation relating to African·taxation was the Village 

Headmen Ordinance of 1902 which established a system of African 

administration in Kenya.84 This ordinance defined th~ duties of both the chiefs 

and headmen as being to maintain a system ot' corifrol in the locatio~s and to 

facilitate the collection of taxes. They were also· expected to maintain law and . . 
order in the villages. From 1905 they were required too, to facilitate the .. . 

recruitment of labour for European enterpris~s. Despite the fact that the people 

saw the chiefs and headmen as European s~ooges, ~~·eir appointment marked a 

decisive change from traditional institutions \o:,· government appointed 
·., .. 

administrators. At the start, the chiefs and headmen were civil servants 

appointed, promoted, and dismissed on grou,nds_ of '.efficiency and eligibility, but 

basically dealing with the collection of taxes. A number~m1sused their positions. 
. . ·••.·.• . • ·II: 

82 Tabitha Kanogo, Squatters and the Roots of Mau Ma.u, pp~ 1-2j{ 
83 KNA/PC/Coast/Annual Report/1904-1910. · · ·. : · ·. · · • 
84 Ghai and McAuslan, Public Law and Political Change in Keriy~; p..134. 

•"•.;; 
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The case of Chief Kinyanjui wa Gathirimu ofi~iar,bu best illustrates how chiefs 

used their positions as tax collectors to enric~·themselves; He was a well-known 

collaborator from the 1890s to the early part of the twentieth century. He rose to 

prominence as a trader-broker and an opportunist who took advantage of the 

new dispensation. But although he was an opportupist who smoothed the way for 
. . ·.• . 

effective British administrative control of ·Kianib_u; he was able to show the . . . 
canniness and resourcefulness of the Afric.an pedple once opportunities became 

available.85 Apart from receiving a salari· of .'RJi ,.-100 a month while others 
.. . ·-

received about Rs 40, he was in addition being .f id a 5 percent commission on 

his hut tax collection. To ensure a higher comrniiiion and to corruptly enrich 

himself, he had tax collectors scattered about irJ. many locations.86 All these 

, locations were under chiefs assisted by headmen-. and hut counters. These hut 
'1. 

counters knew each and every household in the ~eig~bourhood and could easily 
. '• 

locate those who had not paid their taxes. Marshall Clough has stressed that: .. : . ' 

. ',. 

As a young chief, when the n.ative p~oples did not appreciate the 
resultant advantages of paying of taxes to government, Kinyanjui 
would lead hundreds of spearmen, · in tax-gathering expeditions, 
returning to the Administration's headquarters with the taxes in the 
f f t 87 • · orm o goa s. · • 

... : 

While this confirms the brutal nature of tax c6,llection among. the Kikuyu of 

Kiambu, it is also true that the same was.replicated_ in the entire protectorate.88 In 

fact, the 1906 Kikuyu annual report stated that, .. hut tax evasion was not easy 

because the people were often aware of th~ severe punishment meted out to 
. '· 

d~faulters. 89 · · · 

. '.·;t .·· .. 
Considering the fact that the first headqu~efs ot'the East Africa Protectorate 

was situated in Mombasa before it was moved. to Nairobi, the coastal people 

were among the first to witness intensive anp pfa,istent tax extraction. The first 
i . •• 

85 See Marshall S. Clough, Fighting two sides:: Kenya~., Chiefs and Politicians, 1918-1940 
1colorado, 1990), pp. 9-18. : ~ ..• · 

6 KNA/KIK/1/2/1 Kikuyu Annual Report, 1910-1911; p.2. • 
87 Clough, Fighting two sides, p. 54. · 
88 Berman, Control and Crisis in Colonial Kenya, p. 54. · 
89 Ibid. · . 
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Collector in charge of Mombasa and Malindi was G. ;H/L Murray who also had 

the title of Sub-Commissioner. In discussing the expe'1~d sources of revenue, he 
·9 . 

anticipated it from the following: inland revenue stamps, . guns licences from 
•'' . 

Africans, licences to hunt birds, ngoma (dancing) fe~·s of Rs.· 5, rent of land at -~-
Magarini at Rs 200 and the Arabuko forest at Rs 1-500 per annum. The annual 

t. 

rent rate in the three townships was as high as Rs·'36 OOO. As for the hut tax, 

Murray estimated that by 1904 there was going to b~a·n ·increase of Rs 1 000.90 

But despite that, the system of tax collection was still .'ct,;mtic since, 'in this district . ·:· . 

no previous records have been kept and the censl.js of huts cannot give an 

accurate figure until the hut tax has been colle~te~ th~oughout the district' .91 

For instance, between 1901-1902 in Mombasa, the amount collected was Rs 6 

083 while in the period 1904-1905 the amount ·collected was Rs 13 036 owing to 

adults being taxed apart from their huts. The: Collectors spent about two months 

touring different parts of their districts to ens~re that all taxpayers paid. On 

average, the amount of money expended in the collection of taxes per year was 
.. • ·. 

estimated at Rs 2 260, most of it being paid to Liwa/is·:and on police escort. The 

esti~ate then was that about 8.5 percent of the total reyenue obtained was used 

on the costs associated with tax collection. 92 

In addition to the normal payment of hut and. poll tax,}the residents of the coast 

were expected to pay a further tax for brewing palm wi~e. This was a tax that had 

been levied prior to the hut tax under an ordinance passed in 1900. A duty of one 

rupee per year was levied in advance on palm trees.-:Tapping of palm wine was 

prohibited unless a licence had been obtained in advanc~. Owners of palm trees, ... 
who tapped the wine from their trees without registration or a permit, had to face 

the penalty of being required to pay four tim~~ the t~~··norm~lly required.93 The 

argument given was that the tax on palm win~ was to_ 9urb the tapping of coconut 

for liquor brewing and drinking. For ages th'e(coco~ut tree has offered easy 

access to liquor by the coastal inhabitants. T.he color:iial administration had in 

9° KNA/PC/COAST1/1/116/ 1906 on inward Miscellaneous. ·: · · 
91 Ibid., A letter from the administrator Shimoni Vanga oh ,;3 becember 1906 to the Sub­
Commissioner Mombasa. 
92 Ibid. 
93 KNA/PC/1/1/193 German Book 1895-1905. 
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actual fact felt that to tax the copra and th~ Wine w~uld force the people to join 
\ . .. . 

the labour force and stop them· from absconding. But the reality was that in 

addition to the need for labour, the colonial administration first and foremost 

wanted a source of revenue. The imposition "C>f a wine tax was viewed as 

profitable and also·as a way of limiting the consumption of alcohol by Africans.94 

• • ..• 
The peoples of the coast, like their counterRarts_ ,i': the mainland, had problems 

getting money to pay their taxes, having· mairjiy _to rely on poor commodity 

production because of the arid conditions and intermittent trade. But rather than . . 

face the fact that it was during periods of food scar~i~y that most people defaulted 

in their tax obligations, blame was shifted.by the"colonial administration to the 

chiefs, headmen and hut counters who were accus~d of being illiterate, drunken, 

apathetic, lacking a work ethic, and untruthful.95 B~t the facts were that the hut 

counters were poorly paid and lacked motivation. Again, they would not demand 

taxes from people whose. livelihood was more often than not threatened by 

droughts, famine, diseases and harsh colonial .rule~ This is evidenced by the fact 
. -~ 

that poverty characterised the lives of most Africqd-s and Arabs at the Coast. The . . 
majority of them applied for reductions in poll tax, _which .in most cases were not . ~. •' 
approved. Right from the inception of the protectorate in 1895 and up to 1905, 

the Duruma people were described as an, 'tmruly -lawless rabble evading taxation 

and government orders by ~very possible mearis\96
. The Duruma were, however, 

victims of adverse weather conditions, whi_ch l~d:,. the failure of crops. Added to 

that was the fact that the tax collecting staff W~ff)' extremely unpopular among 

them. Consequently, few among the Duruma p~ople felt obligated to pay the . ;• ' .. 
taxes since the majority did not genuinely have:., th.~ means to raise the money· 

required.97 

• • 
From 1901 to 1906 the people of Lamu too had problems meeting their tax 

obligations. 98 Their coconut plantations had become \mproductive and the grains 

94 KNA /PC/COAST/ 'Report of the Commission of Coconut, 1890-1914'.See also Justin Willis 
unpublished paper entitled, 'For the benefit of the population at l~rge: Beer halls and the nature of 
the state in East Africa, 1920-1990'. 
95 Ibid. . 
96 KNA/PC/COAST/1/1/193, German Book, 1895-1905. 
97 Ibid. . . .. ,·. 
98 KNA/COAST PC/1/1/116, Annual Report, 1904-1916. · '., 
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had suffered from a variety of predators, tti~ principal being grasshoppers, 

baboons, pigs and elephants. In Tana River District, annual floods carried away a 

great deal of the crops and flooded the villages leaving the people in a state of 

impoverishment. In fact the general condition of the ~eople was described as one 

of apathy, degeneration, thriftless and abject pove1y.which was viewed as the ... 
··· ... • biggest impediment to the collection of taxes.99 

. ·,· 

Thus, although by 1906 the only tax that was impose{!_ cin the coastal people was 

a hut tax of three rupees, Africans raised ma~y objections because of the 

expenses and the violent methods used in its collec,t1on. To try and solve this 

problem, the system was changed to allow the people to take the taxes 
·." .. 

themselves to the District Commissioners. It becarrie obvious that the people 

preferred voluntary payment rather than co~rcion since a substantial increase 

was noted only between 1907 and 1908. When the sy$tem was reversed in 1909 
~ . ·; 

and the officials began moving around co.llecting .. tt;ii taxes themselves, tax 
. ' 

revenue collected decreased as shown in the table.beiow: 
. . '. ' •.. , .. 

Table 7 Malindi Hut Tax figures (£}. 

1907-1908 

1908-1909 

1909-1910 

30 357 

33 897 

30 357 

• 

Source: KNA PC/Coast/1/2/3 Annual Reports, 1907-1909. 

As long as there was no coercion, people paid volu~tarily particularly during 

periods of prosperity with the effect that there were"a few evaders during such 

times. And even in cases where. there were evaders.; particularly among the 

young and the strong willed against the paym_ent of tax, their aged parents were 

compelled to pay on their behalf for fear of their ·c~ildreri being detained .. Most of 

the tax money was obtained through the sale of g_rain. In other cases, youths 

sought employment in order to assist their par~rits in t~~- payment of tax. 100 

99 Ibid. . , . 
10° KNA/PC/COAST/1/10/147, Annual Reports from various districts, 1911-1921. 
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The collection of taxes. at the coast was, howeve~~ fairly efficient. Use was made 

of local leaders like Liwalis and the Khadi Whp· were actually part of the 
: ~ ... . ' 

administrative structure who served as chiefs. Eacli of them was issued with hut 
•· 

tax books from which they would issue receipts for~he tax collected. The amount 

collected was forwarded every month to the. District Collectors' office. As each 

book became exhausted, the counterfoils WQUld 6e .. sent for checking. The Police 
. . . •.... 

accompanied each tax collector not only becaus·~ the African peoples made 
. . . 

attempts to evade payment but also to prevent tr9uble from the Africans who 
. '· 

would not pay to the Liwalis. During the early: clays of tax collection, the work of 

the Liwalis was voluntary and indeed they were. ~bt paid for these duties until 

after 1912. 

In Mombasa, an elaborate calendar of ta)<.collectr~n had been organized such 

that from April, May and June, hut and poll counts were made in the field, while 

from July and August, a census was compiled in the office. During the months of 

October, November and December, actual tax collection was done in the field. 
. ·. ·:. ·,. 

The months of January, February and March ~ere preserved for proceedings 

against defaulters and application for refunds were c~nsidered for those who had . -
been double taxed, which was a common occurrenc~1

,
01 

To further rectify and streamline the collectr0n,of ta)(, a ~ystem of registration was 

introduced.· The Coast, therefore, pioneered the registration of people through 

the issuance of passes .in the form of tickets;· .. ~ practice that was to spread 

throughout the protectorate. The ticket had J~ch details as: age, height, 
. :····. :•.' 

forehead, eyes, mouth, beard, chin, colour of: Jhe face, special marks and 

signatures of the holder.102 These became v~jic;J · for the payment of taxes. . ·" .· 

Individuals were, however, not forced to qe in pps.session o~ the passes, but to 

the colonial administration they helped greatlx in identification. 

'. .. • 
It is also noteworthy that although slavery had formally been abolished, there 

' .. 
were still pockets of slaves in Kenya's coastal regior:i~ Domestic slavery had been 

a feature of the coastal region for as long as there had been contact between the 

101 Ibid. 
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coast and the Arabian Peninsular. Even if they were_~ranted their freedom, some 

of these former slaves remained dependent on thtj.r masters for they had no 

property at all. 103 So even if they were freed, the~/:had no way of raising tax 

money. Consequently, they were made to provide f~rced labour in labour camps 

and particularly in public work projects like road. ionstruction. Thus taxation .. 
perpetuated the outdated practice of slavery already))!t>olished . 

. I .. . . .. 
In other words, unlike other regions of Kenya; ·the. Coast suffered from peculiar . . 

problems of lack of lucrative employment opport~~_ities, adverse economi~ 

conditions and cattle disease which were det_ri'me~ta·I to their ability to raise 
.. 

money not only for taxes but for purchasing househqld ·goods and consumables. 

For instance, the people of Fazah island were descrtbed in the annual reports as 

people living in absolute destitution and had n? y:,ay of paying their taxes. 104 

While the~e periods of hardship among the co·astal, residents varied, the rich 

were a minority while the majority were poor with neither livestock nor any other .. '· . 
source of income. As will be evident, the Kamba were in a better position than . :·: .. 
the coastal people to face the challenges created b~ polonial taxation. 

:, 

According to Munro, 105 the Kamba were forcea into ct·~modity production and 

wage economy right from 1901 because of the need to have money for the 

payment of taxes. These hut and poll taxes were obtained through coercion and 

for all intents and purposes, never gained the a_ccep,~ance of the people. Among 

the Kamba of Machakos, the tax burden increased from Rs 3 OOO rupees in 1901 

to Rs 145 OOO in 1913 as shown in the table below: 

Table 8 Machakos District: Taxation, Revenue and Expenditure (thousands 
of rupees) 1901-13 
Year 

1901-2 

1902-3 

1903-4 

Hut and Poll Tax (Rs) 

3 

17 

31 

102 KNA/PC/COAST/1/1/193, German Book, 1895-1906. 
103 Ibid. 
104 Ibid. 
105 Munro, Colonial Rule and the Kamba, pp.82-83. 
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1904-5 51 . 59..: 15 
I! . 

1905-6 54 5J;·· 
. <i 

·:. 
14 

1906-7 83 92' 16 

1907-8 86 92 18 

1908-9 84 9~· 25 

1909-10 108 ff4 35 

1910-11 136 . 143. 31 .. . 
1911-12 134 . 148 • 
1912-13 145 168 

Source: Munro p.251 and KNA/MKS Annual Report.s, 1·901 -1921. 

Apart from wage labour, the colonial ad111inist~ation with the help of Indian 

merchants, had set up shops at the Machakos ·station as early as 1900 and 

encouraged the Akamba to sell grains, ghee: hide~ ~nd tobacco. 106 In short, the 

need to raise cash for buying elements of necessary_ consumption such as sugar, 

kerosene and clothing led to the intensificat1on of _c9mmodity production, which 

also aided in the payment of taxes. In addition, mo:ney was also. earned through 

the sale of chicken and eggs in Nairobi. In other.'. vyqrds, the monetisation of the 

economy deprived the Machakos Kamba of n1,1tritjvE:.foods such as eggs, chicken .. 
and ghee. It .also reduced their food surpluse~ t~r~ugh increased sale of grains 

. . 
and allocation of fertile land for the production of:})ugarcane that was used for 

brewing beer. This was another source of earn'ing aYl· income.107 The Kamba also 

paid their taxes through the sale of livestock althuugh this was in most cases . . . : .... 
forced. . . . . 
William Ochieng' has examined the introductiC?n of- taxes among a small group of 

the Luo people in Yimbo location of Nyanza Province.108 What is fresh and 

original in his study is that Ochieng' was able to obtain· oral interviews from the 

people when the colonial period was still fresh in their minds. Hobley from 1900 
·.·'· 

became the first Provincial Commissioner and hiffirst step was the introduction 

of chiefship. As far as he was concerned, the· d~ty ~f such a chief was foremost . :, ' 

.... 
106 KNA/DC/MKS/1/1/3, Machakos District Annual Reports, 1'901-1909 
107 KNA/DC/MKS/1/1/10, District Annual Report; _1921. .·. 'iJ. ... · .. ·. 
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to collect taxes. Among the first was Anam Osun.~a; from Yimbo, who was 

gazetted chief in 1900.109 He is described as a p~ac~fi;il ·man despite the fact that 

his position as a colonial chief was extremely unenviable, since he was required 

to transform his society from a traditional one into·?: colonial society. He was 

meant to stamp out lawlessness, inter- clan war, cattle thefts and the drinking of 

liquor. But at the end of the day, his job and perfor"1ance hinged on the amount 

of tax he collected in addition to being require·d to ·p~vid-e labourers and establish 

a road network. 

Osunga was innovative. He only collected taxes ftom those he knew were 

capable of paying them and left the poor alone. This was a deviation from the 

colonial administrators who did not consider the people's ability to pay. The DC 

would come around once in a year to obtain the taxes that had been collected. In 

those days when tax collectors had not been registered, the chiefs enriched 

themselves by not remitting the correct amo~nt. .}\ccording to Ochieng, many 

people avoided the payment of taxes by fleeing to lte in the islands of Lake 
I, • • 

Victoria. 
. · ... 

The posting of John Ainsworth from 1906 as tlJe Commissioner of the Nyanza 

province was to herald a new dispensation in the regiori. His presence before the 

First World War had the effect of increased peasant commodity production. 
' . . 

During his administrative years, he believed that the, African people had to be ... 
encouraged in agricultural production particularly t~.e growing of crops with 

economic value such as cotton, simsim, maize and groundnuts. Between 1908 

and 1911 Ainsworth had introduced various methods to increase the amount of 

taxes collected in Nyanza Province.110 He began by e·i:isuring that the chiefs and 

the headmen were well paid as a way of motivating them. In addition, he ensured 

that a tax register was drawn up by the colonial chiefs ~nd the headmen to check 

on the movements of tax defaulters. This was ·to prove so effective that it was 
... 

adopted in the entire colony. 

. .. 
108 William R. Ochieng', 'Political and Structural Continuity ·in Yimbo c. 1700-1972', Kenya 
Historical Review, No. 1 Vol. 1 (Nairobi, 1973), pp.18-23. 
109 Ibid. p. 18. 
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By way of coercion and African initiative, n:1aize ahd simsim from Nyanza were 

Kenya's most valuable exports being transported by the railway to the coast for 

export. In fact before 1914, cash crops from Nyanza formed the bulk of Kenya's 

exports. However, Ainworth's endeavours were._ n_~~- very successful due to the 

fact that the colonial state had already made up its :_~ind that Kenya was to be a 

settler economy rather than a peasant econo~y as in ·uganda.111 Nyanza -
Province was, therefore, to be established like ot~'er ·provinces in which Africans 

were discouraged from growing cash crops, forcin~}hem to seek wage labour as 

the only alternative to being able to participate .:ir:,. the money economy. The . "·.· 
monopoly was meant to ward off competition with tb.e · settlers. ... .. .. 

·:'": •.· 

But those who suffered most during this tax~tion :peti.od were the Maasai people, 

who paid exorbitant taxes. In other words, when ft came to taxation as in land 

alienation, the Maasai, Kenya's foremost pc;lstoral people, suffered the most. Not 

only did they lose huge chunks of land to the whit~ ·settlers but were, in addition, 

taxed more heavily than any other Ken·yan po~munity. During the period 

between 1908 and 1912 when the tax rate was fix~q at twelve shillings, a special 

rate of twenty shillings was retained for ttJe ~-~ascii.112 The reason lay in the 

misplaced notion that cattle keeping was a sign _o.! g~eat wealth. This was akin to 

the livestock tax that the British had introduced iri ·Northern Nigeria. It was known 

as Janga/i, a cattle tax that was paid by pastoralists. 113 The group that bore the 

brunt of Jangali taxation were the Fulani, who like the Maasai of Kenya are 

pastoralists. 

. 
British colonial policies in Africa considered livesto.ck both as a source of wealth 

even more than land. Consequently, livestock taxa1ibn in Kenya was to become 

contentious and controversial during the entire period of colonial rule. The 

Maasai like the Fulani were believed to have sufficient wealth i~·- the form of 
-~ . . . 

livestock to be excessively taxed in the form of .cash. But the truth of the matter 
,, 

was that the Maasai in comparison to the sub~istence fa~mers were in no . . 
11° KNA/PC/NYA/1/2/3, Ainsworth Miscellaneous Record Book. 
111 See KNA/NYA/1/2, Provincial Commissioner, Nyanza: Tl)e Ainsworth Political Records. See 
also Maxon, John Ainsworth and the Making of Kenya, pp. ~.84~194. 
112 Maxon, John Ainsworth, pp.184-194. · · . · 
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position to pay a higher tax rate. Their livestock·~~,: prone to diseases and 
. '.rt<·. · ··· 

adverse weather conditions, which greatly decimate.d :tneir numbers. As a result, 

the Maasai were reluctant to sell their livestock in prder to pay their taxes. 

Survival for them hinged on one's possession of large·riumbers of livestock.114 

. 'l!f 

In other words, the British assumed that the Maasai 'f,iould dispose off these and 

other products to pay their taxes. Overtaxing of the.Tviaasai was also linked with 

their reluctance to go out and work in colonial enterprises. There was also the 

issue that Maasai land was overstocked and one way o(resolving that was to use 
; . . 

taxation as one method of reducing Maasai live~tock:115.Conflict, therefore, arose 
• 

since the colonial government saw cattle as wealt~ . to be taxed while the 
. . 

pastoralists viewed livestock as more than:1 wealth· or property. From their ... 
livestock, the Maasai were assured of a livelihood for it provided them with milk, 

blood, cheese, hides and skins and meat. 

.· 
The colonial administration justified the increased taxation of the Maasai by 

arguing that it was used as a control mechanism to reduce the deterioration of 

land due to overgrazing. 116 Secondly, they argued that there was nothing really 

revolutionary in a stock tax as it had been imposed .~Y .the colonial administration 

in West Africa and Sudan from an early period. Equally important, it was argued 

that the revenue from high cattle tax was to be used for essential services in the 

reserves. 117 But the truth of the matter is thatvet~rina'~·services were only given 

to the Europeans. Again even the supposed !>oil; c;1hd conservation policies 
. ~; .. 

(prevalent among Maasai of both Kenya and Tangany~ka) did not address basic 
I f•'. .. · .. 

problems of adequate water supplies, p~sture . a1"1d cattle diseases that 

undermined Maasai economic well being. 118 

113 A .G. Adebayo, 'Jangali: Fulani Pastoralists and Colonial taxation in Northern Nigeria'. In The 
International Journal of African Historical Studies, vol. 28, No. 1, 1995, pp. 113-143. 
114 Cultural change among the Maasai as been well discussed. in, Thomas Spear and Richard. 
Waller, Being Maasai: Ethnicity and Identity in East Africa (London, 1993). 
115 KNA/Fin/4/21/0/1/c/Maasai, Ngong, 1911-1947. See also, Robert Tignor, The colonial 
Transformation of Kenya: The Kamba, Kikuyu and the Maasai from 1900-1939 (Princeton, 1976), 
W~· 311-330. 

6 KNA/Fin/4/21/0/1C/Maasai, Ngong, 1911-1947. 
117 Ibid. 
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Compared to the other regions of Kenya, the No1hem Frontier District was the 

most marginalised area of Kenya during the color:,ial period. Its dry climate made 

it difficult to come under colonial rule during its ·'\arly periods of conquest. The . .·, . 
. .. 

colonial government had declared the frontier a closed region. There was to be 

no easy entry in and out. Indeed, it was ·the last}egion to acquiesce to colonial 
-~ 

rule and the last to·be taxed. A number of pas~eral communities inhabit the dry 

region. The Turkana gave the most determ.ineci ·:resistance to colonial rule and 
' one of the most serious grievances was being forc~d to surrender their livestock 

in lieu of tax payment.119 

·.-· .. 

On the other hand, the Rendille until -1914 were by _ali intents and purposes out of 

touch with the colonial administrative officer~. But when efforts were made to 

conquer them in the 1920s so as to extract the-hut and poll tax, they were made . .. . 

to pay in kind. They paid their taxes by providi~g:_ camels for the transport of 

colonial administrators. But the Rendille were not ~ullible and sent only useless 

and half-grown camels. Many died while on safari.. But according to the handing 

over report, 'The Rendille headman state that tti'~.- people refuse point blank to 

give up their camels'.120 Even the chiefs were r:iot seen as of great help. Chief 

Hurn is described as capable and a valuable asset as long as he was able to 
. ..: '• 

raise enough taxes as was demanded by the. state. As far as the NFD was . . . . 

concerned, the colonial state did not take cGgni:Zance of the fact that the region 

was arid and had little or no land cultivation·_an~ thjs was compounded by the fact 

that the district was riddled with cattle disea~es like pteuro-pneumonia.121 

According to Abdirashid Abdullahi, 122 the NFD ·proyince did not experience any 

form of taxation between 1900 and 191 i when the rest of the country had 

already been taxed. The reaction of the people-diff~red from the Gurreh and the 
. .. 

Abdalla, who objected, to the Borana a11d thet.~alla, who began paying their 

118 Helge Kjekshus, Ecology Control and Economic Development in East African History: the case 
of Tanganyika, 1850-1950 (London, 1977):p.7. · · .· 
119 Casper Odegi Awuondo, 'Human Response and Farnin_e •. tn Turkana, Kenya', PhD thesis, 
University of Nairobi, 1987. See also John Lamphear, 'Aspecfapf Turkana Leadership during the 
r:ear of Primary Resistance', Journal of African History, 17, 19-m, pp. 225-43. 

2° KNA/DC/MBT /2/1 /, Marsabit District Commissioner handing over report, 1911-1914. 
121 KNA/MBT/3/2/1/, Marsabit annual report, 1921. . . · · · · 
122 Abdirashid Abdullahi, 'Colonial Policies and the Failure 0f Somali Secessionism in the Northern 
Frontier District of Kenya, c. 1890-1968', MA thesis, Rhodes ~!l!versity, 1997, pp. 67-71. 
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taxes from 1912. Like the Maasai, tax payment was a. communal affair and clans 

would collect livestock to be delivered to the colonial government. The colonial . . \ 
administration had several ways and means of ensuring that the taxes were paid. 

The administration ensured that they controlled two\ssential commodities for 

pastoral communities: water and pasture. 
:·.·.--. 

' -,~ 

Water was particularly used to blackmail the people of'NFD. Wells were dug and . . . (~;} . . 
those who had not paid were denied the right ~o .~~l them. The Administration' 

Askaris controlled these wells and a toll was c_harg~dfor its use.123 This led to a 

stiff resistance and the British had to find various w~ys of making the inhabitants 

pay their taxes through the use of force, extortion ,;.a~d blackmail. The Rendille 

were forced to pay their taxes in the form of pfovi~ing came)s to transport 
. '· 

government goods or people. But for some nomadi~· people, it was sometimes 

futile to apply the above measures since the peop1{wcjuJd travel far in search of 

water and pasture.124 

Looking at it closely, the tax contribution from the NFO' ·was negligible due to the 

fact that control of NFD was hard due to 1ili°de~pread inter-clan warfare and 

inadequate administrative personnel and police to ~ontrol the inhabitants.125 The 

struggle thus was to control the people more ·than· ·.to collect taxes. In addition, 

cattle raiding among the pastoral people. was rampant, which occupied most of 

the administrative duties of the various colonial.~d.njini'strators. 126 

Early colonial taxation of Africans in urban Nairobi. 
\ ... 

So far, we have dealt with the early ·taxation ~f rur~I communities up to 1913. 

Something needs to be said about the fate of those who migrated to live in the 

. urban centres. These centres had grown up as a result of the railway connection 

or the establishment of commercial centres by· lhdians. The majority of the 

migrants did so in order to obtain money because.: it had reached that point in 

time that cash had become an important means of e~change. But most important 

123 KNA/DC/MBT/2/1, District Commissioner's Handing ove;:R~ports, 1912-1924. 
124 Ibid. . . . 
125 See J. M. Lewis, 'The Somali Conquest of the Horn of Africa.,- .Journal of African History, 1, 2, 
1960, pp. 213-230. . . . 
126 Abdirashid Abdullahi above has perceptively analysed th~ phe_~?menon. 
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was the demand to pay taxes from the chiefs and·;the need to escape from their 
. t : . 

tyrannical rule. In addition, the reserves had b~come congested due to land 

alienation for settler use. The reserve policy had gradually been introduced after 
• 1904, and this had far reaching effects on the socio-economic lifestyles of the 

African people. It made chiefs more powerful for .they gained more power, land 

and taxes collected. The poor suffered and many: moved into settler farms or 

urb~n centres to develop a new mode of earning· a l.i_~ing. 127 

Among those greatly affected were the Giriama, :th'e: Luo, the Luhyia, the Kamba, . 
·.• . 

the Kikuyu, and the Kaienjin. Those who moved to··t~e urban centres did so not 

to forsake their links wit'1 their rural communities but oscillated between the 
..... · 

towns and their families whom they had left behif!c;I in the reserves. This section 

examines the incidence of taxation in Nairobi a~.e:1.·~~w th.e emergent urban poor 

financed the colonial administration. · .·· .. · · 

. : 

Nairobi was originally administered as part of the· 'Ukamba Province. Its annual 
. ·, .. 

reports were, therefore intermingled with those of other administrative regions. 

Sadly, hardly any of the political records have survived about Nairobi possibly 

owing to the fire that razed the secretariat offices in 1939.128 But other records 

kept by some of Nairobi's first Provincial Comn:itssioners, like John Ainsworth 
. ·: '' 

and C. W. Hobley, have survived. In addition, r:ec9rds from Ukamba Province are 

available which discuss the development of event~ in Nairobi from its inception at 

the beginning of the century. 

The city of Nairobi owes its existence to the fact that it was founded as a railway . . 
encampment and a resting-place before the· steep climb to the highlands.129 The 

growth of Nairobi before 1914 exemplifies colonial urban development all over 

Africa. Nairobi was a purely colonial .creation, _having its origins as a railway 

depot. It was laid out along lines of racial segregation. This is an important point 

due to the fact that, although the African people :Paid taxes and rents like the 

127 See Kanogo, Squatters and the Roots of Mau Mau, pp; 8-17., 
128 KNA/DC/NBl/1/1/1, Nairobi Political Record Book, 1899-1905. 
129 For a history of the growth of Nairobi, see Herbert Werlin, · Governing an African City: A Study 
of Nairobi (New York, 1974), and Osaak A. L. A. Olumwullah, ·,A History of African Housing in 
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other white and Indian residents, the colonial a?ministration hardly provided any 

services. Africans lived in overcrowded slums : as a result of low wages, 

unemployment, high rents, a shortage of houses anci'the payment of hut and poll 

tax. 

Right from its start, a municipal committee was placed i'n charge of Nairobi wh,ich 
. ·.· 

consisted of one protectorate official, two .railway .:officials and three local 

merchants. Ainsworth, in his capacity as the sub-commissioner, was its first 

· chairman from 1901. The committee had the power to make by-laws for the 

approval of the commissioner to levy taxes anp rates. In fact, the chairman's 

other designation was 'collector' as his maj<?r role was to prepare yearly 
. ' 

estimates of expenditure and the collection ·1 teyenue. Together with the· 

committee members, they determined the vario'µs ways in which the African .. 
' population would be made to finance the services of t~~ municipality through the 

payment of hut and poll tax and the co·uncil rates·. The nascent colony had to 

speedily pay for itself and the African people were expected to play a major role 

whether they were domiciled in the urban or rurat ~reqs. 

Nairobi in particular attracted hordes of people bu~.rilainly the Kikuyu. Africans 

who moved to the towns did so due to a variety of factors. The majority were the 

Kikuyu. Landlessness, taxation, attempts to avoid . military service, need to 

escape from despotic chiefs and poverty in the reserves made most of them 

move to Nairobi as petty traders and unskille<;I labour. ·They were dispossessed 

of their land, forced to work for the Eur.opean settlers, lived under very 

oppressive chiefs and more pertinently they we~e forced to pay hut and poll tax 

which many were unable to raise. Urban centr~s and pJrticularly Nairobi provided 
• ' • I , 

an escape option. 

By 1905 the colonial administration in Nairobi had app~ted various headmen to 

assist in the collection of hut and poll tax. The people were grouped into villages 

and tax collected by their origin. We had the Somali under Bussein Ali, Mombasa 

village under Hussein Kersi, Maskini village 1:1nder Lalli bin Hamid, Pangani 

· village under Juma Mahunza and Unguja under Bak;ri'. There was also a Kikuyu 

Nairobi, c 1900-1960: A Study of Urban Conditions and Colonial ·Policies', MA thesis, University of 
', . ' 
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settlement in the municipal forest reserve ih Parklands and it was under a 

headman called Karanja wa. Hiti. In the report\ ~ .. ussein Ali was regarded as the 

most loyal, sound and rel\able. He was; the head of all the Somali 

communities.130 The truth of the matter is that ias long as he was able to collect 

the required hut and poll tax then the colonial gov~rnmerit would always consider 

him as being of 'considerable assistance' to government. These villages were not 

exclusively inhabited by the Somali but ~Isa had a blend of Swahili, 

Wanyamwezi, Baganda, Nandi and Maasai:. There was also a village inhabited 

. by railway workers that came under the. jurisdictiqn of the headmen.131 This 

thorough compartmentalisation of the various communities was meant to ease 

the collection of taxes. 

The African population of Nairobi then was the largest. In 1906 there were 9 291 .. 
Africans. By 1909 they had only increased by 233. But by 1911 together with the 

so-called alien Africans their number had increased to 11 966 which was indeed 

a minimal addition owing partly to attempts by the colonial state to keep the 

African people from settling in Nairobi.132 The hut :and poll tax paid by Africans 
.· 

between 1906 and 1913 have been computed as_ follows: 

Table 9 Nairobi Hut and Poll Tax Revenue, 1905-14 
' 

Year Amount of taxes collected (Rupees) 

1905-6 500 collected from Lenana's Maasai 
I 

1906-7 432 

1907-8 117 

1908-9 576 

1909-10 1 422 
y 

1910-11 9 831 

1911-12 10 623 

1912-13 12 633 

1913-14 11 082 

Nairobi, 1986. 
13° KNA/DC/NBl/1/1/1, Nairobi Political Record Book, 1899~1905. 
131 Ibid. . 
132 KNA/NBI/, African Hut and Poll Tax revenue of Nairobi District, 1905-14. 
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1914-1915 995 ·, ... . .. 

Source: KNA/NBI/ African Hut and Poll Taxreveriue ff Nairobi District, 1905-14 
', •,; 

In 1910, as in the entire protectorate, a combined ·h~J ,and poll tax was introduced 
. ·~.· ,, •. ' . ' 

for the first time. To increase the revenue base iri ,N~irpbi, the Assistant District 

Commissioner, H.G. Montgomerie, changed the rural meaning of a hut thatched 
. I. 

with grass to any type of a hut inhabited by the African people, a euphemism for 

a black person.133 

It was only from 1910 that the inhabitants of Nairobi began to be classified under 

their racial and 'tribal identities'. And the first time the African people are 

mentioned was about the so-called, 'native prostitutes' paying rents to their 

Indian landlords, who in turn, paid land rates to the council. 134 It is doubtful 

whether these women were actually prostitutes. A number of them would have 

found themselves in town for various reasons. ~ Th~ colonial administration, 

however, dismissed them simply as prostitutes. Lu_ise · White has demonstrated 

that the prostitutes in Nairobi were among· the city's first petty bourgeois 

accumulators in real estate.135 

Apart from the normal hut and poll tax, municipal rates.'-"'ere also first levied upon 

Nairobi landlords in 1900 by the authority of the Nairobi municipal regulation of 

16 April 1900 and subsequently amended by another regulation of 24 November 

1900. The rates were assessed on the value of buildings in the township and had 

to be proportionate to the expenditure.136 The currency that was widely in use 

during that period was the Indian rupee. In 1901. the rate for taxes to be paid by 

the tenants rather than the landlords was 1 rupee .. Only the records of the 

amount of rupees collected from 1905 are available. 13
~ This was in spite of the 

fact that taxes had been collected since 1901 , but it appears no records were 

133 KNA/MKS/1/4/1/Nairobi District General and Administrative file 1909-1914. 
134 KNA/DC/NBl/1/1/1 Nairobi District Political Record Book, 1899-1.907. 
135 Luise White, 'Domestic Labour in a Colonial City: Prostitution in Nairobi, 1900-1952', in Sharon 
B. Stichter and Jane Parpart, (eds.) Patriarchy and Class: African Women in the Home and the 
Workforce (London, 1988), pp. 139-160. 
136 KNA/DCC/NB1/1/1/1Nairobi District Political Record Book, 1899°.1907. 
137 Ibid. . . 
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kept. Records from 1905 are provided belo~: :~nd were not classified according to 

race: 
! i, 

Table 1 O Total Nairobi Revenue, 1905-191'.1 

Year Revenue (Rupees) 

1905 8 91.1 

1906 11 876 

1907 14 519 

1908 18 957 

1909 11 079 

1910 22427 

1911 40 080· 
' 

Source: KNA/DC/NBl/1 /1 /1 Nairobi District Political Record Book, 1899. 
I 

These perhaps were certainly the only non-racial revenues collected in the entire 

country, and those who paid were the Europear;is,. Asians and the Africans who 
-, 

actually paid the same taxes. These wer~ collec'ted in the form of conservancy 

fees, market tolls, slaughterhouse fees, house rer:its, vegetable licences, quarry 

royalties, cemetery and oil storage fees. M~st of the. money collected was used in 

the payment of salaries of the town clerk, clerical staff, a sanitary inspector, 

compound manager, carpenter, a · blacksmith and what the report 

contemptuously refers to as 'a large number of native labourers' .138
] 

But it was acknowledged that collecting taxes in Nairobi was an extremely difficult 

affair because of 'its floating population and absence of tribal authority' .139 This 

was because of the fact that most of the African people easily relocated to the 

rural areas when taxation became severe and returned when the situation cooled 

down. The African had become worldly-wise~ in the evasion of taxes. They 

grudgingly paid when cornered and oscillated between the urban centres and the 

reserves when necessary to escape complia.nce. But even if the municipal rates 

were non-racial, Europeans did not pay the hut and poll tax at all. In most 

instances Africans in Nairobi suffered double tax~tion. Apart from paying for the 

138 Ibid. 
139 Ibid. 
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normal municipal rates like licences, rates ahd .~ty on consumables, they were 

duty bound like all Africans in Kenya to pay ~ut arjd poll tax. In addition, the 

African people wer~ sometimes faced with thi possibility of having to pay two 
I,. 

types of taxes in the reserves while one was or,;'.a .visit.140 

,. ·--·· ' 

Impact of hut and poll taxes 

; ·."{ ·, 
•.i: 
l. ·. 
, .. · 
~- . 
. ; 

From the foregoing, it is evident that between ~ ~95 and the eve of the First World 

War, the introduction of hut and poll tax was a· 1~ndmprk policy. Taxation radically 

changed the African world-view hitherto unknown to him. The period witnessed 

conquest, suppression and subjugation. With it went land rights, the revolutionary 

introduction of a cash economy, forced labour and the forceful demand for taxes 

and rates from the African people. Taxes when paid went into diverse activities 

related to the conquest of Africans, maintain_in~ law and order and welfare of the 

colonial administrators and the white settlers. Among ~hese was the payment of 

troops who played the most important single role in the conquest of the various 

communities. In addition, the colonial administrators and the chiefs had to be 

paid their salaries, an infrastructure created fo~ the white settlers and the colonial 

administration had to avoid reliance on grants-in-aid, which the British 

government was reluctant to disburse. 

As will become evident in a later chapter, the use of tax defaulters as forced 

labour was common especially in the construction, maintenance and repair of 

roads by the Public Works Department (PWD). But this was a practice that was 

strongly objected to by John Ainsworth. In a memorandum dated 14 March 1905 

while Commissioner in Ukambani, he argued that ' ... we have no hut tax labour 

in this province. All the tax is collected in actuaJ money or livestock. Under any 

circumstances hut tax labour was considered most unsatisfactory'.141 Indeed, tax 

defaulters were treated as criminals and WE;3r~· charged accordingly. In some 

cases, a certain proportion of parents looked to their sons to pay their taxes. 

Those defaulting received summonses affixed to their dpors demanding that they 

either pay or have their huts burnt or their properties, like livestock, seized . . 

14° KNA/DCC/NBl/1/1/1 Nairobi District Political Record Book, 1899-1907. 

' ·' 
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This had the effect of making people sp~n.d thelr time moving away from their . ; 
homes looking for rupees for taxes and for food; But the colonial administration 

was not concerned with the inability of some people to pay taxes. Charles W. 

Hobley who between 1896 and 1921 was an ad!llinistrator in various parts of 

East Africa had articulated this policy. In· .. 1909. while in charge of the Coast 

Province, he wrote that Africans needed to, 'go and do sufficient work to earn 

their tax. Every Rupee that can be obtair'led is;'needed. I am in favour of the 

increase as a general principle as I consider th,it it may prove a stimulus to the 

Coast people to do more work . . . that the • r.iatives of this protectorate can and 

should contribute more largely to imperial need' .142 This it has been argued was 

one of the major reasons behind the introduction. of taxation so as to create a 
II 

work ethic among the African people. Th~o:ry,issioriaries played a major role in 

inculcating a work ethic among the African people. Work among African 
. I 

communities for example, subsistence farmipg, was seasonal. Work was only 

hectic during planting and harvesting and more ·.relaxed during other periods. 

Thus, from a historical perspective the protestan! work eth.ic became a significant 

factor in shaping the culture of African societies. Work became the underpinning 

of an emergent capitalist economic system. 

According to Forbes Munro, while the Kamba may have not derived direct benefit 
. . . 

from the payment of taxes, he has noted that: 

It eschewed the role of innovative leadership in transforming African 
economies and gave the European-managed economy priority in the 
provision of transport and administrative/technical facilities. It seems to 
have financed these partly by a reallocation of resources from the 
African communities through its fiscal arrangements. In the Machakos 
district, revenue raised by taxation from the Kamba greatly exceeded 
the expenditure of the district commissio.rier's office- by as much as 12 
per cent in 1902-03, 84 percent. in 1913-4 . .. . The district 
commissioner, instructed to advise · and encourage methods of 
economic development, lacked both the time and the financial 
resources to make any real impact. His economic role was limited to 
constructing crude roads, little better than tracks, with unpaid labour, 
handing a few bags of seed, and exhorting the elders in baraza to 
plant cash crops, adopt ploughs· and take up trading. Nor did very 

141KNA/MKS/1/1, Annual Report, 1905. · 
142 KNA/COAST/1/12/170/, Payment of Hut and PolFtax by Natives, 1909-1914. 
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much of the tax remitted to Nairobi fintj)~s way back into the district 
through the operations of the specializea government departments. 143 

,·. 

In the larger context, these initiatives opened diverse ways for the Kamba to 

participate in the colonial economy as labo~rers, livestock traders and 

government employees. The white settled areas benefited disproportionately with 

the settlers being given land in close proximity to ttie railway and receiving help 

from the Public Works Department (PWD) whose funds were exclusively directed 

to the construction and upkeep of roads outside the African reserves. And while 

the African reserves were placed under quarantine, the white farmers had access 

to veterinary services while their children hqd access to the best education.144 

The funds to provide for these services and facilities were derived largely from 

both indirect and direct taxation since we have demonstrated that grants-in-aid 

were targeted for specific projects. 

But in spite of the colonial state's apparent failure to improve the welfare of the 

African people, the missionaries in a limited sen,$e provided educational, medical 

and financial assistance to the African peopl~. The missionaries relieved the 

administration of the burden of providing education. It is only here that the 

colonial state provided some semblance of ·financial aid to the missionary 

enterprise.145 While the missionaries depera:i',d on their home churches for 

financial support, some of the Protestant mis~ions depended on state grants, 

fees and contributions from their adherents. On the other hand, the Roman 

Catholics had their finances directly from Ro_me for t~e establishment of schools, 

medical facilities and the purchase of farms and plots .. They did not therefore rely 
'·. . . 

wholly on state grants and were able to provide better education than the 

Protestant missions.146 

P• 

The financing of education in Kenya thro~gh pubjic funds started in 1909 

following the recommendations of Professor J_: Nelson Fraser. Fraser had a long 

experience of education in India and was appointed as Education Advisor to the 

143 Munro, Colonial Rule and the Kamba, pp. 93-94. 
144 Ibid. 
145 Rosalind Mutua, Development of Education in Kenya ~airobi, 1975), pp. 117-157. 
146 John Anderson, The Struggle for the School (London,''1970), p.37. 
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governments of British East Africa. 147 U~til th_en, missionaries were solely 
'. 

responsible for all aspects of education for Africans. But by 1910 the majority of 

them were unable to finance them and sought government support. But at this 

stage, the colonial administration had its own financial problems and could not 

afford to bail out the missions.148 And in any case,. their main goal was not only to 

provide for the education of European children, but-also look at the entire welfare 
.;. . 

of the European community. .. 

But for three main reasons the colonial administratipn introduced a grants-in-aid 

system to support the missionary endeavour. First, the government required the . 

support of the miss!onaries to improve the efficacy _and management of schools. 

Second, by building their own schools, the colonial government had become an 

additional and direct competitor as far as Jhe missionaries were concerned. This 

alarmed the missionaries as they saw an imminent attempt to usurp their roles. 

Thus, the grants-in-aid scheme was to allay _the fears of the missionaries. Third, 

Fraser had recommended that it was cheaper to employ African skilled and 

semiskilled workers than Indians. Consequently, the colonial administration 

awarded grants to schools that taught carpentry, masonry, gardening, smithy 

work, bricklaying, medical and veterin?3ry training. 149 In essence, African 

education at this time was meant to meet the der:nands for cheap labour by the 

settlers. The settlers had complained at the high· expenses of employing Indian 

workers and preferred African labour,· whiah they could easily exploit. In 1909 

Fraser recommended the establishment of educational facilities on a racial basis. 

This had severe implications for the distribution of colonial revenues. This 

imbalance was also noted by colonial administrators, notably John Ainsworth 

who demanded that Africans benefit fror:n ~he taxes they paid.150 This can be 

illustrated by the table below where African~ made contributions to the colonial 

revenues. 

147 KNA/(East Africa Education Report), 1909. 
148 Ibid. 
149 Ibid. 

I I 

.. 

15° KNA/NZA/2/3 John Ainsworth, Miscellaneous Record Book, 1908-1915, Ainsworth to PC 
Nairobi, 10 March 1913 to PC Nairobi. 
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' Table 11 African contribution to the Colonial Revenue in Direct Taxes 
.J. ,. 

(Rupees) ::: ~ t 

.,, 
Year Machakos Nairobi Kiambu .·: • Kitui Nyeri Total 

·a 
1905-06 65 076 78 067 45 892 60 538 249 573 

1906-07 92109 195 724 57 007 82 070 426 910 

1907-08 93 581 72 695 50 494 . 124 360 241 133 

1908-09 93164 43 084 75 600 80508 292 356 

1909-10 114 808 78 639 80 368 102 833 376 648 

1910-11 143 OOO 135 471 115110 109 318 502·899 

1911-12 145 870 109 115 108 179 116 349 479 513 

1912-13 168 022 188 188 122 028 1~3 592 233 982 835 812 
' 

Source: KNA/ KDA/ Kiambu District Reports, Nairo9i, 1905-1920. 

The major point being made here is that despite the taxation of Africans, no 

attempts were made by the colonial state to plough back their contributions to the 

establishment of adequate educational facilities. In . other words, the entire 

question of financing education and other social services in the protectorate 

boiled down to representation at the Legjslative Council. For as long the 

European interests would be articulated in the Council, those of Africans would 

largely be ignored. Conversely, the notion of 'taxation without representation' 

applied more obviously to Africans rather than the Europeans. For instance, it 

was reported that direct tax in the Nyanza Province showed an increase of 325 

percent between 1905 and 1910 whereas t~e n_on-Af~can revenue of the whole 

country showed a decrease of 12 percent. 151 

Conclusion • 

This chapter has attempted to trace the introduction·, "manifestation and the early 

impact of colonial taxation on the Kenyan peopl~s fn;>m 1895-1913. It has been 

shown that one of the major aims of the colonial taxation policy was to ensure 

that the protectorate was self-sufficient financially. This it managed through a 

process of primitive accumulation, alienation of African land, forced labour and 

151 Mutua, Development of Education in Kenya, p.134. 
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both direct and indirect taxation. With the·,ari'iv~I 6?the white settlers, the colonial 

··;, ·: • ! 

state channelled most available resourc~s to·meeting their needs. 
; 

••\I•,: 

In retrospect, it was through the paymenti~f hut_;nd poll tax that colonial rule 

eventually brought Kenyan households into the,:'~orld capitalist system through 
] ,: 

the introduction of a money economy, a :.pheri6menon that was non-existent 

before the advent of colonialism. Africans i~ ord.er to be able to pay these taxes 

were coerced to seek various sources to acquire money be it as labourers, cash 

crop farmers and entrepreneurs. 

At its embryonic stage, the colonial state created a dual settler and peasant 

economy. This was such that before 1914, the major agricultural exports were 
. . 

maize, simsim and beans from the African people. Despite the loss of land and 

pressure to offer cheap labour, coloni~I rule still spurred African cash crop 

production particularly in Nyanza Province under tt:f J~uidance of John Ainsworth 

both for internal and external markets. It has been ~imonstrated that taxation did 
- .. 

not stop the African people from active participatidh in the exploitation of their 
"':' 

resources. But during the First World War and its ~ftermath, the colonial state in 

league with the white settlers placed more and· more demands on the African 

people, such that their ability to pay taxes, .throu.9h cash crop production, was 

partially inhibited. 

• 

,. 
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CHAPTER THREJ: 

FIRST WORLD WAR AND THE BURDEN OF AliRICAN TAXATION, 1914-1923 
:')·. . . . 

The art of taxation consists in so plucking the goose as to obtain the largest 
amount of feathers with the smallest possible amount of hissing. 

. -Jean Baptiste Colbert.1
, ;. · 

. ~:· 
·~r~: 

Introduction " . 
. ;• ... : 

The First World War from 1914-1918, opened a new'phase in the economic and 

political history of British colonial taxation in Ker:,ya. With the outbreak of war, it 

became apparent that a heavy charge was reqµired to finance the war effort . . 
considering the fact that Germany then at war. with Britain, had colonised 

contiguous German East Africa. This was to prove a financial disaster for the 

East Africa Protectorate whose expenditure by 1913 had been balanced and no 

longer required grants-in-aid from Britain. In shof.t,~ the war. threatened to 
• .... ~ -

bankrupt the protectorate and urgent measures had to ·be put in place to alleviate 
. . . . 

the financial status and enable the protectorate.recompense for the new burden. 

In the words of John Everton, the First World War: 

... was a time of extreme stress for both-~ colonial economy and 
the colonial state in Kenya. It continued fg~·-four full years as British 
and Indian troops struggled to gain .control~l>f the former German East 
Africa from a small force of German .troops.,Jt;was a campaign that, by 
its proximity to the British Protectorate, greatly taxed the resources of 
that country. African porters, driver~. gun b~arers and troops, oxen for 
draught and food, grain, and vegetables ·were required in very large 
quantities. As a result, the domestic labor" stock and grain markets 
were drastically reoriented.2 · . · • . . ., .. 

. /) . 

This became even more alarming when in 19~ 5 tHe 'German commander Von-.~.-. .. 
Lettow Vorbeck, captured the railway line along the c6a_stline between Mombasa 

' . 
and Voi in Vanga district. This brought about a· brief spell of German occupation 

I ; . 

in the British East Africa Protectorate, which gr~atly undermined British 

hegemony in the region. The people of the region ~j:jffered greatly during this 
. . . : . 

. ·/ . ~· 
1 Attribut~d to Jea_n Baptiste Colbert (1619-1683). Quoted k~f ·ifon James, A Dictionary of 
Economic Quotations, p. 122. . · · · ·· ~fr ' 

. , :<~j:::r .. 
·1· r~. , , ' 
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period of German control that left the region· de~r~te,. pillaged and plundered. 

Most affected, however, were the people of Vang'~ ·who witnessed loss of lives, ... 
destruction of property, and homelessness bec~~use their territory bordered 

Germa·n East Africa. 3 But by 1916 the British underi3eneral Smuts had managed 
• • ..... r 

to regain complete control of the coast railway.lin~,'·:· . ,· . . 
. •:'· 

Notwithstanding this brief phase of German 9ccupation, the British colonial 

administration remained virtually undisturb~d by the condition of the inhabitants. . . 
Local administrators still directed its tax c·ollector~ to elicit for the payment of 

taxes from the Vanga people which in all likeli.hood. the people of Vanga could 
' ... . 

not raise.4 Crop fields had been abandoned for ·?~~µt two years and many farms 

had reverted to the jungle. In fact, there w~~ a~:P·~al spoliation of the region, . 

with women being raped, men forced into.forc~J~a~our and many others killed 
."•\ .. 

by the Germans. Those who survived fled ~he regjon:5 Granted that even if the 

people had the will to pay the hut and poll tax, the' <;3er~ari pillage had hampered 

people's ability not only to feed themselves let alone to pay their taxes. The 

invasion and eventual ravishment had a demor~isin·g effect on the masses who 

deserted the region. ~l 
.. 

Within the above framework, this chapter aims .. :at an examination of African 

contribution to the war effort and their ruthless e~pt~itation in terms of manpower 

mobilisation and appropriation of resources to ·serve the needs of the war. 

Obviously, the war precipitated a budgetary crisis .for the colonial administrative 

apparatus and its export economy. Customs du~.ies from shipping charges and 

the railway tariffs, which had become major sc;>Urces of revenue, plummeted 

leading to deficits in the periods between 1914-1..!(.and 1917-1918 fiscal years.6 

The colonial state had no alternative than to·. underwrite the war against the 

Germans by turning to the adroit practice of raising revenue through direct 

African taxation. . .. 
2 John Overton, 'War and Economic Underdevelopment: st'ale :Exploitation and African Response 
in Kenya, 1914-1918', The International Journal of African 1-fistorical Studies, 22, 2, 1989, p. 204. 
3 KNNPC Mombasa/ No.5/15//2, 1915-1919. •. · · 
4 KNNPC/COAST/1/1/116/, Vanga District sub-commissioner Mombasa to the Assistant Deputy 
Commissioner in circular, No. 42.,1906-1917. · · 
5ili~ . 
6 Overton, 'War and Economic Underdevelopment', p. 205 .. ··.:: 

',•' 
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The war effort and African taxation 
~ . : : . . ·~~ ·\ .. '· 

' ~ .. 
As shown in the preceding chapter, African peasany.;crop production sustained 

itself and even served the export market before· th~;'~outbreak of the war. Many 

Africans were able to exploit the opportunities er~~,,~ by the colonial economy, 

particularly from the railway to transport commodities which included, maize, 
•, ' 

simsim, beans and hides· and skins. Africans had de'riyed a ·market source from . . ,• 

the presence of Indian merchants in rural centres whqtmade consumer goods 

available.7 As a result, many Africans through a mariift. economy were able to .. ,· 

pay their taxes and for some, without even having tq re.sort to migrant labour. But 

the outbreak of the war altered this equilibrium and f}ad a considerable impact on 
~ • .. :·· 

Africans whose source of a livelihood was disrupted.:. 

In other words, the consequences of the war on Af~icans were profound. The 

colonial administration created new policies aimed at the control and exploitation 
. . 

of African produce, livestock, and cash. Overton·,has explained the nature of 

African economic conditions such that, ' ... the war years,were a period of inflation 

... trade goods, foodstuffs and livestock were in sho~ supply and their prices 

rapidly increased'.8 Accordingly, Africans had to supply more labour, bring forth 

more livestock and grain and were forced to pay steep_ taxes as their further 

contribution to the war effort. There was in. the first instance a mandatory 
• 

demand for Africans to contribute to the war effort e'ither as soldiers, porters or 

as carrier corps. This was inevitable given the fact -th.at in East Africa, draught 

animals could not be used for transport owing to the tsetse fly. Equally important, 

is the fact that mechanized vehicles were of no use since there were practically 
' . 

no roads.9 Those who remained behind had to face the enormous task of 

contributing to the war effort through a broadened· system of taxation that 
' ' . ' 

embraced the provision of livestock to feed those fighting_in the war. 
•, 

From 1916, the colonial government raised the hut and poll tax from Rs. 5 to Rs. 

1 O which meant that by 1918 the annual tax fig'ures h~d risen to nearly£ 280 OOO 

7 Ibid. p. 210. 
6 Ibid. p. 205. 
9 Donald Savage and J Forbes Munro, 'Carrier corps recruitment•in..the British East Africa 
Protectorate 1914-1918', Journal of African History, vii, 2, 1966, p: ~4.See also Ogot, 'Kenya 
under the British 1895-1963', pp. 264-265. · · 

91 

.. ,: 

. ; 

CODESRIA
 - L

IB
RARY



.. . :r·: 
;';.· 

. :·-1,:_ 

whereas the figure for 1916 was only £ 12;-000.1~/~is was intended to meet the 

. high cost of fighting in what was regarded by At~ftahs as: a foreign war. Africans 

were employed as soldiers and porters.11 In ad~iiion, as· will be evident in the 
. .~·. 

course of this chapter, Africans were taxed in the: fprm· of livestock to feed the .. _·.·.-.'. .. ~ , .. 

soldiers, forced to work on road construction and·: in other communal tasks. In 

short, during the war period, tax and booty coliec#lo~ took on ·a determined and 

organised pattern with the creation of tax re.gist~rs, which were frequently . . ., . . . 

updated by colonial officials with the assistanceVci!.;chiefs, headmen and hut 
:· . 

counters. This had the singular effect of strear:nji~i~.9 the collection of taxes to 

meet the budgetary shortfall occasioned by particj~~~i-on in the First World War. 

··1• .. .. . 

Among the protectorate's first people to be affected by the war were the Akamba. . ' . 
Not only did they contribute in terms of manpower recruitment by means of 

. ' 
forced labour and livestock procurement but had to pay huge sums of money in 

hut and poll tax. 12 This was engendered by the fact that the Kamba were close to ... . 
German East Africa war zone where the British were fighting with the Germans. It 

was therefore easy to transport the fighting troop·s .. Secondly, the Kamba had a 

larger population and were prone. to drought and 'famines .forcing many to seek 
• . . 

other ways of survival. But the most important tac~ was that the military recruiters 

actually forced the Kamba people to join the military.as happened to other people . 
who were conscripted. Consequently, the Kar:nba· were to bear most of the 

burdens of the First World War. For example,· d~rir.ig the war and the ensuing 

recession, the tax burden for the Machakos Aka.mba rose from Rs. 151 OOO in 

the 1914 -15 fiscal year to Rs. 448 OOO in the· 1920 -21 year.13 Most of the 

Kamba people obtained their tax money from t~r~e main sources. Firstly, it was 

from the sale of livestock. Cattle keeping was an important economic activity 

among the Kamba which supplemented its farmin~. trading and hunting activities. 
. . 

Secondly, the Kamba were renowned long ,distance ~raders between the coast 

and the hinterland. This trading activity provided s·om~ of the money used to pay 

for the hut and poll tax. Finally, some of the Kari_,:ba people sought employment 

as labourers in settler plantations and also· as p~tty government functionaries. 

10 Ibid. 
11 SeeOchieng',AHistoryofKenya, pp.110-116. 
12Matheka, 'Political Economy of Famine', pp. 80-84. 
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But despite these economic activities, the tax buraen was significant when 

viewed against deteriorating terms of trade due to:poor~ommodity prices against 

high prices for imports and increased unemployment.14 
· .~ 

Superimposed upon the agrarian problems oftthe P.iriod under review were 
·, .. •. 

demands on the Kamba made by the colonial state i~.respect of the First World 

War. The government not only procured large amo~nts of labour for service in 

the war and in other colonial enterprises but also'acqu_ired large numbers of oxen 
. . 

for transport and slaughter. As the Provincial Commissioner (PC) for Ukamba ... 
Province put it, the government had 'asked without::~~.asing for two of the main 

assets and most cherished possessions of native tril:>es - their young men and 

stock' .15 For example in 1917, animal and me9~anical 'transport failed. This was 

due to the tsetse fly, the difficult terrain and. the clif!lati~ conditions of southern 

German East Africa. Machakos district of all the: districts in Kenya was forced to 
~ . . . 

surrender 77 .15 percent of its able-bodied meri fdr Jhe war effort as porters or . . 
carrier corps.16 

In retrospect, by 1919 the war had deepens~ the in'cligence of Machakos district 

· in various ways. First, about 3 OOO Carriers died in .. the war.17 Second, the 

returnees brought with them contagious diseases like influenza which claimed 

about 8 OOO people.18 Third, the average price of R;._ 35 paid by the military for 

an ox was below the market price of Rs. 50.19 In adpition, the settlers opposed . .• . . . . 
the higher wages offered by the military sine~ they affected the supply of farm 

labourers. This altercation was often bolstered by the ._colonial state. As a result, 

the wages paid to the Carrier Corps were. drasticai1y: reduced due to pressure 
' .. 

from the settlers so as to enable them to make profjtsi'.after the' war. Adding to the 

predicament of the African people, was the curre~cy crisis that hit Kenya 

.. 
13 Munro, Colonial rule and the Kamba, p. 251. . 
14 KNA/DC/MKS/1/1/10, Machakos Annual Report, 1921. • 
.
15 Overton, 'War and Economic Underdevelopment', p. ios. 
16 KNA/KBU/11, Kiambu Annual Report, 1914-1918. , 
17 KNA/DC/MKS/1/1/10, Annual Report, 1919-20.. . 
18 KNA/DC/Ml<S/1/1/10, Annual Report, 1918-1919. 
19 KNA/DC/MKS/1/1/10, Annual Report, 1916-17. 
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between 1919 and 1921 that rendered the rupe~ worthless and nugatory as a 

medium of exchange.20 
I •. 

From 1916 the Liwa/is who operated along the .Ke~yan coast as Muslim leaders .. 
had come under immense pressure to increa;e:'fie amount of taxes collected. 

Originally, their services were gratuitous, but 1'y 1916 a monthly salary of 
•• • •• ! 

between Rs. 36 to Rs. 72 was paid to ~tiv~te .~h~m in the hope of increasing 

the amount of hut and poll tax collected .. Whil~:_-the tax collectors periodically 

travelled around, the people themselves were obliged to take their tax to them . 
. . •. 

And to ease the burden of travel, one man was ordir'.larily designated to carry the 

tax money for say a whole village or location . . j4., ~scertain that payment had 

been effected, the name of the headma·ii in Whose district the man lived was 

entered on the counterfoil of the book, and a commission of 3 percent paid.21 

.. 
Following the war, tax collection became focused,·· organised and determined 

' ·· .. 
from the muddle of the pre-war years as shown in the figures below. 

Table 12 Tax figures for various provinces dur:h1g the period, 1913-1914 and 
19.17-1918 in£ 

1913-1914 ··1917-1918 Estimated 

population 

thousands) 

District 

Nairobi 12 633 11 895 86 
.. 

Kiambu 107 766 194 431 174 

Machakos 151 374 266 995 206 

Kitui 11 589 · 1-97 593 190 

Total Ukamba 283 362 671 004 656 

Kisumu 270 939 548 920 182 

North Kavirondo 383 565 p39 900 18 

South Kavirondo 250 965 478 120 

20 Overton, 'War and Economic Underdevelopment' p. 205. ·: 
21 KNNCNC/COAST/A6/1/11/ No.253, Payment of Poll Tax·by Natives, 1909-1920 . .. . 
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Lumbwa 58 054 

Nandi 36 054 

Total Nyanza 999 577 

Fort Hall 240 888 

Nyeri 248 961 

Embu 133 554 

Chuka in Embu 

Meru 163 203 

Total Kenia 786 606 

Naivasha 107 385 

Seyidie 200 880 

Other Provinces 90 216 

Grand Total 2 468 026 

•.··· 
,, 

., t ~ ' 

.~:~. ·:: ' 
:··. 

10 575 
·: :,.: 
;: ·, 

64 83i.: 
.. 

1742: 34$, · 

397 165 .f 
. :~; .. 

I 

392 570.: .. . · .. , 
140 662···· 

46 938 ,:·· 

188 574 · 

1165 909 

176 040 

209.550 

68·912 

4 (')33 760 . . 
Source: Everton 'War and Economic Underdevelopment', p. 212 . 

. •· 

• 

165 

162 

527 

150 

139 

1 

50 

1523 

From the table, it is evident that. the Luo paid 37 percent of the taxes in the 

protectorate's provinces, thus becoming one of the iargest contributors. And, 
. . . 

while computing their tax figures, the 'Lumb~a· (KipsiQ,i~}·and the Nandi have not 

· been considered since they fell under a different cluster of people. Next to the .. 
Luo were the Kamba who contributed about 31 percent of the taxes. During the 

war period, the Kamba contribution rose from~ 391 ~6·2 in 1913-14 to£ 670 914 

during the 1917-1918 financial years.22 Whafwas significant, however, was the 

fact that the colonial administration kept accurate data to ensure that the hut and , .. : 
poll taxes were duly paid to sustain the "Y~fr effort. '.~mong those who were .. . 

coerced to pay for the war effort were the Luo, the Kipsigis, the Nandi, the 

Kikuyu, the Embu and the Meru. 

. . . 
In the aftermath of the war, the British government voii;ed afresh its concern over 

the financing of the protectorate. Such a reluctance by the colonial government 

to provide financial help to the protectorate -was ·a.scertained through failed 
·' . 

attempts by Governor Edward Northey in 191'9 to ob.tai_n either a loan or grants-
. . 

in-aid, following the First World War. Within ti.ivo mo~ths of his arrival, Northey 

22 Overton, 'War and Economic Underdevelopment', p. 212. 
.. 
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had requested approval for a loan of £ 3 fllilliotfto. fund the improvement of 

telecommunications in the protectorate. He ha~)~'.rgued . that the protectorate .. 
could pay the charges, but the Colonial Office w~t.:sceptical. Six months later, it 

""(l' .. 
was however, clear that the budget would :n4t balance and Northey was 

' .. , . . . 

desperately sending pleas for £ 600 OOO from .th~Jsritish treasury as an unofficial ...• . 

grant-in-aid. The reaction from the Colonial Office ~as ·;:is expected. Northey got 

a brusque answer from the Colonial Office urider. secretc;iry, George Fiddes, who . . .· 
articulated not without sarcasm the Colonial Office's thinking thus: 'Sir Edward 

Northey seems to think that the treasury has a bottomless purse into which he 
. . ... 

can dip when he likes. The sooner he is uhdec~ived the more likely we are to 

avoid serious trouble'.23 From the start, t~~~efti~e~ the 'men on the spot' were 

faced with great pressure by a dis-inclined . m~tfopolitan government to find 

means of continually making the colony self-financing. And with Europeans and 

Indians resisting direct taxation througt\9 income tax, the burden of taxation 

incessantly fell on Africans, which could eqsily be ·increased. 
~ .. '· 

' There were a number of circumstances 'li!here Africans were not persuaded to 

contribute to the war effort. It is not that the.y, opposed taxation just for 

opposition's sake. The residents of the coast, for example, suffered from a horde 

of problems for instance lack of employment opportunities, adverse economic 
.. 

conditions and cattle diseases, which denied them an opportunity to partake in a 
' 

money economy.24 In fact, many people preferred ~to pay tax not because they 
. . 

believed it was rightfully imposed but ratHer to ensure that they were able to 

continue with their normal lives without an encumbrance. For others, the 

payment of tax was a matter of honour. There w~r,e even those who were willing 
. : ~ . 

to pay but were so poor that they merited exemption. The case of Ali Bin 
' 

Seleman Abdallah Kimenya characterised -some of the distress the poor endured . '• 

to erisure that they met their tax obligations. ,jn a letter to the Governor dated 19 
. ,• 

November 1919 he pleaded: .... 

I am informing you that every man is' necessary to give poll tax. But I 
have got nothing sir. I have got. no tiouse, no shamba (farm) no 

23 Quoted from Robert Maxon, 'The Kenya Currency Crisis, 1919-21', The International Journal of 
Imperial and Commonwealth History, vol. xvii, no.3, _May 1989, p.,343, footnote 4. 
24 Ibid. ·. ' · 
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anything and every year any District Co~~i~sioner who is in Malindi 
sometimes he forgives me, but this Liwali. told him that this man is very 
poor, he has got no money, no shamb.E!,· ~o anything but District 
Commissioner refused said I must P.ay. Wtiat shall I do sir? Will you 
please sir, I want to write the Dis"trict · Cqirriissioner that he may 
forgive me in this trouble and I myseJf I ~Gl~tdo any work because I 
am sick one. Please sir excuse me ... the OJ has sent summons and 
wants to put me in the dark room.25 

· · ·::7:·. 

The letter clearly expounds on why Ali could riot affdr~ to pay his tax. In a way, 

this letter reveals the anguish of many Africans who,· ~ue to various reasons like 

poverty, hunger, sickness and general incapacity, C~l!ld not escape detention, 

forced labour, confiscation of property, beatings and even oebt. As for the latter, 

there was the example given in the annual repqrts of a -'physically incapacitated 

man who paid his taxes by begging from his· neighbol,!rs.26 He was not the only 

one. Many had to borrow.money to pay the tax and· remained indebted for long 

periods of time.27 

The result was that people sought various ways to ayoid payment. For instance 

in 1922, the District Commissioner of Malindi, Mr Dickson, had written to the 

Provincial Commissioner and argued that: 

The able bodied population are steadily.· 'migrating to Zanzibar or 
Mombasa and if the tax is not ·reduced we must face the 
administration as a bankrupt district inhabited by old men, weaklings 
and old women who will need assistanc~ ,from the government to live. 
This unfortunate population has had f6 sell its beds, dhows and 
frames and everything of value to meet ttie tax. The tax of 16 rupees 
is out of proportion ... for half the population pays for a large number 
of women who flock to the town as prostitutes. Farmers pay seven 
shillings as wages, which results in over:·: two months work of sixty 
days, which may entail longer to pay Ofle f~x· of 16 rupees. 28 

The Provincial Commissioner's reply was ~nequivo~al that 'there was no 

alternative for them but to sell their remaining livestpck·}o pay their taxes'.29 The 

25 KNA/523/6/1/11/, Chief Native Commissioner (CNC) Report o~·the payment of taxes by 
Natives, 1919. . .. 
26 KNA/CNC/A6/3/111, Letter of 17 June 1920 to the CNC on the.payment of Poll Tax by natives. 
27 Ibid. · · · · . 
28 KNA/COAST/N0.506/617, DC Malindi to the Senior Coast Commissioner, 11 March 1922. 
29 Ibid. . . 
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communication between the District Comm·issioner and the Provincial 

Commissioner is a clear demonstration of the divisions wit_hin the administration 

regarding taxation. In other words, what comes, out is the fact that taxation 

subjected the inhabitants of the coast to uncer:talnty, poverty and deprivation . 
. , .. 

The hut and poll tax caused genuine hardship amo_ri~ the people and some were 

forced to flee their homes.30 

During and after the First World War, the pastorj:31, communities of the Maasai 

and those of the Northern Frontier District (NFD)_ continued to pay exorbitant 

· taxes despite the fact that compared to agricultural communities; they had only 
IO 

one source of income: livestock. For example l:)y 1.922, the _Maasai remained one 

of the highest taxed people in the colony by being. required to pay Shs. 20 while 

others were paying taxes at the rate of shs.12t:. This was because of the 

misplaced belief by the colonial administrators that livestock keeping was a more 

profitable activity than subsistence farming. On. the contrary, the Maasai 

embraced livestock keeping as a sign of affluence arid prosperity and very rarely 

for trading purposes except in the payment of bride_'.wealth. 

·~ . 

The experience of the NFD was quite· diijeient. Inhabited by pastoral 
. . 

communities, it took a long time for the colci'r,,ia·1. administration to establish 

effective presence owing to the terrain and the 
0

inhospitable climate. Compared to 

the other regions of Kenya, the NFD was the most marginalised area of Kenya 

during the colonial period. Its dry climate .made \t difficult to fall under colonial 

rule. The amount of tax levied from the NFD was ynavailable.32 The first taxes to 

be collected from NFD in 1912 came from. the '.ri~erine people, the Borana and 

the Galla' while others escaped the payme;ni of ta~es'. until later. 33 But considering 

its distant location, the hut and poll tax coJlected · b_efore 1923 should have been 
. . 

· paltry which means that the tax raised by other cbmm·unities had been used to 

finance the subjection of NFD and its adminis}ratior:i. For instance, it was not until . . . 

1919 that Moyale and Wajir were garriso'~ed.' This was due to widespread inter-
-· . . 

30 Ibid. 
31 KNA/NGONG/PC, Provincial Annual Reports, 1918-1-92.7. 
32 Annual Reports for NFD began to appear only after 1920s when the Chief Native Commissioner 
made it compulsory for all District administrators to maintain re·cords of all activities in the regions. 
33 Abdullahi Abdulrashid, 'Colonial Policies and the Failwe of Somali Secessionism', p. 67. 
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clan warfare and inadequate administrative personiiel•.alld police to control the 

inhabitants.34 The struggle in that region was thus a struggle to control the people 

more than to even collect taxes. The Somali on the otl;ler hand rejected the idea 

of carrying the Kipande saying that, 'death is pref~r~e to carrying the Kipande 
. .. 

(a colonial identity card like a Pass book') whi~h,to-:f"~~ was the preserve of the 
' ·.:·.~· . 

Kikuyu.35 :"i·· . ,, .. ~ . . ; •··. 
' :• Ji .. ,,. 

' .. ', _ ... 
In the entire colonial structure, tax defaulters faced .a number of administrative 

. . 
retributions such as forced labour that was drawn upo0'8specially during the war. 

They were used to provide cheap labour used in the construction, maintenance 

and repair of roads by the Public Works Department (PWD). Additionally, during 

the war period, tax defaulters were treated as·. criminals and punished 
' -

accordingly. This had the effect of making people· ~pe~d their time roving about .. . 
looking for employment or a market for their pr9dute t~ enable them get rupees 

for taxes and food. But the· colonial administration was inimical to the inability of . . .. . . . 

some people to pay taxes. This policy was well articulated in 1914 by C.W . . 
Hobley who believed that Africans needed to 'go· an:crdo sufficient work to earn . 
their tax. Every rupee that can be obtained. is 'ne·eded. I am in favour of the 

increase as a general principle as I consider that it may prove a stimulus to the 

Coast people to do more work ... that the natives ~f this protectorate can and 

should contribute more largely to imperial need'.36 

In other words, those who survived the vagari_es of t~e.war experienced extreme 

hardship, rations and medicine that were constantly in short supply. Furthermore, 

they sometimes returned to find their relatives steeply taxed and land alienated to 

their fellow combatants in the war through the ex:sQlpiers settlement scheme. 

The African First World War veterans were actually· neglected by those they . . 

faithfully served. Amongst those who lost l~nd ·after .,the war to the British ex-

soldiers were the Nandi who were displaced :from· thei;r':°lands in the Uasin Gishu 

34 Korwa G. Adar, Kenyan Foreign Policy Behaviour towa·rds Somalia, 1963-1983 (New York, 
1994), pp. 45-48. See also J.M. Lewis, 'The Somali conquest of the Horn of Africa', Journal of 
Africa History, 1, 2, 1960, pp. 213-230. · 
35 KNA/MBT2/1/, District Commissioner's Handing over report, 1919-1927. 
36 KNA/COAST/1/12/170/, Hut and Poll Tax 1914-1918. .. 
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plateau.37 But the war was a watershed for. ~frica'r,'soldiers who came back home 

·• 
anp began to protest about the exploitati~n experienced by their communities 

' . 
through land alienation, taxation, forced labour arid being made to make a huge 

contribution in the form of livestock to feed the c'ombatants. 
~. 

. .. 
•' 

African livestock and colonial taxation policie~··.; · · 
. ··· .. As intimated earlier, initially tax was payable.*1 kif\O. The argument here is that 

•l I 

during the First World War, the colonial state· appropriated African livestock for 
. .. 

the war effort, which in itself was a form· of forcetj taxation. Livestock, for most 

Kenyan communities whether pastoral or · agricultural, was regarded as the ... 
highest form of capital and saving that served thEf~ocial, economic, political ~md 

subsistence needs of the people. For some, it p~ovided milk, meat, blood, hides 
..... 

and skins and for others an insurance against ~rop failure during periods of 

scarcity. It was also an important source of bride:-wealth. With the establishment 

of colonial rule, widespread cattle raiding had be·en brought to an end ahd people 

would now accumulate wealth without fear of cattle rustlers. Equally important, 

migrant wage earners began to purchase livest9ck as a way of accumulating 
. . . 

personal wealth and prestige. In sum, liv~stock a~~umulation and trading was 

one of the most conspicuous and easy way~ of participating in ·a market economy 

in the colonial period, which was given impetus ~nd prominence by the First 

World War. 
.. ·.•· 

Th~ First World War for the first time transformed the African livestock economy 

into an important aspect of a market economy and a source of income . 
. . . 

Incidentally, the period also witnessed an increase. in the ownership of livestock 

due to wage labourers using some of their earnings to purchase livestock as a 
. . i 

way of saving.38 The military demanded livest9ck for slaughter to feed the 

soldiers and as a means of transport in areas wh~re tsetse flies were absent. 

Required were sheep, goats and cattle while camels were procured in the dry 

and remote Northern Frontier District. It is estimated that up to 3 OOO cattle and 

15 OOO sheep per month were required to serve the needs of the combatants . . 
37 KNA/DC/UG/2/,Uasin Gishu Political Record File-African&, 1919-1923. . 
38 See M .A .Ogutu, 'Pastoralism' in Ochieng' (ed.), ThemesJn.Kenyan History (Nairobi, 1990), p. 
38. . 
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during the war.39 Accordingly, army supply-:dfflceis established cattle buying 

centres among the Maasai, the Kamba, Kalerijin ·i:md ~in Nyanza exclusively to 

purchase livestock from Africans. Being a pureiy. p~t,toral people, the Maasai . 
became the principal targets and suppliers of livestock, ·so that by mid-1916, 70 . . 

per cent of cattle· and 60 percent of sheep came fr~the Maasai Reserve.40 It 
~ •. 

was also during this period that Kamba livestock sa_lf:!ls _expanded. For instance, . . 
in the period 1915-19, 23 835 head of cattle were ob°taifled earning the Kamba 

Rs. 811 OOO, most of it going to pay tax as sho~n 1ri th~ ;able below.41 
' . .. ' ... . : 

Table 13 Oxen for Military purposes, Machakos · District, 1915-1919 (in 
thousands) •. 
Year Number 

.• 
'; . 

Price (Rs) 

306 402 

406 953 

1915-16 

1916-17 

1917-18 

1918-19 

7 940 

12 538 

1 881 

1 431 
-~1"' ·_. 43 017 
--~ II 

.-!iF 49 617 

Source: KNNDC/MKS/1/1/10, 1918-19 
t,·!: ~ · •. 

·-+~' 
... . l 

A major drawback lay with the military purchasers Whp offered inordinately low . . .. 
prices for the reason that there was actually ao sh0rtage of livestock within the 

. ' ' 

country. This glut of livestock was caused by the alienation of African land and 

the lumping together of the Africans, which led to congestion in the reserve and 

meant that livestock had to compete for pasture. ~ccording to George Ndege, 

'the situation was aggravated by the fact that the · average male African wage 

labourer struggled to purchase and own livestock'.42
. ln.-short, despite the fact that 

•' 

people were reluctant to sell their livestock, coercion ~nd intimidation were often . . 

used. 

The pastoral districts were actually able to se":ice th~ livestock needs of the 

colonial administration. For instance, it was esti_m~ted in 1915 that the Baringo 

39 KNA/DC/COAST/1/1/260, Secretariat circular of 15 November 1915. 
40 Overton, p. 209 and quoted from R .D. Waller, 'Uneconomic Gr~h: The Maasai Stock 

· Economy, 1914-1929,' conference paper, 'Political Econ'omy. of K~nya Colony', Trinity College, 
Cambridge, 1975, p.11. . 
41 KNA/MKS/1/1/10 Machakos District Annual Report, 191S:1919 . 

... 
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plains inhabited by the Tugen had 178 814 beef::cattle and 387 708 sheep. This 

was considered quite a high figure, which gave . the military an excuse to 

forcefully acquire livestock for the war effort and the m\oney paid for, appropriated 

in the form of taxation.43 The fact of excess live~tock was discernible too among 

the Kamba. Recession had led to low prices for lhi,~stock and lack of a market for 
. . .. ', 

their hides and skins. Lack of employment OP,po~unities and reduced wages ... ..; 

combined with drought in 1921 to make the Kan;tba and other Kenyan people 

unable to raise the money for tax.44 But th~. ·situation did not deter the 

administration from demanding that those ta~payers who defaulted offer 
... 

sufficient stock to auction centres. These cen.tr~f had been established, for 

example in Machakos among the Kamba, Dagoretti;'among the Kikuyu, Tambach 
. . ' 

among the Keiyo and Kimilili in Kakamega an:mng .. f.~e Luhyia.45 At these monthly 
. . ' . ' 

auctions, the colonial state was able to collect its··taxes by placing the chiefs at 

strategic points. This was to become a commori _monthly feature among the 

pastoral people like the Maasai, the Kalenjin·and.,the ·inhabitants of the NFD. 

·• ' . 

In essence, the colonial administration's polL?Y to~~rds African livestock keeping 

was riddled with contradiction. On one hand, the:(required adequate livestock to 

service the needs of the war effort, but on the other hand, the colonial policies 

that were put in place discriminated against the gr~~h of that sector. During and 

after the war, cattle movements were put und.e~ veterinary quarantine. This 

inhibited the development of a vibrant cattle economy. Livestock could neither be . . . 
driven to auctions for sale nor would they be taken .for pasture, to watering points 

and even to salt licks. 

A good example were the semi-pastoral Ke_iyo people who became victims of 

uneven colonial policies in which the viability of a peasant cattle economy during 

and after tt,e First World War was destroyed. This began with the alienation of 

Keiyo land for the settlers who had occupied the Uasin Gishu plateau, the 

introduction of taxes and the demand· that they ·provide cheap labour for the 

42 George Oduor Ndege 'History of Pastoralism in Kenya in !(enya 1895-1980' Ochieng, An 
Economic History of Kenya, p. 98. · 
43 KNA/BAR/1/2/7, Baringo District Annual Report, 1919-1925: 
44 See David Anderson, 'Herder, Settler and Colonial rule; A 'History of the peoples of the Baringo 
plains Kenya, 1890-1914', PhD thesis, Cambridge University, 1983, pp.11-27. 

, 
102 

CODESRIA
 - L

IB
RARY



'') ·. 
: .i" 

settler economy. Incidentally, before 1910 the Keiyo were little · affected by 

colonial taxation. Many simply moved to the escarpn:i.ent ledges and refused to 

pay taxes. Those who could not evade the tax collector sold livestock particularly 

sheep, which were not so highly prized as cattle and: goats.46 Grazing was still 

plentiful and even if one sold a cow, it would nof -threaten one's economic . 
survival. 

• • 

But with the introduction of the poll tax in 1910, every male over sixteen years of 

age was liable to pay tax. Thus, even though a person did not own .a hut, he had 

to pay a tax for his mere existence. Young men who had not been circumcised 

had few ways of raising tax money. Being under their f~ther's authority, they had . 
not acquired individual livestock, which came only aftetcircumcision. And as long 

· .. 
as a person was more than sixteen years old, he had .t~ pay a poll tax regardless 

of whether or not he had any income. As a result m~ny young uninitiated boys 
• 

left their home areas on their own to search for. tax money, usually by engaging . 
in wage labour. After two or three months, they· d~se~·d their employment after 

paying their tax, which was normally collected b~ H,~-~ -~~players acting on behalf 

of the colonial administration. Some young m_er:i e~ended. their period of 

employment for about six months, which· eriable~ . t~em to purchase other 

commodities like clothes, blankets, household goods· and even to. purchase their 

own livestock for the payment of bride-price a~er circumcision. The point here is 

that with the emergence of labour prospects in the settler occupied Uasin Gishu 

plateau, some Keiyo seized the opportunity to acquire an income not only for the 

payment of taxes but to purchase grade livest~ck, household cutlery, blankets, 

clothes and other paraphernalia. 

Thus, for the majority of the Keiyo with livestock, they ·would afford to pay their 

hut and poll taxes without resorting to migrant wage labour. Conflict with the 

settlers arose as a result of the Keiyo feeling that the settlers underpaid them. 

They opted for livestock keeping and selling them t<? pay for their hut and poll 

taxes or as a final resort flee to the escarpment ·ledges to evade the tax 

45 Ndege, 'History of Pastoralism in Kenya', p.98. · •. 
46 KNA/ELGM/1/1, Elgeyo Marakwet District Annual Reports, 1911-1919. 
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collector.47 Statistics for Keiyo tax 

recorded as follows: 

·~. 
~ .. ,. 

. . .(,.' ;- . 

payments Jje.tween 

.t 
''t ,..~ 
I· . 
.'·• 

Tab1e 14 Keiyo tax figures for the period 1912~1~i9 

Year 

1912-13 

1913-14 

1914-15 

1915-16 

1916-17 

1917-18 

1918-19 

Rupees. 

31171~· 

6 741· . 

12 8_~1-:. 
16.197;,. 

..• , .. I 

17 478:. 
• !t ~ 

·. '• \. 

17 54€( 

17 15?. • • 

1912 and 1919 were 

Source: KNA/DC/ELGM/1 /1 Elgeyo Annual Report's;· 1912-1919. 

From the above, it can be concluded that tax collection increased progressively 

until the end of the First World War. _Among the Keiyo, no tax was collected 

between 1919 and 1920 because of a serious border incident between the Keiyo 

and the European farmers and the District Commissioner over cattle theft and tax 

collection.48 The cattle raid was, however, repulsed .~rd the Keiyo forced to forfeit 

all the raided livestock and made to pay all th~ tax arrears.49 

What is of significance is the fact that coloniali~m introduced a new element of 

commercialising cattle keeping not only among th.e· Keiyo but also among other 

livestock keeping communities in Kenya. Monthly or quarterly cattle auctions 

were organised at such centres as Tambach, Chep~orio, Cheptongel, Kimilili and 

Cheptiret.50 It was during such cattle auctions that· the colonial administration in 

the district would organise for the collection of taxes with the knowledge that the 

traders had money from the cattle sales. This. 
0

G.hanged the lifestyles of the 
,•' ' 

livestock keepers and their families who ."~ere·. r:iow able to purchase other 

commodities like sugar, soap, salt, parafffn and: ·even clothes. The colonial 

administration while they deliberately set up livestock sales days within a month, 

47 See Tarus, 'The Early History of the Keiyo', p. 142. .. ·: 
48 KNA/DC/UG/2/, Uasin Gishu District Political Record File-Africans, 1919-1923. 
49 ibid. 
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and at a particular point for the purpose of coUecti~g taxes, not all the money 
. . . 

collected went into paying taxes. While some of it· was used to pay for tax, the 

surplus would be used to establish businesses like butcheries, maize meal 

grinding, lorry transport business, ploughs, growin~;~cash crops like potatoes, 

pyrethrum and vegetables. 
. . 

. . .. 
Livestock trading sprang up as a result of the com·!Jlercialization of the cattle . . 
industry.51 For the Keiyo, attempts to use their economic power to pay taxes and 

to avoid wage labour led to the implementation of_ punitive measures by the 

colonial state. After all, the payment of taxes was not ad.equate, for it was meant 
I 

to compel the African people to work in the settr~i- farms. The first action, 

-therefore, in the destruction of Keiyo's cattle e~onomy and to make them join 

wage labour was the alienation of Keiyo grazing lands·. In 1921 the Keiyo were 
'• .. 

estimated to have 21 862 head of cattle and 59 OOO sheep and goats.52 

Livestock would be sold profitably with one {ow fetching between shs.15 and 
. . 
' ... 

shs. 20, while sheep went for between shs. 4 an.cl shs: T. Keeping livestock was, 

therefore, to become a major source of conflict with . the colonial state, since .. ; 

Keiyo economic independence meant that s·eeking :~~ge labour was a not a 

popular option. . ..• 

Table 15 Census of Keiyo livestock in 192i ... 
Location Number of Cattle 

Mutei 2 643 

Kapsaniak 1 015 
• • 

lrong 2 OOp 

Kapkoiwa 919 

Kapchemutwa 998 

Rokocho 610, 

Sego 828 

Changach 370 

Marichor 2 3.75 

50 Oral Information, Kipchamasis Tireito, 12 February 1999, Kaptagat. 
51 Ibid. ' . 
52 KNA.ELGM/1/1, District Annual Report, 1921-1929. 
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Mwen 

Kawachi 

Tumeiyo 

Maoi 

Kapkwonin 

Total 

•, 
,j 

·, .. · .... · ... 

': 480 

492 

~' • I 

1 224 

1 7Q3 

3" 493 .. 

~9 055 

Source: KNA/ELGM/1/1, Elgeyo/Marakwet ~nnual Report, 1921-1922 . 

• 
As a result of the figures obtained from the cens~s. the colonial administration 

took punitive steps to ensure that the K-eiyo live1tock owners reduced their 

livestock to make them reliant on migrant waQe labo·u·r in order to pay their taxes. 

In 1922 there was alienation of 144 OOO acres of grazing land to Ewart Grogan in 

the infamous Grogan concession. The r~s~it of thi~ was that the narrow strip of .... 
the reserve in the highlands became partially oier~tocked.53 This increased the 

• I, i 

number of livestock to be disposed of at extremelY, ~9w prices. Consequently, one 
. . . . . . 

transaction would not adequately cover the tax requ]rements of the members of a 

particular family for the payment of the _'hut and pQII tax. This negated the total 

reliance on livestock by the Keiyo for gen:eral u·pk~ep and for the payment of hut 
•: 

and poll tax. 

The Keiyo were thus left with two choices:· to evF the tax by gravitating in the 

escarpment ledges· or join the settler farms as: ~quatters. Neither were easy 

options. But squatting provided many opportu~iti~, as there was access to 

grazing land and the opportunity to pay . taxes ·; through wage labour. Oral 

information obtained from William Kiptoo Chirchir ;stated that in 1922, in addition . . . 

to keeping livestock, he was allowed to grow cnws but when he demanded for 

his wages, he was issued with tax receipts for ·the period.54 But the biggest 

impediment was that t_heir.livestock mov~ments were greatly restricted because 

of the quarantine that had been imposed .. Thii;; _:'inhibited their access to the 

monthly or quarterly cattle auctions, whichfepr~sen\ed a denial of access to a 
•,,,: . 

market economy. 
. . · ... 

. ... . . 
53 KNNELGM/5/, Hosking-Barton Memorandum in relation to Native (Keiyo) rights in the Grogan 
forest concession, 1921-1956. · • · . · : · 
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' 

This disruption of Keiyo embrace of money etoriom·y corroborates what Atieno­

Adhiambo has described a_s · the decline· of the Kenyan peasant and the 

emergence of a proletariat. He argues that by· 1922 there was the emergence of 

peasant inferiority in relation to the urban worker, the· schoolteacher, the Indian 

trader and to the settler,' ... the peasant becan::ie a p"'r man and consequently a 

ready source for the proletarianisation of the towni~f Wage labour became an 

important source of revenue not only for th~ -~~~me~:~f f the hut and poll tax, but 

also for general survival. · · ~; : ···· 

. 
This partly explains why in 1921. the estimated population of the Keiyo was 14 . . . 

· 905 but by 1922 it had decreased to 14 612. These figures were inclusive of 

men, women and children. Oral information confirms that after the war of the 
1.,. 

'Jurman' (German) some of the Keiyo people mo~ed away from designated 

African reserves to seek employment in town·s,. settler farms, KAR and in the 

building of the railway extension from Nakuru to Eldoret.56 in essence, the 1922 

annual report shows a phenomenal increase of hut ta:x from Rs. 5 to Rs.1 O to 
' . 

Rs.12. 57 This was as a result of the worldwide trade· ~.epression of 1922. The 

Keiyo like other Kenyan communities, were again made to carry the burden of 
. .•:•. 

the depressed white settler commodity prices between 1921 and 1922 just as 
. .. 

they were made to pay for the war effort. And ·in this. war effort, the colonial chiefs 

played the important role of acting as a link betweeri'.tt-Te people and the colonial . ' . 
administration. 

. . 
·I· .... ·. ~ -~­

Chiefs and tax collection during the war p~ttod 

Colonial chiefs played an important role in th~ mobilisation of African resources 
'.. 

during the war. It was one time when the. color:,ial state· actually relied on the 

African people to· win the war against· the Germans. But for all their 

.. ' . . ' . 
54 Oral information used in Tarus 'The Early Colonial History of the-Keiyo of Kenya, 1901-1939', p. 
2~ . 
55 E. S. Atieno-Odhiambo, 'The Rise and Fall of the Keny;:m Peasant, 1888-1922', pp.233-239. 
See also D. Mukaru Nganga, 'What is happening to the ·~enyan.Peasantry?' Review of African 

· Political Economy, 20, 1981, pp. 7-17. 
56 Interview with, Noah Cheburet, 12 March 1999. . 
57 KNA/DC/MKS/1/1/10, Machakos District Annual Repo~; 1922 .. 
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responsibilities and service, loyalty to the colc_::inia.1 government was measured by 

the promptness and regularity of the payment oY:.h~t and poll tax. 58 According to ..... , 
Berman the concept of chieftainship was a cqibnial creation co-opted by the . ... ~ . 

colonial state as an effective agent of con_trqil an.ct·.domination.59 And like in all . . 

colonial situations in Africa, the institution- of chief\i?inship played a major role in 

the colonial administrative structure. • • . . 
:· .. 

• ••• :··, . 
·.,. . ' ·.', '• 

In 1912 the Village Headmen Ordinance we·ndec{~t1e Act of 1902 which stripped 

the chiefs of the power to collect taxes _on1\ehalf'-0f the colonial administration. 

Such powers were now expropriated by,°Jhe cor~·hial administration with the 
'; . 

chiefs' role being to assist District Offic~r~. in t~ collection of taxes. But as it 

turned out, this was only on paper for in· practic~. the role of the chiefs was to 

remain encompassing. Without exception,·. their duties embraced coercion, the 

actual collection of taxes and escorting colo'nial administrators on tax collection 

expeditions or safaris. In other words, d~e to ::'the fact that the chiefs were 

knowledgeable about the conditions pr~v_ailing_:_in their locations, the colonial 
. . 

administrators were always in need of th~ir services. This involved mobilising the 

peasantry in the payment of taxes, prdb~remerit ··of labour and in ensuring 

compliance with colonial demands. But. the 1.912 Ordinance added mor~ 

responsibilities to the chiefs. These incluqed the prevention of crime and1 the 

arrest of offenders, the control of alcohol CEf,.su~ption, the regulation against the 

carrying of arms and the cutting of timber,· 1h·e pr~yention of movement from one 

location to another and creating a deterrencp to th·~ evasion of tax.60 

.. ' 
.,· ... 

In actual fact, the chiefs had their hand~ f~II. Ma·~y other colonial departments 

required their services for example agriC:ultl.ire, veterinary, forest, education, as 
. . 

well as the missionaries. But what prevailed ·in most cases were the wishes of the 
.• . · .. . ,. 

district officials who required that chiefs ful~il cert~n obligations particularly the 

recruitment of labour and the collection of taxes. Through the chiefs, the colonial 

administr,ation was able to maintain an elaborat~. and thorough list of all those 

who defaulted on their tax payments. .The whereabouts of defaulters were 

58 Ochieng', A History of Kenya, p.106. · 
59 Berman, Control and Crisis in Colonial Kenya, p.230. 
60 Ibid. . . 

108 

•. .. : .· .· 
. ·~ 

CODESRIA
 - L

IB
RARY



.. : .. 
, .. 

• •, I ' 
. , ... 

sometimes unknown and could not easily be traced:) was not until 1919 that the 

Kipande was introduced to trace tax defaulters and ·other miscreants. But still the 

chiefs were made accountable. For instance. amon~tjne Keiyo, most of the tax 

defaulters were found to be prisoners in Nairobi or i\.nployees on settler farms 
:/(· ' 

and from the 1920s in the railway constructioh arid:P.i~ntations. In Keiyo district, . 
the only people the chiefs exempted from pa~ing t.~xes were the mail runners. 

This was because they obtained no payment Jar the .. services they rendered to 

the colonial administration.61 

.... 
• • 

Most Kenyan communities had chiefs appoiri~f1 by _the colonial administration 

except among the Wanga of Mumia who already had a chief at the 

commencement of colonial rule. And with the outbreak of the First World War, 

the chief's role became even more consequential. This was due to the fact that, 
. '. .: .. 

the colonial administration expended all its e~rgies :cih the war effort including 

the recruitment of soldiers, the acquisition pf livestock and the control of the 

people so as not to take advantage of. -~he war to revolt against colonial 

exploitation. The majority of the chiefs selectE;id in Kenya have been categorised .. 
as opportunists and without much social a.ri~ political clout as shown in the 

previous chapter. But the First World War pui".-on the ·chiefs more responsibilities 

because they had become indispensable ta· tti~ coionial administration.62 To 

please the colonial administrators, they hpd to extract the largest possible 

revenue per hut, sometimes through seizing .iive.stock of the defaulters and the 

demand of bribes in lieu of arrest. This made th·em unpopular among the people 

which aroused political consciousness, le~·di~g .f~ the formation of political 

organisations like the Young Kikuyu Association: in 1_921. This arose among the 

Kikuyu who complained about low wages, the pr~hibition of coffee growing by 

Africans and steep taxation levied by the ·colooi.al government through the 

chiefs.63 

'• . . . . 
Such ambivalent behaviour by colonial chi"efs. had ·its roots in the system of . ' 

colonial administration. A chief was described as good or bad in terms of the 

61 KNA/DC/ELGM/1/1, Elgeyo Marakwet District Annu~I ReP.orts, 1912-1922. 
62 See Clough, Fighting two Sides, p.14. . . ·. ; · · 
63 Ibid., p.18. . 
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amount of taxes collected.64 The chiefs thus fou.nd their roles within the colonial 

state contradictory. Here the 1912 Act pros·cribed ttiem from collecting taxes, but 

on the other hand, their effectiveness in colonial service was determined by the 

amount of revenue their people contributed.·ln faGt the Act of 1912 was set aside 

when it did not serve the interests of the adn:tinistration.65 For example during the 

war, the chiefs were given quotas of taxes to collect, the number of men to recruit 

for the war effort and to procure livestock to fee~ the combatants. The chiefs 

thus found their duties conflicting. While t~e "peo~~ regarded them as nominees 

of government, the chiefs on the other hand trie'd, not to offend their people. At 

the same time, they had to satisfy the whim~· bf the colonial administration. 

Failure to fulfil some of these colonial demands.often led to confinement for a 
\ 

period of up to two weeks.66 .. ,• 

. ',. 

But the chiefs did not always lord it over tij!_"~eople without any form of 

resistance. For a chief needed to have th~. staying. power and the motivation to 

traverse an entire location to ensure that the he~dmen and hut counters did their 

duties. But in some cases even if a chiefor..his re:t~_iners were capable individuals . 
or knew the tax dodgers by name, the people had. several ways of playing a 

. . . . 

game of hide-and-seek with the tax collectors: F.irst, a chief might easily be 
.• ... 

bribed with liquor. Second, a stubborn chief woulp_ ·be targeted for blackmail and 
. . . ' .. 

threatened, for instance, an arrow cou_l~:· be sl'i<;>t past him without the actual 

intention of causing any harm or injury. Chi?fs wh'o ignored such pressures had 

in _most cases a warning arrow stuck on·ttieir dob_r~.av Chiefs, however, were not 

impervious to the feeling of the people, sri:i~e they°belonged to a particular clan in 
.. 

the community and would be insecure· 1psi11g a .. Jot in terms of prestige and 
•.. . . 

effectiveness had they to be ostracised,: ~f col!tse, in most cases the chiefs 

ignored such threats and prosecuted the. tj~faulters. After all, they also had the 

so-called 'tribal police' to do the arresting .and punishment of the defaulters. In .. . . 
addition, the colonial state held the mono.pal)' of ~iolef!ce . 

.. 

64 KNA/DC/ELGM/1/1, Elgeyo Marakwet District Annual Reports: 1912-1922. 
65 Berman, Control and Crisis in Colonial Kenya, p:-230. · 
66 KNA/MKS/1/1/10, Machakos District Annual Report, 1915-1922. 
67 KNA/ELGM/1/18/, District Annual Report, 1922. 

110 

CODESRIA
 - L

IB
RARY



1\;•. ,, . . •·. 
••. .. . ~ 

. ' . 
The best regarded criterion of judging whether a, chief was good or bad was in 

;.• ' 
terms of the amount of taxes collected. HerE{is an· example in tabular form to 

•,. 

show the elaborate nature of tax collection among the :Keiyo chiefs. 

Table 16 Keiyo chiefs and tax collection for the yea( 1919-1920 (rupees) 

Location Chief Huts Poll (Heads) • ~ut Poll Tax Total 
) 

Tax Collect 

. ' ed 

Mutei K. Cherono 906 3 
· .. : 

.4 530 190 4 720 ,f, 
Kapsaniak C. Bargoria 214 14 ••• !_ 1 070 70 1 140 

lrong K. Bartai 254 12 1,270 60 1 330 

Kapkoiwa 0. Kimuron 163 10 815 50 865 

Kapchem K. Kimuron 308 14 ) 540 70 1 610 

ut-wa 

Rokocho C. 378 5 1 890 25 1 915 

Chemase 

Kapchem C. Cheptot 360 11 1 800 55 1 855 

ut-wa 

Valley 

Sego R. Kipsaro 320 28 1 600 140 1 740 

Marich or/ K. Kaptalai 730 35 3 655 175 3 830 

Changach 

Mwen K. Kiptoe 85 1 425 5 430 

' Kawachi K. Kapkoror 144 13 720 65 785 

Tumeiyo C. Chesang 316 13 1 580 65 1 645 

Maoi C. Tuma 206 13 1·030 65 1 095 

Kapkwon C. Kimitkut 280 11 1-400 55 1 455 

Metkei L. Mossut 567 9 2 835 .; 45 2 880 

Grand 5 232 227 - 1 135 27 295 

Total 

KNA/ELGM/Elgeyo Marakwet Annual Report, 1919-1920. 
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: . 
The above table shows how committed the cp"ionial administration was to 

. . 
revenue collection. This was possible throu~_the· -~nnual maintenance of a very 

elaborate and thorough list of the amount · of hut· and poll tax collected by the 

chiefs. It is noticeable from the table that the 1912 Act that stripped the chiefs of 

the power to collect taxes was never adhered··to·. _This was mainly due to the fact 
.. 

that the colonial administration lacked ad~quar,i;erson_nel to collect the taxes 

and always required the services of the ch~e~~- B·urutside the collectiqn of taxes 

and maintenance of control, colonial adrriinistraiers regarded chiefs as men of 

little consequence. Thus, in most circum~tancei unless visited by a colonial 
I . . 

official, chiefs took little interest in the governa~ce· of the people. On the other 

. hand, people carried on with their daily lives without caring about the chief until 

the time when hut and poll tax was being collecte~.68 

. 

Consequently, for various' reasons, the coio.riial ad~inistrators rarely appreciated 

the complicated nature of the work of ch/efs in~,- tax collection. For instance in 

1922 the District Commissioner of the K~iyo wrote to the Provincial 

Commissioner that: ·-: 

. . 
The majority of the chiefs fail to reelise their obligation in the collection 
of tax and do nothing until a day:or two previous to the arrival of an 
officer. The last quarter· of the tax in ea·ch location has only been 
collected by means of a tribal policeman in pairs supplied with written 
lists of tax defaulters. If the. chiefs were made more active and 
enterprising in the earlier part of the ·year in holding barazas, making 
enquiries and teaching their people; the various ways that they can 
use to obtain their tax money, there woulf be no need of forced selling 
of stock and elderly people goirig to work.69 

. 

This lament in most situations did not lea·d to' any serious action. It was certainly 

not easy for the colonial administration·,to get ~ ;.replacement for a chief they 

found to be aloof. In fact among the Kikuyu·, a ch.ief was known to reign for quite 

a long period of time. The same applied to· .the Keiyo whose chiefs could also be 
. . . 

in office for long periods of time. In other words, ineffective chiefs would therefore 

not easily be sacked for not meeting cert1=1in -t~rgets. After all, the onus of . . . 

collecting taxes lay with the district officic3ls: Bu~ again a chief once in a while 

68 KNA/DCELGM/1/1, Elgeyo Marakwet DistrictAnn~al R~port, 1912-1922. 
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simply needed to redouble his taxation collection ~orts to be recognised and 

possibly given a salary increment and. to be gu~r~rltld continued employment. 
• . ,·t . 

. ,.·j .. 

Secondly, taxation gave them an opportunity to c;:orruptly accumulate wealth 

through the non-remittance of the total amount· o('taxes collected. That partly 

explains the reason why the colonial chiefs were able.'to accumulate property and 
•. . '. 

to become some of the most affluent members of s6cfety during the early period 

of colonial rule.70 It is such wealth they invested in· the· education of their children 

that were.to form the cream of the Kenyan elit'+·· -.~· :· 

·.. . 

Although by 1923 the concept of chieftainship ~~-~- b"~come entrenched within the 

colonial system, the chiefs still found themselves··c~ught in a dilemma between 

serving the people, the colonial administration and their general welfare in terms 

of wealth accumulation. Equally important, they had to mobilise their people for ... 
wage labour and the collection of taxes. Failure on ·th.eir part meant a humiliating . . .. 
reprimand in public barazas or even the possibiiity .of being sacked. But in 

several instances the chiefs were not mere· simpletons. They too had their own 

interests, which they tried to promote within the parameters of the colonial 

situation. In sum, the institution of chieftainship was a conflict-ridden institution 

for the chiefs were indeed part of the colonial state's aim of domination and 

control so as to enable the peasants to obtain ta·xable resources.72 Partly as a 
·. 

result of these alterations, the political and economic:nature of traditional society 

was swiftly and fundamentally altered during al"ld after-the war.73 

.• . 
Impact of taxation on Africans after the war · ,., 

':. 
The threat to the protectorate, and in particular to the:.vital Uganda railway, from . •. 

German East Africa never materialised. This was dCJe 'to the contribution of the 

African people. Not only did they provide the combatants, the porters and the 
., 

69 KNA/ELGM/1 /18/, District Annual Report, 1922. ' · '. · · . · · 
70 Gavin Kitching, Land, Livestock and Leadership: The Rise of-an African Petite-Bourgeoisie in 
Kenya, 1905-1918 (Nairobi, 1981), pp.12-18. . . 
71 See Benjamin Kipkorir, 'Alliance High School and the Making of the Kenya Elite', PhD thesis, 
Cambridge University, 1969. . 
72 Reuben Matheka, 'Colonial Kamba Chiefs and the 'Politics of survival', 1889-1963', unpublished 
~aper, 1998. ·. 

3 This was more evident with the chiefs in Kiambu who desp,ite the'/-\ct were still collecting taxes 
after 1910. See KNA/KBU/1/4, Kiambu District Annual Repo_rt, 1912-1913. They were also strong 
among the Kamba and the Luo. 
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guides, but they also paid the taxes that propped. up the protectorate's revenues. 

Nevertheless, the First World War had serious . .'effects upon the protectorate's 

economy. Most of the white settlers joined the .. armed forces abandoning their .. 
farms. But luckily after the war, a quick attempt· was. made to revive the settler 

economy through the introduction of a soldie~ settlement scheme and the 

provision of credit facilities by banks.74 These w~r~ opportunities that were not 

extended to Africans. .. 
. . 

The First World War certainly weakened Afri~an. economic strength. In fact, by 

1916 the dominance of African produce for the export market had fizzled out. 

The major reason as demonstrated was due to the cplonial state abandoning any 

support for African crop production in favour of the settlers. This was done in two 

ways. First, African manpower resources was diverted to the war effort hence 

farming activities were abandoned or left to the ·old men, women and children. 

Second, financial demands on the African peQple i'n the form of hut and poll tax 

phenomenally increased and this greatly hampered African investment in . : 
commodity production. On the other hand, the ·settlers' economic power was .. 
enhanced through help from the colonial state: This was done in the form of 

assistance with labour recruitment, searching f?r e~port markets, financial credit 
·,· 

and the development of new crops. All these e·nsur~d that the settlers dominated 

the African producers who were being burdenetj more and more by steep 

taxation. In short, African commodity production was discouraged to allow the 

white settlers to reap maximally the benefits\if ~rade and market opportunities . 
. . 

But despite all the advantages, the Eu~opean;· settlers suffered during the 
O; 

depression of 1920s when there was a general sFurnp in the world prices of the . . \ . 

major export commodities like flax, coffee and pyrethrum.75 

In essence, between the First World War· an.d. the depression of 1920-21, 

Africans paid more direct taxes during the period.7~ On the other hand, European 

settlers and the Indians paid only indirect taxes. Attempts at the introduction of 

an income tax were strenuously opposed b_y th~· two races, but more so by the 
~ · .. 

. . 
74 Sorrenson, Origins of European Settlement in Kenya; pp:,.14-21. 
75 Maxon, The Struggle for Kenya, p. 139. · · · 
76 Ibid. 
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Europeans. Their normal argument was that the:, wo·uld not pay taxes since they 

were suffering from high costs of farming production,· 1ack · of labour and weak 

markets.77 The settlers thus avoided the payment o.f direct taxes. But following 

the First World War, political considerations began to take a prominent place in .. 
. ·. 

the daily lives of the African people caused mainly·:.,~ economic problems. For 

instance after the war, dramatic changes were 'mac(~o the· rupee as the legal 

tender, which led to the use of shillings and cents. rti'rs ~reatly affected the ability 

of the African people to pay tax. According to Robert Maxon ' ... the roots of the 

currency crisis lay in the fact that the sterling exchange value of the Indian rupee, 

used as the medium of exchange since the first years of British rule in Kenya and 

Uganda appreciated dramatically.'78 During the ch~r.rge over, the colonial state 
...... 

was only interested on how it would appease the settlers, and how to make the 
.• .. 

changes acceptable to the banks and the Uga·~da government who shared the 

same currency with Kenya.79 Left out in the lit~rature dealing with the crisis, is 

how these dramatic changes affected the African people particularly as it related 

to their worth in the payment of taxes.80 

In other words, those who actually fell victim were· Africans particularly in the 
I . 

payment of hut and poll tax. In both cases, Africans los,their savings. First, many 

people did not exchange their rupees for florin coins in 1921.81 They were 

therefore left with worthless rupees when their use was discontinued. Second, 

when the shilling was introduced in 1922 and circulated with the florin, some 

people could not tell the difference in value· of t.h~ two coins. Consequently, 

people lost a lot of money that could have been used to pay the taxes.82 But this 

loss of money due to the appreciation of the rupee. did not elicit the sympathy of 

the colonial administration. It was the Devonshire \/Vhite Paper of 1923 that made 

the colonial administration declare on paper that African interests in the colony 
. . .. ·., 

were paramount. The Devonshire White Paper of 192'3 came out as a result of 

differences between the Indian people and the col~niaf.government. The colonial 

77 Ibid. :· . 
78 Robert M., Maxon, 'The Kenya Currency crisis, 1919-21 and the Imperial Dilemma', Journal of 
Imperial and Commonwealth History, 17,3 (1989), p. 324. ·: 
79 Ibid. p. 323. 
8° For a captivating analysis of the currency crisis see McGregor, Kenya from Within, pp.199-216 
81 Ibid. pp.199-217. · . 
82 KNA/DC/MKS/1/1/10, Annual Report, 1922. . 
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state had barred the Indian people not ~nty from owning land in the White 

Highlands but also electing representatives· to th~ Legislative Council. This led to 

a fierce political struggle between the two 'g_roups. While the Indians demanded 

equal treatment with the white settlers, the· latter argued that that would 

jeopardise African interests.83 So in 1923, foHowing presentations from both 

Europeans and Asians, the Duke of Devonshire .who was the colonial secretary 

issued a white paper. Here, he declared that, 'primarily, Kenya is an African 

territory; and His Majesty's Government think it· is necessary to record their 

considered opinion that the interests of the Afr_ican'. natives must be paramount, 

and that if, and when, those interests of the immi~r~nt races should conflict the 

former should. prevail'. 84 

• This pronouncement marked the tentative beginning of an era of 'trusteeship' for 
' . -

the African peoples of Kenya. This trusteeship· did not immediately result in any . 

great improvement in the social and econqmic conditions of the African 

population. Up to 1923, the government ·made little provision for education. The 

missionaries supplied nearly all the schools. Hui and poll tax continued to be 

levied. Equally important, the African people found no place in the Legislative 

Council while a missionary was representing .. their interests. All these 

impediments made the African people to develo~,,1their own pressure groups to 
•, 

agitate for equal treatment. · · 

Conclusion 

The period between 1914 and 1923 was certainly one of momentous changes in 

Kenya's history. Between the outbreak of the First World War and 1923, the 

most influential entities in Kenya had become the colonial state and the 

European settlers. After the war, Kenya's Europe"afl settlers achieved dominance 

in the colony's export economy and became ev~n more politically powerful as 
'. 

almost to upstage the colonial state in the process. Under the ex-soldier 

settlement scheme, the African peoples lost huge chunks of land for the 

83 Ogot, 'Kenya Under the British, 1895-1963', p. 270. 
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settlement of the British war veterans. Compounc;fing·Uiat was the fact.that due to 

the colony's fluid financial position and the u~willingness of the metropolitan 

government to provide grants-in-aid, the burden of raising revenue .for the 

running of the colonial administration partially fell· on di~ect African taxation. 

On the other hand, the Africans had seen their resourcefulness being 

undermined by the colonial state in favour of the settlers. The war effort had 

drained Africans of their manpower and resources in having fought in the war, 

paid huge amounts of money in the form of taxes and fed the soldiers through 

their livestock. But when the war was over, their fortunes had attenuated. They 

were paid in the rupee which had been abolished·- as a legal tender and this 

made them to lose their entire savings. Eq~~lly :{ni.portant the African war 

veterans were not given any medical help or ·imy. f~rm assistance leading to 

many deaths and destitution. Consequently, these grievances aroused African 

political consciousness. . . 
. . 

Looking back, Kenya by 1923 had become· a type: of ccil.ony in which the colonial 
. . 

state and the European settlers took advantage of Africans to develop a capitalist 

economy. The levying of hut and poll tax ca~e to be used as the major. 

instrument to coerce Africans into migrant wage labour and as a source of 
' . 

generating revenue for the colonial administration ... The success of the white . . 

settler farmers vis-a-vis African peasant farmers was on the back of generous 

state support in the form of grants, concessionary loa.ns, cheap African labour 

and a policy framework that made the settler farmers one of the most privileged 

people in the protectorate. But as shown, attempts ·to make the African people 
. . . 

integral and subservient to the colonial settler economy were not fully achieved . . . 
The next chapter explains why this was not possible and the African resistance to 

the social and economic changes brought about by colqnial taxation. 

84 Ibid., p. 271. 
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·• 

CHAPTER FOUR;,~, 

PEASANT RESISTANCE TO TAXATION AND STATE RESPONSE, 1895-1923 

Harry Thuku, am greater than you Europeans. I am even greater 
than the Chiefs of this country. How i~ that I have left Nairobi without 
being arrested if it is not because I a.m.· a great man? I desire if the 
Europeans tell you that to do any sort of work at all that you tell them 
Harry. Thuku has refused to allow you to make camps, or to make 
roads, or to work in the .station or for thij Public Works Department, or 
to give out food for porters or firewoodJHearken, everyday to pay hut 
tax to the Europeans of Government. Where is it sent? It is their task 
to steal the property of the AkikuY.O. :: . 

-Harry Th1:.1ku:1. 

Introduction ... 
African resistance to colonial rule in Kenya hi already been the subject of 

intensive study and there is no need to repe~t th·~~:~ory here.2 Suffic~ to mention 

the fact that what is lacking is a close look at t1dt~i taxation grievances together 

with other colonial afflictions, like land loss arid ··f~rced labour, made African 

protests almost inevitable. In other words, t.he history of Kenya from 1895 and for 
·, •, .. 

the next twenty-five years is littered with numerqus punitive hut and poll tax 
' . [,. .. 

expeditions and African direct response. o·uring Jh.~t period, the British exposed 

the extraordinary degree of violence they were re13:~y to unleash to collect the hut 
'. •. 

and poll tax, and to stamp their authority so as to-i).void humiliation of defeat from ....... 
their new subjects. J . 

Harry Thuku has aptly summed up the .variou·~ causes of peasant resistance 

during the early phase of colonial rule betwe·en 1'895 and 1922. Among the many 

other grievances he has cited were the 'harassmen! .bY the chiefs, forced labour 

on roads, camps, and Public Works Departmen_t .,and the brutal conditions in 
. ,. 

which the Kikuyu women were forced to work under while· picking coffee. But 

more germane to our study is Thuku's fundamental,.arid enigmatic question about 
.. ,: . 

colonial African hut tax: Where is it sent? (rn,Y emphasis). In an answer to his own 

question, Thuku averred that colonial taxation w.a$_'iri: essence about the theft of 

-----~~. -~. -- ';t,,. 
1 Harry Thuku in 1922, quoted from Jeremy Murray-Brown,}<e,nyatta (London, 1972), p. 86. 
2 See the authoritative work of John Lonsdale, 'The Concfuest $late, 1895-1904', Ch. 1, Ochieng' 
(ed.) A Modern History of Kenya, pp. 6-34. · ·· :' :' · ) : · 
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the property of his own people, the Kikuyu. In short,: the various resistance to 

colonialism were due in no small part to the fact thc;:1t the African people were 

forcefully required to pay a hut and a poll tax. ·As bas been shown in the two 

preceding chapters, the taxes that were collect~d wen~ into servicing the colonial 

administration, maintaining law and order ai,d th,e· promotion of European . . \ 

infrastructure and agriculture. Equally important, dudj,g the First Word War, 
. . . . 

. · .. 
increased taxation was imposed on Africans to supp~rt what was essentially a 

foreign war. The war brought stress to the.:-co_lorii~I economy as a result of 

general mobilisation of African manpower and illoc,.n of African resources. 
• ·' I '·.,. ~ . 

. --~-- -~-

Th is chapter hopes to achieve four goals. The first aim is to trace the idea of a 

phase of resistance to taxes and other colonial ~riev_a~ces- common to much of 

Africa-by arguing that taxes were among the first ca.i.se-nexus of most of the . .. . . 
'·· 

violent confrontations between the colonial state and African peasants. The main 
. . : 

aim of this section is to place tax revolts within the ·gen_eral context of colonial 

A:rican resistance t~ th~ imposition of hut an' poll _t,>.; The second goal is to 

discern how taxes impacted on the Kenyan Jeople. d the reasons why they 
·•· . ·. 

reacted in the way they did, and how the coloni?'}I stat~:\:esponded. The third aim 
:·. . . .' ..•. 

is to provide a spatial appraisal of how the var~ous: Ke~yan people countered the 
' . ,· .. 

levying of taxes the way they did and to shoJ tl=iat ~.ve~ ;those who paid did so 

grudgingly. Finally, the chapter comments o~ vyhet.,r ·the revolts led to taxes 

being increased or decreased and their impact on,Ltur.e colonial policies. The 

entire purpose of the chapter is to demonstrate tqat_ taxation was an important, if 

not the most decisive factor, in the many revb1tlagciiipsf colonial rule. As will be 

shown, the compulsory payment of taxes ~ertainl~ •. ranked high among other 
. . 

grievances, such as loss of land and forced la~9µr. -~ 
. . ....... 

. . ii. 
Tradition of peasant resistance to colonial taxation\ ., .. 
During the colonial period, life for the African peas~nttvas indeed a struggle for 

• .j •· . 

survival in many ways. Literally throughout colon!a\_:il;ri~a. from the Gold Coast, 

to Nigeria, to Mozambique, Tanganyika and Sou~,n. ~hodesia, tax grievances 
::. ,'' _: . 

were in fact the commonest cause of Afric~r.i insurge,nt response. As will be 

shown, Africans resisted and modified tax co~~<:fiori
1 

:i;.;f.lany varied ways. Acts of 
. ; .. ' ~; ~-·: __ . 

. : ·'° 
.•. . . 
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resistance ranged from physical resistanc~. ;~migration, banditry, bribery, 

gravitation to inaccessible terrain and even pl?yin"S a game of hide-and-seek with 
• I: • 

the tax collector. On the other hand, thos~ :wh'o opted for migrant labour and 
.' . . 

squatter farming as options, became integrated' iflto the colonial econorny and . ; 

more often than not, with positive consequences gfimaterial prosperity. . . _:, . 

. : . 
But the greatest loss for the African people was that taxation encroached on their 

I 

liberty and their freedom. People were always.oh.··t~~ lookout for the tax collector 

and ready to take instant flight when the· c~llectoris presence was announced. In 

fact one of the main objections to the hut.a~c{ poll .tax in colonial Kenya was the 

manner of its administration. Those unable,tc;> pay\vere imprisoned or detained. 

The house-to-house canvass mostly by chiefs an9 Ateadmen, found many people 

not at home. People might be found witho~t re.act) cash. Many, therefore, took 

instant flight at the sight of the tax coHector .. These taxes were levied on . ., 

individuals without regard to their ability to._pay ~i-:any benefits to be derived. The 

flat rate payment on property and a 'head'i1x was·.certainly at the expense of the 
~~1~ . 

poor. ·~." • 

These activities had one primary goal of making metropolitan· governments 

minimise public expenditure on colonies and maximise revenue. After all, the 

basic aim of colonialism was to deal in investments that yielded fast benefits. Not 
. ' 

only was African taxation to be used to admi~ister its subjects, it was also 

expected to generate revenue for the metropolitian ·government possibly to offset 

the cost of' colonial administration. The~e were· always expensive military and 

administrative apparatus to be maintained and used to conquer recalcitrant 

African societies.3 African taxation financed seyeral of these objectives. That 

explains the near obsession of colonial administrators with the collection of taxes. 

Taxation was one of the other major methods. of raising revenue locally in all . 
colonies without exception. Tax collectors became .. ·notorious for the use of force, . . . . 
coercion and intimidation, which forced Afrjcans ·into instant flight and some to . . . . 

react violently. The severe and persistent·· aemctbd for taxes naturally led to .. , ,,, . 

protracted resistance. . t: ;: 
. . ·.:~: 

... 
.r .. 
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For instance, · Gold Coast under the British was ~mong the first in Africa to 
:•. . 

impose a poll tax, and became the first one to witness the first instance of a tax 

revolt in 1852.4 In German East Africa, resis~ance to peasant taxation was .. 
immediate following the German conquest · in_ 18~q. Africans were shackled 

II ' • ' ...,. .. 

together and marched long distances to work for whit~ settlers that made most of 

them succumb to diseases and overwork.5 Germa~··e~ploitation took the form of 
~· . ... 

forced labour, harsh and cruel rule and the p_aym.~nt .of a hut tax, which had 
. · ... 

become compulsory from 1897. But a bigger manifestation of a tax revolt was to 
. . .. 

unfold itself later as the Maji-Maji rebellion of 1905·.1907. The immediate cause 

of the uprising was government instituted. prograrp~e of compulsory cotton 

growing which African farmers rejected. But the under.lying reason was a general . . ,,• 
• • •.I 

resentment of harsh colonial policies that incl4ded fa.reed labour and ruthless tax 

collection.6 
. . . . •·· 

In the thinking of the colonial administration·,. tax c~lle~tion was actually crucial 
. . . 

because it demonstrated on a yearly basis the power bf the colonial state and the 

subordination of the African people.7 To achieve that goal, brute force. and ..... 
unsavoury tactics were used to impose and collect tt1e hut and poll tax from the 

African peasants. In the words of one colonial· ~fficia1;, : •... _these people must learn 

submission by the bullets ... it's the only school; aft~·r that you may begin more . . ~ 

modern and human methods of education ... -{n Afri.ca·· to have peace you must 

first teach obedience and the only tutor who im'.presses the lesson properly is the . . 

sword'.8 As Bruce Berman and John Lonsdal~ have·'eioquently argued, colonial 
. . .. 

conquest in Kenya was the work of force such -ti,~t thef'!3ritish 'employed violence 
~- . '• 

on a locally unprecedented scale, and with unprecedented singleness of mind'. 9 

The use of force and intimidation to ensure p'~1ment w_as viewed by the African 
~~ . . 

people as a punitive measure to be resisted by all means. ·• ·: . . 
3 See Ralph Austen and R. Headrick, 'Equatorial Africa uhde~ C6~fiial Rule', in D. Birmingham 
and M. Martin (eds.) History of Central Africa, 2 vols. (London, H186), pp. 61-62. 
4 See F. Agbodeka, Africa Politics and the British Policy and the :(3old Coast, 1868-1900 (Chicago, 
1971), pp.131-134. · . · . : . 
5 Shivji, Law, State and the Working Class in Tanzania, pp. 11-12.·: .·. 
6 Iliffe, Tanganyika under Colonial Rule, 1905-1912, p. 9. .· 
7 Shivji, Law, State and the Working Class in Tanzania, pp. 11-12 •. · : 
8 Mungeam, British Rule in Kenya, 1895-1912, p. 30. ' · · 
9 Berman and Lonsdale, Unhappy Valley, p. 13. 
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: . 

Faced with such a massive and determined colonial force, the African peasants 

had four choices when it came to the payment ~t; hut and poll tax: to submit, to 
I • • 

fight, to evade and to flee, all with resultant negatiye effects. According to Mzee 

Kipkech arap Kibutit, all options were app.lied ~when and. where the conditions 
• t •• • •• 

dictated and demanded.10 Before the levying :~'.ffd the collection of taxes was 
·: .. · 

streamlined, the most common was the Qr~ani~iilJ of expeditions against the 
.. •' .. 

African people. In Kenya, this policy was mQst" common before the outbreak of . .'. 

the First World War. The main policy con~ern.s ·of the colonial administration 

were to obtain capitulation to ease the collec\ion:of hut and poll tax. For without 

direct African taxation, the colonial state wo~ld be unable to function by solely 
. f· 

relying on indirect taxation and grants-in-ai~1Gonsequently, during the early days 

of colonialism, the introduction of taxes brought wi!h, it brutality and violence with 
. . . 

whole villages being razed. to the ground_,· . granaries looted and livestock .... .. 
confiscated. A sense of oppression therefore p~kiaded the entire relationship 

between the peasants and the colonial state at will be shown, for example, 

among the Tugen of Kenya. 11 

But in discussing peasant resistance to ta,?<ation,:Jn Kenya, most of the policies 

ap.plied came from South Africa. The Afrikaners who settled in Kenya from 1902 

played a major role in urging the colonial administration to apply policies that 

were already in place in South Africa. 12 More pressing for the white settlers in 
·' . 

Kenya, was the call to use taxation as a'. way. to. compel labourers into wage . . ' 
labour. Africans were at first unwilling to offer their la,bour and to achieve that, the 

• colonial administration first destroyed the. self;. sufficiency of the African 
. . 

economy. It did so by alienating some African ·land,, confiscating some of their 
·:··· ·,.: . 

African livestock and imposing punitive taxation.; Consequently, most of the 
· .... , 

revolts witnessed were actually violent respons'~s' lo agrarian social changes 

brought about by colonialism, which disruRted th~3iv~s of Africans . 
.. 

: .... ,, 
, .. 

,, 

•, 

10 Interview with, Kipkech arap Kibutit, 14 March 199~. ~eri(:ho. 
11 KNA/BAR/,Baringo District Annual Reports, 1906~1917.· . 
12 David Burton, 'Taxation of Africans: Transvaal 1902-1907; in Kleio, xix, pp. 50-51. Burton has in 
addition given a stimulating overview of the rate, efficiency, wages earned, benefits received and 
the place of taxation in South African history. • . .· •.. 

;.• 
;.·. 
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. i ··, .. 

Appraisal of Kenyan peasant tax revolts ': r · · 
A contributory factor to the many revolts was that ~redatory taxes were never 

I . • 
part of the pre-colonial economic and social life;6f ·Africans. This truism goes a 

long way in explaining their varied responses to. the introduction of colonial 

taxation. If there were people in pre-colonial Kenya. who paid any form of tax, 

these were the Muslims of the Kenyan coast. Common among the Muslim . .. 
communities of coastal Kenya was the payment of ~ ,-t~x known as Zakat in the 

form of tributes, levies and services, but was ·never compulsory. This form of 
. .. 

taxation was known as sadaka ya Zakka or ._tungu IB Mungu (God's share of 

one's goods). Payment was according to individua(.~ility but its primary usage 

was as alms given to the poor.13 The same pattern p(a non-taxed society, was 

also evident among all other Kenyan communities. In f_act, one of the reasons the . ·. 
Somali of Kenya had in refusing to pay taxe·s, wa~ that lsiam forbade the 

payment of taxes, the more so if it was imposed by qtiristians . 
. •,· · . . . •, 

According to Ogot, 14 there were few sections of the)<eriyan people that did not 

experience violent confrontation with the agents c:if the colonial administration. 

The number of livestock confiscated from the varrous Kenyan communities 

between 1893 and 1911, is shown below, which ·in essence was a form of 

taxation in kind. 

Table 17 British military operations and livestock·confiscated, 1893-1911 . : 

Date Enemy Auxi,liaries Livestock Confiscated 

Nov 1893 Kabete Kikuyu 87 Maasai. 928 

June 1894 Githunguri 124 Maas·ai 857 

July 1894 Kikuyu 22~. ~ikµy_u 1 100 

Nov 1895 1st Nandi 25:'3anda· 
. · .. · . 2 730 

March 1895-6 Mwala Kamba 300 Kikuyu 1 860 

&Northern Kamba 

Feb 1897 Kilungu Kamba Maasai, Kamba 1 700 

May 1897 Tugen 20P Maas~l · ~ 8 300 
. . ... 

13 J. Spencer Trimingham, Islam in East Africa (Oxford, 1964), p.70 and p.124. 
14 Ogot, 'Kenya under the British Rule, 1895', p. 255. ! · · . 

• 
123 

CODESRIA
 - L

IB
RARY



,, .~ . 
f . ··~ .' 

.,·.· 

June 1897 2nd Nandi 400 Maasai 1 640 

Nov 1899 Kamelilo, Nandi 75'lvlaasai 1 120 

Dec 1899 Central Luo Lu·o, Luyia, .. 
Ma:asai 

3rd Nandi " 
July 1900 1 OOO Tugen, .32 840 

•• Luo 

Jan 1901 Pokot 5QO ~ Maasai, 10 520 ... 
100 Cliamus 

Sept & Dec 1902 Tetu Kikuyu 300 Maasai 11 300 

March 1903 4th Nandi 700 Nandi 4 800 

Feb 1904 Mathira Kikuyu 450 ME:Jasai 9 237 .. 
April 1905 Kipsigis 900 Maasai 5 OOO ... 
Jan 1906 5th Nandi 1 5010 Somali, -

Maasai, Tugen 

June 1906 Embu 10 330 

Jan 1908 Gusii Nand{ 7 OOO 

Dec 1911 Marakwet 358 

Source: Lonsdale, 'The Conquest State, 1895-1904', in Ochieng' (ed.) A Modern 
History of Kenya, 1985), p.20. . . .• 

At the beginning of colonial rule in 1895, a_nd; even during the reign of the IBEAC, 

the forceful confiscation of African cattle was one.:of taxation, although it was akin 

to looting and pillage. These looted livestock were ~ctually given as payment to 

the many auxiliaries who assisted in the conque&.t .?f other African communities 

especially the Maasai. This eventually gave way to·formal taxation . 
. -; 

-:· 
What is clear from the table is the fact that all ~nyan societies in one way or 

another resisted colonial intrusion. A policy of divide and rule was employed by 

the British on the Kenyan people who were m~qe antagonistic towards one 

another. For example in 1903, one sectio~ of the ~a~di was set against another. 

But despite their inability to act with unity,.th"e Nandi were indeed the indomitable 

tax rebels in colonial Kenya until 1923 '(Vhen th.e~r resistance was broken once 

and for all. · ... 

• 
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The Nandi people gave the most protracted 'chali~rtge to colonial hegemony . . .. 
.'' 

between 1895 and 1906 and again in 1923 .. Betwee:r1 those periods, more than . . . . . 
six expeditions were organised to subjugate th~ Nandi wtio resisted the 

construction of the railway and the payment of,taxes.~5;Elspeth Huxley has given 

a graphic description of the Nandi rejection of tne paym~nt of hut tax.16 From the 

time the railway line had traversed their land, the Nandi had used all means to ., .. 
obstruct its building by stealing the wires and pu.llir.ig up the rails. While the 

railway managed to reach its destination of Kisumu through the employment of 

armed guards, the Nandi never yielded to colonial rul,e and gained the name of a 

'swarm of bees'.17 Sir Donald Stewart who had taik'n .over from Eliot came in .. 
person to deal with the situation. He demanded that the Nandi not only produce . . 
the people pulling up the rails within a month bu.t also ·pay the hut tax and 

. ' 

threatened them with the use of force if the demand was not complied with. 
' .·,.. . 

According to Huxley: • · 

The situation throughout the month was ~ense. There is a story that 
the Collector's native clerk was sent tc>' :·the chief's boma with a 
demand for a hut tax. He was murdered and' his head sent back to the 
government with a message: 'This is ,the hut tax of the Nandi'. By the 
end of the month there was no sign of .submission. A punitive 
expedition was sent to subdue them .. Conipan,ies of the King's African 
Rifles from Nyasa land and Uganda as well ~s from Nairobi took part ... . . . 
Six_ columns converged upon the Nandi cou_g,try and large quantities of 
cattle were confiscated.18 

. · .~ . 
....... _.7' . " . 

Who were the Nandi? During the colonial period, the Nandi were a semi-pastoral 

people who during the nineteenth century exper-ienced a period of power, 

expansion and prosperity. Having cowed most 0f their neighbours, the Nandi 
. . . 

were in no mood to submit to the whims of the. white rnan. 19 In the same vein the 

anthropologist, G.W.B. Huntingford noted that; _'the Nan·di thinks himself at least 

the equal, if not superior to the white man'.2
~_ A ~~b~r of other factors have 

been given ·for Nandi resilience from the 1880s to th_e)irst quarter of the twentieth . ·: . 

century. Among them was the nature of their i;Oci~ty, . wh.ich was divided into 
. . . . 

15 T. A .. Matson, Nandi Resistance to Colonial Rule, 1896-1906 (Nairobi, 1973). 
16 Huxley, White Man's Country, p. 157. . . . 
17 Private communication with Peter Simatei Tirop. 
18 Huxley, White Man's Country, p. 157. 
19 Ochieng', The Second Word, p.97. 
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territorial units that were easy to defend. second, was the institution of the 

Orgoiyot, which acted among the Nandi ~s a ~nifying factor. He was a traditional 

leader, a ritual expert with religious authority but with no executive authority. His 
. .. 

role was mostly that of an intermediary, who··gave the warriors a sense of 
'L ~ 

solidarity and morale that was essential far an·y fighting unit. But the Nandi 
. ~. 

people gave his words a·nd actions the ultimat.e.:recognition. Additionally, the 

Nandi had better weapons and military tactics ttia!'l'their neighbours particularly . . 
the spear, the bow and the poisoned arrow. But mo)'e important, unlike the British 

forces, the Nandi knew their forested hilly countt1'·Very·well and could escape 

from their pursuers. 21 

• 
The British were, however, determined to defeat tt,e Nandi revolt. Use was made 

of other people like the Maasai to subjugate the, .Nandi resistance. The revolt, 

however, did not end until 1905 when Colqnel Meinertzhagen killed the Nandi . 
Orgoiyot, Koitalel arap Samoei, in what has been described as cold blood 

murder.22 But while the Nandi appeared subd~·ed.:.they continued to offer limited 

passive resistance until 1923 when they vigorousJ,y.protested ·again against steep 

taxation.23 .. . : . . .. ·. ·, . . . 

. . 
After the defeat of the Nandi, they appear to ha~~ .gone into what Bruce Berman, 

in describing other Kenyan communities in the sa~e circumstances, has termed 

as 'somnolent apathy'.24 This lasted until 1919 when huge junks of their reserve 
' .. 

got alienated for the ex-soldier settlem.ent sche~e. It was then that Nandi 

grievances against colonialism gained mo~~ntum. Diana Ellis25 has eloquently 

captured the resilience and the mood of the Nandi in their land, labour and tax 

protestations of 1923. She has rightly argued that the 1920s marked a watershed 

in the Naridi resistance to colonial rule. Her ... study has gone beyond the Nandi 

paradigm and has done fairness to the ~ritire tax revolts in Kenya. She has 

examined the Nandi protest in its Kenya-~1de cont~xt. The argument is that the .. 
20 Quoted in Henry Mwanzi, 'African Initiatives,' p. 154: 
21 Ochieng', The Second Word, pp. 99-100. . · 
22.lbid. p. 101. · .. 
23 Matson, Nandi Resistance to Colonial Rule, p. 11. · ·· · . 
24 Berman, Control and Crisis, p. 216. . . · · .. 
25 Diana Ellis, 'The Nandi Protest of 1923 in the Context of African Resistance to Colonial Rule in 
Kenya', Journal of African History, 18, 4, 1976, pp. 555-575. 
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Nandi protest was not an isolated one since it .. was: brought about by pressures 
l· 

that affected Africans during the period before :'1923. The valour of the Nandi 
.; : .t . 

resistance to British hegemony had more to do .with• economic problems like 
,"',: .: ... 

alienation of land and extortion of hut and poll tax-~ The British· from 1919 had 

interrupted the Nandi pastoral economy that was .largely based on cattle raiding; 

a certainty that did not enthral the warriors whos~ _livel_ihood rested on cattle 

rustling. In addition, Nandi grazing areas and. salt=·licks had been alienated. A 

livestock quarantine had been placed on the movem.eht of their cattle and this 

created problems since they could not trade to get ry,oney to pay their taxes. 

Equally important, the Nandi war veteran~ durin~ .the First World War had 

numerous grievances against the government Most :germane was the failure to 

pay them their war pensions as they had been promised on discharge and hence 

would not fulfil their tax obligations. In 1920 the hut and poll tax had been ··, 
increased throughout the country from Rs 5 to Rs 8. Th~se pressures pushed the 

Nandi to the wall such that they could not afford to pa/ This was notwithstanding 

the fact that the chiefs and the district admini~trators ·demanded that taxes be 

paid irrespective of their economic status.26 

... · 

This led to a process where from 1919, the governr;,ent lost some of its control 

over the Nandi. The first action was the refusal to pay the hut and poll tax in 

1923. From then on Barserion arap Manyei led the revolt in making the Nandi 

people reject anything to do with the colonial goverm!lent. They also resorted to 

traditional ceremonies to mobilise and prepare the ·people for any eventuality. 

The government felt threatened and deported arap : ~anyei who became the 

longest serving detainee in Kenya.27 Like the ·murder:·~t Koitalel arap Samoei in 
. 'I: 

1905, the detention of Manyei dispirited the Nandi ancf they were never again to 

challenge British rule. 
I, .. 

One of the first instances of resistance by Kenyan people to colonial presence 

began with the activities of the IBEAC among the Kamba people who from 1889 

had entered Machakos. J. F. Munro has stated that the cause of friction between 

• 26 KNA/UG/, Uasin Gishu·Political Records, 1917-1923 .. :· • i. 
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the Kamba and the agents of the IBEAC \,vere· ,~e--low calibre of the officials, ... 
agents, porters and the police appointed to. b~·,tfn ·charge of the area. They 

committed crimes of theft, rape and looting plus:·-~destruction of property.28 The 

first instance of the people's resistance emerged in 1891, when they revolted 
' 

against company rule by first boycotting any tracling activities and secondly by 
~' . . . . .. 

refusing to sell them food. The company ·resorted to violent means of extracting 

services and goods from the people without ;payment. This went on until its 

administration was taken over by the British gov~rhment in1895. The Kamba 

were among the first people to begin the payment of taxes when they were 

officially introduced in 1901 with the first collecti~n being one of Rs 3 000.29 

Evidence suggests that the first phase of actual . Kamba resistance to colonial 

taxation emerged in the form of tradition.al religious practices and belief in 

supernatural powers. The advent of colonialism did not weaken the powers of 

Kamba medicine men, who in traditional society ·had been the leaders of the 

kilumi dance for the exorcism of evil spirit~, in which the participants were mostly 

women. Between 1911 and 1913, the kilumi dance was effectively used by the 

Kamba of Machakos and Kitui as a channel. of expressing opposition to the 

colonial administration. It was a woman ~ioturte .wa Kathuke (1780-1944) who 

used such dances to spark off an anti-colonial m~vement.30 With her collaborator 
. . 

Kiambaa and others, she led an organisation ~nown as Ngai Ngoma (God's 

dance) with a large following. Wa Kathuke formed a small army of women akin to 

the Dahomean Amazons and mounted guard an9 sentries in villages to monitor . . . 
those collaborating with the colonial admlriistrat~r~< It ordered people not to pay 

the hut and poll tax and instead asked them to stay at home and not to work as 

porters. In addition, they demanded the .remov.~I of all Europeans from Kenya 

and the return of the land that had been .~lienated for white settlement.31 The 

impact was that the tax payments and 't~e proyi'sion of labour suffered. This 

alarmed the colonial government who saw:·the mo~~ment as a political threat. In ,. 
1923, the KAR troops were sent to suppress the ri,~ement which they effectively 

• 
27 See Ngugi wa Thiongo, A Writer's Diary, p. 48. · • 
28 Munro, Colonial Rule and the Kamba, p.35. , 
29 , • ' 

Ibid., pp. 82-85. 
30 See Carol Sicherman, Ngugi wa Thiongo: the Making of a Rebel: A Source Book on Kenyan 
Literature (London, 1990), p. 179. · 
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did. Kiambaa .was banished for five years fro~ ~he:~ district to Kismayu, while 

Siotune was deported for two years to Wasin isl~hd {h· ~ombasa where she later 
. t. . 

escaped back to her people.32 These movement~ ·~~re· the first signs that the 
' l·· 

people disliked taxation and used all means to s~ow their disaffection to the 
. : 

policies of the colonial state. / / 
I ' ' . 

·; I • 

Among other people to be seriously affected- by the :activities of the IBEAC were 
',/· 

the Tugen of the Baringo plains: The famous trav~.ller Joseph Thompson had 

traversed Tugen territory earlier in 1883 and paid ·:~ form of tax (hongo) to the 

people to secure the rights of passage.33 Thomps.bb secured a good reputation 
' ' 

among the people to whom he gave gifts like be',a~s. cowrie shells, brass wire 

and iron wire which were greatly valued as orn.arilents. But this peace was 
. ' 

shattered with the establishment of the IBEAC.station at Eldama Ravine in the 

early 1890s. The agents of the IBEAC forcefully de~n.ded cattle, food and hides 
.. 

and skins from the Tugen. IBEAC's prima~ ail'!l· .. was to make a profit .and 

administer the region and this led to hostili~jes with· the indigenous people. In 

1894 Fredrick Jackson was posted to Eldama Ra.vine and he was able to 

transform the centre from a mere resting and replen'ishing point for caravans to 

an active station for spreading British imperialis~. 3~-: Following an Intelligence 

Report of 1902, the British government rea{bsed t6e potential of the district.35 

. 
During the same year, the colonial administratio11. imposed a hut tax on the 

people. While several demands were made· to- the•people to pay, these were 

totally ignored. This did not amuse the colonial ~dministration who in 1905 

organized a scheme to punish the Tugen once ·arid for all. A huge punitive 

expedition, made up of Sudanese Nubians, Maasai trq.iD Uasin Gishu and others, 

led by the colonial officer based in Eldama Ravine riiade a systematic attack on 
·. .·.· ' 

the Tugen. According to the Intelligence ReporJ:, the expedition avoided the 
·. ' \' 

jungles and followed the open and even slopes of: the middle belt of the hilly 

Tugen terrain.36 
. ·· .. ·: . 
• 

.. ; 

31 Munro, Colonial Rule and the Kamba, pp. 114-116. · ;~~ 
u~ ~ 
33 Joseph Thompson, Through Maasailand (London, 1885). 
34 KNA/BAR/1/1/2, Baringo District Intelligence Report, 1902. 
35 Ibid. 
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The expedition leaders applied a scorched earth pblicy. Every house that had no 

.. , . 

tax receipt was razed to the ground and all food. supplies in the granaries were 
' 

· destroyed. The only things that remained were goats, cattle and seeds taken in 

gourds to the bush for hiding by the owners. The expedition took about ten days , .. 
to complete its mission. At the end of it all, they left a burning trail extending from ., 
Eldama Ravine to Kapluk in the Kerio Valley. near~;Kapnorok. For the Tugen this 

. .. 
was the final straw as far as their opposition t~ the payment of taxes was 

concerned. In short, it destroyed any other form of resistance to colonial rule by 

the Tugen. Indeed the Tugen succumbed to ~'?-~al brutality and had found out 

that it was easier to look for various ways of pay~ng their taxes through the sale 

of hides and skins and livestock to save their J~~perty from being burned. This 

desperation had the effect of making them sell :their produce at throw away 

prices to the Swahili and Somali traders. In later-·· ;:mnual reports, the District 

Commissioner would always make the positive· c~'.11ment that all annual taxes 

had been paid. 37 
· :~ 

' 

Neighbouring the Tugen, were the Keiyo who gravitated to the three zones of the 

lower Kerio valley, the escarpment ledges and the highland plateau that bordered 
. ' 

European farms. Like in other parts of the protectorate, the levying of the hut tax 

before 191 O was arbitrary, punitive and enormous·. 38 In fact right from 1903, the 

colonial administration never made any systematic- attempt at the enumeration of 
. ' . 

Keiyo huts. Instead they went on a looting spree s~izing sheep, goats and cattle 

and, 

Generally having made a fairly handsome collection, the British quite 
willingly departed, and for most of another year left the escarpment 
people's virtually unmolested. They drove their accumulated stock to 
district headquarters in Baringo \/{~ere the garrison subsisted upon it 
until the meat-supply became. exhausted; the next annual tax 
collection then became due, and an expedition set out for the hills 
once again. To call this tax a '.tax collection' was pretentious in the 
extreme.39 · ·\ · · 

36 Ibid. , 
37 KNA/BAR/1 /16/, Baringo District Annual Reports,. 1906-191 ~-. 
38 D .A. Low 'British East Africa: The Establishment of British Rule, 1895-1912', Vincent Harlow 
and E .M Chilver (eds.) A History of East Africa (O~ford, 1963), p.40. 
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This bestowed on the Keiyo a feeling that the tax ;~ijlledors were ill-mannered 

colonial revenue collectors who had to be done with speedily. But considering the 

military weakness of the people, it became practical for the people to pay when 

cornered and evade them when possible. 

Tax collection from the Keiyo was indeed a vio·l~nt process. It left some 

impoverished and others in constant flight. In ad~~on, the amount of money 
•,.t,. 

levied was higher than could easily be raised by th~'...-semi-pastoral Keiyo whose 

economic activity revolved around cattle keeping.4g'The result was a game of 

hide-and seek in which the Keiyo mastered the ~rt ·of evasion, dodging and 

instant flight. There were of course many ot~ers· \Vh.O grudgingly paid to avoid 

harassment. With the emergence of labour opport~ni.ties in the settler occupied 

Uasin Gishu plateau, some Keiyo ·seized the chance tq acquire an income for the 

payment of taxes and other goods. Others ~ere able_. ~o save money which they 

later used to establish and engage in private. entre'*neurship. Businesses like 

butcheries, maize meal grinding, lorry transpqrt anf i°he growing of cash crops . ' . . ' ' 

sprang up as a result of the surpluses accumulated from migrant wage labour.41 . . . 
The argument here is that despite the exploitative nature of colonial taxation, the 

Keiyo were resourceful people for being able to pay their taxes and save some 

for starting new enterprises. 

Before the outbreak of the First World War, it was however the Giriama of the . 
Kenyan coast who most violently rejected the many demands made on them by 

the colonial state. Giriama economic life was centred on the cultivation of grain, 

particularly maize, which was sold to the Arabs. In addition, men , found 

employment as labourers in Arab plantations. These economic activities were 

only sufficient to maintain the Giriama livelih~~d but not adequate to pay for 

colonial taxes that gave them no immediate benefits. In sum, the Giriama revolt 
., 

can be viewed as having been caused by a floundered attempt to peasantize the 

39 Ibid. 
40 Tarus, 'The Keiyo During the Early Colonial Period', pp. 35-44. 
41 Ibid. . 
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traditional Giriama cultivators. Brantley has ,ehi'phasised the negative economic 

impact colonial rule had on Giriama society that cµlminated into the revolt.42 .,~ 
The Giriama first came into contact with a British administrator in 1912. His name . ./ 

was Arthur Champion and took his posting ·-a~qng the Giriama to mean one of 

merely collecting hut and poll tax.43 Due to_ this fac~. ·the administrator rarely spent 
. ', 

time to appreciate the grievances of the Girian;ia, visiting them only once in a 

year to collect taxes and even demanding arrears ·.that went back to two years. . . 
One of the major causes of the uprising had cons~queritly to do with the activities 

of Champion who sent tax collectors to enforce. pfiyment. Failure to collect the 

correct amount that he had demanded often led· to· the expropriation of livestock 

and grains from granaries or even the burning ·of h~uses of tax defaulters.44 One 

man is reported to have died while runnin~ away from the tax collectors because 
... 

of the demand that he had to pay for all the years he had evaded the payment of 
\. 

his hut and poll tax.45 It was common for the tax .collectors to demand both the 
• I 

current tax and the arrears, which naturally affected the people's ability to pay. 

The Giriama resistance of 1913-14 was caused by the eagerness of the colonial 

administration to destroy a flourishing Giriama grain-economy. Th~ colonial 

administration not only moved the Giriama to low-quality land away from the 
.. 

grain markets but also pressurised local chiefs to .. collect taxes more efficiently 

and to mobilise Giriama men for wage eooj:>loym~nt.46 In fact, the movement of 

people to a new region was also meant to keep P.eople in· one village for easy 

collection of tax and as a reservoir for labour. This·interference with the Giriama . 
economy by the colonial state led to an uprising,· ~hich the British government .. 
blamed on Kenya's colonial administration.47 

·. 

42 See Cynthia Brantley, 'Mekatilili and the Role of Women.in Giriama Resistance' Donald 
Crummey (ed.), Banditry, Rebellion and Social Protest in Africa (London, 1986), pp. 333-349. 
43 Ibid. 
44 KNA/COAST/1/16/, Coast Annual Report, 1909-1914. : 
45 Ibid. · . 
46 For a comprehensive study see Cynthia Brantley, The Giriama and Colonial Resistance in 
Kenya: A Study in Resilience and Rebellion 1800-1920 .(Berkeley, 1981 ). 
47 Fredrick Cooper, From Slaves to Squatters: PlantatJ.on Labour and Agriculture in Zanzibar and 
Coastal Kenya, 1890-1925 (Nairobi, 1981), pp. 119-223. 
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The Giriama revolt was in essence against attempts by the colonial state to use 

Giriama labour on European and Arab sisal, coiton, rice and coconut plantations, 

an eventuality that was rejected by the Giriama. The Giriama are described in the 

annual reports as being the most averse to working for wages. As colonial 

administrators explained it was due to ' ... abundance of food, drink, freedom of 

expression, good health among the people and sto~k - what more does the 

native of Africa want'.48 As stated earlier, their land.j,ad been expropriated and 

· hut and poll taxes collected in order to force .them into wage labour.49 The 

Giriama almost invariably had a hut for each wife· and different ·families never . 
resided in the same house. Consequently, polygarnous families were severely 

affected and this. fact was a major cause of terision and the revolt. On the other 

hand, the defaulters were made to pay huge amounts in the form of fines, which .. 
in the first place they would not afford to pay.: The ··adr:ninistration took the non­

payment of taxes by the defaulters to mean defiance of. authority. This led in 

1914 to a situation whereby Giriama sacred sites· known as Kayas were 

destroyed. 50 

.. . ~ 
One factor that came out was that the coloni~I administrators themselves 

realised that it was impossible to dissolve Gidama hatred of European 

administration.51 The people had developed an attitude of passive resistance 

towards the administration through non-co-operatiop in the payment of taxes and 
• 

other civil responsibilities, like the making of roads., the carrying of materials for 

building government houses in the reserves and r~fusal to join the labour force . ,,. 
as migrant wage earners. Despite the coercive ii~ture of the colonial state, 

however, the Giriama were resourceful and devised·. riucnerous ways to evade the . . 

payment of taxes when they could not afford them. 
I 

Several cases were reported in the annual reports 0t Giriama men dodging the 

payment of hut tax even if they had the rupees to do so. For instance, a case is 
. ~ 

reported of a Giriama adult man who informed th·e tax collectors that he had · 

neither the money nor commodities to convert into c~sh. But on being told that 

... 
48 KNA/COAST/1/1/116, Malindi political and administrative file, -1'!io6-1913. 
49 For a synopsis of the Giriama revolt, see A. Temu 'The Giriarr,a War, 1914-1915', B .A. Ogot 
{ed.) War and Society in Africa (London, 1972), pp.215- 236. · 

0 Norman Leys, Kenya, pp. 142-155. . 
51 Temu, 'The Giriama War, 1914-1915', p. 221. 
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he would be given three days to pay the money, ·and if at the expiration of that 

time, he had not paid, he was to be summon~d .. to the headquarters at Shimoni 

and made to provide labour in lieu, the man paici';money immediately.52 A second 
i 

case was reported by the sub-Commissioner of M~mbasa in 1905 that, 'late last 

night a letter was received from the Liwali of V~ga collecting hut tax that his 

party has been attacked by the waGiriama wh·o :refuse to pay adult tax to the 

Liwali. Police have not yet come and so I can.not' say if he has been killed .. . I 

have added three more police to the Liwali escort and have instructed them to 

collect simple tax until ... steps shpuld be tak~n in this matter'.53 These were 

indeed signs of dissatisfaction and were to be~.m,e. more pronounced with the . • .. . · .. 
Giriama uprising in 1913-14. ·~>· 

· A complete study of the causes, course and consequences of the revolt have 

been thoroughly discussed elsewhere and we need not go into details here. 54 

Suffice it to mention the fact that the Giriama revolt was led by a woman named 

Mekatalili and one man called Mwadori Ngo~yu. Mekatalili was an elderly 
: . 

Giriama widow who with Mwadori toured the Giriama region in 1913 and 

encouraged resistance to the British particularly the efforts to recruit Giriama 

labour and to collect tax. Like the initiators of tlie · Maji-Maji rebellion there was 

extensive use of traditional oaths, spells and. magic_ as a unifying factor and to 

enforce non co-operation. She provided a centr:a!· focus for the Giriama, who . 
mobilised to oppose British demands. The coloniat:. officials wrongly called her a 

'witch', for the simple fact that she had been able,to·coalesce the interests of the 
.' ... 

Giriama taxpayers, most of whom were poor worn.en, powerless men and ageing 
... 

elders. All she did was to take charge and lead t~e challenge against the various 

forms of colonialism and the rejection of those Giriama who were collaborating 

with the British by not only paying taxes but ~Isa" participating in its collection.55 

The revolt was, however, crushed with viciousness and brutality the colonial 

administration had come to be identified witt,. Huts were burnt, farms destroyed 

52 Ibid. 
53 Ibid. This was contained in a letter from the sub-commissioner Vanga district, Mr. Chaslluise to · 
the Assistant Deputy Commissioner circular N0.42 on the IT)ethods used in tax collection. 
54 See Brantley, The Giriama and Colonial Resistance in Ke'r}ya. · 
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and up to 400 people were killed. This was indeed a· massacre. People were 

forced to flee their homes and seek refuge in nearby towris like Mombasa. Those 

suspected to have been involved in the revolt were Jiiled and others banished to 

labour camps.56 Thereafter Mekatalili was in 1914 de#orted to Kisii in the western . . . 
part of the protectorate, but escaped during th~ same year and found her way to 

her home and continued with the same protest. Sh"e was, however, recaptured 
' 

and exiled to Kismayu (where Harry Thuku was to b~· banished to later in 1922). . . 
She was released in 1919 and by that time th~· Gi'riama resistance had been 

completely broken. On her return, the people still considered her a heroine and 

the de facto leader of the Giriama. She had given her people the unity of 

. purpose.57 According to Cynthia Brantley, Mekatalili vyas led to action by her, ' ... 

anguish over the growing disintegration of Giriama SiOCiety' and particularly the 

fact that the British were in the process of destroyinj' Giriama institutions like the 

sacred Kayas.58 Drawing upon her charisma and rpystique, Mekatalili called for 

unity rather than war, but the British mind was only psyched for war in their game 

of domination and control, so as to be able to extract,.the hut and poll tax and to .. 
recruit labourers.59 

' . ' .. 
By the end of the revolt in 1915, the Giriama were embittered, a fact that did not 

escape the attention of the colonial administrators who acknowledged the fact 

that the Giriama no longer recognised any ·authority at all. The colonial 

administrators made many demands on the Giriama to subdue and dominate 

them. The goal was to totally impoverish the Giriama people and force them to 

labour for the white settlers. To achieve that goal ary enormous fine of Rs. 100 

OOO or three goats each was imposed on the people for attempting to challenge 

colonial hegemony.60 In addition, the Giriama Jost livestock with many being 
.. 

mutilated and others forcefully confiscated. The fine was insufferable and 

55 _For a li~ely_and literary discussion of Mekatalili see Ngugi~a-jhi~ngo, Detained: A Prisoner's 
D1ary (Na1rob1, 1981 ), pp.46-48. · )It} .. · 
56 Brantley, The Giriama and Colonial Resistance in Kenya,' p. '21; 1'he figure of four hundred dead 
was considerably a large and massive figure considering the population of the Giriama. But this is 
a figure found in literally all the writings on the Giriama revolt. F9r instance, Robin Cohen, 
'Resistance and Hidden forms of Consciousness amongst African Workers', Review of African 
Political Economy, 19, 1980, p. 15. · . 
57 Brantley, 'Mekatilili and the Role of Women in Giriama Resistance' p. 345. 
58 Ibid. . 
59 Ibid. 
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burdensome since at the end of the day, ~ach P.erson had to pay Rs 5 towards 
. ~- . 

meeting the communal fine that was additionaily· imposed.61 During the same 

year, they were required to raise a hundred labourers, surrender all bows and 

arrows and accept to be .moved to a low. quality land away from the grain 

markets. They also had to surrender their leaders under which the Giriama elders 

were given only ten days to fulfil the set terms. _T.h'e Giriama could certainly not 

fulfil these conditions in the time allotted, but the; fe~r of another massacre kept .. 
them under check.62 ..... 

One reason why tJ1ey would not fulfil the conditio,is_ is because of the fact that the 

community was embittered following the indisc·~inate killing of their people . 
. ; 

Secondly, the people were impoverished owing to the fact that having been 

relocated, they now lived in a desert country an~ ~ependent on erratic rains and 

rapacious Indians who wanted to enslave them·, t-0 work in their plantations and 

other endeavours. The Giriama response thus shifted to passive resistance by 
~ 

refusing to enter into the wage labour economy. rnstead, some preferred to pay 
i 

their hut and poll tax through loans from Arab and.j_dian moneylenders.63 Those 

who could not afford to borrow and had no other rh~ans of raising the tax money 

devised other judicious options. Several to~l< to the bush at the sight of the tax 

collectors, hut counters and other agents of the col.pnial administration. When the 

tax collectors became insistent in their. tax exaction, some sections of the 

Giriama physically attacked them. In 1916., the colonial administration resorted to . . 
the burning of houses they found deserted. Ttrose arrested were fined and/or 

•. . 

herded to prison to· work in forced labour_ •camps.64 In other words, the 

relationship between the colonial state and the Girjama had become extremely 
I. 

restrained, because the Giriama chose to maintain their independence to being 

subservient to colonial settler capitalism. .·. 

Post-war African reaction to taxation, 1918-19~3 

In the aftermath of the First World War, Ogot has argued that: 

6° KNNDC/, Makongeni file No. 281 /5/7 /17 Annual Report, 1915-1921. 
61 KNNPC/COAST/1/12/170/, Coast Province Hut and Poll Tax file, 1915-1918. 
62 Ibid. 
63 KNNCOAST/1/10/147/,Malindi District Annual Report, 191.2-1918. 
M~ . 
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In the eyes of the Africans, the experience .transformed the Europeans 
from supermen to men - they were· brmi1ht down to earth from the 
clouds. Before the war the Europeans were · not only feared - they 
were regarded as some marvellous little gods whose nature and 
constitution were different from tho.se of other mortals. But the war 
changed all this. During the war, th~ Europeans and African soldiers 
ate, washed, slept and fought together. The Africans soon discovered 
that there was nothing superhuman about the white man.65 

Significantly, the war had considerable impact o9n the development of anti-... 
colonial protest movements. In 1919, the Nandi lost most fertile land in the 

reserve to European settlers under the ex-soldier s.ettlement scheme. This was 

followed in 1919 by the infamous Northey circulars t~at required the use of force 

to compel Africans into migrant wage labour. Here women and children were 

obliged to work on European farms particularly in the picking of coffe~. But in the 
. : ... 

aftermath of the war, Africans had confidence and:.~~!.ame assertive in rejecting 

many of the colonial policies they did not like. Fdr in.~tance, African grievances 

included, land alienation, forced labour, the Kipa~de pass system and the 

increase of hut and poll tax in 1920 from ten to twenty.shillings. 
~ . 

. :,. 
These demands had placed a heavy burden on .Affi~ans who, in .various ways 

. ..• •.:=. 

and in diverse regions, reacted sharply to protect their interests against these 

discriminatory and oppressive policies. Ogot has rightly observed that by 1918, 

the African was restless and volatile. Life in rural, as well as in urban, Kenya had ., 

deteriorated into a life of indenture for the maj9rity of the inhabitants.66 Africans 

resident in urban centres were faced with a myriad problems ranging from poor . . 
housing in the slums, racism, unemployment,. discr~r,inatory laws and had to 

contend with the payment of both rents and ·taxes.67. Rural areas had to vie too 

with shortage of land due to settler alienation, o.ver~tocking, forced migrant 

labour and high rates of taxation. These c9l6nia~ measures were extremely 

oppressive and various communities waged a qjfter st~uggie between the end of 
(·: 

the war and 1923. Among them were the Kamba, th~ J<eiyo, the Luo and Luyia 

65 Bethwell A. Ogot 'British Administration in the Central Nyanza District of Kenya, 1900-1960', 
Journal of African History, 4, 2, 1963, p. 259. : .. •. 
66 Ogot, 'Kenya under the British, 1895-1963', in Zamani: A Surveydf East African History, pp.265-
267. . 
67 See Furedi, The Mau Mau War in Perspective, pp.1-5. 
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of Nyanza·, the Nandi of the Rift Valley a~d th~ veritable challenge to British 
. . 

colonial hegemony by the Kikuyu led by Harry ltiuku. 

. '. With the outbreak of the First World War,· ~-tl~e Kamba were faced with 

considerable pressure not only to provide military_ labour in the form of the carrier 

corps but were also required to provide livestoc~ j) feed the soldiers. Besides in 
._ .. 

1916, there was a dramatic increase in the rate rot hut and poll tax in order to 
.. ~. 

support the imperial government's attempts to me'et the cost of fighting the war. 

These excessive demand for taxes reached _:a- :Ji,vel where even the colonial 
C •. ,,. - . 

government itself was alarmed. In a letter to all S~~J>r Commissioners, the Chief 

Native Commissioner, whose responsibilities included African taxation, stated 

that: 

There seems to be a certain .amount" of reason to suppose that in 
order to obtain their hut tax, natives are selling foodstuffs beyond the -
margin of safety, without leaving themse.lves either sufficient to eat 
during the rest of the season or sufficient for seed purposes. You are 
requested to make very careful investigations, and do your utmost to 
discourage any sale of food:·, If you .·think that there is a serious 
probability of famine later on in the yea·r, ,you should rerort at once to 
this office, in order that timely measures may be taken.6 

. 

Consequently, the Native Foodstuffs Ordinance- was passed in the Legislative . 
Council that prohibited the sale of grain to .forestall any shortages of African food. 

But by December of the same year, 25 352 .Rupees had been collected as cash 

money for taxes from the Kamba people. Additionally, 118 cattle and 412 goats 

were also collected. It is probable that some of the money obtained came from • . ·,: 

the illicit sale of grain and livestock for the latte_r''(Vould easily be converted into 

cash for the purchase of food. 
" 

It is clear, therefore, that the Kamba eco~Omy c~-~nder stress between 1918 
, , r.!·.'.'i ·.: 

to 1923. As a result because of the law prohibi~jng the sale of grain, several 

Kamba preferred to be squatters in the European :-~ettler farms. This option gave 

them access to adequate grazing land ·or? th~ · Athi. and Kapiti plains.69 In the 

words of Fo~bes Munro, 'the Kamba, by -~quci'tti~g, .reiterated that they would 
. . .. ' 

68 KNA/DC/MKS/25/3/1, Machakos District. Letter No.-127a l7-i_1t6 Circular 2. 
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willingly enter employment to serve their own purposes and that, secure cash 

incomes from the domestic economy, the reward~f°they sought were primarily 
. . : ~;~; . . 

non-monetary'.70 This was because the family ui111it wi;is able to remain together. 

The tax collectors had no access to them and yvo~1l:~i1y on the white settler to 
. .. : 

pay for them in lieu of labour rendered. But by 1923, actual tax revolts by the 
. . ·f. ' 

Kamba had become exceptional. This was due to ll'\~ fact that the Kamba had 

established a market for their goods through commercial networks based on the 
1j' • 

port town of Mombasa with the Arabs, the Swahili ~od···the Somali providing and 

important link. Emergent towns also had in the.~· Indian shopkeepers who . . 
supplied a market for small items like eggs, chicken G\f'ld even foodstuffs whic_h ...... ' ··• . 

helped the Kamba obtain cash for the payment: of taxe~. In addition, the railway .· . 
transport gave them new market opportunities to sell the_ir bulky commodities like 

maize, millet, peas, beans and hides and skins.·:$ome of the Kamba were, 
. . 

therefore, able to raise cash for the pay_ment 'ot., ·their taxes without being 
... 

constrained to enter into wage labour.71 

As intimated earlier, hut and poll tax had been ·increased in 1916 in order to meet 

the costs of the war and among those affected wen3' for example the Luo and . . 

Luyhia peoples of Nyanza province. Hitherto, under ~ohn Ainsworth the province 

had by 1914 _been able to pay its taxes through the sale of export commodities. 
. ,• ... 

But with the outbreak of the war and lack of government incentives, which in any 

event favoured settler farming, African commodity production was discouraged. 

The Africans, therefore, had few alternatives tj pay the already enlarged hut and 

poll tax. In 1921, there was an increase of. the tax from Rs. 12 to Rs.16 per 
·.·., 

person in Nyanza province. Jhat same year some ~uo and luyhia leaders such 

as Jonathan Okwirri, Benjamin Owuor and Simeon t:,J,yende among others formed 

the Young Kavirondo Association.72 Most at the·. founders were disaffected 

members of the Church Missionary Society. ·(~MS'.). ·:ihe association was also 
,. 

known as Piny Owacho (will ofthe people). It was launched at a meeting held at 

Lundha on 23 December 1921, and attended by· ~bout one thousand local 

people. The movement articulated a number' of grievances and made several 

69 Munro, Colonial Change amo~g the Kamba, p. 93. 
70 Ibid. 
71 Ibid. 
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demands. At the start, it d·emanded the abolitiory;Jtforced labour camps and the 

Kipande (pass book) system. It also registered .its· opposition to the increase of 
. : ;,. . . 

hut and poll tax and the lowering of the Afric~Ji. wages from seven shillings a 

month to five shillings or even four shillings dep·~.dding on the employer. The Piny 

Owiny also protested to the colonial gov~~nm~ritf ~gainst the system of forced 
. . ':~ .... ,.· 

labour that particularly impacted on those una.bl:/f y their hut and poll tax." 

. t:~P . 

The Association furthermore demanded to h;ive ophtrol of education and greater 
. ., .... 

political power through the appointment of a pararriount chief. In other words, the .... 
movement aimed at ameliorating the poor condifjons of the African people. 

Governor Edward Northey met officials of,.the Piny Owacho movement and 
. . 

consented to some of their demands. For example, he announced the abolition . . 

of the labour camps and a special reduction ·of the hut and poll tax from 16 

shillings to 12 shillings was made for the Lµo Pf:Ople. These concessions were, 

however, not implemented just as he had d~~lined to abolish the Kipande 

pointing out that the Kipande had been intr~duced for identification purposes and 

was aimed at benefiting the Africans.74 Ii .:Vas therefore never abolished and 

remained an important device of controlling m.fgrant labour. And as for his 

circulars of 1919 that attempted to introduce forced labour, Northey, stated that 

some parts of the circular were to be ame~d~ to state that, 'when unemployed 

young men are found in the Reserve, enquiries ·should be made as to whether 

they have paid their poll tax. No actual force ~ari'._be employed to compel a man 

to go out to work, he can, however, be made to pay.-his tax' .75 It is clear from the 
. . ' 

above statement that although the Northey'laboLJr circular of 1919 was rescinded 

and modified, it still contained elements of compulsfon. 

Looking back, the association had indeed achieved limited goals. But the most . . . . 
significant was the fact that the colon.ial .admiri_ii;,tration had listened to · and 

addressed some of the grievances that affli.cted the African people. The 

Association was, however, not contented wtth thl3 limited changes and continued 

to fight the inequalities of the colonial state against the African people. Africans 

72 KNA/CKDAR/, South Nyanza District Annual Report, 1921-1922. 
73 Ibid. · 
74 McGregor Ross, Kenya from Within, p. 19. 
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paid the hut and poll tax, but without correspondini. benefits like adequate 

schools, medical facilities and an infrastrl!~ture: P~aring that the co1onia1 
. .• 

government would ban the Association, Archdeacon ·Walter Edwin Owen, who 
. . . . 

was in-charge of Nyanza province from 1918 to 1944, changed the name of the 
·. . i 

.association to Kavirondo Taxpayers and Weilfc;1rEf Association (KTWA). The 
·. :· ' ',, . 

change of the name was only a public relations exe1cise that did not alter the 
. . .. .': ;:.-:• 

status of the tax- payers. Owen saw himself as th~ ,ptC,tector of African interests 

and a champion of social justice and argued· that',' \ .. Africans he maintained, 

were men, and had therefore to make their own future. '76 The new KTWA under 
' ' ~ 

the patronage of Owen, concentrated on welf~re and ~griculture and lost much of 

its political character. 

Owen wc;1s a European who watered down the origi.n~I radicalism of the group, 

neutralised it, played down the aspirations of tl',1e delegates . and ultimately 

converted the Association into a kind of welfare club. Okaro-Kojwang in his 
·t· 

article on KTWA has concluded that Owen benefited ·not the Africans but the 

authorities. 77 But it is remarkable that the founders. ~f "the association saw fit to 

include the term 'taxation' in its title. This was ·a pointer, most likely, that the 

levying of hut and poll tax was an important political issue. 78 

• 

A fundamental change to the way taxes were collected and used in colonial 

Kenya arose among the Kikuyu. Indeed, it required t~e revolt of the Kikuyu as the 

most numerous community in Kenya in 1923 to make the colonial state treat 

African grievances with the seriousness they deserved. Harry Thuku did a lot to . . 
arouse the political consciousness of the · Kenyar,·:_·people. He sought and 

·• 
obtained support from various parts of the _country. He symbolised the Kikuyu 

and Kenyan people's rejection of taxation without· .representation. His activities 

alarmed the colonial government into introducing a propaganda document called 
. • 1,' 

Tangazo ya Serikali (Government Announcement) to counteract the activities of 

75 Brett, Colonialism and Underdevelopment in East Africa, p. 188. 
76 Ogot, 'Kenya under the British, 1895-1963',.P- 263. . :. . 
77 K .M.Okaro- Kojwang, 'Origins and Establishment of the Kavirondo Taxpayers Welfare 
association', in Brian Mclntosch (ed.) Ngano: Studies.in Traditionafand Modem East Africa History 
iNairobi, 1983), pp. 111-128. · · 
6 See J.M., Lonsdale, 'Political Associations in Western Keny~. in Robert I Rotberg and Ali 

Mazrui, Protest and Power in Black Africa (New York, 1970), pp.601-618. 
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Thuku who for the first time challenged the legitimacy of British colonialism. The 

newsletter was distributed within Nairobi by G.V. Maxwell who was the Chief 
. ' 

Native Commissioner, in an attempt to counteract the rising popularity of Thuku's 

anti-colonial activities. 79 

' ... 
According to Carl Rosberg and John Nottingharr,·. Harry Thuku (1895-1970) was 

the pioneer of African political protest in the early 1920s and hero of the Kikuyu 

political consciousness. 80 As .shown earlier, among other Kenyan people, the 

First World War had brought various and immediate ·hardships. Taxes were . . 

increased to be followed by a reduction in wages, The most affected people were 

the Kikuyu. All these factors presented African~ with a clearly defined enemy, a 
. . 

scenario exploited by Thuku who articulated the various African grievances. He . 
opposed wage reduction, forced labour of. wo~r:i. the· indignities inflicted by 

chiefs, the misdeeds· of the 'tribal' police, ·conip\.ils.ory unpaid labour on roads, 

arbitrary legislation centred on land and labour, arn{.more crucial, the increase of 

hut and poll tax to 16 shillings.81 Thuku called ftjr the abolition of the hut tax since 
l . 

it was an inequitable imposition levied on Africans· but not on Europeans and the 

Asians.82 

,·, .. 
His political strategy was to rally the Ke~yari .~asses to overcome the many 

demands made on them by the colonial · adrr1inistration by means of mass 

protests, demonstrations, petitions and other -non-violent actions.83 During the 

revolt, it is estimated that about 21 to 200 people pied.84 Like all the leaders of 

the resistance movements, Thuku was arrested a~d··deported to Kismayu under 

the 1909 Removal of Natives Ordinances th~t -~tated that, 'any native ... 

conducting himself so as to be dangerous to ·peate to good order is to be 

79 KNA/MKS/25/3/1, 1921-1924, Machakos District Repo·rt. A public announcement by G V. 
Maxwell who was the Chief Native Commissioner. ·, 
8° Carl C.G. Rosberg and John Nottingham, The Myth of 'Mau Mau': Nationalism in Colonial Kenya 
(Nairobi: Transafrica, 1985), p. 37. See also George liennett,'Kenya: A Political History, the 
Colonial Period, p. 45. · · · ··• 
81 Clough, Taking two Sides, pp. 53-57. .-:: .• . 
82 See footnote 1 of this chapter. · 1,. , . 
83 How the mass protest was organized and broken by the colgnial s~ate has been described many 
times Among others see Maina wa Kinyatti, 'Mau Mau: the P.eak of African Political Organization in 
Colonial Kenya', Kenya Historical Review, 5, 2, 1977. • ;· 
84 Rosberg and Nottingham, The Myth of Mau Mau, p.37. 
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deported.'85 The protest was, however, not i.n, V~in. ·, The hut and poll tax was 

reduced from 16 Shillings to 12 shillings. After his relea:s_ei after nine years, Thuku 

was a humbled man and offered no further' ehalleng'e .to colonialism and its 

manifestations until his death in 1970.86 

Conclusion ·. : . r 

This chapter has shown how taxation totally" estrang,ed the people from the 
,:•. 

colonial administration. Africans did not feel obligat~d ~to pay any taxes. At the 

beginning, they considered wage labour demeaning as a way of paying taxes, 

and therefore several avenues emerged for avoiding, taxation. Right from the 
. ! 

origins of taxation in 1901 , the people's resistance against taxation had become 

widespread. It encompassed both the informal and organised, covert and overt, 

individual and also collective opposition. But it h~d .the effect of making the 
I 

colonial state take them seriously. Armed resistance had become pervasive, but 
. .. 

by 1923 it had practically come to an end. It had ~een ended by a series of 

military expeditions staged against such people as;the Kamba, Kikuyu, Nandi, 

Tugen, Luhyia, Luo, Turkana and the Giriama. Lite~a!.ty· all-Kenyan communities 
., ,. r 

in one way or another opposed colonial taxation. qthers rather than engage in 

futile rebelliousness, established themselves, as ~elf-employed artisans and 

entrepreneurs, while others took to cash crop far~ing to pay their taxes. The 

bottom line of colonial taxation was the fact ·that those who suffered the most 

burden were the old who could not work, the very· young who were still under the • 
guardianship of their parents and, therefore, had no property of their own, the 

poor and the incapacitated. 

•• 
There was a general reluctance to pay taxes due-:to irritation with government 

.-•' . 
policy, a feeling of general neglect, abuse, paucity of expenditure on the Africa 

services like education, medical facilities and infrastructure. Meanwhile, the 

method of forceful collection of taxes worsened the system. The chiefs in 

particular extorted more than was required which helped enrich them. In fact, 

corruption in Kenya is partly traceable to the activiti~~ of the early tax collectors -~ 
and the pioneering role of the chiefs. To ensure that adequate taxes were 

85 Mungeam, Kenya Documents, p.52. 
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collected to serve their interests and those of the administration, the chiefs were 

in the forefront of coercing migrant wage labour. The white settlers too, had 

demanded that taxation be used to encourage. migrant labour. This was begun 

during the reign of Sir Charles Eliot from 1901. C~nsequently, by 1923 migrant 
; 

labour had become a way of life and the principal means of earning a livelihood 

for an increasing number of males. 

, . 

• 

86 See autobiography, Harry Thuku: An Autobiography (Nairobi, 1970). 
l 
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I• .... 
CHAPTER FOU~,. · .•.. 

PEASANT RESISTANCE TO TAXATION AND STATE RESPONSE, 1895-1923 

I Harry Thuku, am greater than you Europeans. I am even greater 
than the Chiefs of this country. How is that I have left Nairobi without 
being arrested if it is not because ram a great man? I desire if the 
Europeans tell you that to do any sort of work at all that you tell them 
Harry Thuku has refused to allow you to make camps, or to make 
roads, or to work in the station or for the Public Works Department, or 
to give out food for porters or firewood. Hearken, everyday to pay hut 
tax to the Europeans of Governm.ent. .Where is it sent? It is their task 
to steal the property of the Akikuyu.' :. 

-Harry ThLJku ~ .. .. 
Introduction .. •, 

African resistance to colonial rule in Kenya has already been the subject of 

intensive study and there is no need to repe~t that story here.2 Suffice to mention 

the fact that what is lacking is a close look at how taxation grievances together 
' . 

with other colonial afflictions, like land loss and forced labour, made African 

protests almost inevitable. In other words, the hi~~ry of Kenya from 1895 and for 

the next twenty-five years is littered with nur~r'tus punitive hut and poll tax 
·.1:; . 

expeditions and African direct response. Du~i~g ~h~t period, the British exposed 

the extraordinary degree of violence they were ready to unleash to collect the hut 

and poll tax, and to stamp their authority so as to avoid humiliation of defeat from 

their new subjects. ',· 
• 

Harry Thuku has aptly summed up the varl>us ·causes of peasant resistance 
' ' 

during the early phase of colonial rule betweeri 1895 and 1922. Among the many 

other grievances he has cited were the harassment by the chiefs, forced labour 

on roads, camps, and Public Works Department and the brutal conditions in 
1 

which the Kikuyu women were forced to work L,Jnder while picking coffee. But 
. · ... · 

more germane to our study is Thuku's fundamental ·and enigmatic question about .. ; 

colonial African hut tax: Where is it senn (my emphasis). In an answer to his own ·.' 
question, Thuku averred that colonial taxation wa_s -in essence about the theft of 

1 Harry Thuku in 1922, quoted from Jeremy Murray-Brown, Kenyatta (London, 1972), p. 86. 
2 See the authoritative work of John Lonsdale, 'The Conquest State, 1895-1904', Ch. 1, Ochieng' 
(ed.) A Modern History of Kenya, pp. 6-34. 
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the property of his own people, the Kikuyu. ln·;·~o#; the various resistance to 

colonialism were due in no small part to the fact that the African people were 

forcefully required to pay a hut and a poll tax. A& has been shown in the two 

preceding chapters, the taxes that were collected went into servicing the colonial 
. ,: . 

administration, maintaining law and order and. the) promotion ~'bf European 
. !·'( ·• 

infrastructure and agriculture. Equally important., 9Yri!1g the First Word War, 

increased taxation was imposed on Africans t·o su~~-~rt what was essentially a 

foreign war. The war brought stress to the colon(al economy as a result of 

general mobilisation of African manpower and allocqtion of African resources. 
• ,' I 

· This chapter hopes to achieve four goals. The first ·aim is to trace the idea of a 

phase of resistance to taxes and other colonial grievances- common to much of 
• 

Africa-by arguing that taxes were among the first cause-nexus of most of the 

. violent confrontations between the colonial state and African peasants. The main 

aim of this section is to place tax revolts within the\~neral context of colonial 

African resistance to the imposition of hLit and poll· tax. The second goal is to 

discern how taxes impacted on the Kenyan people and the reasons why they 

reacted in the way they did, and how the colonial stat~ responded. The third aim 

is to provide a spatial appraisal of how the various Kenyan people countered the 
.. , 

levying of taxes the way they did and to show that even those who paid did so 

grudgingly. Finally, the chapter comments on wheJher the revolts led to taxes ... 
being increased or decreased and their impact on future colonial policies. The 

entire purpose of the chapter is to demonstrate that taxation was an important, if 

not the most decisive factor, in the many revolts.again•st colonial rule. As will be 

shown, the compulsory payment of taxes certainlr ra.nked high among other 

grievances, such as loss of land and forced labour: 

. '•. 

Tradition of peasant resistance to colonial taxation 

During the·colonial period, life for the African peasant was indeed a struggle for 

survival in many ways. Literally throughout colonial Africa, from the Gold Coast, 

to Nigeria, to Mozambique, Tanganyika and Southe!rh Rhodesia, tax grievances 
. . 

were in fact the commonest cause of African insu_[gent response. As will be 

shown, Africans resisted and modified tax collectio~ in·. many varied ways. Acts of 

.f ... (." 

• 'l 
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resistance ranged from physical resistante, i~iiiigration, banditry, bribery, 
: 3;· -:· . ' 

gravitation to inaccessible terrain and even .PljY,tri~fa_·game of hide-and-seek with 

the tax collector. On the other hand, those who opted for migrant labour and 
. . . 

squatter farming as options, became integrated. i_rto. the colonial economy and 

more often than not, with positive consequences_'of material prosperity. . . . ~. .. . 
. ,' .. 

But the greatest loss for the African people wa~ tba.t taxation encroached on their 
: . 

liberty and their freedom. People were always on'_the lookout for the tax collector 

and ready to take instant flight when the collect~r's presence was announced. In 

fact one of the main objections to the hut an.d poll. tax in colonial Kenya was the 

manner of its administration. Those unable t6 pay.~ere imprisoned or detained. 

The house-to-house canvass mostly by chiefs a~~ h.eadmen, found many people 

not at home. People might be found without re~dy cash. Many, therefore, took 

instant flight at the sight of the tax collector. These taxes were levied on 

individuals without regard to their ability to pay or ahy benefits to be derived. The 

flat rate payment on property and a 'head' tax was certainly at the expense of the 

poor. 

. .. 
These activities had one primary goal of maki(lg metropolitan governments 

minimise public expenditure on colonies and maximise revenue. After all, the 

basic aim of colonialism was to deal in investments that yielded fast benefits. Not . 
only was African taxation to be used to administer its subjects, it was also 

expected to generate revenue for the metropolitan QOVernment possibly to offset 

the cost of colonial administration. There were ·always expensive military and 

administrative apparatus to be maintained and used to conquer recalcitrant 

African societies. 3 African taxation financed . s·everal of these objectives. That 

explains the near obsession of colonial adminis'trf1t~rs with the collection of taxes. 

Taxation was one of the other major methods ·of...raising revenue locally in all . 
colonies without exception. Tax collectors became notorious for the use of force, 

coercion and intimidation, which forced Africans)1:1t9 instant flight and some to 

react violently. The severe and persistent demar:iti for taxes naturally led to 

protracted resistance. : . • 

,i. 
!'·l·t· .... ..... 

·' 
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For instance, Gold Coast under the British was }im;ong the first in Africa to 

impose a poll tax, and became the first one to witness the first instance of a tax 

revolt in 1852.4 In German East Africa, resistance ;o peasant taxation was 

immediate following the German conquest in· 18:85·/ Africans were shackled 

together and marched long distances to work for ~hite: ~ettlers that made most of 

them succumb to diseases and overwork.5 Germa~ ~xploitation took the form of 
I 

forced labour, harsh and cruel rule and the paym.ent of a hut tax, which had 

become compulsory from 1897. But a bigger manifestation of a tax revolt was to 

unfold itself later as the Maji-Maji rebellion of 1905~~907. The immediate cause 

of the uprising was government instituted program.me of compulsory cotton 

growing which African farmers rejected. But the ulilderlying reason was a general • • 
resentment of harsh colonial policies that included forjed labour and ruthless tax 

collection.6 . · \~ 

In the thinking of the colonial administration, tax cottection was actually crucial 
' . 

because it demonstrated on a yearly basis the power of the colonial state and the 

subordination of the African people.7 To achieve ·that· goal, brute force and 

unsavoury tactics were used to impose and collect the hut and poll tax from the 

African peasants. In the words of one colonial official;,'., ... these people must learn 
. . . 

submission by the bullets ... it's the only school; aftw that you may begin more 

modern and human methods of education ... in Africa to have peace you must 

first teach obedience and the only tutor who impresses the lesson properly is the 

sword'.8 As Bruce Berman and John Lonsdale have. eloquently argued, colonial . 
conquest in Kenya was the work of force such.that the British 'employed violence 

on a locally unprecedented scale, and with unprecedented singleness of mind'.~ 

The use of force and intimidation to ensure payment. was viewed by the African 

people as a punitive measure to be resisted by all meari.s . .. 
. . 

3 See Ralph Austen and R. Headrick, 'Equatorial Africa under Colonial Rule', in D. Birmingham 
and M. Martin (eds.) History of Central Africa, 2 vols. (London, 1986'), pp. 61-62. 
4 See F. Agbodeka, Africa Politics and the British Policy and the Gold Coast, 1868-1900 (Chicago, 
1971), pp.131-134. . . 
5 Shivji, Law, State and the Working Class in Tanzania, pp. 11.-12. 
6 Iliffe, Tanganyika under Colonial Rule, 1905-1912, p. 9. . 
7 Shivji, Law, State and the Working Class in Tanzania, pp. 11-12. 
6 Mungeam, British Rule in Kenya, 1895-1912, p. 30. · 
9 Berman and Lonsdale, Unhappy Valley, p. 13. 
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Faced with such a massive and determined colo,ii_al force, the African peasants 

had four choices when it came to the payment of hut and poll tax: to submit, to 

fight, to evade and to flee, all with resultant negative effects. According to Mzee . 

Kipkech arap Kibutit, all options were applied \Yh~n and where the conditions 

dictated and demanded.10 Before the levying and the collection of taxes was 

streamlined, the most common was the orgar:iising. of expeditions against the 

African people. In Kenya, this policy was most-common before the outbreak of . . 
the First World War. The main policy concerns of the colonial administration .. ..• 

were to obtain capitulation to ease the collection of hut and poll tax. For without 

direct African taxation, the colonial state would ~,, unable to function by solely 

relying on indirect taxation and grants-in-aid. Consequently, during the early days 

of colonialism, the introduction of taxes brought wit~ it brutality and violence with 

whole villages being razed to the ground, granaries looted and livestock 

confiscated. A sense of oppression therefori pervaded the entire relationship 
.",· ·.· .. 

between the peasants and the colonial state as· V)fill be shown, for example, 

among the Tugen of Kenya. 11 . . 
But in discussing peasant resistance to taxatior:i in Kenya, most of the policies .. 
applied came from South Africa. The Afrikaners who settled in Kenya from 1902 

played a major role in urging the colonial administration to apply policies that . . 

were already in place in South Africa.12 More prlssing for the white settlers in .. : . 
Kenya, was the call to use taxation as a way~·tl> ·compel labourers into wage 

labour. Africans were at first unwilling to offer their labour and to achieve that, the 

colonial administration first destroyed the self- · sufficiency of the African ' 

economy. It did so by alienating some African lan!1, confiscating some of their 

African livestock and imposing punitive taxation. Consequently, most of the 

revolts witnessed were actually violent responses to agrarian social changes 
'• 

brought about by colonialism, which disrupted the·lives of Africans. 
•. 

10-lnterview with, Kipkech arap Kibutit, 14 March 1999, Kericho,. 
11 KNA/BAR/,Baringo District Annual Reports, 1906-1917. · 
12 David Burton, 'Taxation of Africans: Transvaal 1902-1907, in Kleio, xix, pp. 50-51. Burton has in 
addition given a stimulating overview of the rate, efficiency, wages earned, benefits received and 
the place of taxation in South African history. · · 
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Appraisal of Kenyan peasant tax revolts 

·.:· 
: .. 
I 

A contributory factor to the many revolts was that predatory taxes were never 

part of the pre-colonial economic and social life. ·of Afr!cans. This truism goes a 

long way in explaining their varied responses to the introduction of colonial 

taxation. If there were people in pre-colonial Kenya "Yho paid any form of tax, 

these were the Muslims of the Kenyan coast. Common among the Muslim 

communities of coastal Kenya was the payment of a tax known as Zakat in the 

form of tributes, levies and services, but was never compulsory. This form of 

taxation was known as sadaka ya Zakka or fungu la Mungu (God's share of 

one's goods). Payment was according to individual ability but its primary usage 
. . 

was as alms given to the poor.13 The same pattern of a non-taxed society, was 

also evident among all other Kenyan communities. In fact, one of the reasons the . . 
Somali of Kenya had in refusing to pay ta~es,. was that Islam forbade the 

payment of taxes, the more so if it was imposed by Christians. 

According to Ogot,14 there were few sections of th~ 'KE!nyan people that did not 

experience violent confrontation with the age~ts of the colonial administration. 

The number of livestock confiscated from the vari~.us Kenyan communities 

between 1893 and 1911, is shown below, which in. essence was a form of 

taxation in kind. 

Table 17 British military operations ai;,d livestock confiscated, 1893-1911 

Date 

Nov 1893 

June 1894 

July 1894 

Nov 1895 

March 1895-6 

Feb 1897 

May 1897 

Enemy 

Kabete Kikuyu 

Githunguri 

Kikuyu 

1st Nandi 

Mwala Kamba 

&Northern Kamba 

Kilungu Kamba 

Tugen 

Auxiliaries Livestock Confiscated 

87 Maasai · 928 

124 Maasai 857 

220 Kikuyu 
• 

1 100 

25 Gan<:la 2 730 

300 Kikuyu · 1 860 

: 

Maasa;, Kamba 1 700 
.. 

200 Maa~ai 8 300 

" ' 
.. 

13 J. Spencer Trimingham, Islam in East Africa (Oxford, 1964), p.7'.0'and p.124. 
14 Ogot, 'Kenya under the British Rule, 1895', p. 255. · 
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June 1897 

Nov 1899 

Dec 1899 

July 1900 

Jan 1901 

Sept & Dec 1902 

March 1903 

Feb 1904 

April 1905 

Jan 1906 

June 1906 

Jan 1908 

Dec 1911 

2nd Nandi 

Kamelilo, Nandi 

Central Luo 

· 3rd Nandi 

Pokot 

Tetu Kikuyu 

4th Nandi 

Mathira Kikuyu 

Kipsigis 

5th Nandi 

Embu 

Gusii 

Marakwet 

' .":( 
l' • . . ,. 

400 Maasai 1 640 

75.·Maasai 1 120 

Luo, Luyia, 

Maasai 

1 :,o~ Tugen, 32 840 
: .. ·: 

. " Luo .. 

500 '. Maasai, 10 520 

100 Chamus 

300 Maasai 11 300 

.700 Nandi 4 800 

450 Maasai 9 237 . 
900 Maasai 5 OOO 

1 600 ·somali, -

ry,aa~i. tugen 

Nandi 

10 330 

7 OOO 

358 

Source: Lonsdale, 'The Conquest State, 1895-1904', in Ochieng' (ed.) A Modern 
History of Kenya, 1985), p.20. 

At the beginning of colonial rule in 1895, an_d even during the reign of the IBEAC, 

the forceful confiscation of African cattle was one of taxation, although it was akin 

to looting and pillage. These looted livestock were actually given as payment to 

the many auxiliaries who assisted in the conquest o·f other African communities 

especially the Maasai. This eventually gave0way to formal taxation. 

What is clear from the table is the fact that &JI ·~enyan societies in one way or 

another resisted colonial intrusion. A policy. of divide and rule was employed by 

the British on the Kenyan people who were ma~e antagonistic towards one 

another. For example in 1903, one section of the:Nandi was set against another. 

But despite their inability to act with unity, the Nandi were indeed the indomitable 

tax rebels in colonial Kenya until 1923 when· their resistance was broken once 

and for all. 
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The Nandi people gave the most protracted. chall1nge to colonial hegemony 

between 1895 and 1906 and again in 1923. Betweer, ·those periods, more than 

six expeditions were organised · to subjugate the . Nandi who resisted the 

construction of the railway and the payment of ta~es. 15 Elspeth Huxley has given 

a graphic description of the Nandi rejection of t~1 payment of hut tax. 16 From the · 
·,. 

time the railway line had traversed their land, t~~ Nandi had used all means to 

obstruct its building by stealing the wires arid. pulling up the rails. While the 

railway managed to reach its destination of Kisumu through the employment of 

armed guards, the Nandi never yielded to colonia'i rule and·gained the name of a 

'swarm of bees' .17 Sir Donald Stewart who had taken over from Eliot came in 

person to deal with the situation. He demanded.that ~he Nandi not only produce 

the people pulling up the rails within a mor.ith· but also pay. the hut tax and 
' . . 
•• threatened them with the use of force if the demand was not complied with. 

According to Huxley: · ''1 
The situation throughout the month was tense. There is a story that 
the Collector's native clerk was sent to the chief's boma with a 
demand for a hut tax. He was murd~red and his head sent back to the 
government with a message: 'This is the hut tax of the Nandi'. By the 
end of the month there was no sign of submission. A punitive 
expedition was sent to subdue them. Cor]ipanies of the King's African 
Rifles from Nyasaland and Uganda as· weJl a.s from Nairobi took part ... 
Six columns converged upon the Nandi country and large quantities of 
cattle were confiscated. 18 ' · · · 

Who were the Nandi? During the colonial period, the.Nandi were a semi-pastoral 

people who during the nineteenth century experienced a period of power, 

expansion and prosperity. Having cowed most of their neighbours, the Nandi 
I 

were in no mood to submit to the whims of the white m~n.19 In the same vein the 

anthropologist, G.W .B. Huntingford noted that, 'the Nandi thinks himself at least 

the equal, if not superior to the white man' .20 A ri~mber of other factors have 
' ' 

been given for Nandi resilience from the 1880s to the first quarter of the twentieth 

century. Among them was the nature of their society, which was divided into 

15 T. A.. Matson, Nandi Resistance to Colonial Rule, 189~-1906 (Nairobi, 1973). 
16 Huxley, White Man's Country, p. 157. : • 
17 Private communication with Peter Simatei Tirop. 
18 Huxley, White Man's Country, p. 157. 
19 Ochieng', The Second Word, p.97. 
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territorial units that were easy to defend .. Second, was the institution of the 

Orgoiyot, which acted among the Nandi as a·~nifying factor. He was a traditional .. ... . . 

leader, a ritual expert with religious authority bu·t with no executive authority. His 

role was mostly that of an intermediary, who gave the warriors a sense of 

solidarity and morale that was essential for any fighting unit. But the Nandi 
!• I 

people gave his words and actions the ·ultimate recognition. Additionally, the 
' . 

Nandi had better weapons and military- tact_ics than. their neighbours particularly 

the spear, the bow and the poisoned arrow .. But m_ore important, unlike the British 

forces, the Nandi knew their forested hilly country very well and could escape 

from their pursuers.21 

The British were, however, determined to defeat the Nandi revolt. Use was made 

of other people like the Maasai to subjugate t~e Nandi resistance. The revolt, 

however, did not end until 1905 when Colqnel Meinertzhagen killed the Nandi 

Orgoiyot, Koitalel arap Samoei, in what has been described as cold blood 

murder.22 But while the Nandi appeared ~ubdued, they continued to offer limited 

passive resistance until 1923 when they vigorously protested again against steep 

taxation. 23 

After the defeat of the Nandi, they appear to have go_ne into what Bruce Berman, 

in describing other Kenyan communities in the same circumstances, has termed 

as 'somnolent apathy'.24 This lasted untH 1919 when huge junks of their reserve 

got alienated for the ex-soldier settlement scheme. It was then that Nandi 

grievances against colonialism gained momentum; Diana Ellis25 has eloquently 
• 

captured the resilience and the mood of the Nandi in their land, labour and tax 

protestations of 1923. She has rightly argued that th~ 1920s marked a watershed 

in the Nandi resistance to colonial rule. Her study has gone beyond the Nandi 

paradigm and has done fairness to the entire tax revolts in Kenya. She has 

examined the Nandi protest in its Kenya-wide context. The argument is that the . :- .. 

. 
20 Quoted in Henry Mwarizi, 'African Initiatives,' p. 1q4. 
21 Ochieng', The Second Word, pp. 99-100. · .. · 
22./bid. p. 101. 
23 Matson, Nandi Resistance to Colonial Rule, p. 11. . . . 
24 Berman, Control and Crisis, p. 216. . . ... 
25 Diana Ellis, 'The Nandi Protest of 1923 in the Context of African Resistance to Colonial Rule in 
Kenya', Journal of African History, 18, 4, 1976, pp. 555-575. · 
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Nandi protest was not an isolated one since it was brought about by pressures 

that affected Africans during the period before 1923. The valour of the Nandi 

resistance to British hegemony had more to. do with economic problems like 

alienation of land and extortion of hut and Pf\1: ~ax. The British from 1919 had 

interrupted the Nandi pastoral economy that w~s largely based on cattle raiding; 
. . 

a certainty that did not enthral the warriors W.ho.se livelihood rested on cattle . ' . 

rustling. In addition, Nandi grazing areas ar:,d .··salt licks had been alienated. A 
.·, I 

livestock quarantine had been placed on .the movement of their cattle and this 

created problems since they could not trade to get money to pay their taxes. 

Equally important, the Nandi war veterans during the First World War had 

numerous grievances against the government Most germane was the failure to 

pay them their war pensions as they had been promised on discharge and hence 

would not fulfil their tax obligations. In 1920 the h4t and poll tax had been . . . . 
increased throughout the country from Rs 5 to Hs.B. These pressures pushed the 

Nandi to the wall such that they could not afford to pay .• This was notwithstanding 

the fact that the chiefs and the district administratqrs demanded that taxes be 

paid irrespective of their economic status.26 

This led to a process where from 1919, the gfvernl)lent lost some of its control 

over the Nandi. The first action was the refus~I to pay the hut and poll tax in 

1923. From then on Barserion arap Manyei led the revolt in making the Nandi 

people reject anything to do with the colonial govert,ment. They also resorted to 

traditional ceremonies to mobilise and prepare the people for any eventuality. 

The government felt threatened and deported arap Manyei who became the 

longest serving detainee in Kenya.27 Like the: murder of Koitalel arap Samoei in 

1905, the detention of Manyei dispirited the Na:ndi and they were never again to 

challenge British rule. 

One of the first instances of resistance by Kenyan people to colonial presence 

began with the activities of the IBEAC among the Kamba people who from 1889 

had entered Machakos. J. F. Munro has stated that the cause of friction between 

26 KNA/UG/, Uasin Gishu Political Records, 1917-1923. ·, 
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the Kamba and the agents of the IBEAC ·were .the low calibre of the officials, 

agents, porters and the police appointed _to be in charge of the area. They 

committed crimes of theft, rape and looting plus destruction of property.28 The 

first instance of the people's resistance em.erg~d i'n 1891, when they revolted 

against company rule by first boycotting any trading activities and secondly by 

refusing to sell them food. The company resorted to violent means of extracting 
'• 

services and goods from the people with01:1t payment. This went on until its 

administration was taken over by the British government in1895. The Kamba 

were among the first people to begin the paymef1t of taxes when they were 

officially introduced in 1901 with the first collection being one of Rs 3 000.29 

Evidence suggests that the first phase of actual Kamba resistance to colonial 

taxation emerged in the form of traditional religi9us practices and belief in 

supernatural powers. The advent of colonialism did not weaken the powers of 

Kamba medicine men, who in traditional society had been the leaders of the 

kilumi dance for the exorcism of evil spirits, in which the participants were mostly 

women. Between 1911 and 1913, the kilumi dance was effectively used by the 

Kamba of Machakos and Kitui as a chan'nel of expressing opposition to the 

colonial administration. It was a woman Siotune wa Kathuke (1780-1944) who 

used such dances to spark off an anti-colonial movement.30 With her collaborator 

Kiambaa and others, she led an organisation known as Ngai Ngoma (God's 

dance) with a large following. Wa Kathuke formed a small army of women akin to 

the Dahomean Amazons and mounted gu.~d and .sentries in villages to monitor 

those collaborating with the colonial administrators: It ordered people not to pay 

·the hut and poll tax and instead asked them to stay at home a.nd not to work as 

porters. In addition, they demanded the removal of all Europeans from Kenya 
. ... . 

and the return of the land that had been alienated 'for white settlement. 31 The 

impact was that the tax payments and 'the provision of labour suffered. This .. . 
alarmed the colonial government who saw the movement as a political threat. In 

1923, the KAR troops were sent to suppress the. movement which they effectively 

27 See Ngugi wa Thiongo, A Writer's Diary, p. 48. · 
28 Munro, Colonial Rule and the Kamba, p.35. ~ . 
29 Ibid., pp. 82-85. . . '. . ·· . . 
30 See Carol Sicherman, Ngugi wa Thiongo: the Making of a Rebel: A Source Book on Kenyan 
Literature (London, 1990), p. 179. 
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did. Kiambaa was banished for five years fr6m ·thJ district to Kismayu, while 
1, .· . . . 

Siotune was deported for two years to Wasin i&.!~md in. Mombasa where she later 

escaped back to her people.32 These movem~nts were the first signs that the 

people disliked taxation and· used all means to show their disaffection to the 

policies of the colonial state. •• 

'Among other people to be seriously affected by_ the activities of the I BEAC were 

the Tugen of the Baringo plains. The famous .traveller Joseph Thompson had ... : 
traversed Tugen territory earlier in 1883 and paid a form of tax (hongo) to the 

I 

people to secure the rights of passage.33 Thompson secured a good reputation . ; 

among the people to whom he gave gifts like beads, cowrie shells, brass wire 

and iron wire which were greatly valued as ornaments. _But this peace was 

shattered with the establishment of the IBEAC statioo ·at Eldama Ravine in the .. 
early 1890s. The agents of the IBEAC forcefu\ly'demanded cattle, food and hides 

and skins from the Tugen. IBEAC's primary aim was to make a profit and 

administer the region and this led to hostilities with the indigenous people. In 

1894 Fredrick Jackson was posted to Eldama Ravi.ne and he was able to 

transform the centre from a mere resting and replenishing point for caravans to 

an active station for spreading British imperiali~m.34 Following an Intelligence 

Report of 1904, the British government realised the potential of the district.35 

During the same year, the colonial administration. imposed a hut tax on the 

people. While several demands were made lo the people to pay, these were 

totally ignored. This did not ·amuse the colonial administration who in 1905 

organized a scheme to punish the Tugen C?hce and for all. A huge punitive 

expedition, made up of Sudanese Nubiaris, Maasai from Uasin Gishu and others, 

led by the colonial officer based in Eldama Ravine made a systematic attack on 

the Tugen. According to the Intelligence Report, the expedition avoided the 

jungles and followed the open and even slopes of the middle belt of the hilly 

Tugen terrain. 36 

31 Munro, Colonial Rufe and the Kamba, pp. 114-116. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Jose'ph Thompson, Through Maasailand (London, 1885) .• 
34 KNA/BAR/1/1/2, Baringo District Intelligence Report, .1902. 
35 Ibid. 
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The expedition leaders applied a scorched earth policy. Every house that had no 

tax receipt was razed to the ground and all food supplies in the granaries were 
. ' 

destroyed. The only things that remained were go!;lts, cattle and seeds taken in 

gourds to the bush for hiding by the owners. The expedition took about ten days 

to complete its mission. At the end of it all, they left a burning trail extending from 

Eldama Ravine to Kapluk in the Kerio Valley near .. Kapnorok. For the Tugen this 

was the final straw as far as their opposition to the payment of taxes was 

concerned. In short, it destroyed any other.form ofresistance .to colonial rule by 

the Tugen. Indeed the Tugen succumbed to ·colonial brutality and had found out 

that it was easier to look for various ways of paying their taxes through the sale 

of hides and skins and livestock to save thek property from being burned. This 

desperation had the effect of making them· sell their produce at throw away 

prices to the Swahili and Somali traders. In later annual. reports, the District 

Commissioner would always make the positiv~. comment that all annual taxes 

had been paid. 37 

Neighbouring the Tugen, were the Keiyo who gravitated to the three zones of the 

lower Kerio valley, the escarpment ledges and the highland plateau that bordered 

European farms. Like in other parts of the protectorat~. the levying of the hut tax 

before 1910 was arbitrary, punitive and enormou~.38 In fact right from 1903, the 

colonial administration never made any sys.tematic attempt at the enumeration of 

Keiyo huts. Instead they went on a looting spree seizing sheep, goats and cattle 

and, .. 
. • 

Generally having made a fairly, handsome collection, the British quite 
willingly departed, and for most. of another year left the escarpment 
people's virtually unmolested. They drove their accumulated stock to 
district headquarters in Baringo where the garrison subsisted upon it 
until the meat-supply became • exhausted; the next annual tax 
collection then became due, and an expedition set out for the hills 
once again .. To call this tax a '.tax collection' was pretentious in the 
extreme.39 

, " 

36 Ibid. . 
37 KNA/BAR/1/16/, Baringo District Annual Reports, 1906-1917. · 
38 D .A. Low 'British East Africa: The Establishment of British Rule, 1895-1912', Vincent Harlow 
and E .M Chilver (eds.) A History of East Africa (Oxford, 1963), p.40. 
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This bestowed on the Keiyo a feeling that the tax collectors were· ill-mannered 

colonial revenue collectors who had to be done with speedily. But considering the 

military weakness of the people, it became practical for the people to pay when 

cornered and evade them when possible. 

Tax collection from the Keiyo was indeed ~·-~violent process. It left some 

impoverished and others in constant flight. In adR~ion, the amount of money 

levied was higher than could easily be raised by the semi-pastoral Keiyo whose 

economic activity revolved around cattle keeping.40 The result was a game of 

hide-and seek in which the Keiyo mastered the art of evasion, dodging and 

instant flight. There were of course many others fho grudgingly paid to avoid . ' 

harassment. With the emergence of labour opporfu'nities in the settler occupied 

Uasin Gishu plateau, some Keiyo seized the chance to acquire an income for the 

payment of taxes and other goods. Others were able to save money which they 

later used to establish and engage in private .entrepreneurship. Businesses like 

butcheries, maize meal grinding, lorry transport and the growing of cash crops 

sprang up as a result of the surpluses accumulated f~om migrant wage labour.41 

The argument here is that despite the exploitatiV'e nature of colonial taxation, the 

Keiyo were resourceful people for being able to pay their taxes and save some 

. for starting new enterprises. 

Before the outbreak of the First World War, it was however the Giriama of the 

Kenyan coast who most violently rejected the many demands made on them by 

the colonial state. Giriama economic life was centred on the cultivation of grain, 

particularly maize, which was sold to the Arabs. In addition, men found 

employment as labourers in Arab plantations. These ··economic activities were 

only sufficient to maintain the Giriama livelihood b.1;-1t not adequate to pay for 

colonial taxes that gave them no immediate benefits. In sum, the Giriama revolt 
f 

can be viewed as having been caused by a floundered attempt to peasantize the 

39 Ibid. 
40 Tarus, 'The Keiyo During the Early Colonial Period', pp.-35-44. 
41 Ibid. 
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traditional Giriama cultivators. Brantley ha~, empbasised the negative economic 

impact colonial rule had 6n Giriama society that c~lminated into the revolt.42 .. 
· . . ( ~ 

The Giriama first came into contact with a British administrator in 1912. His name 

was Arthur Champion and took his postin·g among the Giriama to mean one of 

merely collecting hut and poll tax.43 Due to ·this fad, the administrator rarely spent 

time to appreciate the grievances of the Giriama, visiting them only once in a 

year to collect taxes and even demanding arrears that went back to two years. 

One of the major causes of the uprising ha~ ~onsequently .to do with the activities 

of Champion who sent tax collectors to enf~rce payment. Failure to collect the 

correct amount that he had demanded often led to the expropriation of livestock 

and grains from granaries or even the burning :of houses of tax defaulters.44 One 

man is reported to have died while running aw_ay -fr9m the tax collectors because 

of the demand that he had to pay for all the Y.e,ars he had evaded the payment of 

his hut and poll tax.45 It was common for the tax collectors to demand both the 

current tax and the arrears, which naturally affected the people's ability to pay. 

The Giriama resistance of 1913-14 was c~4sed by_'the eagerness of the colonial 

administration to destroy a flourishing Giriama grain-economy. The colonial 
·.' I 

administration not only moved the Giria111~ to low-quality land away from the 

grain markets but also pressurised local chiefs to collect taxes more efficiently 

and to mobilise Giriama men for wage employment.46 In fact, the movement of . 
people to a new region was also meant to keep 'people in one village for easy 

collection of tax and as a reservoir for labour. This interference with the Giriama 

economy by the colonial state led to an -uprisi,:ig, which the British government° 

blamed on Kenya's colonial administration.47 

42 See Cynthia Brantley, 'Mekatilili and the Role of Women in Giriama Resistance' Donald 
Crummey (ed.), Banditry, Rebellion and Social Protest in Africa (London, 1986), pp. 333-349. 
~~ . . . 

44 KNA/COAST /1 /16/, Coast Annual Report, 1909-1914. 
45 Ibid. 
46 For a comprehensive study see Cynthia Brantley, The Giriama and Colonial Resistance in 
Kenya: A Study in Resilience and Rebellion 1800-1920 (Berkeley, 1981 ). 
47 Fredrick Cooper, From Slaves to Squatters: Plantation Labour and Agriculture in Zanzibar and 
Coastal Kenya, 1890-1925 (Nairobi, 1981 ), pp. 119-223. · 
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The Giriama revolt was in essence against attempts by the colonial state to use 

Giriama labour on European and Arab sisal, cotton, rice and coconut plantations, 
_;· 

an eventuality that was rejected by the Giriama. The·Giriama are described in the 

annual reports as being the most averse to working for wages. As colonial 

administrators explained it was due to ' ... abund.ance of food, drink, freedom of 
,. 

expression, good health among the people and stock - what more does the 

native of Africa want'.48 As stated earlier, their J13nd had been expropriated and 

hut and poll taxes collected in order to for~. them into wage labour.49 The 

Giriama almost invariably had a hut for each·.~ife and different families never 
~. ·. . 

resided in the same house. Consequently, pdlygamous families were severely 

affected and this fact was a major cause of tension and .the revolt. On the other 

hand, the defaulters were made to pay huge amounts in the form of fines, which 

in the first place they would not afford to pay. The ~dministration took the non­

payment of taxes by the defaulters to mean ~fian'ce of authority. This led in 

1914 to a situation whereby Giriama sacred sites known as Kayas were 

destroyed. 50 ' ·• 

One factor that came out was that the colonial .administrators themselves 

realised that it was impossible to dissolve Giri'3ma hatred of European 

c;1dministration.51 The people had d~veloped _an attitude of ·passive resistance 

towards the administration through non-co-operation in the payment of taxes and 

other civil responsibilities, like the making of roads, the carrying of materials for 

building government· houses in the reserves and refusal to join the labour force 

as migrant wage earners. Despite the coercive ~ature of the colonial state, 

however, the Giriama were resourceful and devised numerous ways to evade the 

payment of taxes when they could not afford them. · 

Several cases were reported in the annual reports of _Giriama men dodging the 

payment of hut tax even if they had the rupees to do s.o. For instance, a case is 

reported of a Giriama adult man who informed the tax collectors that he had 

neither the money nor commodities to convert into cash.- But on being told that 

48 KNA/COAST/1/1/116, Malindi political and administrative file, 1906-1913. 
49 For a synopsis of the Giriama revolt, see A. Temu 'The Giriama War, 1914-1915', B .A. Ogot 
!ed.) War and Society in Africa (London, 1972), pp.215- 236. · 

0 Norman Leys, Kenya, pp. 142-155. 
51 Temu, 'The Giriama War, 1914-1915', p. 221. 
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he would be given three days to pay the m·one·y,, and if at the expiration of that 

tim~. he had not paid, he was to be summoned to the headquarters at Shimoni · 

and made to provide labour in lieu, the man paid money immediately.52 A second 

case was reported by the sub-Commissioner of Mombasa in 1905 that, 'late last 

night a letter was received from the Liwali of Vanga collecting hut tax that his 

party has been attacked by the waGiriama whQ refuse to pay adult tax to the 

Liwali. Police have not yet come and so I. eannot say if he has been killed . . . I 

have added three more police to the Liwali .escort and have instructed them to 

collect simple tax until ... steps should be taken in this matter'.53 These were 

indeed signs of dissatisfaction and were .. to become more pronounced with the .. 
Giriama uprising in 1913-14. 

A complete study of the causes, course and consequences of the revolt have 

beeri thoroughly discussed elsewhere and .;we need not go into details here.54 

Suffice it to mention the fact that the Giriama revolt was led by a woman named 

Mekatalili and one man called Mwadori Ngonyu. Mekatalili was an elderly 

Giriama widow who with Mwadori toured. the · Giriama region in 1913 and 

encouraged resistance to the British particularly the efforts to recruit Giriama 

labour and to collect tax. Like the initiators of the 'Maji-Maji rebellion there was 

extensive use of traditional oaths, spells and magic as a unifying factor and to 

enforce non co-operation. She provided a central focus for the Giriama, who 

mobilised to oppose British demands. The colonial· officials wrongly called her a 

'witch', for the simple fact that she had been able tq coalesce the interests of the 

Giriama taxpayers, most of whom were poor women, powerless men and ageing 

elders. All she did was to take charge and lead th~ challenge against the various 

forms of colonialism and the rejection of those Giriama who were collaborating 

with the British by not only paying taxes but also participating in its collection.55 

The revolt was, however, crushed with viciousness and brutality the colonial 

administration had come to be identified with. Huts were burnt, farms destroyed 

52 Ibid. , 
53 Ibid. This was contained in a letter from the sub-commissioner Vanga district, Mr. Chaslluise to 
the Assistant Deputy Commissioner circular N0.42 on the methods used in tax collection. 
54 See Brantley, The Giriama and Colonial Resistance. in Kenya. 
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and up to 400 people were killed. This was ;.indeed ~ ·massacre. People were 

forced to flee their homes and seek refuge in nearby\o~ns like Mombasa. Those 

suspected to have been involved in the revolt were jailed and others banished to 

labour camps. 56 Thereafter Mekatalili was in 1914. deported to Kisii in the western 

part of the protectorate, but escaped during the same year and found her way to 

her home and continued with the same protest. She, was, however, recaptured 

and exiled to Kismayu (where Harry Thuku was to be banished to later in 1922). 

She was released in 1919 and by that time the Giriama resistance had been 

completely broken. On her return, the people sttll con~idered her a heroine and 

the de facto leader of the Giriama. She had given·· her people the unity of 

purpose.57 According to Cynthia Brantley, Mekatalili was led to action by her, ' ... 

anguish over the growing disintegration of Giriama society' and particularly the 
• 

fact that the British were in the process of destroying Giriama institutions' like the 

sacred Kayas.58 Drawing upon her charisma and mystique, Mekatalili called for 

unity rather than war, but the British 'mind was only psyched for war in their game 

of domination and control, so as to be able to ~xtract the hut and poll tax and to 

recruit labourers.59 

By the end of the revolt iri 1915, the Giriama were emt;>ittered, a fact that did not 

escape the attention of the colonial administrators who acknowledged the fact . 
that the Giriama no longer recognised any authority at all. The colonial 

administrators made many demands on the Giriama to subdue and dominate 

them. The goal was to totally impoverish the. Giriama people and force them to 

labour for the white settlers. To achieve that goal an enormous fine of Rs. 100 
,. I 

OOO or three goats each was imposed on the people for attempting to challenge 

colonial hegemony.60 In addition, the Giriama .iost · nvestock with many being 

mutilated and others forcefully confiscated, ··The·· fine was insufferable and 

55 For a lively and literary discussion of Mekatalili see ~gugi wa T~iongo, Detained: A Prisoner's 
Diary (Nairobi, 1981 ), pp.46-48. . .· · 
56 Brantley, The Giriama and Colonial Resistance in Ke)Jya, p. 21 ~Jhe figure of four hundred dead 
was considerably a large and massive figure considering the population of the Giriama. But this is 
a figure found in literally all the writings on the Giriama revolt. For instance, Robin Cotien, 
'Resistance and Hidden forms of Consciousness amongst African Workers', Review of African 
Political Economy, 19, 1980, p. 15. · ' 
57 Brantley, 'Mekatilili and the Role of Women in Giriama Resistance' p. 345. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Ibid. 
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burdensome since at the end of the day, each person had t_o pay Rs 5 towards 

meeting the communal fine that was additionally lmposed.61 During the same 

year, they were required to raise a hundred lab:Lrers, surrender all bows and 
•'.' 

arrows and accept to be moved to a low quality land· away from the grain 

markets. They also had to surrender their leaders under which the Giriama elders 
' .~ . 

were given only ten days to fulfil the set terms. The Giriama could certainly not . . 

fulfil these conditions in the time allotted, but the ·fear of another massacre kept 

them under check.62 
• 

. 

One reason why they would not fulfil the co~itions is because of the fact that the . 

community was embittered following the indiscriminate killing of their people. 

Secondly, the people were impoverished owing to the fact that having been 

relocated, they now lived in a desert country and dependent on erratic rains and 

rapacious Indians who wanted to enslave themi to .work in their plantations and 

other endeavours. The Giriama response thus shifted to passive resistance by .. 
. . 

refusing to enter into the wage labour economy. Instead, some preferred to pay 

their hut and poll tax through loans from Arab ang Indian moneylenders.63 Those 

who could not afford to borrow and had no other means of raising the tax money 

devised other judicious options. Several took to ti,e bush at the sight of the tax 

collectors, hut counters and other agents of the colonial administration. When the 

tax collectors became insistent in their tax exaction, some· sections of the - , 

Giriama physically attacked them. In 1916, the colonial administration r~sorted to 

the burning of houses they found deserted. Those arrested were fined and/or 

herded to prison to work in forced labour camps.64 In other words, the 

relationship between the colonial state and the Giriama had become extremely 

restrained, because the Giriama chose to ·maintain their independence to being 

subservient to colonial settler capitalism: 

Post-war African reaction to taxation, 1918-1923 

In the aftermath of the First World War, Ogot has argued that: 

6° KNA/DC/, Makongeni fil~ No. 281/5/7/17 Annual R~port, 1915-1921. 
61 KNA/PC/COAST/1/12/170/, Coast Province Hut and Poll Tax file, 1915-1918. 
62 Ibid. ' 
63 KNA/COAST/1/10/147/,Malindi District Annual Report, 1912-1918. 
64 Ibid. 
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In the eyes of the Africans, the experienbe transformed the Europeans 
from supermen to men - they were b~ought down to earth from the 
clouds. Before the war the Europei\inS were not only feared - they 
were regarded as some marvellous !ittle gods whose nature and 
constitution were different from those . of other mortals. But the war 
changed all this. During the war, the, Europeans and African soldiers 
ate, washed, slept and fought togeth~r.'The Africans soon discovered 
that there was nothing superhuman about the white man.65 

. . . 

Significantly, the war had considerable impac~ or:i the development of anti­
.,·:: 

colonial protest movements. In 1919, the Nan~, lost. most fertile land in the 

reserve to European settlers under the ex-soldier ~ettlement scheme. This was .. • . . 

followed in 1919 by the infamous Northey circulars t~at required the use of force 

to compel Africans into. migrant wage labour. Here women and children were 

obliged to work on European farms particularly in the picking of coffee. But in the 

aftermath of the war, Africans had confidence and became assertive in rejecting 

many of the colonial policies they did not like. For instance, African grievances 

included, land alienation, forced labour, the Kipande pass system and the 

increase of hut and poll tax in 1920 from ten to twenty. shillings. 
' . . 

These demands had placed a heavy burden on Africans who, in various ways 

and in diverse regions, reacted sharply to protect ~heir interests against these 

discriminatory and oppressive policies. Ogot has righ~ly observed that by 1918, 

the African was restless and volatile. Life in rural, as well as in urban, Kenya had 

deteriorated into a life of indenture for the majority of the inhabitants.66 Africans 

resident in urban centres were faced with a myriad .'problems ranging from poor 

housing in the slums, racism, unemployment, discriminatory laws and had to 

contend with the payment of both rents and taxes.e7 Rural areas had to vie too 

with shortage of land due to settler alienatron, .overstocking, forced migrant 
. . 

labour and high rates of taxation: These colonial measures were extremely .. 
oppressive and various communities waged a bitter str.uggle between the end of 

the war and 1923. Among them were the Kambi, the Keiyo, the Luo and Luyia 
. :·, ',. ' 

65 Bethwell A. Ogot 'British Administration in the Central ·Nyanza Disf.rict of Kenya, 1900-1960', 
Journal of African History, 4, 2, 1963, p. 259. · ·. 
66 Ogot, 'Kenya under the British, 1895-1963', in Zamani: A Survey,rf East African History, pp.265-
267. ·'lf: 
67 See Furedi, The Mau Mau War in Perspective, pp.1-5. ·• !( 
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of Nyanza, the Nandi of the Rift Valley and the veritable challenge to British 
' ' 

colonial hegemony by the Kikuyu led by Harry Thuku. 

With the outbreak of the First World War,· ~he Kamba were faced with 

considerable pressure not only to provide mili_tal)! labour in the form of the carrier 

corps but were also required to· provide livestock to·feed the soldiers. Besides in 

1916, there was a drama_tic increase in th~ rate of hut and poll tax in order to 

support the imperial government's attempts. to meet the cost of fighting the war .. 

These excessive demand for taxes reached· a level where even the colonial 

government itself was alarmed. In a letter to all Senior Commissioners, the Chief 

Native Commissioner, whose responsibilit1e~ incl.uded African taxation, stated 

that: 

There seems to be a certain arnount gf reason. to suppose that in 
order to obtain their hut tax, natives arelilling foodstuffs beyond the 
margin of safety, without leaving thems~lves either sufficient to eat 
during the rest of the season or sufficien(for seed purposes. You are 
requested to make very careful investigations, and do your utmost to 
discourage any sale of food. If you think that there is- a serious 
probability of famine later on in the year, you should rerort at once to 
this office, in order that timely measures may be taken.6 

. 

Consequently, the Native Foodstuffs Ordinar"fe _wc1s passed in the Legislative 
. . .. 

Council that prohibited the sale of grain to forestall a11y shortages of African food, 
' ! 

But by December of the same year, 25 352..Rupees had been collected as cash 

money for taxes from the Kamba people. Additionally·, 118 cattle ~nd 412 goats 
• were also collected. It is probable that some of the money obtained came from 

the illicit sale of grain and livestock for the 'iatte~ woµld easily be converted into 

cash for the purchase of food. 

It is clear, therefore, that the Kamba economy came ~nder stress between 1918 

to 1923. As a result because of the law prohibiting the sale of grain, several 
. .. 

Kamba preferred to be squatters in the European''settler farms. This option gave . . 

them access to adequate· grazing land on the .Athi and Kapiti plains.69 In the 

words_ of Forbes Munro, 'the Kamba, by squat!ing,_ reiterated that they would 

68 KNA/DC/MKS/25/3/1, Machakos District. Letter No. 127a / 7nf6 Circular 2. · 
• ,. . ' ,' 
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willingly enter employment to serve their own . purpe,~es·. and that, secure cash 

incomes from the domestic economy, the rewards they sought were primarily 
\ . 

non-monetary' .70 This was because the family' unit was able to remain together. 

The tax collectors had no access to them and would .re.ly on the white settler to 

pay for them in lieu of labour rendered. But by 192.3, actual· tax revolts by the 

Kamba had become exceptional. This was due to t~e fact that th~ Kamba had 

established a market for their goods through co~erci~I networks based on the 

port town of Mombasa with the Arabs, the Swahili ~nd. the Somali providing and 
: . I 

important link. Emergent towns also had in •tt,em, -,n.dian shopkeepers who 

supplied a market for small items like eggs, chicken _and even foodstuffs which 

helped the Kamba obtain cash for the payment of_ta.<es. In addition, the railway 

transport gave them new market opportunities to sell .their bulky commodities like 

maize, millet, peas, beans and hides and skins. Some of the Kamba were, . . 

therefore, able to raise cash for the payment of tt,eir taxes without being 

constrained to enter into wage labour.71 
: , .. 
•: 

.:: . 

As intimated earlier, hut and poll tax had been increased in 1916 in order to meet 

the costs of the war and among those affected were for example the Luo and 

Luyhia peoples of Nyanza province. Hitherto, under John Ainsworth the province 

had by 1914 been able to pay its taxes through the. sale of export commodities. 

But with the outbreak of the war and lack of governhi~nt incentives, which in any 
. ., 

event favoured settler farming, African commodity ptoduction was discouraged. 
' '· . . 

The Africans, therefore, had few alternatives to pay the already enlarged hut and 
. . 

poll tax. In 1921, there was an increase of the tax 'from Rs. 12 to Rs.16 per 

person in Nyanza province. That same year some•]..uo and luyhia leaders such 
. . . 

as Jonathan Okwirri, Benjamin Owuor and Simeon Nyende among others formed 

the Young Kavirondo Association.72 Most of the founders were disaffected . . 
members of the Church Missionary Society (CMS). '!he association was also 

known as Piny Owacho (will of the people). It ~as lauflched at a meeting held at 

Lundha on 23 December 1921, and attended. by .a.bout one thousand local 
. . .. . . .. •' 

people. The movement articulated a number of griev~nces and made several 

69 Munro, Colonial Change among the Kamba, p. 93. 
70 Ibid. . · 
71 Ibid. 
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demands. At the start, it demanded the abolition offorced lab.our camps and the 

Kipande (pass book) system. It also registered its opposition to the increase of 

hut and poll tax and the lowering of the African. wages _from seven shillings a 

month to five shillings or even four shillings depending on the employer. The Piny 

Owiny also protested to the colonial government _against the system of forced 
I . 

labour that particularly impacted on those unable\to pay their hut and poll tax.73 

• 
,. . 

The Association furthermore demanded to h'e c~trol of education and greater 
'. . . ~ 

political power through the appointment of a parar:h6unt chief. In other words, the 

movement aimed at ameliorating the poor condnipns of the African people. 
'·. 

Governor Edward Northey met officials of the-'.·Piny Owacho movement and 

consented to some of their demands. For exampl~· •. he announced the abolition 

of the labour camps and a special reduction of the hut and poll tax from 16 

shillings to 12 shillings was made for the Luo people. These concessions were, 

however, not implemented just as he had d~~~.ed to abolish the Kipande 

pointing out that the Kipande had been introduce'tf for identification purposes and 

was aimed at benefiting the Africans.74 It was·· t_herefore never abolished and 

remained an important device of controlling migrant labour. And as for his 

circulars of 1919 that attempted to introduce _forc~J·1abour, Northey, stated that 
. - ·. some parts of the circular were to be amended to, :~~fte that, 'when unemployed 

young men are found in the Reserve, enqLtiries s~_duld be made as to whether 

they have paid their poll tax. No actual force can ~ employed to compel a man 

to go out to work, he can, however, be made to pay his tax' .75 It is clear from the 

above statement that although the Northey l,abour ?ircularof 1919 was rescinded 

and modified, it still contained elements of c~mpulsion. 

Looking back, the association had indeed achiev~·d ·limited goals. But the most 
. ~, 

significant was the fact that the colonial administration had listened to an_d · 

addressed some of the grievances that afflicted the African people. The 

Association was, however, not contented with the limited changes and continued 
:, . 

to fight the inequalities of the colonial state against ·the African people. Africans 

72 KNA/CKDAR/, South Nyanza District Annual Report, 1921-1922. 
73 Ibid. ' · 
74 McGregor Ross, Kenya from Within, p. 19. 
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. . 
paid the hut and poll tax, but without correspon°:~ng· ;benefits like adequate 

schools, medical facilities and an infrastruqture .. ( .Fearing that the colonial 

government would ban the Association, Archdeacon Walter Edwin Owen, who .. 
,,. 

was in-charge of Nyanza province from 1918 to 1944-;·changed the name of the 
. !~ 

association to Kavirondo Taxpayers and Welfare ·Association (KTWA). The 
. . • 'i·: 

change of the name was only a public relations exE:icise that did not alter the 
",' . . 

status of the tax- payers. Owen saw himself as the W~tector of African interests 
.·, ... - . 

and a champion of social justice and argued. that, ':~'.- Africans he maintained, 

were men, and had therefore to make their own futurei'.'76 The new KTWA under 

the patronage of Owen, concentrated on welfare and agriculture and lost much of 
' .. 

its political character. 

Owen was a European who watered down the .orig.it! radicalism of the group, 

neutralised it, played down the aspirations of th~! delegates and ultimately 

converted the Association into a kind of welfare club. Okaro-Kojwang in his 

article on KTWA has concluded that Owen benefited ·not the Africans but the 

authorities.77 But it is remarkable that the founders of, the association saw fit to 

include the term 'taxation' in its title. This was .a .P<?ffter, most likely, that the 

levying of hut and poll tax was an important political issLe.78 

'' 

A fundamental change to the way taxes were ccil-~ed and used in colonial 
,;_': 

Kenya arose among the Kikuyu. Indeed, it required th~ revolt of the Kikuyu as the 

most numerous community in Kenya in 1923 to m'ijke the colonial state treat 
. ' ' 

African grievances with the seriousness they dese.rv~d .. Harry Thuku did a lot to 
, . 

arouse the political consciousness of .the Kenyari.'· people. He sought and . . . 

obtained support from various parts of the country . ."He symbolised the Kikuyu .... 
; . 

and Kenyan people's rejection of taxation without representation. His activities 

. :·· alarmed the colonial government into introducing a pr~paganda document called 

Tangazo ya Serikali (Government Announcement) to·.counteract the activities of 

:.·• 
75 Brett, Colonialism and Underdevelopment in East Africa, p. 188(. 
76 Ogot, 'Kenya under the British, 1895-1963', p. 263. . ··· 
77 K .M.Okaro- Kojwang, 'Origins and Establishment of the Kavirorido Taxpayers Welfare 
association', in Brian Mclntosch (ed.) Ngano: Studies in Traditioila~ and Modem East Africa History 
iNairobi, 1983), pp.111-128. :·· 

8 See J.M., Lonsdale, 'Political Associations in Western Kenya', in Robert I Rotberg and Ali 
Mazrui, Protest and Power in Black Africa (New York, 1970), p~,jor:618. 
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',,:. 
Thuku who for the first time challenged the legitim~cy of British colonialism. The 

' . 
newsletter was distributed within Nairobi by G.V._:. Maxwell who was the Chief 

Native Commissioner, in an attempt to counteract-,t,~~ rising popularity of Thuku's . ~. : 
anti-colonial activities. 79 

.. J,.?·, .•. ;~· ... 
. :• •. ·,:.'t~~.~-

According to Carl Rosberg and John Nottinghar:n., ·f;larry Thuku (1895-1970) was 
,· -.... l 

the pioneer of African political protest in the early)t920s and hero of the Kikuyu 

political consciousness. 80 As shown earlier, a~~~ other Kenyan people, the 

First World War had brought various and imm'eqiate hardships. Taxes were 
. ·,, 

increased to be followed by a reduction in wages. The most affected people were . ' 

the Kikuyu. All these factors presented Afriqan~ "with a clearly defined enemy, a . • ... • . 

scenario exploited by Thuku who articulated -the varjous African grievances. He 

opposed wage reduction, forced labour of ;ome~, the indignities inflicted by 

chiefs, the misdeeds of the 'tribal' police, compul'$Qry unpaid labour on roads, 
,· ~ . 

arbitrary legislation centred on land and labotir, and, more crucial, the increase of 

hut and poll tax to 16 shillings.81 Thuku call~d fo~~~ ~bolition of the hut tax since 

it was an inequitable imposition levied on African's'},ut not on Europeans and the ., 
Asians.82 

•• 
. . 

. His political strategy was to rally the Ke·nyan masses to overcome the many 

demands made on them by the colonial admi~-ration by means of mass 

protests, demonstrations, petitions and other nori~jolent actions.83 During the .,·. 
revolt, it is estimated that about 21 to 200 peoptf:di~d.84 Like all the leaders of 

the resistance movements, Thuku was arrested a'nd deported to Kismayu under 

the 1909 Removal of Natives Ordinances th~t stated that, 'any native ... 

conducting himself so as to be dangero'us to peace to good order is to be 

79 KNA/MKS/25/3/1, 1921-1924, Machakos District R.ep'1rt. :A public announcement by G V. 
Maxwell who was the Chief Native Commissioner. . • . . · 
0° Carl C.G. Rosberg and John Nottingham, The Myth of. 'M,'au Mau': Nationalism in Colonial Kenya 
(Nairobi: Transafrica, 1985), p. 37. See also George Bennett, Kenya: A Political History, the 
Colonial Period, p. 45. 
81 Clough, Taking two Sides, pp. 53-57. . 
82 See footnote 1 of this chapter. ·.·. . · · 
83 How the mass protest was organized and broken by the colonial state has been described many 
times Among others see Maina wa Kinyatti, 'Mau Ma_u: the. l?eak of African Political Organization in 
Colonial Kenya', Kenya Historical Review, 5, 2, 1977.. . · .. : 
84 Rosberg and Nottingham, The Myth of Mau Mau, ·p.37. ·. · 
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deported.'85 The protest was, however, not fn vain/ihe.-hut and poll tax was 

. . ·_' ·/. ,. . . 

reduced from 16 Shillings to 12 shillings. After·his release after nine years, Thuku 
. : ~' 

was a humbled man and offered no further ·~hall.enge to colonialism and its 

manifestations until his death in 1970.86 
: f. 
~ ~- .. 

Conclusion 
'· : ·. ·1~ 

This chapter has shown how taxation totally estrarjged the people from the 

colonial administration. Africans did not feel obligatecf to pay any taxes. At the 
' beginning, they considered wage labour demeaning _as. a way of paying taxes, 

and therefore several avenues emerged for avoiding· taxation. Right from the .. 
origins of taxation in 1901, the people's resistance agc;1inst taxation had become ... 
widespread. It encompassed both the·informal~and organised, covert and overt, 

individual and also collective opposition. But "it had· the effect of making the . 
colonial state take them seriously. Armed resistance ·Mali become pervasive, but 

by 1923 it had practically come to an end. It :·,~d b~~n ended by a series of 

military expeditions staged against such people as tf!l.e Kamba, Kikuyu, Nandi, 
.' .. 

Tugen, Luhyia, Luo, Turkana and the Giriama. Litera!ly· ~II-Kenyan communities 

in one way or another opposed colonial taxation. Others rather than engage in 

futile rebelliousness, established themselves as seJ.{-employed artisans and 

entrepreneurs, while others took to cash crop farming .to pay their taxes. The 

bottom line of colonial taxation was the fact· that those ·who suffered the most 

burden were the old who could not work, the very younQ" who were still under the 

guardianship of their parents and, therefore,. had no ,property of their own, the 

poor and the incapacitated. 

.. 
There was a general reluctance to pay taxes due t~ · .ir.ritation with government 

policy, a feeling bf general neglect, abuse, paucity ~f expenditure on the Africa 

services like education, medical facilities and infrastructure. Meanwhile, the 

method of forceful collection of taxes worsened the system. The chiefs in ... 

particular extorted more than was required ~hich helped enrich them. In fact, 

corruption in Kenya is partly traceable to the. activities :of the early tax collectors 
,",l ;'• I 

and the pioneering role of the chiefs. To ensure Jhat adequate taxes were 
r ~ • 

85 Mungeam, Kenya Documents, p.52. 
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collected to serve their interests and those of the administration, the chiefs were 

in the forefront of coercing migrant wage labour~ The white settlers too, had . 
demanded that taxation be used to encourage niigrant labour. This was begun 

. during the reign of Sir Charles Eliot from 1901. Consequently, by 1923 migrant 

labour had become a way of life and the principal :means of earning a livelihood 

for an increasing number of males. 

··'.' 

, ... 

J: 
,,·J ~ 

. ~i : 
• 

86 See autobiography, Harry Thuku: An Autobiography (Nair9bi, 1970). , 
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CHAPTER FIVE' 

THE USE OF TAXATION TO COMPEL MIGRANT WAGE LABOUR, 1901-1923 

• 
We consider that taxation is the only pos~ible method of compelling 
the native to leave his reserve for the' purp·os~ of seeking work. Only in 
this way can the cost of living be increased for the native ... [and] it is 
on this that the supply of labour and the price of labour depends. To 
raise the rate of wages would not im!rease but diminish the supply of 
labour. A rise in the rate of wages would en"able the hut and poll tax of 
a family, sub-tribe or tribe to be earned.by fewer external workers. 

-Henry Belfielc(1. · : . 

Introduction • 
The application of taxation policies to compel ~fricans into a wage labour system 

has a long history in Africa. The case of the settler economies of South Africa, 

Rhodesia, Algeria and Kenya in particular revolves around the transition of the 

rural population from a pastoral and cultivator··~con.omy to a wage earner class.2 

In these settler economies, various approachi:~ were adopted to obtain cheap . 
labour for the colonial-capitalist enterprises. T~is chapter examines the extent to 

which taxation engendered African participation in• migrant wage labour. It is 

argued that taxation was never the sole causal factor. but interacted with other 

political and economic forces at play.3 .. 
·:· 

• 
; . .. 

1 East African Standard, 8 February 1913, quoted in Claytdn and Sav_age, Government and Labour 
in Kenya, 1895-1963, p. 41. 
2 A good account is found in Marian lacey, Working for Boroko: Origins of a Coercive Labour 
System in South Africa (Johannesburg, 1981). See also Colin Bundy, The Rise and Fall of the 
South African Peasantry, p. 135. On migrant labour in Southern Rhodesia, see, C. van Onselen, 
'Chibaro': African Labour in Southern Rhodesia 1900-1933 (London, 1977). van Onselen has 
argued that taxation alone, however, did not solve the mining labour problems, hence 'Chibaro' or 
forced labour,· pp. 95-101. In the case of Algeria see, O~vid Prochaska, Making Algeria French: 
Colonialism in Bone, 1870-1920 (Cambridge, 1989). . · 
3 Various scholars in the literature have questioned· the often!stated migrant labour-taxation 
cause-nexus. See for example Keletso E. Atkins The Moon is d~ad! Give us our money!: The 
cultural Origins of an African Work Ethic, Natal, South Africa, 18!53-1900 (London, 1993). She has 
rejected the overworked stereotype that Africans entered labour service for two reasons -to pay 
taxes and to obtain an increase in livestock which translated into ~arrying more wives (see p. 29). 
See also Francois Manchuelle, Willing migrants: Soninke Labor Diasporas, 1848-1960 (London, 
1997), pp. 1-8. In the case of Kenya, Stichter in Migrant.Labour it1Kenya, and Van Zwanenberg, in 
Colonial Capitalism in Kenya, have also cautioned apout ol/ers~~ting the role of taxation in 
compelling migrant wage labour. · .. 

• 
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For. example in the case of Rhodesia, Giova~rii Artighi has distinguished th~ 

'discretionary' and 'necessary' factors for a mig~at:1t labour system.4 The 

argument here is that migration was a historical aspect of social ch.ange, for 

migrant labourers made deliberate economic choices on whether to pay taxes by 

exploiting available resources or to migrate depending on the coercive nature of 

the state. Migrants were adaptive and exploited available opportunities to better 
. ' 

their economic well-being and acquire certain material possessions that came in 

with the new colonial dispensation. They were· not always perfunctory or Atieno­

Odhiambo's 'mere cogs in the wheel of capitalism'} In fact Kanogo has shown 
. . 

that the squatters who migrated to the Rift ~alle¥. were not, 'a passive or 

malleable appendage to the colonial system' ,6 but P~j>ple who resisted coercion 

and subordination by establishing a socio-economic· ~ub-system that operated 

within, and to some extent in competition with, th,e sett"3r economy.7 
--~ 

r·~: 
In discussing the migratory patterns of peasants, Te.9.tjor Shanin has contended 

that 'any analysis of labour migration must ."'~ons~er ... · the processes of 
,•, . 

disintegration and change in rural economies and societies ... '. 8 Migrant wage 
~ 

labour in Kenya, to a large extent, was a coloniai creation. But the poor response 

by Africans to wage labour was partly because .so'me ~of the communities had . . 

self-sufficient economies. Others though not{~~f-s~fficient -due to factors like 
,I' ·,.. 

drought, famine and a harsh climate were nor:'re!dy:_!t>. work under arduous and 

strenuous conditions. In fact the only reason m<;>st of them were discouraged 

from continuous employment was due to ,poor ·. and unattractive working 
. .. . 

conditions such as low wages, non-payment, mistrea~ment, poor accommodation 

and lack of food and medical facilities. 

4 Giovanni Arrighi, 'Labour Studies in Historical Perspective: A Study of the Proletarianization of 
the African Peasantry in Rhodesia', Journal of Development Studies, Vol. 6, No. 3, April, 1970, p. 
206. 
5 Atieno-Odhiambo, 'Synthesizing Kenya History: The Problem of the Colonial Period', Department 
of History, Historical Association of Kenya, 1972, p.17. · ; 
6 Kanogo, Squatters and the Roots of Mau Mau, p.1. 
7~ . 
8 Teodor Shanin, 'The Peasants are Coming: Migrants Who Labc;ir, Peasants Who Travel, and 
Marxists Who Write', Race and Class, vol. 19, 1978, p.280. : 
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The emergence of a migrant wage labour class 

Various scholars have discussed the introduction ·of. wage labour in Kenya. 
' 

Richard Wolff has identified three major stages in' the transformation of the 

African population into a wage labour force between."~895 and 1930.9 The first 

stage, 1895 to 1914 saw the decision by the colorira1 government to establish 

settler-dominated agriculture as the basis of Ken}!a's economy. The second 
. .. .. . 

stage from 1914 to 1919 coincided with the mobilization of the Carrier Corps for 

war. The third stage 1919 to 1930, which continued up to 1939, saw the 

estabHshment of a regular labour supply. In the same vein, Sharon Stichter has 

added a fourth stage to Wolff's categorization. She hl:ls argued that between . . . 
1939 and 194 7 the size of the African work force had substantively increased 

due to the fact that there had been a shift from,.agr.l~ultural labour to industrial 

employment.10 

The first step employed by the colonial admi~istration. to create a migrant wage 

labour class was the removal of land rights f~om the African people. Land as . 
shown by C. K. Meek, had something of a sacred character and rights over land 

were more jealously treasured than any other form of rights. 11 Discussing land 

issues among the Kamba, Kikuyu and the Kikuyu, Tignor argues that the manner 

in which land was alienated shaped many developments during the colonial 

period. 12 Land deprivation was to be the genesil?_ · ·of a process that was to 

uniquely revolutionize and reconstruct the lives of the African people into a world . 
of migrant wage labour, hitherto unfamiliar to them. ~i~hout adequate land and 

the emergence of a cash economy, a psychology of:.acquisitiveness began to 

subsume the African public. People sought material p~ssessions like better hoes, 

9 Wolff, Britain and Kenya, the Economics of Colonialism, pp. 92-94. · 
10 R.M.A.,Van Zwanenberg and Anne King, An Economic Histori-ofKenya and Uganda, 1800-
1970 (London, 1975), pp. 123-141. See also Swainson, The Development of Corporate Capitalism 
in Kenya, pp. 107-67. Kenya had the first manufacturing industi')c·in 1922 that produced Tusker' 
beer. By 1939 the country was producing her own cigarettes, soap, cement and canned fruit and 
vegetables. The colonial state, however, resisted most ind'ustrial developments in the colonies to 
protect their own industries back home. But this policy changl;ld after the· Second World War 
because Europeans in Kenya were unable to obtain ptovisions by sea from Britain. The result was 
the creation of the Kenya Industrial Management Board .. •(KIMBO) which pioneered the 
manufacture of soap as Lux, sunlight, lifebuoy and washing powder like Omo and also margarine 
for example Blue B?nd. Accordingly, there was great shift fr(?m · Uie rural areas to the urban 
centres in search of employment in the new industries particularly-in Nairobi caused mainly by land 
shortage. . . · · · • 
11 C. K. Meek, Land, Law and Custom in the Colonies (London, ·1946), p. v. 
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soap, sugar, salt and bicycles among other. items th~t came with the capitalist 

penetration of African economies through the reinvigoration of pre-colonial 

market system. 

But of all· considerations, land accessibility wa_s the .most important influence in 

determining the African peoples' response to migrarit wage labour. A 1901 

Order-in-Council, converted all the land within the protectorate to 'Crown land' 

and another Order -in-Council of 1902 gave the Commissioner powers to grant 

leaseholds for up to 99 years for land holdings less than 1 OOO acres. This action . 
was taken to appease the settlers who wanted all land to be freehold. Africans 

were excluded from this scheme and their land rigf)~ fell under 'African Land 

Reserves' that had been gradually introduced from 1904.13 The reserves were 

normally congested and in marginal areas that could; not adequately provide for 

the sustenance of the people. They were designed to ·_act as labour reservoirs to 

serve the needs of the settlers and the colonial government. 

As one European farmer bluntly stated, 

... From the farmer's point of view, the .ideal reserve is a recruiting • ground for labour, a place from which. the able-bodied go out to work, 
returning occasionally to rest and beget the next generation of 
labourers.14 

The problem of who was to work for the white settlers, however, persisted, as the 

dispossessed Africans were not inclined to leave their homes in search of wage 

labour. Where land forfeitures did not sufficiently push people into the labour 

market, taxation frequently did. Taxation then, which from 1901 had its origin in 

the need to generate revenue to pay for the cost of administration, was exploited . . 

to compel reluctant African people to seek wage lab"bur.15 Those who ventured .. 
out did so because of the need to obtain the- hut and poll tax, to appease the 

local chief or to purchase an item like a blanket or. livestock.16 In this case, the 

Kikuyu people relinquished a lot of quality arable land. But in spite of this loss, 

12 Tignor, The Colonial Transformation of Kenya, p. 15. · · ..• · 
13 Sorrenson, in Origins of European Settlement, has exhaustively analysed the quantity and 
quality of settler land alienation and its impact on the African people. 
1
" Harlow and Chilver (eds.), History of East Africa, vol. ii, p. 246 ... 

15 The best study of migrant wage labour in Kenya remains, Stichter's Migrant Labour in Kenya. 
. . 
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they were at first extremely reluctant to offer theit lab&ur notwithstanding the fact 

that their region was among those that witnessed the first wave of European 

settlers. This reluctance was due to the fact that'- men had no tradition of 

agricultural work for pay and in any case the warriors felt that it was below their 

dignity.17 In addition, the Kikuyu as among other agricultural people, had their 

own pursuits to be followed such as clearing, planting, weeding and harvesting . . 
This went hand in hand with a clear division of labour. While the men cleared and 

burned virgin territory and looked after livestock, the women dug, planted, 

weeded, harvested and attended to the everyday household chores. 18 

Incidentally, much of the colonial legislation that was drafted was done under the 

erroneous assumption that there was idle nialj labour in the reserves to be 

exploited. 

Conversely, the Kikuyu like other Kenyan people, SL)Ch as the Kamba, the Luo, 

and the Luhyia, were among the first people t~ be. -coerced into migrant wage 

labour. They had many reasors for joining a· busine'~s they detested, foremost 
,. 

being loss of land, taxation, oppression by ch(efs and the need for a cash 

income.19 More importantly, there was the emergence· of the ahoi (tenant families 

attached as clients to a wealthy Mban) class of individuals who from 1905 relied 
; 

on labour to obtain taxes, dowry and even food. H is to this group of individuals 

that the colonial settler economy turned for its labpur needs.20 

. . 
As early as 1903 when labour shortage was pecoming acute, the brutality of the 

settlers towards the African people had developed, tinged with a whiff of racial 

discrimination. One employer is quoted to have remarked that, ' .... five minutes 

after I start working with these Kikuyu's, I am raving like a Dutchman, I 

sjambocked the nigger till my arm ached' .21 Acts of brutality through flogging and 

insults were to determine the relationships between th~ setters and the African 

16 Kitching, Class and Economic Change in Kenya, pp.1.4-20. 
17 Clough, Fighting two sides: Kenyan Chiefs and Politicians, 1918'-1940, p. 21. 
18 Godfrey Muriuki, A History of the Kikuyu, 1500-1900 (Nairobi, 1974), pp.8-10. See also Tignor, 
The Colonial Transformation of Kenya, p. 94-110. 
19 Kanogo, Squatters and the Roots of Mau Mau, pp.9-14. · 
20 Leys, Underdevelopment in Kenya, p. 72. See also Berman, Control and Crisis in Colonial 
Kenya, pp. 55-57. 
21 McGregor Ross, Kenya from Within, p. 91. 
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people throughout the colonial period. In essence, the mistreatment of labourers 

by employers led to desertions, absenteeism and reluctance to offer their labour . 

• 
This was the beginning of what was to becor,:ie known as the. 'labour troubles'. 

The genesis of these troubles can be traced to another incident in 1905 narrated 

by W. McGregor Ross that: 

The ruthlessness of some of the· members of this early group of 
settlers is almost unbelievable at the present day. One of them 
supervised his labourers from a chair at the door of his hut by firing a 
rifle in the direction of any whom he thought to be slacking. The bullet 
kicked up the soil near the delinquent one and reminded him that the 
master's eye was on him. The inevit.able mischance took place, of 
course. A labourer was serious!~ woynded, being shot through the 
arm, the bullet entering his chest. 2 

• 

During the same period, the doyen of the colonial settlers, Lord Delamare, had 
. ·, . . . 

stated that 'land is no use without labour'23 thus setting in motion determined 

efforts by the colonial administration to make ihe African people provide the 

labour force required. The Land Committee Report of 1905 forcibly supported 

Lord Delamare and argued that: 

There is no doubt that future success.or failure of the country depends 
entirely on the methods that will be: employed in dealing with native 
labour. The country must look for its development to the labour of the 
natives, and if proper steps are. not taken, with due care and 
forethought, to render the natives contented and their labour easily 
available, and if the laws dealing with the natives are not framed in a 
wise and liberal spirit and enforced with a firm hand, the future 
prospects of the country may be irretrievably damaged.24 

And so with a 'firm· hand' the colonial administration attempted to meet the 
' . 

demands of the settlers for cheap labour, a demand" that was made even more 

acute by the fact that the settlers had limited capital and rudimentary agricultural 

technology. As a result, the settlers aimed at reaping· a comparative advantage 

through the use of cheap labour. Here they got the support of the colonial 

22 East African Standard, 19 August 1905, quoted in McG.regor·Ross, Kenya from Within, p. 98. 
23 Ochieng', A History of Kenya, p. 106. . · 
24 The Land Committee Report, 1905, quoted in W.E.F Ward and L. W. White, East Africa: A 
century of Change, 1870-1970 (London, 1971 ), p. 107. 

150 • 

CODESRIA
 - L

IB
RARY



.... 
.. . 

......... _;: 
government that was determined to ensure th~. success of the European settler 

farming. Stichter has noted the severe shortage of labour:. 

Despite the combination of coercion, taxation and land shortage that 
fell upon Africans oefore World War 1, the migrant labour supply did 
not keep pace with enormous growth of European demand. Labour 
shortage for the European sector was always the prevailing condition 
in the colony until the 1920s, and .periodically shortages became 
severe enough to limit the development of the estates. Supply crises 
were met by increased resort to state compulsion - until 1930s, by 
which time a new range of factors combined to render the supply 
problem non - existent. By 1900-07 in. the central farming areas 
around Nairobi, rising demand for labour led to the first of several 
labour crises. Up to about mid-1904 the supply had not been seriously 
short, according to the report by Provincial Commissioner Ainsworth in 
February 1905. But after that, the ir,,flow of settlers, the development 
of Nairobi, the railway and the caravans di'ew heavily on the supply. 
Agricultural estates were the first to ·feel the pinch, because wages 
were lowest there.25 

• 

But with most African people shunning wage labour, ~he colonial state continued 

to come under settler pressure to provide labour by .all means. A first piece of 

legislation had been enacted called the Village Headman Ordinance of 1902, 

which gave powers to headmen to recruit labour for farms and estates. Nothing 

much came out of this. In 1906 the gover~men~'passed the Masters and 

Servants Ordinance which introduced a thirty-dayi ·ticket system.26 This was . . 

meant to protect employers from workers whq .~roke. the agreement to work for 

the number of days required. According to this ~sy$teni, at the end of each day, 
- . 

the ticket was marked to indicate whether the labourer had performed his daily . . . 

task or not. Payment was only made at the c~r:t1~letion·of:thirty working days, and 

was based on the record on the work ticket. In ad9itior.i, the Ordinance laid out a 

number of other working conditions. 

Firstly, it permitted the signing of contracts for· up-to th~~e years and provided for 

a three-month's imprisonment for those in breach of the contract. Secondly, for 

any other serious and minor offences an employee could be fined up to one 

month's wage or sent to prison for one month. These included not starting the 
' ". -~ 

work contracted, absence without permission, intoxica~ion or even the use of 

25 Stichter, Migrant Labour in Kenya, p. 41. 
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what was considered to be rude languag~~·· .Thirctfy,· :·to protect employees, 

employers were subject to fines of up to one thous~~d rupees or one month's 

imprisonment for withholding wages, detaining employees' stock and failing to 

supply food.27 

The system was very unpopular with Africa'n labou,i"ers, since it was prone to 

misuse and abuse by the employers. For example, some employers deliberately 

failed to mark the ticket even when the labourer had performed his task. 

Sometimes the employer claimed that the work had not been satisfactorily 

carried out, and refused to mark the ticket. Furthermore, some employers tended 

to dismiss the labourers before the completion of the thirty days. Thus, such 
• 

labourers ended up losing the wages for the days they had already work~d.28 

Active state involvement in the procurement of labo~_'j?s ended in 1908 leaving 

the chiefs and headmen to shoulder the responsibility of recruiting labour for ,· 
professional recruiters that had emerged. ..~ 
Naturally, unsatisfactory working conditions neither he;ed to keep employees for 

a long period time at work nor encouraged ~ew:f te.cruits. Word about poor . . . ~ :· . ' . . 
working conditions spread and this dissuaded other people from joining the 

. .. 
labour force. In 1907 the colonial administration, urged the chiefs through the 

newly created Native Affairs Department to do its be~.t to supply labour for the 

· settlers, planters and others.29 But in 1908, thi~ policy was discontinued by an 

• order of the Colonial Secretary and replaced· with . that of 'encouragement'. 

According to the policy of 'encouragement',, l~eal administrators were only to 

advise professional labour recruiters on where t~ obtain labour. Chiefs and 

Headmen were not to take part in direct labotJr recruitment. However, this policy .. 
was not always adhered to because the local chiefs and headmen did not see 

any difference between the two policies.30 This means .that whenever the local 

.. . 
26 Ibid. . 
27 Masters and Servants Ordinance, 1906, May 8, 1906, Regulatlen, No.8, April 2, 1906, quoted in 
Tignor, The Colonial Transformation of Kenya, p. 102. . . . · 
28 KNA/PC/NZA/3/20/21/, Master and Servants Ordinance Circular, No 12, 1906. 
29 KNA/PC/NYA/1/2/3, Ainsworth Miscellaneous Recore! Book';· 1908-1918. Ainsworth to the 
Secretary Native Affairs Department, on hut and poll Tax dated 4 May 1910: A Memo on taxation 
in E. A. Protectorate for the years 1905 to 1910 dated 5 fy1ay 1919, 
30 Stichter, Migrant Labour, p. 38. · 
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chiefs and headmen received labour recruiters in their stations, they thought it 

was their duty to ensure that they obtained labour for them.31 In any case, a 
ft' 

chief's efficiency and effectiveness was often jud~ed from the number of 

labourers recruited and the taxes collected. Some·· chiefs therefore, became 

overzealous and predatory in their work. Such ct,~fs we~e ready to use all means 

at their disposal including force to recruit labour.32 

By 1910 these attempts by the colonial admi_nistration to use recruiters, the 

chiefs and taxation legislation had not ensured :·steady supply of labourers. This 

led to the repeal of the Masters and Servants Ordinance No. 4 of 1910. In this 
. . 

amended legislation, employers were required to house their labour, provide . 
food, blankets and medicines.33 Professional labour recruiters were also 

. ~ ,. 
encouraged. These were people who by themselves or through various agents or 

messengers recruited labourers for other employers .. 34 These professional labour ... 
agents worked on commission for any employer and -~~d. to obtain a licence valid 

· for twelve months from the District Commissioner.35 
· ·J· 

:.t' .•. 
This legislation too did not satisfy settler r~quirements for a stable labour . . 
Consequently, a squatter class was encouraged that resided on settler farms. 

Kanogo has described the squatter system as 1:1 'practice whereby a large 

. European landowner would allow Africans to use· his land for grazing and 

cultivation in return for payment in cash or kind, the .latter in the form of milk, 
• 

manure, stock or crops'.36 For a period of 180 days in.;a year, they would provide 

labour for the settler, while the rest of the days were used for their own work. 

Accordingly, from this type of farming, the 'Kikuyu squatters acquired the socio­

economic values of independent production, which ·th~x-strove to maintain in the 

inter-war years amidst intensive opposition .from .t!e· settlers and colonial 

administrators' .37 This, however, lasted only Lintn around 1923 when 'the settlers 

.. 
31 KNA/NZA, /Nyanza Province Annual Report, 1903-1918. . . 
32 KNA/DC/, Kisumu District Annual and Quarterly Report, 1908. 
33 See Tignor, The Colonial Transformation of Kenya, p. 103. 
34 KNA/PC/NZA/3/20/2/1, Master and Servants Ordinance Circular No. 12 of 11 February, 1910. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Kanogo, Squatters and the Roots of Mau Mau, p.15. 
37 Ibid. 
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began to assert themselves, by demanding more labour hours from the . ·, 
squatters' .38 

Among the first commercial enterprises to dema~d fo.r: African labour came from 

the coastal region. The employer~ were Europeans, Asians and Arab landowners 

who grew crops like ·maize, beans ano rubber. Between 1907 and 1908 

plantations based in Malindi required some 350 to 800 labourers.39 Also in need 

of labour were the Public Works Department, the. Mangrove Concession at 
·' 

Ngomeini and the maintenance of the railway line. Moi;t of the labour that sought 

employment in these places came from among the Nyamwezi, Swahili, Kikuyu 

and the Kamba. At that time, it was recorded that Malindi 'district provides none 

or few labourers' .40 The average pay per mon.th was Rs. 12 for the Nyamwezi 

and the Swahili who received no monthly ratiohs, whila the Kikuyu received Rs. 6 .. , . 

with rations of maize meal and beans. The longest .s~r:ving were the Nyamwezi 

who worked for about 12 months, while the Ki.k~yu wor'ked the least for only six . . 
to eight months. The tax rate was Rs. 3 per hut and it was widely acknowledged 

that the tax certainly aided the labour . market esp~cially during periods of 

drought.41 

Table 18 Malindi locational labour statistics.ill 1916 (in hundreds) 
Sagana Mbale · Chania Sura · Mwanda Mbololo 

117 540 298 272 -180 147 

Source: KNA/PC/COAST/1/1/56, Labour Statistics 

The above table shows the number of men who were liable to pay the hut and 

poll tax in the six locations of Malindi District. These statistics were used by the 

administration to demand that the people move; out ·i,n search of work. Some of 
. ,' 

these sought employment in the military during the First World War as Kenya . ~ . . 
African Rifles (KAR) soldiers, and as Carrier Corps who worked as porters. Many 

38 Ibid., Ochieng' in a back cover review of Kanogo's book. He expi~ins that, 'by using the colonial 
state, they initiated laws to restrict squatter cultivation and animal husbandry and, by the early 
1940s, the vast quantity of the squatter livestock had, been. 9.ot· rid of. The squatters became 
filoorer and poorer, disillusioned and angry. The seeds of·Mau Mau r~volt had been sown'. 
9 KNA/PC/COAST/1/1/116, 1906, Special Report of Malindi, 190q-,1Q. 

40 /b'd ' I . . . . ·, . 
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others worked for the railway and in sisal, coconut and coffee plantations. Others 

took to wood cutting, boat building and even hawking.42 The Giriama people even 

after their revolt was put down, were still unwilling· to offer their labour, unless 

pressure was exerted on them. The District Commis~ioner of Malindi averred 

that, 'I have never seen a single volunteer offer hims~lf for work abroad' .43 And 
• • 

when compelled to seek employment, the Giriama worked for no more than three 
. ' 

months just to be in possession of a tax receipt.~4 

By 1922 the figures for 'natives working and their numerical strength' employed 

as migrant labourers had been released for the whole country as follows: 

Table 19 Total number of Africans employed in wage labour, 1922 
Kavirondo 
Kipsigis 
Nandi 
Maasai, Marakwet, Suk 
Kikuyu, Meru, Embu 
Kamba 
Coastals 
Buganda 
Aliens 
Total 

45 408 
6 662 
2 862 
7 303 
56'055 
2195 
2 089 
4 295 
4 986 
131 855 

~-. 

Source: KNA/PC/1 /1 /436, Coast Province Annµal Report, 1923, Office of the 
Chief Registrar of Natives. 

From the table, it is clear that the Kikuyu, Embu and the Meru provided most of 

the labour to the white settlers. The Luo and the Luhyia of Nyanza who were then 

known as the Kavirondo followed them closely. B.y 1923 there were 51 843 

registered 'natives' in employment, about 26.48 percent of _the total population.45 

For the Kikuyu, a shortage of land and the availab(lity o~. grazing land in the Rift 

Valley had forced many into migrant wage labour. Orc11' information from Peter 
. . 

Ngige Kimani states that the main reason why they chos~ to become squatters in 
. ' .. 

41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid. 
43 KNA/PC.COAST/1/9/56, Labour 
Commissioner, Mombasa, 1916. 
44 Ibid. 

• : __ . ~ 

., . ·. ' 

Statistics. District Commissioner, Malindi, to Provincial 

45 KNA/PC/1/1/436, Coast Province Annual Report, Office ofthE!.C.hief Registrar of Natives, 1923. 
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the Rift Valley was the opportunity to accumulate 1ivestock particularly goats 

which were highly prized as a form of wealth.46
, 

It is not only the European settler farms and plant~tions that required African 

labour. The colonial labour market was divid~cl b~tween government 

departments, private estates and an assortment of pu~lic and private utility and 

transport services, principally the railway arid the port of Mombasa.47 From the 

beginning, the railway builders had failed to procur(\ African labour and had to 

rely on Indian indentured labour. Even then, the j'~ians had left working as .. 
labourers and ventured out into commercial.~ centres as dukawallas 

• • • 
(shopkeepers) and hotelkeepers. The railway managerpent thus required gangs 

of labour to maintain the line. But unlike the gov,ernm~Qt and railway sectors, the 

settler farmers did not attract adequate African "bour for their agricultural 
i • 

pursuits. But compareq to other enterprises, the railway offered better wages and 

was popular among the Luo of Nyanza who were s~!d _to be able to cope with 

strenuous tasks.48 
,~ · 

\ 

In sum, there was in the first fifteen years of Briti- rule an acute shortage of 

labour. African labour was needed in road construct19n, in the military, and within 

the administration itself and the emergent settler farn:iJ~. it was during such high 

demand for labour that calls for increased taxation·.lfli~re. made. The result was . . : ~ 

the setting up of the 1912-13 Native Labour Commission, by the Governor, Sir 

James Hayes Sadler, to find a solution for the protracted labour problem . 
. . ·. 

The 1912-1913 Native Labour Commission •."' . ,• 
The Commission was mandated to inquire into the i.s·su·e· of the· labour shortage, 

the introduction of the Kipande pass system and to ~ke recommendations.49 

Mr. J. W. Barth, then a Judge of the High Court chaired the Commission. Other 

members of the Commission included C. C. Bowring, j:_ W. Arthur, B. G. Allen, G 

Brandsma, A. F. Church, Lord Delam~re, F.G. Hamilton, G. Williams and M. H. 

Wessels. It was essentially a reaction to settler desperation for cheap labour and 
~ . . 

46 Interview with, Peter Ngige Kimani, Bahati, Nakuru, 14 March 1999. 
47 Zeleza, 'Coercion Labour and Migration', p. 170. ~·. . . • 
48 Stichter, Migrant labour in Kenya, p. 17. · 
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the government's determination to sort out the .probl~m~ The. evidence obtained 

. " .. 
has been described as a 'mine of information', Qri prevailing labour practices and 

European views of African labour.50 Eviden~ w~~ ·collected from settlers, 
' . 

government officials, missionaries, Indians · and in the .words of the historian 

George Bennett, 'even native'. 51 It was indeed the first time that the African voice 

was heard but never listened to. 

The evidence, and the report itself, is a major historieal" document. In all these, 

. there were 284 witnesses, of whom 205 were Europe·ans, 64 were Africans and 

15 Indians. Settler after settler who came before the Commission demanded in . . 
the most precise terms that the 'natives' should be fotced out of the 'reserves'. In 

addition, they demanded that taxation and land ali~,ation be applied to force 

them out to work for wages, hence provide che~p labour. There was also a 

recommendation that a tax remission be awarded to those who proved that they 

had worked for wages. On the other hand, the Afdcan witnesses enumerated 

many reasons why they sought wage labour and th~ problems they encountered 

while at work. 

John Ainsworth, the Provincial Commissioner Nyanza, in a lengthy statement to 

the Commission summed up the entire African labour process by stating that: 

. .. he did not consider that there was any shortage of labour in the 
Province; he also considered that to-day there·was much larger numbers 
of labourers in the Province . . . that the chiefs were to do everything 
possible to prevent the loafing propensities of the young men. He pointed 
out that the most perfect form of labour was tha~which came forward of its 
own accord . . . the average wages paid to lab.our working outside the 
districts varied from Rs. 4 to Rs. 8 per month with ·rations ... Mr. Ainsworth 
was of the opinion that increased taxation in Kavirondo would not in itself 
bring about a larger labour supply, though it might.do so with certain tribes 
.... He could not admit the justice of a workin.g native being compelled to 
pay the same amount of tax as a rich mane ow.riing, say, 2,000 head of 
stock ... In conclusion, he stated he had yet to learn that there was any 
actual shortage of labour in the Protectorate; h.v .considered, however, that 
there was considerable amount of waste or, ,1,.memployed labour. Where 
natives had not been properly looked aftt3r, or where the work or climate 
was uncongenial, it was only to be expecte~'. that they would show a 

49 Government Printer, Native Labour Commission Evidence and Report, 1912-1913. 
50 Tignor, The Colonial Transformation of Kenya, pp .. 108-109-. 
51 Bennett, Political History of Kenya, p. 34. . . •• 
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disinclination to return there, and at such places there might be some 
difficulty as regards the labour supply.52 

· · 

Ainsworth's contention was that, as long as the African people were subjected to 

any form of uncongenial work outside their districts, there was always the danger 

of desertion. Labour shortages, he explained, .were the result of a variety of 

factors. These included, lack of proper food, poor and filthy accommodation, low 

wages, lack of medical facilities and ill treptment :'by the overseers. These 

discouraged many from seeking wage labour ·.or wo!~ing for a longer period of 

time.53 
• 

• 
An African witness, Gatoro wa Mureithi from Dagoretti, told the Commission that, 

'he first went out to work to earn money for a wife and to pay the tax for himself 

and his mother but was paid nothing as his employ~r .had gone away and had 

never returned'.54 Kori wa Ndali, also from Dagorettl, _i~·formed the Commission 

that: . . 
., 

... he went to work for the first time.since he had been sent out by 
force by Chief Kioi to a neighbouring settler for Rs. 2 per person, and 
although he had worked for three months, he considered the wages 
too small and was afraid of being sent bac~ by his chief if he left his 
employer. Then he worked one mpnth at Rs. 5/50 on a quarantine 
fence; at Ngong Station under one ·mq.i'lth "at R,s. 6; for four months on 
telephone construction in NairobL. at ·Rs. :6/50; for a European in 
Dagoretti district for over a month but had n·ot received pay, as the 
settler had gone away and had not' returned;· and then for one month 
at Rs. 4 as a garden boy in Nairobi .... Next"·he had been sent by force 
to Mombasa and worked for an Indian ori ballast breaking at Ras 
Changamwe for 3months at Rs 6. but' .ba·d only received Rs. 14 
because during the latter part of the time he had been sick because of 
bad' water and food .... Should he be offered seven or eight rupees a 
month to work at Mombasa, he would refuse on any account because 
of the amount of sickness.55 

. . ~ · · ...... 

The employers and particularly the settlers did not'take most of these complaints . •, . 

into consideration. For them, the only way fo~ard tt> _'solve the labour problem 

was through increased taxation, reduced la~d. t~e 1..1se of corporal punishment · 

52 Native Labour Commissioner Evidence and Report, pp. 135-138. · 
53 Ibid. . .· •·. 
~ . 

Ibid. p. 233. 

. .. • 
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and the introduction of a pass system akin to the orie that was in use in South 

Africa. One of them, G. F. Perry argued that 'in his opinion the _tax should be 

much heavier, in order to make more of them· ~;>ml out and work, the poll tax 

should be increased to Rs. 15 or Rs. 20'.56 
· · ,,t,, · 

: • .' .~ 1 

:·\ . : .. 
. -- . ·. 

However, A.C. · Hollis, the Secretary for Native Affa1rs, argued that increased 

taxation would not increase the supply of labour and that if the Africans were 

heavily taxed, 'there would arise the possibility _ot' at,revolution'.57 According to 

Hollis, all that the settlers demanded was that the colonial administration 'exploit 

the native for Europeans' which could have not have· been easy considering the 

fact that it was not difficult for the African people to evade some of the colonial 

demands like taxation and wage labour.58 

Several of the settler witnesses saw taxation as a perfect mechanism to. compel 

African people to join migrant labour. Mr. E. Engelbrecht, a settler farmer from 

Uasin Gishu plateau, gave evidence to the commission and explained that on 

average, he paid Rs. 4 and provided food to all his workers. He proposed that to 

stimulate an increase in wage-labour, the gove'rnmerit ought to increase taxation 

to Rs.15 a month, encourage squatter lab~t and reduce the area of the 

reserves.59 But this was also challenged. 

Dr. Norman Leys, a medical doctor and a prominent critic of the colonial 

administration, ih his testimony argued that: · · .. ,.•, .·.~t 

.. . the existing system burdens the Government with a load of 
unpopularity. The Kikuyu tribe believes that Government is here to 
enrich its servants by the tax, and its friends by labour on their farms. · 
_Such a belief is fatal to the proper relations of the people with 
government. It can only be removed by officers avowing their complete 
indifference whether Kikuyu make a living at h'ome in the reserve or by 

. wage earning outside. At present every at,tempt to influence them is 
hindered by their belief that some advantage to us is at the bottom of 
the thing, which is the real motive we try. to hide our explanations .... 

55 Ibid. p. 234. 
56 Ibid., p. 141. 
57 Ibid. 
58 Native Labour Commission Evidence and Report, p. 119. 
59 Ibid., p. 144. . 
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the past and present methods of co.mp~lsion · ultimately adversely 
affect the labour supply.60 

!· 

On the other hand, the African witnesses to the. commission illustrate.the fact that 

even by 1912 and with limited access to education, the!' African people were able 

to articulate their grievances. Karanja Kimani stated that he had worked for a 

settler called Chaplin from 1909, and was be~ng paid Rs.10 per month and 

mealie meal which he thought was small. He stated that he had come to work on 

his own accord in order to buy goats and get mo~ey:to pay tax. In addition to his 

own tax, he was paying for three other people. Part of the money earned was 

also used to purchase clothes and particularly a·blanket.61 Another witness, Otula 

Orwa was an employee of Freeman Pannet who had worked for him for seven 

years with a salary of Rs. 10 per month. He·. had ~nlisted in 1905 to work as a . . 
mechanic so as to get money to pay for his tax and to~uy clothes. Through that, 

he was able to purchase bulls and at the ti~e.cif the commission, he owned five 

of them.62 Another man, Ochola Omolo from Nyakach, had worked at the railway 

and at the farm of G. Watkins because as he told the Commission, he wanted 

money for his hut tax and those of his father and his .several wives.63 

Below is a recap of the evidence provided by some of the African witnesses to . . 
the 1912-13 Labour Commission. This is im~prtantJecause it provides a first. 

hand account of African feelings and expectation about migrant labour and the . . 
entire taxation process. •• 

•: 

(i) Onyango . Olal was · from Oyama, Kavirond~: arid . his Chief was Otumba. 

Onyango told the Commission that he had come to 'Nakuru after working for a 

Mr. Corbett in Kisumu. At Nakuru, he was employed on roadwork and was 

being paid Rs. 5 per month and a mealie meal. He spent part of the money on 

clothes, and saved the rest to get married. He do~s not say, if he used the 

money to pay tax.64 

60 Ibid., p. 272. Dr. Norman Leys is the author of the book titled, Kenya (1924).which is critical of 
the colonial administration and its policies. · 
61 Ibid., p. 136. 
62 Ibid., p. 147. 
~~ ' 
64 Ibid., pp. 134-135. 
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(ii) Njiri wa Karanja was a Headman under Chief Kibaraba wa lthaka of Fort Hall. 

Njiri stated that he supplied much labour to Europeans living at Nakuru and 

Naivasha. His method of supplying labour was to threaten those who were not 

willing to leave by forcefully grabbing and even; kiUing their livestock. The colonial 
I • ... 

government, however, put a stop to this forceful practice. 

. > 

(iii)Kibarabara wa lthaka was the Chief of Fort HaJI. H.«! d~d hot force people to go ... 
out and work in European farms. Young men willing(y went out to get money for 

the tax and to buy sheep and goats and perhaps a b!anket. He was, reluctant to 

allow families to migrate as that would have· deplet~d the population of his 

location. His major complaint was that 'young meh who had been working in 

Nairobi or elsewhere for a European no long7"r su~r:1itted to the Elders on their 

return to the reserve and were very troublesorne'.65 
., .• 

' . 
(iv) Wokabi wa Kirunguru. and Ngotho wa Minyoru were from Dagoretti and 

Headmen under Chief Kinjanjui. They told the Comlilis.sion that many men in 

their locations went out to work voluntarily in all parts of the country especially 

Nairobi and Mombasa. Those employed in Nairobi wor~ed as office and house 

'boys', as garden hands, in the Police force, as Prison warders among other jobs. 

The primary objective of these men moving out to wor~ was to obtain money for 

the tax, after which they remained at work in order to l(Y goats and make other 
1' 

purchases. They stated that between 1910 and.1912 t~~ price of a big goat had 

increased from Rs. 3 to Rs. 6 and that of a big-.sheep from Rs.6 to Rs. 10.66 

In sum, most of the African witnesses stated that they went out to work to get 

money to pay for their taxes and generally to increase their wealth in terms of 

livestock. But the awful conditions of work due to low wages, poor 

accommodation and medical facilities discouraged. many from working longer. 

But in a society that was slowly becoming monetarized, the African people who 
.• 

gave evidence to the Labour Commission felt that the-.best way to obtain money 

65 Ibid., p. 216. 
66 Ibid., p. 231. 
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to pay taxes and meet other responsibilities was· fhrough being employed 

whether by the government or by the white settlers. 

This brings out the ambivalent relationship between thl state, the African people 

and ·the settlers over the use of taxation. From the evidence given to the 

Commission, Africans went out iri search of labour for a variety of reasons. 

Among others, was the fact that force was used :When their livestock were . ,. 

forcefully confiscated unless they left for wage labour because it 'taught the . . . 

young men that it was a good thing to work'.67 Many others went out in search of 

employment, for the independence and self-sufficiency it gave them from the 

authority of the elders. 

The final report of the Commission made a number of recommendations, which 

had a bearing on the future taxation policies ~f the pro~ctorate. First, the report 

recommended that the chiefs were to be assisted by retainers and headmen to 

supply labour. On the other hand, the report rejected any form of direct 

government participation in recruiting labourers as this would have amounted to 

compulsion.68 This, however, failed to take into c!·nizance the fact· that the 

chiefs were indeed agents and employees 9f the·. c~nial administration and 

could lose their employment if they failed to supply lab6urers. Second, th·e report . . ' 

. . ,•, ,\ 

recommended that attempts be made to improve the. ~ppalling conditions under 

which African labour worked. These involved the many.hazards in the work place 

such as brutality, poor and monotonous food, filthy. a~commodation, sickness, 

death, hardships on journeys and transport -and th~·.dismal wages. Third, it 

recommended the introduction of a system of identification to deal with labour 

deserters. This was to become the Kipande· (pass). "f<:> Ainsworth, the Kipande 

was ' ... the pass, which could be carried in small tin.case fastened to a cord to 

be worn round _the neck, should be issued free· ~f charge'.69 Fourth, the 

commission called for the abolition of squatter farmk1g; a phenomenon that had 
. . . .. 

already become entrenched.7° Fifth, the commission~rs outlawed professional 

.
67 Ibid., p. 217. . 
68 Ibid., p. 329. · : 
69 lb'd 137 ;~--/ ., p. . ... , .: . . 
70 See, Furedi, Mau Mau War in Perspective, and Kanogo, · quattets and Roots of Mau Mau, p.15. 
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. . . 
recruiters and instead called for the establishment of government labour camps 

in which District Officers would direct those seekfng work.71
. 

Equally important, there was a call for the establishment of a system of labour 
• • 

inspection to deal with the rampant cases ·of labour ab~se by employers. Abuse 

took various forms such as refusal to pay wages, 'physical assault, poor diet, 

wretched living conditions and lack of medical faciliti~·s. In addition, the report 
. .. 

recommended the expansion of technical and ag~~ultural education for the .. 
benefit of the African people.72 

. :~, 

But the final report on hut and poll tax policie~ re~~-~ed contentious. Three of 

the Commission members, C. C. Bowring, B.G. J:\llen and M.H. Wessels 

dissented from the final report and provided What was described as a 'Minority 
·• 

Report'.73 They advanced the view that: ·:· ._.;:~ 

66. The Commission is unanimous in . exp·ressing the opinion that 
taxation is unjustifiable as a means of increasing the labour supply 
and has only suggested that increased taxation should be imposed for 
the sole purpose of covering the cost of the various recommendations 
which are being made for the better an·d closer administration of the 
natives, after having satisfied itself that the natives can well afford to · 
pay such increased taxes owing to the fact'that their wealth as a whole 
has considerably increased since · the pres·ent scale of taxation was 
introduced. 

.. 
67. We do not however consider that the ir.icidence of the tax, in its 
relation ~o the cost of administration·: is a matter for discussion by the 
Commission and we do not therefore wish ·to associate ourselves with 
the recommendation of the majority of the rhembers. In any case we 
are strongly opposed to the principle of. a progressive tax on the 
property of one section only of the native community more especially if 
this section is to consist of the agricultural tribes.74 

And finally, in what appeared to have been a setback to the settler demands, the 

final 'minority report' of the Kenya Labour Commissi.0!1 of 1912-13 held that ' ... 

71 Native Labour Commission Evidence and Report , p. 328. 
72 Ibid. 
73 Ibid. 
74 Ibid., p. 329. 
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taxation is unjustifiable as a means of increasi_~~ th1 labour supply'.75 From the 

report, the settlers appeared to have lost the\'batfle Jo ·press for the use of ., . . 

taxation to compel African labour. 

But very little came from the report. Its recomme11dations had greatly been 

influenced by Lord Delamere who wanted to press'urise the government into 

introducing compulsory labour on European farms.:_ ~ut the Colonial Office in 

London could not yield to the idea of forcing the African people to work as it was 

bound to face opposition particularly from · local missionaries. Neither the 

introduction of the Kipande nor increased hut a·nd poll t~pfbrought out the desired ......... 
flow of labourers to meet the demands of rapid settler economic development. .. 

Before the First World War, African peasant econo~ies were vibrant as was 

evident among the Luo of Nyanza and the Kikuyu of. Central province and the 
• squatters in the Rift Valley. These people were ab!e to sustain a surplus that 

helped in the payment of hut and poll tax. Africans wer~ able to produce crops 

like simsim, cotton and maize that were destin~d for-the export market. Those 

who kept livestock had easy disposable income, whiyh they used to pay their hut . . 
and poll tax. Equally important, the pastoral people~ .l_i-ke the Maasai and the 

·· .. ·. 
inhabitants of the Northern Frontier District ·had ·no interest towards a cash 

economy or migrant wage labour.76 

With the outbreak of the First World War in 1914, all ·the resources, human and 

monetary, were channelled to the war effort .. The se.ttlers provided tangible 

support to the battle against the Germans as man~. volunteered to join combat. 

After the war, this act of 'patriotism' strengthened settier bargaining power. The . . 
colonial administration had all along avoided bowing_ to settler demand for cheap 

African labour. Demand for labour had reached high proportions due to what 

Zeleza has described as 'demographic haemorrha~. of able-bodied males',77 
.. ··.i:. 

who perished as a consequence of the First Wo_rld' w:ar, As a result and certainly 

75 Ibid. .• , · ·· ·.•· 
76 Abdullahi, 'Colonial Policies and the failure of Som.alia Secessionism'. See also Peter Dalleo, 
'Trade and Pastoralism: Economic Factots in the History of Somali ~f North-Eastern Kenya, 1882-
1948', Syracuse University, PhD Dissertation, 1975. · .,, 
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in an act of desperation, the colonial governme~t in 1 ~19 introduced the Northey 

circulars, which attempted in vain to regularize the use.of forced labour. 
~ ~ . 

Forced labour, the Kipande, and the 'Northey Circulars' 

As early as 1900, the use of forced labour had been•t, common feature of the 
·,· 

nascent East Africa Protectorate. This was at f~rst dis~~ised as tribute labour.78 

Chiefs, Headmen, Liwalis and District Commissioners were pressurised to 
' •.. ~ 

provide labour for the construction of roads, government buildings, construction 

of dams, bridges and. the European settlers. Along the coast and particularly in 

Mombasa and Malindi forced labour was used in the construction of roads. They 

were paid in cash which they later used in the payment of the hut tax. A 1905 . . 
provincial report of the Rabai sub-district stated that' ·. 

The Hut Tax is levied individually and nt>f collectively. There is no 
question of apportiopment. The tax is well understood and the natives 
collectively acquiesce in the collection though there are naturally 
individuals who try to avoid payment. The principal effect of the tax is 
to make the natives sell their surplus live.stock and to make the 
younger men earn enough as labourers to p~y the Hut Tax - especially 
in the years when the harvest is not sufficiently plentiful to enable 
them to sell grain. Roads were cleared b.y natives who were paid and 
money later used in the payment of tax: The Natives of this district 
have no trading instincts to speak of. -Th~ following items can be used 
for trading grain, hides and this went to. th1e Indians. In return the 
natives get cloth, beads, foodstuffs and oth~r ~rticles. In addition they 
lease land to companies. Failure t8· pay taxes was due to failure of 
crops twice running and causing distress am·ong the natives. Tax for 
the government remains the only soµrc~:of revenue. The headman 
spreads the news that tax is due and are:13~sisted by inspectors. The 
headman draws Rs. 15 per month. Pressure is applied on those who 
do not pay. But cannot legally sue.79 

' .:· · 

Forced labour was also used as a form of pena~ce fck .those who could not afford 

to pay their hut tax. This was a common featu~el' along th~ coast where the policy 

was that 'the total amount of work done wa~ equa_l t_o the amount of the tax 

due'.80 In 1906 a settler farmer by the name of B. L.·.e~.sson of Mombasa wrote 

77 Tiyambe Zeleza, 'Labour, Coercion and Migration in:Early Colo.nial Kenya,' in A. Zegeye and D. 
lshemo (ed.), Forced Labour and Migration: Patterns of Movement within Africa, 1989, p. 165. 
78 Ibid., p. 164. 
79 KNA/PC/COAST/1/1/116, Notes for Special Provincial Report, Raoai sub-district, 1905-1910. 
8° KNA/COAST/1/1/193, German Book 1895-1905, vol 2. Chapter 5,·p. 290. · 
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to the sub-commissioner-complaining that his labour.e~~: had run away due to high 

taxes charged and that his 'work was completely spoiled' .81 

In 1908, the use of forced labour had been legalised, 'on the basis that the state 

was the agent of the civilising mission'.82 This was, tio~ever, limited to 'essential 
. . : . 

public works' in the name of 'communal labour' or,ganised around a particular ,. 
village or location or village. The 1912 Native Authority·'.Qrdinance demanded that 

women and children be required to provide labour for .• government activities. This 
. . . 

act authorised Headmen to issue orders to the Af~icarrs 'requiring the able-bodied 

men to work in the making and maintaining of any watercourse or other work 

constructed or to be constructed or maintained for the. benefit of the community 

to which such able-bodied men belonged'. In additior-i, · ·the Ordinance gave the 

headmen legal powers to regulate the movement of natives from the jurisdiction 

of one headman to another'. 83 Not much was achieve·a' because desertions 'were 

effective during the early decades of colonial· n,Jle precisely because the peasant 

sector was able to absorb the deserters'. 84 

Systematic exploitation of African labour We!$. made ·easier by the Registration . . 
Ordinance, which was mooted in 1915. and implemente-d in 1920 due to settler 

pressure. The act had laid down that every African male apparently above the 

age of 16 years should be registered and had to carry a certificate of . 
identification. It was to be produced on de!11and by_ a Police Officer or any 

. . 
authorised person. One notable feature was. that it bore the fingerprints of the 

bearer. When the Labour Commission of 1912-.13 had heard various views, one 

of the strong recommendations that came our of<the ~uropean witnesses was the 

demand for a form of identification to net labou·r de~erte·rs, tax defaulters and to 

control the movement of Africans. Considering the fact that most of the settlers 

were of South African origin, the concept of a paJ:is .system underpinned the 

strong influence of the South African settlers· in the introduction of the Kipande. 

For instance, back in 1908 Governor James Sadler st.ated that in South Africa, 

under the pass system, ' ... you get a disciplined n~tive, you know where every .. 

81 Ibid. 
82 Zeleza, 'Labour, Coercion and Migration in Early Col~hial Kenyai; p. 164. 
83 Lord Oliver, White Capital and Labour (London, 1929),-'p. 233. ·. · 
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native is, what his wages are and his empl~yment'.~5 The Kipande was to 

become a tool of domination and control. 

The Kipande meant different things to Africans, settlers and the state. For the . . . 

Africans it was a reminder of the fact that their• .rnual taxes had not been paid 

and that there was a possibility of being forcefuliy 're(?ruited to offer their labour in 
' 

the settlers' farms or other colonial enterprises:. ~qually important, the Kipande 

had to be worn around the neck which to most peqple was a badge of slavery for 
' . 

it restricted the movement of African labour from/on·e~mployer to another. In 
i •• • •.• 

sum, the Kipande system, while helping to stabiiise -tabour and wages for the 

settler economy, it did so to the detriment of the :AM~a~··1abourer.86 The Kipande 

registration system was the most concrete manifestation of a coercive labour 

control system. In the pass, the employer rea;orded the registration number, 
• 

resident district or town, time worked, the n~ure 9t work, name of previous 

employer, the rate of pay, if the tax had been gaid ar,d'general comments made 

on the suitability of the individual as an employ·~~.87 

In short, British policy reflected settlers' view. The pass laws implemented 

through the Kipande as its symbol placed the African people in an inferior 

position. It became the most detested instrum~nt of colonial rule for it provided 

an effective and coercive system of control. Every man had to be fingerprinted on 

the same card that showed his particulars. It_ became ~angerous for an adult 

male to be found in urban areas and the settled areas without a good reason and 
. . ... 

this singularly affected the movement of people ih a very profound manner. In the 
I ... , ' 

final analysis, the Kipande, had a dual purpose•- first as an identification card 

which had to be carried by all African males t~ · ~how it taxes had been paid and 

secondly, it served to locate the deserters from the labour force particularly from . ,: 

the settler farms. While the Kipande could not stem the demand for labour, the 
·, 

settlers kept insisting that the colonial administration- _supply them with labour. 

84 Zeleza, 'Labour, Coercion and Migration in Early Colonial Kenya', p, 166. 
85 Quoted in Wolff, Britain and Kenya, p. 105. . 
86 S. H. Somjee, 'Kipande: The Symbol of Imperialism, 1914-1948: A Study in Material culture' 
Staff Seminar Paper, Department of Literature, University of Nairobi, 1980. 
ITT • . 

Ibid., p.6. . · 
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When all these activities did not yield results,-attempts' at the use of direct force 

was undertaken. 

In 1917 the Governor, Sir Edward Belfield had argueo. in the Legislative Council 

that the government had the responsibility to arrange labourers for the settlers ' ... 

sufficient to meet the varying requirements of different projects'. With the arrival· 

of the ex-soldiers to take up farming after the first We>rld War, there arose an 

acute shortage of labour. As early as the 31 December 1918, Ainsworth who was 

the Chief Native Commissioner, was lamenting ove·r 'the extreme difficulty of 

obtaining labour'88 for the_ various colonial enterprises. The Carrier Corps who 

returned from the war had no inclination to work in the settler farms. This was . . 
due to the 'physical exhaustion of the men a~er th~ war, destitution and 

famine' .89 It was also compounded by the fact that the ~upply of labour had been 

greatly affected since several Africans who had served in the First World War 

had died.90 

Equally important, the colonial state, which had ~II along used taxation to coerce 

Africans into wage labour ·was faced with self-sufficiency from among African 

people. Apparently after the First World War, the ,Carrier Corps helped their 

people to pay off some of the taxes required. for example in Machakos district in 

1919, 118 Carrier Corps had paid a total of ~- 114 6_37 as tax. In addition, the 

export of goods like maize, hides, millet and other cortimodities had also helped 

the district to offset some of its tax obligations".91 CQ_n$equently, it is only fair to 

argue that having been able to pay their taxes, t!Je. people saw no need to . . . 
engage in migrant wage labour. The settler~, too. had by this time become 

ostensibly more assertive to an extent that wages pai~ to the African people had 

gradually been reduced. This did not do much- "to entice African people to seek 

wage labour. I. 
_,:· .. : 

... 
• , I ' 

88 KNA/CNC/1/1/1 Vol.4., Ainsworth to Provincial Commissioner, Mombasa. 
89 Van Zwanenberg, Colonial Capitalism and Labour in Kenya, p. 105. 
90 Raymond Leslie Buell, The Native Problem in Africa , 2 vols.(London, 1965), p. 332. 
91 KNA/DC/, Machakos District Annual File, 1919-1921. · 
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Consequently, in 1919, the Governor Sir Edward Northey, issued a circular 

· aimed at mobilizing the whole administrative machinery towards supplying 

sufficient labour for the settlers. The circular stated that: 

The problem which confronts the administration and the public is to 
arrive at some reasonable and natural method of so influencing the 
native population that the flow of labour may be increased year by 
year, so that the supply, to the limit of. its. capacity, may be brought 
more to a level with the demand ... to achieve this, every endeavour 
should be made constantly to get th~ people to improve their mode of 
living. The acquiring of imported goods, : the use of clothing, the 
construction of better habitation arid any, other matters which may 
increase their wants should be encouraged in every possible way .... 
For various reasons the general position · '(Vith regard to the labour 
supply in this country has generally b~en- unsatisfactory, some of the 
reasons being uncertainty .of sup~ly, unreliability as regards 
performance of contracts and the ~ndency to short periods of 
service.92 · · 

This became the basis of the terms of the circuJar by Northey that was issued on 

his behalf by John Ainsworth, the Chief Native Commissioner. The Northey 

circulars as they came to be called were one way of ensuring a regular labour 

supply. Among other things, the act demanded that:. · 

(a) All government officials in charge of African areas must exercise 
every possible lawful influence to ind1:.1ce able-bodied male Africans to 
go into the labour field. Where farmers are situated in the vicinity of an 
African area, women and children should be encouraged to go out for 
such of labour as they can perform. 

(b) District Commissioners will as ofJ:en occasion requires hold public 
meetings at convenient centres to be attend.ed by African authorities. 
At these meetings labour requirem~nts, places at which labour is 
offered, nature of work and the rates of pay must be explained. District 
Commissioners will invite employers or their agents to attend such 

. meetings. · 

(c) Employers or their agents requiring African labour will be invited 
and encouraged to enter freely any African reserve and there get in 
touch with the chiefs, headmen_ and Africa~s . 

. ' 

92 KNA/COAST/ Circular No. 4 of 13 January 1919 to all Provincial t·ommissioners. 
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(d) Should the labour difficulties continue, ·it may be necessary to bring 
in other and special measures to meet the case; it is hoped, however, 
that insisting on the foregoing lines will have appreciable effect.93 

Administrators were directed to 'actively encourage' Africans to engage in wage 

labour and to place heavy pressure on the chiefp and hea~men to do the same.94 

. '· These directives were certainly not carried · out since the Colonial Office had 

disallowed the use of forced labour. Equally im'portan.t th~ missionaries protested 

against the use of forced labour for it was akin to 'unveiled slavery', that enlisted 

women and children into forced labour. 95 Afri~ans ~ho were forceo into wage 

labour were referred to as the 'serfs of Britain'.96 But despite these belated 

attempts at discounting the use of force, labour conscription had been a normal 

burden to the African people. 

Conclusion 
• 

' . 
The emergence of a migrant wage labour force in Kenya was primarily a product 

of European white settlement. Unable to provide for their own labour and lacking 

in capital, the settlers sought cheap African labour. They, however, found a 

reluctant people who ,still lived by subsiste.nce farming, herding livestock and 

practising barter trade and had no desire to abandon their mode of subsistence . ' . 
way of life for a thankless existence in settler :farms .. But a gradual process was 

undertaken from the arrival of the first white settlers through land alienation, the 

introduction of a cash income and the enactment of harsh labour laws to counter 

the reluctance of Africans to enter into migrant labour. 

These measures were, however, not adequate to ·gu,arantee enough labour for 

the settler farms and public works. To counter this reluctance, the government 

wielded the taxation weapon as a tool to compel people to leave their reserves in 

search of labour. In this, they were prodded by the settlers who demanded that 

93 Ibid. 
94 Marion Wallace Forrester, Kenya To-day: Social Prerequisites. for Economic Development 
(S-Gavehnage, 1962), p. 65. For a discussion of the application of forced labour in Kenya, see van 

· Zwanenberg, Colonial Capitalism and Labour, pp. 104-182-'.• 
95 Dilley, British Policy in Kenya, p. 226. Oh the impact of t~e Nort~ey circulars, see also Berman, 
Control and Crisis in Colonial Kenya, pp. 144-146. ·· 
96 For a substantive missionary response to the Northey Circulars, read, Buell, The Native 
Problem in Africa, p. 224-253. ·· · 
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• 
. ·( 

the government play a central role in securing them African labour. The ,. 
conflicting testimonies given by the colonial administrators, the settlers and 

Africans to the Labour Commission of 1912-13· show that taxation did not fully 

succeed in driving the African people into migrant wage labour. A number of 

young people went out voluntarily to get money;which they used to pay taxes, but 

also to acquire certain material possessions like livestock, blankets, clothes and 

other paraphernalia. Others who remained behind, were able to pay their hut and 

poll tax by selling their crops or livestock. In sum, taxation had become 

ubiquitous. This is the task of the next chapter, to examine how taxation became 

part and parcel of everyday African life from 1920s to the twilight of colonial rule. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

THE STRUGGLE OVER UBIQUITOUS TAXES, 1923~1947 

We found that apart from maiptaining law and order our primary 
function in the early thirties was.to collect tax. This meant personally 
receiving thousands of shillings from rpgged people day after day and 
issuing them with receipts which t,hey guarded in· their .leather pouches 
against the day when some official . ·might demand evidence of 
payment. This was all part of the purpos~ of oiling the very elementary 
government machinery and also provide services such as expensive 
schools and hospitals, which were forthe'exclusive use of the white or 
brown [Indian] population. . · ,·. · 

-T.G. Askwith): 
• • 

Introduction 

One of the most important changes that otcurre·d in Kenya between 1923 and 

1947 was the fact that a wage-earning class had taken root.2 It was a class that 

depended entirely on wage earning for everyday sustenance. This was forced by .• . 

the land, labour and taxation policies of the ·~olonial state. It was also motivated . . ... 
by a growing taste of an African consum~t class- who had begun buying goods 

. .. 
from Indian shops and emergent African entrepreneurs, who had established 

Ii •• 

bu.sinesses in most rural centres.3 The declining role· of the Kenyan peasant and 

the emergence of a working class that no longer r~fled on land for survival made 

this possible.4 • · · · • 

·~ . 
• 
,• .. 

By 1923 labour shortage had been minimised as Africans responded to market 

and labour forces. Those who turned to migrant wage labour always had the 

option of going back to the reserves in what has been described as 'circulation'.5 

1 T. G. Askwith was posted to.Kenya in 1936 as a junior co101'i officer. Here he reminiscences 
about his experiences as an administrator. Quoted in ~arol),·~herman, Ngugi wa Thiongo: The 
Making ofa Rebel (London, 1990), p.346. . · -;.: . · · 
2 Ochieng', A History of Kenya, p. 117. See also, Tiyambe Zeleza, 'Dependent Capitalism and the 
Making of the Working Class During the Colonial PeriC,clt' Ph.O dissertation, Dalhousie, University, 
1982. I ,' · :· · 
3 Anthony Somerset and Peter Marris: A study of EntrepretJeurship and Development in Kenya 
!London, 1973), p.25. . ·, ·i ·· · 

A fine analysis is found in Atieno-Odhiambo, 'The ~ise and Deoline of the Kenyan Peasant, 
1888-1922', East African Journal, vol. 1, No.1.1972. · , 
5 Karim K Janmohamed, 'African Labourers in Mombasa, c.1895-1940', eh. 7, in B.A. Ogot (ed.}, 
Economic and Social History of East Africa (Nairobi, ·19.'6), p. ~ 5_7. 

• .. .. 
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People would remain in the reserves for a while before: relocating to the towns or 
I 

settler farms in search of employment as the n~ed arose. For some, it meant a 

source of meeting felt needs and conceivably to pay the hut and poll tax. For the 

colonial administrator like Askwith 'it meant -person~lly receiving thousands of 

shillings from ragged· people day after day and. issui~g them with receipts which 

they guarded in their leather pouches against:th~ dt when some official might 

demand evidence of payment' .6 
· ).: 

'.:~i' 

This chapter focuses on the same theme .that · Karim Janmohamed has 
l 

categorized as the 'economics of survival'. 7 i~ that connection, the chapter 

begins by looking at the role of the Local Native Cpundls (LNCs) which were 

established in 1924, with the aim of appeasing th~ grievances of Africans who 
. . : : . 

felt that they were not getting adequate benefits from their_taxes. Second, we will 

look at the impact of the various commission~ 'that w~re set up by the colonial 
·• 

administration to examine the whole vexed question of tax evasions, exemptions, 

dodgers and penalties in an attempt to ensure that taxation remained ubiquitous. 
. . 

Additionally, there is need to look at the regional ·~rid spatial reaction to the 

payment of taxes, for the response of the pastoral. Maasai varied from the 

reaction of the agricultural communities like tf1e Kikuyu. Before the Mau Mau 
' . . 

revolt, the Maasai paid heavier taxes than other communities for the reason that . '· 
the colonial state saw cattle as an important sbui-be of wealth to be exploited. 

-
Finally, the chapter will explore the impact of bott,: !he world-wide economic 

depression (1929-1939) and the Second Wo~ld'Wa_r {19·39-1945) and to explain 

how both events impacted on the African ability tQ pay taxes and the rise of the 

Mau Mau revolt. • .. '. ' . . 
Double taxation and the Local Native Coun~ils (LNC\). 

The LNCs were established in 1924 as part of ·the. colonial administrative 

machinery. This was through a bill initiated by. the Gov.ernor, Sir Robert Coryndon 

under the Native Authority Ordinance of 1923.8 jhey:were founded on the South 
.·f' 

African model and were to be established in ail the districts of the reserve with 
' ·~. 

6 Quoted in Sicherman, Ngugi wa Thiongo, p.346. See also epigram ir.i chapter 1. 
7~ · •. 
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limited powers of taxation and self-governlT!efit. While the LNCs were meant to 

serve a number of purposes, they were basically a response to African 
. .. · ... 

complaints of inadequate provision of services, despite the payment of taxes. But .. . 

for the colonial administration, it was a first ·step t?iards racial administration and 

segregation.9 During their formation, they hjd a.t .J!r~t a political motive to give, 

'the younger and more educated natives .~{ distinctive avenue along which to 

develop'.10 But as time progressed, the LN-~s w~e to play a crucial· role in all 
' 

aspects of African development. The councils met quarterly and deliberated on 

matters of purely local administration such as education, medical facilities, food 

supply, water supply, cattle dips, roads, bridges and culverts, markets, agriculture 

and livestock. LNCs were crucial in class formation.in. various African societies.11 

', 

According to Bruce Berman, LNCs were' important instruments of control and . , 

domination and were established first among the most sensitive districts of the 

Kikuyu and the Luo 'to thwart any mischievot.Js tenpencies, which might develop 

in native political societies'.12 In short, ~ccordiig1:o Berman the LNCs were 

meant to give the politically conscious people_,f}<,e the Kikuyu and the Luo a ... 
. .: .• . i 

chahce to let off steam and conduct their owri affairs. But Berman is off the mark . . .. ;.. . 
, .· r • 

here. The LNCs were formed literally. among all Kenyan communities even 
. . . . 

among the Keiyo and other pastoral groµps.13 To say that the pastoral people , 

sulked with indifference to colonialism does not come out from the evidence .. 
which show that they tried as much as they could, to avoid contact with the . . 
British colonial administration due to their demands- on livestock and taxes. Of 

course not all the LNCs promoted the w~lfare qf the people in their areas of 

operation. This was mainly due to the lirpited resoJ.,Jrces available to them, the 

poverty of the people and interference from t~e colqrfi91 administration.14 

... 
•'. . . . .···• : .. 

8 KNA/ Native Affairs Department Report, 1925, p.24.See also an important section on LNCs in 
Gavin Kitching, Class and Economic Change in Kenya, pp.188-199. 
9 Rosberg and Nottingham, 'The Myth of Mau Mau, p. 71. · ·. 
10 ' Ibid., p. 113. 
11 KNA/ Chief Native Commissioners Report, 1925. • 
12 Berman, Control and Crisis, p. 216. 
13 Ibid. . 
14 KNA/Chief Native Commissioner's Report, 1926.· 
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This is where the relevance of my study emerges. My concern here is with the 

power of taxation, which impacted greatly not ·011ly on those Africans who chose 
. . . 

to remain in the reserves but also those dependent on migrant labour. One of the . 
provisions under its establishment was that the 'LNCs would generate their own 

revenues. The colonial government demanded.fhat t~!· people fund the activities 
·-·· ' of the LNCs through what they described as li~ited taxation. This was to cause 

one of the greatest burdens of taxation on the·-people; It became an established 
. .I . 

practice for LNCs to collect taxes at the same time as poll tax in all districts 

except in the white settler farms. The African peo1:>le _were expected to bring 

sufficient money for both government and LNC payments.15 

. ,. 
From archival evidence, the LNCs brought fundamenttil changes to the lives of . .' 

the people. Their taxes though limited were seen to ·b~ of benefit unlike the hut 
. . . 

and poll tax that went into the coffers of the colonial administration. At the 

beginning, the LNCs had no legislative authority. Me;mbership was made of the 

. DC as the chairm~n with locational chiefs anB .headm.en as members. It also co-.. .. ~ .. . . . 
opted other people into its ranks particularly prospero~s farmers, educated young 

men and local traders. All members served for t~ree· ye!=3rs. 16 

... 
The greatest impediment was that the DCs ~ere t~;~· ones who controlled and 

., .. 
devised the budgets, although the LNC members refained the power to levy local 

taxes. This still gave the councils the power 'to confy61 'the expenditure and the 
. :.• 

ability to mobilise significant amounts of local capital.":iQdependently of the central 

government's fiscal system. And although there wa-s~ ·always a clash over the 

priorities of development, the council mem.bers' , · had a certain level of . . 

independence from the centre. At their inceP.~1on in :1.9_~3-24, the LNCs levied a 

tax at the rate of one shilling per head per y~ar, ~hl~h meant that the people 

faced double taxation.17 Rates that accrued Vofere e~~~rked for the provision of · 

services to the African people. Top on the list-was the provision of educational, 

agricultural, road networks and veterinary facilitfes. 

15 The Plewman Report of the Taxation Enquiry Committee, Kenya 1947. Ch. xiii, p. 63. 
16 Ibid., p.217. · · 
17 Buell, The Native Problem in Africa, pp. 366-369. 
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From the start, the LNCs called for the developm~nt of educational facilities, the 

improvement of agricultural methods and the cq~struction of feeder roads. To 
' 

that end, Africans had to be encouraged to adoRf various ways of acquiring an 

income to enable them pay taxes and to particip~t~ in a cash economy. In that . . .. 
connection, they participated in the production of,~ash crops ranging from cotton, 

maize, wattle, cabbages, and potatoes. Road netw.ork construction also was very 

important because it gave the people living in =reserves employment opportunities 
' 

and access to markets to sell their farm p(oduce. Equally important, by taxing 

their own people, they were able to construct lotal i:narkets, provide health and 

sanitation facilities like the digging of latrines, est~blishment of women's clubs, 

boy scout troops, team sports and the provision of ~rants-in -aid for the building 

of schools, paying teachers' salaries and spoo.so~i'rig poor students.18 

/ . 
• ,1 .. . ·:. 

One of the most enduring legacies of the LNcs· ~as the pivotal role it played in 

the expansion of educational facilities and -~rants· for the payment of teachers' 

salaries. The LNC from fts inception attei°mptfj to ensure that the people 

themselves played a role in the educat\on .of their children.19 To finance 

educational activities, the LNCs required that students pay school fees. This, 

h·owever, limited the number of school going ch.!ld_r.en since most parents could 
' . 

not raise the fees. Consequently, the children ·9f chiefs who had access to 

resources particularly from the ~ollection of ·.~axes were able to attend the 

schools. This was in spite of the fact that the people actually paid taxes to the 
;~ 

LNC and the state in the tiope of getting ce~ain be·n~fits. 

. ~ .,: 
By 1937, it is estimated that there were about\300 OOO African school-age 

children in Kenya out of a population of appro~imately three to four million 

people.20 Of these only 100 OOO were in school'\vith 40 OOO getting direct state 

assistance while others got no help at all in spite .c;>f the fact that all parents paid 
,• • ' • I • 

18 Ibid. 
19 Rosalind Mutua, Development of Education in Kenya: Some Administrative Aspects, 1846 1963 
!Nairobi, 1975), p. 125. · ' :_-. .. . 

0 The first official population census was conducted in Ker.iya iri 1948. So whatever is available 
before then is purely an estimate. The colonial administration's interest in population figures was 
to know the number of African taxpayers. The population 9f Kenya in 1939 is estimated to have 
been between 2.9 to 4. ?million. This difference is grossly huge but it goes to show the unreliability 
of some of the colonial statistics. See Berman, Control and .9risis, p.122 fn.51 . 
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taxes.21 The following table illustrates the racial variance in expenditure and .. 
allocation of educational resources.22 

• 
. 

Table 20 Comparative educational expenditure fpr different races, 1926-
1949 in£ .. 
Year Admin. African Arab , India'~ . European Ext. Total 

1926 47 797 14 4 f'1 ,28 815 91 083 

1927 52 431 17 318 · 36 032 105781 

1928 72 003 6 OOO 22 963 . 42 294 143 260 

1929 74 131 6 088 25 603 49 360 155 182 

1930 83 088 6 002 30 582 · 49 310 168 982 

1931 , 82 323 6000 34 348 . 49 189 171 860 

1932 76 472 6 OOO 32 371 4ey 126 162 969 

1933 75 094 5 975 41 675 42400 160 653 

1934 72 411 6 141 33 818 44 011 156 381 

1935 12 251 74 097 5 550 34 060 44 041 135 172 134 

1936 11 395 70 154 5 194 37 341 46 529 50 170 512 

1937 11 395 77193 5 251 39 140 49 255 2 081 184 315 

1938 12 900 80 130 6 711 43 861 49 003 338 192 943 

1939 11 490 81 869 7 414 45 6!)2 51 881 1 720 198 256 

1940 10 101 79 936 7 047 48 094 " 5.0 656 195 835 

1941 11 025 75 030 5 113 48 327 54 338 610 194 443 

1942 12 179 81 221 4 977 49.8~0 66 800 214 997 ·, 

1943 21 291 75 118 4 926 52 040 87 845 241 220 

1944 21 513 93 968 7 864 63 647 . 1.19· 631 8 590 314 213 

1945 •" -

1946 18935 . f58 085 

1947 16 647 179 289 

1948 37 672 211 953 11 666 137 313 . 207 622 41 488 747 674 

1949 50 935 323 340 17 247 206 969 . 2~· 559 55 660 939 610 
.• 

Source: Mutua, Development of education in Kenya;, p. 136. 
• : 

,, 
,.·· 

21 KNN Annual Report, Department of Education Annual Report, 1·937. 
22 Ibid. 
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The table demonstrates the level of disparities in 'the allocation of educati'onal 

resources to the various races in Kenya between_ 1926 and 1949. In 1926 the 

European population in Kenya was 12 529 while actual census for Africans are 

only rough estimates ranging from three ~i1'ion ·jo four million.23 Howev~r. in 

1949 after the 1948 nation-wide census, the Afrjcan population was 5 252 753 

with the European population being given at 29.:660.24 In all the years under 
,; 

examination from 1926 to 1949 expendj_t~r:e on European substructure was 
. ···,· 

slightly half of what was spent on the other races.~-
•i .. 

• ... . ' 

The LNC gave the African people a forqm•to _air their grievances about the 
.. ., . . 

paucity of expenditure on services that were beneficial to them. As shown in the 

first chapter, this imbalance in expenditure was pointed. out by Lord Mayne, 

formerly Financial Secretary to the Treasury.!n Britain. He had been appointed to 

investigate the problem of taxation as it affected the compliance of the African 

people and the problems that it has faced sin'ce its inception. His report revealed· 

that the African population contributed 37% percent_ of the country's total revenue 

in direct taxation but were getting fewer services in comparison to the Europeans . 

and the Indians. He recommended that·. an African Betterment Fund be 
.. . . 

established to help in correcting the lack of ·development in African areas.25 The . ~ . 

Fund was, however, not established owing· to lack of funds and opposition from 

members of the Legislative Council. This Jett the LNCs with the responsibility of . . .• . 
developing African areas. 

. ~ . 

A key responsibility of the LNCs was ·in distdbuting funds to schools and 

particularly in the financing of elementary educatio_n and granting land sites to 

mission schools. For instance in 1938. the LNGs provided £17 937 or 22.3 
. ' 

percent of the total public expenditure of £80 ~82 on the provision of African 
. . 

education in both schools run by the gov~r11ment:and missions.26 The following 

table reveals the amount of money spei:ir by ·t~e LNCs in the provision of 
.. ~ . 

23 A fairly general presentation of population figureS' in kenya is found in Francis Ojany and 
Reuben Ogendo, Kenya: A Study in Physical and Humdtl (3eqgraphy (Nairobi, 1973), pp. 112 129. 
See also Berman, Control and Crisis in Colonial Ketfoja, p. 130. 
24 Ibid., p. 112. · · · . 
25Lord Moyne, 'Certain Questions in Kenya', Report by Financia) Commissioner, May 1932, pp. 90-

. 97. 
26 Anderson, The Struggle for the School, pp._ 1- 8. 
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educational facilities. This shows how the taxes _collei~\ed from the African people 

directly benefited the people vis-a-vis the colonial state, 

Table 21 Local Native Council's expenditure on e_ducation in shillings, 1926-
1931 .. 
Council 1926 1927 1928 19~9 1930 1931 

: 
N. Kavirondo 20 OOO 100 OOO 21"~ OOO 251 OOO 19 600 .. 
C. Kavirondo 30 OOO 40 OOO 110 OOO 2.13 894 32 096 

• 
S. Lumbwa 2 200 300 20 OOO ~ 300 10 OOO 

Kiambu 10 OOO 120 OOO · 1~p 500 57 OOO 

Forth Hall 40 OOO 
;• 

31· 500 95 200 

South Nyeri 100 100 60 100 100. 500 160 500 

Embu. 980 

Meru 400 500 

Machakos 24 OOO 22 500 16 880 2f000 19 OOO 

Taita 6 OOO 200 

Kitui 6 OOO 7 OOO 2000 1 OOO 

Diga 1 OOO 3~00 3 OOO 

Giriama 21 OOO 500 

Elgeyo 3 OOO • 37 600 15 420 

Marakwet 1 OOO 6 400 6 980 

Nandi 10 OOO 6 OOO 6 400 10 250 10 850 

West Suk 2 OOO 10 OOO 

Baringo 2 OOO 

Narok 

Kajiado 20 OOO 30 OOO 22 500 40100 34 335 

Source: Mutua, Development of Education in Kenya, p.1-50. 

It is clear from the above table that the LNCs in the regions that had been 
• 

established played an important role in the deve1o·pment of schools. Councils in 

Nyanza (Luo and Luhyia) and Central (Kikuyu)_ had a ~igh expenditure than the 

rest of the colony owing to prosperity of the councils ~n~ also due to the fact that 

they had established many schools. Various regipns voted funds for the 

development of learning faciliti'es, but had also to grapple with an unenthusiastic 
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population. But the total support given to ~ducatio.i} by the LNCs almost flung the 

councils to the edge of insolvency. But d~spite t~e financial deficits they faced 

right from the start, they did play a major role f~the provision of education to 

people neglected by the colonial state. .. 
In fact, the Pim Commission Report of• 1935 on taxation and finance, 

acknowledged the point that the LNCs carried,. a heavier expenditure on the 

provision of services than their resources· would allow forcing them to divert 

resources from other commitments.27 For example the expenditure of the Nyanza 
' Local Native Council for 1938 was as follows: ~ ... ' 

Table 22 Nyanza Province LNCs expenditure in 1.938 

Item Expenditure(£) 

Administration • ~ 166 
' .. 

Native tribunals · 9 363 

Agriculture 

Medical and health facilities 

Improvement of townships and trading centres 

Roads and bridges 

Education 

Water supplies 

Anti-tsetse fly work 

Sport 

Miscellaneous 

Total 

7 991 

.4 904 

8373 

' . .• 6 010 

8 373 
' 
450 

700 

274 

50 

." 47 678 

Source: KNA/20/60/ Dept. of Agriculture, letter dated 1 July 1940 from the PC 
Nyanza to the Director of Agriculture. 

The government assisted them pay the salaries of two Instructors. But in the 

following year, the LNCs met the entire cost of 'native' elementary education. 

This unqualified investment in education nat~rally affected the ability of the LNCs 

to finance some of its operations. As a result in 1942, a committee under J. F. G 
. . . . 

Troughton who was a member for finan~e pt the .. ~ecretariat was appointed to 
' . . 

27 KNA/ The Pim Commission Report, 1936, p. 8. 

180. 

CODESRIA
 - L

IB
RARY



.. ·· .. 
· ... · .. 

.:, . 

examine the desperate financial position of t~·e LNC~ . particularly pertaining to 

their expenditure on education and other activities., The report was released in 
·, 

1944, which showed that there was considerable evasion ·of taxes in both settled 

and unsettled areas. This naturally affected t~e am_ount of taxes collected by 

both the government and the LNCs. It wa$ therefore recommended that 

government take over the financial responsibilities of providing education in 

secondary schools. This had hitherto been financed by the LNCs.28 True to this 

recommendation, the colonial government to.ck over,he running of Government 
. ,·:'·' t 

African schools but left the primary, 'bush', schqols · fo be run by the LNCs. This, 
. . 

however, did not adequately compensate the schools. While certain schools 

obtained some grants it was not sufficient to cover all tl1e council schools in need . . 
which were now left to raise the shortfall on their own through schools fees and 

intermittent help from the LNCs.29 

Financial troubles facing the LNCs arose basically because their activities were in 

most instances diverse, uncoordinated, inconsistent an·d varied from district to 

district. Many of the projects that were initiat~d failed due to lack of continuity 

among the colonial · administrators. Besid~s., there was always a lack of 
. . 

enthusiasm by newly posted DCs unlike their ;redecessors. In addition, the 

chiefs practised nepotism in deciding who wa~· t~:i1e assisted with the payment of 

school fees. The LNCs thus became the platform. for the new wealthy class, 

where taxes collected from the whole community Were. expended on schools for . . 
which only a few could afford.30 This was possible b~(?ause the LNCs provided . . . 
direct assistance in form of loans and contratts to African farmers and traders. 

Since the LNCs were involved in major coristrL:1ction projects like schools, 

medical centres, dips and feeder roads, most of the. work of construction was 

awarded to the local people who had the caRacity. This facilitated the 
. . •. . .. 

accumulation of wealth, which in the process develop~d the reserves by giving 

employment to more people but enriching a few.31 
! 

~ .. 
. , . . 

28 J .F.G. Troughton, Report on Local native Council Finances (Nairobi, 1944), pp. 1-25. 
29 Mutua, Development of Education in Kenya, p. 151. • · 
30 Berman, Control and Crisis in Kenya, p. 310. · 
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Equally important; the LNCs encouraged economic enterprises through 

agricultural and pastoral improvements and participated in road construction and 

the hiring of agricultural officers.32 Their members were very vocal during the 

presentations of African land grievances _at the Carter land commission of 

1932.33 The LNC played a significant rol~ in resource mobilization and allocation 

to its members. Like in Machakos, a situ~tJon dW<9loped in which educational 

facilities open to Africans lay outside the control o'f the missionary societies. The 

LNCs, therefore, filled a vacuum by sponsriring va~ious educational projects.34 

l 

Among the Taveta, Ann Frontera35 has argued tt,at the LNCs were intended to 
' . . , 

stimulate interest in local government matters as well as providing a sense of 

unity throughout the district. The colonial st.ate in r:iost cases gave them financial 
. il 

autonomy and among the Taveta, the LNC~_were· not mere rubber-stamps. They 
,•, 

were effective agents for the implementations of ~ouncil resolutions. In short, the 

LNCs provided important fora for the realization: of African aspirations, despite 

the fact that they were set up by the colonial st_al,e. The colonial administration 

was mainly concerned with issues related to:~ettlf(f nterests like land, labour and 

the taxation of Africans. It was obvious thereto.re, that the containment of the 

people through taxation was the dominant con·cern of the colonial state, rather 
. . .. 

than the developing the potentialities of tti~ African people. The only instance 

where it was involved was to do with de-stocking ar:id soil conservation.36 

•. 

The LNCs, therefore, provided a vital link .between· the African people and the 
.. 

colonial administration. They played an important role in that they always 
' 

questioned the imbalance that existed bet_we~n their contribution to colonial 

revenues and the social be_nefits they. received.37 Their establishment and 

operations demonstrate that by mid-1925, Africans had taken up the challenge of . . . . 
31 KNA/Report by a committee appoint~d to consider Local Native Council Finance in relationship 
to Government Finance (Nairobi, 1941), p. 1-9. 
32 Ibid. . , 
33 Rita Breen, 'The Politics of Land: The°Kenya Land Commission (1932-1933) and its effects on 
land Policy in Kenya', PhD dissertation, Michigan Stat~ University, 1976. 
34 Munro, Colonial Rule and the Kamba, p. 130 and all?o p. 150. 
35 Ann Frontera, Persistence and Change: A History of Taveta1ttassachusetts, 1978), p. 87 
36 See Fiona D. Mackenzie, Land Ecology and Resistance in ~nya, 1880-1952 (London, 1998), 
pp.124-153. . · ' •.; . . 
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the new dispensation and realized that education w~s the key to challenging 

colonialism. Education was, therefore given the first ~ouncil's priority particularly 

in the marginal areas where missionary effort~ did n
1

ot take off. But all this was 

done at the expense of the provision of other essentia:1, services·to the people like 

the building of access roads, health services and marketing facilities. Below is a 

table showing the amount of revenue expended on ed~cation in the entire colony 
· .. · 

in 1945. · 
. . . 

• 
Table 23 Comparative Local Native Councils revenues and educational 
expenditure in £s, 1945 . 
Council Total Revenue Education money for other : ~urplus 

Expenses . purposes than Education 
qccumulated over years 

N.Kavirondo 50 063 8 315· ·33 521 
.. 

C. Kavirondo 33185 5 9?2 -~ 13 592 

S. Kavirondo 40 118 4 949 . 30 316 

Kiambu 26 930 3 175 13 155 

Fort Hall 21 752 6 024 ,20 347 

South Nyeri 16 820 2 111 13 316 

Embu 19 619 1 980 17 989 . 
Meru 15 723 2 OOO 23 360 

Machakos 22 606 4 626 1.7 507 

Kitui 14 630 1 170 j6 712 

Nandi 5 237 · 1 109 '4 781 

Elgeyo 10 167 622 10 664 

•• . 
Baringo 5 922 118 

~- ,f 
5 803 

Samburu 3 315 125 2-408 
.. 

West Suk 1 390 459 1 378 

Digo 5 866 464 6 504 

Giriama 11 158 1 773 · 14 012 

Taita 3 977 1 002 14 071 

Tana River 868 37 571 

Freetown 34 2 :,060 

ii 

37 KNA/Report by a committee appointed to consider local Native Council Finance in relationship 
to Government Finance (Nairobi, 1925), p.1-9. 
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Narok 12 269 763 13 562 . 
Kajiado 12 407 291 : ·. 7 953 

lsiolo 578 953 

Garissa 199 33 . • 58 

Marsabit 258 529 

Source: KNA/ Native Affairs Report, 1939-45 (Nairobi, 194 7). 

From the 25 districts where LNCs were in operatior:, only three, Freetown, lsiolo 

and Marsabit did not make any provision for. education purposes. Others while 

varying on the amount of budgetary alloc.ation still provided funds for the 

development of educational facilities. Tbe missionaries in most areas 

supplemented the activities of the LNCs whom· tl.ley relied on to provide them 

with land and also the students. Of cours~ these provisions came with a cost. In 

other words, while the LNC provided a momentary_ solution for African problems, 

it overburdened an already overtaxed populatio~.13ut· one lasting legacy of the 

LNCs was that although they were a govern.n:ien(creation, the LNCs were able to 
• • • 

mobilize the people into attempts at self-sufficiency. Through the establishment 

of educational facilities, an elite class ~~s created· that articulated the many 

grievances of the people, which ranged from land policies, labour problems and 
• 

taxation. • ... 
• .. 

From 1950 the LNCs were changed into African· District Councils (ADCs) with 

expanded authority and responsibility for what was considered by the local 

administration strictly to be to serve local affairs. The ADCs were designed on 

British lines in the form of boroughs.38 With the path to independence being 

cleared, there was a gradual withdrawcjll of the DC from the local affairs as 

chairman of the ADC leaving the chief~ to run tt,p local services. People were 
,., 

given the opportunity of electing their own ag~nJs who became known as 

Councillors with expanded mandates of repre~entrng · t_he various reserve wards. 

'.• ., 

Government African School, Tambach: A -~~se study of an LNC initiative 

38 Berman, Control and Crisis in Colonial Kenya, p. 312. 
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Education is one of the strongest instruments of change and crucial in any type 

of society for the preservation of the lives of its' members and the maintenance of 

its social structure.39 To illustrate the contribution of the LNC in the social and 

economic development of the people, the. example of Government African .. . 

School, Tarnbach will be discussed. This is a.good .example of the successful 

use of taxation to benefit a local community as opposeq to central government 
... 

taxation. This school was the initiative of the Keiyo and Marakwet LNCs 
• I 

established in 1925 to" provide education for their children. 
· .• 

The government's education policy for Africans was .motivated by the needs of .. 
the labour market. On the other hand, the missionaries viewed western education 

as a vehicle for spreading the gospel. One specific feature was that the few 

settlers who favoured education for Africans emphasised the importance of 
I • ·• 

technical training as a means of preparing Afrfcans t9 work on European farms 
. . 

and estates. In this connection, the education· demands ·made by the Keiyo and . ·' .. 

the Marakwet on the colonial government se\. them on a collision course. The 

Keiyo and Marakwet, wanted a literary type .of education as opposed to the 

government and missionary type of education,. which emphasised technical and 

evangelical subjects at the expense of everything ei~e. The feeling was that such 

an education deprived their children of the opportl.i~ity to become government 

employees as teachers or clerks. Technical education provided for the training of 
. . .•• . . 

artisans such as masons, carpenters, blacksmiths, pnd beehive makers, among .. 
others, as compared to the teaching of subjects like English, Mathematics and 

. ' 
the Sciences. The Keiyo and Marakwet while .they carried a heavy burden, were 

to reap gradually the benefits of literacy. AccordingJo the 1919 annual report . . 
there were no literate Keiyo and Marakwet by then.~0

. .. . .. 
The Keiyo and Marakwet on realizing that: e~ucatioh. had been provided to 

neighbouring districts, like Kabianga (1924) for the .liipsigis, Kapsabet (1925) for . 
the Nandi and Kabarnet (1926) for the Tugen, demanded that the LNC provide 

education for their own children.41 One of the greates~ stumbling blocks to the 
:- . 

39 Rodney, How Europe Underdeveloped Africa , p.261 /' . · · · . ·._. 
4° KNA/DC/ELGM/1/1, Elgeyo-Marakwet District Annual Report, .1 ~18-1919. 
41 KNA/,Native Affairs Annual Department Report, 1925,. p,4. 

185 

CODESRIA
 - L

IB
RARY



.. 
''•. : ··"1 

development of the school was the negative attitude of the Director of Education 

based in Nairobi and even the district officials at Tambach district headquarters 

who did not consider education as a priority for __ t~e Keiyo and the Marakwet at 

the time.42 Faced with the skewed nature of _colonjal distribution of resources, the 

LNC turned to the taxation of its people to ·finance. the construction of the school. 

At its inception the colonial government provide·f: limited material, human and 

administrative assistance toward the completion of t~e school. 

The establishment of Tambach School in .1927 is an illustration of a people's 
• 

determination to ensure that taxation was berieficial 4o the community at large. At 

the beginning, six members of the LNC-Kiptoo Kisabei, Kipteimet Kipsanga, 

Chief Kiburer, Chief Cheserem Kimoning, arap Bartai and Cheptorus arap Lenja 
. .•. ' . . 

among other· prominent LNC members votefl £ 2500 for the establishment of a 
• : I 

school at Tambach for the children of th.e Keiyo and the Marakwet. At its 

inception, the LNC had two sources of revenue, namely a local tax rate of R.1 

per hut was imposed, but more rewarding were the royalties accruing from the 

Elgeyo Saw Mills, left by the colonial officials. at the disposal of the LNC.43 . ' . . . . 

In short, despite initial setbacks occasioned by· the colonial administration, 

· Tambach school was set up. The Director of Education had been reluctant 

arguing that the school was, 'very obvio~sly be.yond the means of the tribe '. .. 

whose demand for a school has come fro&! the small. boys who forced the elders 
.: 

to agree to it'.44 However, by late 1927, th~ Direc1or of Education had accepted .. 
the Keiyo and Marakwet petition for a school upon realising that the people were 

ready to build one on their own through taxing themselves. Consequently, in 

1927 the acting Director of Education, Mr. -J31iss, visited the proposed site of the 

school and promised to send £150. This was a drop in the ocean compared to ... 
the LNC's contribution of£ 2500. This was ·in. spite· of the fact that the Keiyo and . . 
the Marakwet paid an annual tax of about t:5 009 in the form of hut and poll · 

Tax.45 In fact of the total sum of£ 15o',.£100 ·w~s retained in Nairobi for the . ; 

42 KNA/ DC/ELGM/1/2, Elgeyo-Marakwet District Annual Report, 1926, pp. 1-3. 
a~ . . 
44 KN/DC/ELGM/1/2, Elgeyo Marakwet District Annual Report,.1927-1932, pp. 4-5. 
45 KNA/ELGM/1/3, Elgeyo Marakwet District Annual Report, 1933-1937. 
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purchase of materials.46 The school was official!~ launched in 1928 and named 

the Government African School, Tambach. The first Headmaster was G.A. 

Berriage but R.H. Howitt who was at the _helm from 1930 to 1939 with only a 

short break in 1936 laid down the School's real foundati~n.47 

;-, 

At its inception, the school's curriculum, whicl\was developed by the colonial 
• ,",r• 1, 0 

state, was intended to achieve a number of b!:>jecti.s. First, it was to provide 
. ,, .. 

technical education for the Keiyo and Marakwet ch_ildren. Second, reading and 

writing were to be considered to be necessary evils._ The colonial administration 

wanted 'natives' to be educated with a view of them being neither clerks nor . 
teachers but artisans useful, both in their own reserves and to the colony in 

•·. 
general. And it was proposed that the school·_should ttyto use and improve first 

·. . . . 
the materials and methods of farming existing .in the ·r~serve. For instance, it was 

proposed that since the Keiyo kept bees, it was hoped to introduce to the 

reserves better and more economical beehiv~~ to foster the beeswax industry 

and to introduce for sale some good honey.48 john Chebbet, a pioneer studentat 

the school described the school situation as follows: :.J · 
. /.: 

·t 
I went to School when I was 14 years old. Our curriculum included 
carpentry, tailoring, masonry and joi,nery. These went hand in hand 
with reading and writing. Chief Cheptarus arap Lenja took me to 
School from home despite protestations from my father. We were fed, 
housed, clothed and given free tuition. After graduation I did not want 
to be a mason. I wanted to be a .teacher. ·I ·Joined Kapsabet where I 
qualified as a teacher. I taught in ma·ny Schools until 1960 when I was 
appointed a District Officer in Nyeri,". Kiptoo Chirchir was my classmate 
who later became the first President- of African District Council 
(ADC).49 . 

In essence, the colonial administration did nof.attempt to train the Keiyo and the 

Marakwet for careers as teachers and clerks. This c;lid not please the LNC who 

felt betrayed by the colonial administration .that . contributed a mere £ 150. 

Following pressure 'from the LNC, the government by .1:939 had made the training 

',, . I 

46 KNNELGM/1/2, Elgeyo- Marakwet District Annual Re#in:, 192~-.1932. 
47 KNNELGM./2/1 Handing over Reports, 1926-1959. · - ,· · •·• 
48 Ibid. . . 
49 Interview with John Chebbet, 6 January 1990, quoted Tarus, 'The Early Colonial History of the 
Keiyo', p. 206. · · 
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.... 
of teachers part and parcel of the schoors · curriculum. And from only thirty 

students in 1928, the numbers had risen tb· a ·hundred in 1930. During that year, 

the colonial government provided shs. 19 886 while the LNC provided shs. 22 

400 towards capital and recurrent expengiture. The average cost per pupil was 

worked out at shs; 58 for tuition and shs 172 for b~·arding and lodging.50 

• . 
In sum, Government African School, Tambach is a good example of a tax system 

that benefited the taxpayers directly. The. U~C had laid down the foundation of 

education for posterity not only among the Keiyo, but in all the districts of Kenya 

where the LNC had been. established.51 .The people paid the extra tax of 1 

shilling knowing that it was beneficial to the society. In the final analysis, the 

establishment of schools by the LNCs saw the beginning of a gradual 

transformation of the Kenyan societies, able. to articulate their grievances that 

ranged from land alienation, employment and th~ payment of taxes. This led to 

the formation of poJitical associations and trade unions. Additionally, the LNCs 

had the effect of bringing about needed change to .the political administration by 

offering Africans a channel to make their 9ema~9s known. This was a way, 

hitherto, unavailable before the establishment of the LNCs. The provision of 

services like education, medical facilities, Jn.frastructure and soil conservation that ..• 
the LNCs provided always remained high on the agenda. 

The inter-war period: casting the tax net wider..- . · 

By 1923, taxation had become part . an.~ parc~I .'.of the African social and . 
economic life. This has been well captured ~y the following jingle by rickshaw 

'boys' in Nairobi: 

50 Ibid. 

. . 

Great .and wise and wonderful is the European 
He made wars to cease 

He causes our fields to bring forth plenty 
And our flocks to increase . . 

He gives us grec;it riches, and then -
He takes them ,all ?JWay again in taxes. 

Great and wise and woriderful.is the European.52 

. ' . ~ . 
51 Tignor, The Colonial Transformation of Kenya, p.20, foc:itnote'51. 
52 Quoted in David Maugham-Brown, Land Freedom and Fiction (London, 1985), p.104. 
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But those who paid the taxes did so grudgingly for as in the jingle, despite their 

hard work in 'our fields to bring forth plenty' the colonial government, 'takes them 

away again in taxes'. Various categories of people, the unemployed, peasant 

farmers, the working class and those without a steady source of income like the 

rickshaw boys devised various ways and n:ieans to minimize the impact of 

taxation on their lives. This led to determin~c;i efforts by the colonial state to 

maximize revenue collection and spread the tax ~et wi_der . 

• 

With the onset of the worldwide economic depression that occurred between 

1929 and 1939 and with dwindling revenue fro·m Afri~n taxation through dodging, 

evasion, exemptions and hard economic times, the colonial state· responded 

through very stringent collection of African tiut and. poll tax. This was critical 

because by 1930 the African people contrib1:1ted up to 37% percent of the total 

colony's revenue.53 Payment of the hut and· poll tax therefore continued to 

constitute a very heavy financial burden on the African people, a situation even 

made more critical by the depression that _pre,ipitated a dramatic decline in . . 
revenue of the colonial administration.54 

The effect of the depression has been well qaptured by one of Kenya's liberal 
'• . 

settler farmers at the time, Sir Michael ~lundell, ·who" states that, 

The Wall Street crash of 1929, wit_h the collapse of commodity prices 
changed the face of farming in Kenya. In ·that year alone coffee prices 
were halved and subsequently, fell to a fifth of the pre-crash level. 
Much the same happened to all other crops; c:J two hundred pound bag 
of maize flour could be bought for five shillings, a pint of milk for the 
equivalent of a penny, butter at less lhan a.shjlling a pound, a chicken 
for· not more than one shilling and· bananas at one hundred for the 
same price. African wages droppep disastrously and half the coffee 
farms in the country went out of production; with hundreds of farms 
elsewhere being abandoned or. taken ·over . by banks. I visited 
Kipkarren Valley to find three quarters of the early settlers with.all their· 
hopes and excitement at creating a new world for themselves had left 

. their farms and tried to find jobs elsewhere.~~· 

• . ·. 
53 Kanogo, 'Kenya and the Depression, 1919-1939', p. 116. 
54 Berman, Control and Crisis in Kenya, p. 235. ; · . 
55 Michael Blundell, A Love Affair with the Sun: A Memoir of Seventy Years in kenya (Nairobi, 
1994), p. 24. Sundell was a politician, farmer, soldier, busin~ssm.an, botanist and an accomplished 
musician. He played a critical role during Kenya's struggle of independence due to his liberal 
political views that were anathema to mainstream colonrals: 
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The depression affected the white settlers more than.Africans due to a fall in the 

prices of primary commodities. Incidentally during 'the period of the depression, 

only 2.3 percent of state revenue came from exports of settler agriculture. The 

depression according to Fiona Mackenzie was ex.tremely harsh because of the 

repayment of the loans used in the railway _extensions that were essentially built 

to support settler agriculture.56 Railway exten~.on~ h~d been made to Eldoret and 

also to Thika, and while the state provided littl~ funding, the rest had to be raised 
. ' . 

through African taxation to 'subsidize the mos( inefficient sectors of settler 

agriculture'. 57 

• 
Compared to the white settlers, African peasant production was less affected by 

the depression since most peasants responded to the fall in the prices by 

reducing consumption levels and intensifying co~~odity production. This was 

something the White settlers would not do because of their feelings that the state 

owed them protection, their own racial superiority and the fact that they believed 

that they had to maintain their higher standard of living.58 To ease the burden of 

the depression and to maintain the same. level of- revenues, the colonial state •• 
began to encourage alternative sources of income to meet the fall in taxation 

revenues following the decline of wage employment and declining crop prices . 
. ·, 

For the first time, peasants were encouraged tb grow crops that they had not 

been allowed to at the beginning of colot1ial rule. By 1933 selected African 

. farmers had been permitted to plant coffee somet~ing that they had not been 

allowed ever since. Many others took to the cultivcttion other crops like maize, 

beans, wattle, potatoes, pyrethrum and cotton.59 M~ize, however, was the most 

popular African crop at that time and waii faced with marketing and price .. 
problem. 

In Nyanza where maize had become a stable food for consumption, and a major 

cash crop, the impact of the depression was immense. The DC stated in his 

1930 report that 'maize has been unsaleable', . owing to the 'general trade 

56 Mackenzie, Land, Ecology and Resistance in Kenya, p. 134. 
57 Robert M. Maxon, 'African Production and the Supp~rt of European Settlement in Kenya: The 
Uasin Gishu - Mumias Railway Scheme, 1911-14, Tl:!.e Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth 
History, xiv, 1, 1985, p. 52. ·· . 
58 Kanogo, 'Kenya and the Depression, 1919-1939'; P·. 1 ~6. 
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depression' .60 In the same report he declared that, ''Maize at Kakamega would 

hardly bear the cost of transport'.61 This affected the ability of the people to pay 

their hut and poll tax. This was made more difficult by the depression, which 

affected both the African and the white settlers. As· long as the white settlers 

could not market their produce, then African -r:nigrant labourers certainly got no .. . . . 

employment and those who retained their jobs .had their wages reduced from 14 

shillings to 8 shillings a month.62 

While the depression affected the African people considerably, they were able to 

cope better than the settlers who relied on the state to stabilize prices, get 

markets and to procure cheap labour. Thus, the niajor problem faced by the 

African people was the steady decline of pro~ucer prices particularly that of 

maize. In 1931 the price of maize in Luanda, Kakamega, had for example . . : 
reached the hitherto unprecedented low figure of s11s. 7/50 per bag from the ·. . 
usual shs 15/~. Sometimes in fact, it was rep<;>tted that a man was lucky to get 

shs. 3/50.63 In a letter to the PC Kisumu, the DC Kakamega appealed that: 

Given a congested population such as Bunyore, Maragoli and Teriki, 
where cattle are so scarce, the same pair }nay do duty as bride price 
two to three times a year. The capacity to pay taxes is derived from 
shamba produce and wages earned. When'a man is past his prime 
there remains only his shamba. Where the value of produce falls 
below a certain level it pays a man tcf do detention than to raise three 
or four sacks above his family requirements to pay tax.64 

By 1934 the collection of taxes in Nyanza province was described as depressing. 

The· PC in a circular letter to all the DCs stated .. ·that, 'owing to the state of the 

colony's finances it is imperative that the f~llelt collection possible be made 

before the end of the year. A very special effort be made and the work of officers 

must be concentrated on collection of tax as much as possible during the next 

two months'.65
· He implored them to collect a's.rpu~h as·possible by involving all 

59 KNA/ELGM/2/1 Handing over Reports, 1926-1959. 1 
• 

6° KNA/DC/NYA//1/1, North Kavirondo District Annual Report, 1930. ·•. 
61 Ibid. . .. 
62 Oral Interview with Daniel Kipkoech Cheruiyot, 28 January 1999 at Cheborge location, Kericho 
district. . 
63 KNA/Fin/218/8/3, DC Kakamega to PC Kisumu 4 AprU.1935. , 
64 Ibid. ' . . . 
65 KNA/PC/NA/1 /19/149/, Taxation file, Nyanza province. 
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'tribal police', interpreters, hut counters thr(?U9h fhe· provision of adequate receipt 
·• books and location registers. He also dema'~ded that they be provided with 

transport, camp equipment and boxes for carrying th!;I money. And to the chiefs, 
} 

the directive was more severe in that the cir~ular de.manded that, 'all outstanding 

taxes must be paid before the end of the yea~ and that no salaries can be paid 

out until this is done and that ariy neglect or dilatoriness in respect of tax 
' 

collection may entail dismissal' .66 

., 
In other words, despite the fact the African taxpayers provided a sizeable amount 

• 
of the revenue, the colonial administration still felt that they were not making 

adequate collections. The hut tax which was the fJagship of African taxation _had 

by the 1930s become progressively less satisfactory as a way of levying taxes. 

Consequently, in 1933 an lriland Revenue section was started as a branch of the 

Treasury Department. This was due to the fact that, for many years, it had been 

felt that, the system under which direct taxes was· collected in the districts left 

considerable room for evasion, as there Was no means of ensuring that the 

names of taxpayers was correct. To deal with the problem of evasion, two white 

and two Asian clerks were appointed in 193~ to prepare the first list of taxpayers 

for the whole colony. All these were attemits to e.nsure that tax evasion was 
: ,: "': 

minimised. 67 

District Commissioners in Nyanza Province were consistently under pressure by 

their Provincial Commissioners to vitalise the collection of taxes so as to bring in 

more revenue. The DCs countered by maintaining that the people were not in a 

position to pay taxes due to various rea.sons. Among the reasons mentioned 

were infirmity, old age, emigrations, poverty and the impact of the economic 
,, 

depression. For instance, many people were reported to have fled to Tanganyika 
. . 

to avoid the payment of taxes. Many others were' in detention while others were . . 
too old for detention and not old enough for exemptions from taxation.68 

.. . . .• 

66 Ibid .. 
67 KNA/FIN/ 1/1, Departmental circulars to District revenue collectors, 1933. 
68 KNA/PC/NA/1 /19/149/, Taxation file, Nyanza pro~ince. 
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But the PC retorted back that 'it is illogical ·to··. s~y that the full tax cannot be 

collected in a normal year. There has been in9re~s·ed production of agricultural 

and animal products in Nyanza and also the amount of money paid the natives in 

the goldfields should be for paying taxes'.69 The tn,1th of the matter, however, was 

that the majority of the people of Nyanza were no.tin a;osition to pay their taxes 

due to famine and locusts that had destroyed most J(ttieir crops. Secondly, the 
' . ; 

collection of so many tax arrears in 1933 . ~ad ·:,by 1934 (see table 20) . 

impoverished many 'natives' who normally fo~nd ,t · difficult to obtain their tax .. 
money. Thirdly, tax collection at the goldfields i~· North Kavirondo which was 

expected to yield more in tax revenue wa·s actuafly low due to what was 

explained by the DC Kakamega to be lack of staff and the low viability of the 
. . 

mine. Finally, thousands of livestock had died due tq: rinderpest and Jack of 

veterinary services. All these setbacks were compounded by low prices of cash 
. . . 

crops and livestock as a result of the depressiorT and low wages. Consequently, 
• 

this made it difficult for the people to raise tax mo~.ey? 

Table 24 Tax collection figures in Central K~virondo, 1928-1934. • • Year Estimates (£) T~~ Collected (£) Arrears (£) 

1928 75 OOO 17 227 4 .. 

1929 78 OOO 78 836 25 

1930 79 OOO 76 867 12 . .• 

1931 75 OOO 39162 160 

1932 75 OOO 27 251 28 726 

1933 77 500 35 795 40 148 

1934 75 OOO 35 7~7 21 296 

Source: KNA/DC/NYA//1/1, Central Kavirondo District Annual Report, 1928-1934. 

From the table it is clear that the collection of tax arrears in 1933 was out of 
.·• . 

proportion. The normal tax levied was£ 37 79S"While the arrears collected was £ 

40 148 bringing to £ 77 943 the total amount of ta~es collected in one year. That 

69 Ibid. 
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explains why a paltry sum of£ 21 296 was. orily coliected in 1934 due to taxpayer . . . 
fatigue. But the colonial administration was insistent that the hut and poll tax be 

paid in full. It was argued that 'the collection of tax was a duty of the District 

Officers and native authorities and any failure to enforce the payment must have 

a detrimental effect on the prestige of the admini'stration apart from revenue 

considerations'. 71 

·' . 
After more than thirty-three years as the flagshfp of colonial property tax, a 

provision was made for the gradual abolition of hut tax through the Native Hut 

and Poll Tax Ordinance of 1934. But the colonial .administration and chiefs still 

found the use of huts as the easiest way .to. locate taxpayers. More importantly, 

the act made provisions for the exemptio~ <?f impoverished persons from the 

payment of taxes. One· fundamental chang·e. the act made was in the provision 

that made women hut owners liable for the:payment of tax.72 For the colonial 

administration, this meant that since most men w~re no longer domiciled in the . . 

reserves but in wage employment, it made sense•to tax their wives who stayed 
. 'j 

behind. In any case, it was argued that women held property as trustees of their 

families.73 Indeed, that was one of the majo.r recommendations of Lord Moyne 

(discussed in chapter 1) when he called for .the taxation of widows even if they 

had passed the childbearing age since they ~ere i.n ~harge of huts. 74 

. , :A; 
. I : I~ 

In 1936 a commission under Sir Allan F'im, was set up to inquire into the 

allegations of hardships and mismanagervent of tax and abuse of power in the 

collection of the hut and poll tax in Kenya. · The Commission carried out 

investigations in various parts of the coun~ry. They found out that there were 

many problems associated with tax administr~tion ~nd collection. These included . . ·. 
illegal seizures of livestock, illegal arrests by ,administrators, mistreatment, · 

· beatings and bribes in order to obtain exemption. The tax enforcement and 

collection, therefore, became the principal means of harassing the Africans. Sir 

7° KNA/The SecretariaURef.SF/Adm.9/15, Circular letter on~Native Hut and Poll Tax. 
71 KNA/Ref./4/2/2/, Letter from the Colonial Secretary to all Provincial Commissioners, No. 8 of 30 
January 1935. · . : . . 
72 KNA/ Native Hut and Poll Tax Ordinance of 1934 which advocated the introduction of the Kodi 
stamps. 
73 Ibid. . 
74 Report of Financial Commissioner (Lord Mayne) on Cert,ain, Questions in Kenya, May 1932, p. 7. 

194 

CODESRIA
 - L

IB
RARY



.. 
.. 
. . 

Allan Pim found out that the hut and poll tax system was the subject of many 

criticisms, a fact that led to a fundamental cha~ge iO the taxation legislation that 

saw the enactment of Income Tax Act in 1936.75 

In 1937 the Income Tax legislation laid down the basis of liability, assessment, 

collection and management of the rates of payrtient. The Finance Department 

administered, assessed and collected income tax. Its head office was in Nairobi 

with branches in Mombasa, Nakuru, Thika, Kisumu an~ Nyeri. A Commissioner 

of Income Tax in the colony was appointed to·administer and take charge of the 

newly enlarged revenue office.76 For the first .time the· white settlers in Kenya 
• I 

began to pay taxes commensurate with their in.come. ~ 

•. 

The following table illustrates the amount of .. direct taxes that were collected 

across the colony between 1935 and 1944: 
' . 

Table 25 Hut and poll tax collected between 1935 -1944 . 
Year African Hut and Poll Tax (£) . 

1935 

1936 

1937 

1938 

1939 

1940 

1941 

1942 

1943 

1944 

502 302 

544 857 

534 362 

522 325 

523 588 

515 713 

541 546 

536 959 

504 236 

524 219 

Source: Tax Reports (Government Printer). 

75 The Pim Commission Report, 1936. 
76 Income Tax Ordinance, 1937. 
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Non-African Tax (£) 

70 967 

75 091 

44 664 

48 690 

50 929 

51252 

68 356 

86 894 

100 092 

114 255 
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The Pim commission found out that the re;eiilue ge'nt3rated by hut and poll taxes 

though meant for specific developmental purposes remained fairly static. For 

instance, during the ten-year period between 1935 and 1944, the revenue raised 

from both taxes rose from £ 502 302 to £ 524 219 as shown in the above table. 

According to the colonial administration, the taxes collected were very low.77 Sir 

Allan Pim explained that this was due to the reduced purchasing power of the 

people. Africans in particular, no longer afforde_d to purchase blankets, cotton 

piece goods and Jembes (hoes). Even the progressive farmers who had began 

to use better methods of farming would no longer afford, ploughs, cultivators and 

harrows which at that time cost £ 3 a piece. The peasants were forced to resort 

to the use of the wooden digging-stick. Matters w~r~- even further complicated by 

the diminished demand for labour among tti~ settlers.78 Consequently, it became ' . 

even difficult to raise tax money. 
•. . 

.. 

Kodi stamps and use in tax collection 

One of the major recommendations of the Lord Mayne commission was the 

formalization of a stamp card to be used for the collection of taxes. In 1936, Kodi, 

a voluntary system of monthly payments ~y stamp,s. was introduced. Such a ' . . method of collecting poll tax by instalments .nad in fact come into prominence in 
. , .. 

1931, but had not been officially permitted. This tiad followed a serious decrease 

in the collection of taxes owing mostly ·to the•~conomic depression. The 
. . ' 

argument was that the 'natives' must have a few shillings from time to time and 

by an instalment system, would probably be able to pay the full sum over a 

period of months, where as if these small amoupts were refused, the tax 

collectors would receive nothing at all. Second, it ;erved the useful purpose to 
' . . 

prevent the European employers from losing their lal;,our through workers inability 

to pay taxes.79 Third, Kodi stamps help~d preyeht the exploitation of poor . . 
workers' through one time deduction. Most workers had become discouraged 

77 The Pim Commission Report of 1936, 1. 
78 Ibid., p. 11. . 
79 KNA/DC/Fin/8/3, Memo from DC Kakamega to PC Kisumu, Origin of Kadi Stamps, 4 April 1935. 
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through wholesome deduction of their wages to pay•tor the tax leaving them with 
• no money for their own maintenance and that bf their families in the reserve.80 

For instance in 1936 the District Commissioner amo~·g t~e Keiyo people stated 

the reasons why the people were reluctant to pay taxes: 

I consider on the whole the tribe are very p.por tax payers, grudging 
every shilling paid to government and making no effort to find their tax 
until they find action is about to be taken' aga.inst them. The majority of 
the chiefs fail to realize their obligation in tJ,e collection of tax and do 
nothing until a day or two previous to the arrjval of an officer. 81 

To overcome this aversion to the payment of taxes thr~ugh evasion and dodging 

particularly from those employed and with' a monthly income, the colonial 

government in 1936 introduced the Kodi stamps
0

•

82 

: .... 

The collection of taxes through the use of the Ko.di c::ard system began in all 

urban areas. and later spread to the 31 of the 33 districts. In fact, the use of Kodi 

stamps became popular in townships, estates and. plantations. The method of 

operation was by use of postage stamps of one-shilling denomination. These . 
were issued to the various tax collectors, the DCs and the Chiefs.83 Thus began .. .. 
the idea of Kodi which became efficient, pragmatic and accomplished the task of . . 
bringing into the tax net most people who had ~ithertq.been unable to pay due 

.. 
their inability to raise the tax money at a go .• • 

... 
Below is a design sample of a Kodi card application form written in both Kiswahili 

and English. Once this was filled, it made on~ eligible to pay tax through monthly 

deductions. 

• 
Bandika hapa tiketi moja ya posta ya shillingi moja 

(Place a one shilling postal stamp here) 

Kodi ya Kichwa Moja ________________ _ 

8° KNA/ Minute by a Mr. Flood in G. Walsh and H.R. Mof'!tegomery, J;teport on Native Taxation. 
81 KNA/DC/ELGM/3/1/1/, Elgeyo Political Records, Intelligence Repo!'l:s, 1936. 
82 KNA, Graduated Personal Tax File and the Kadi stamps, 1936 . 
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(One stamp per poll) 

Nambari ya daflari ya Kod,·_ -----~--------­

(Number of Stamp card) 

Jina -----------------------
(Name) 

Kabila ---------------'---'----------
(Tribe) 

Akaapo na mengineo _________ __;_ _________ _ 

(Place of residence) 

District of Registration. ___________________ _ 

District of Collection ---------------------
Ye a r in respect of which tax has been colle.cted_~,___ ________ _ 

• .. 
Amount collected -----------------------
Tot a I amount collected in respect of Natives registered in each district at stations 

outside the district ·-------'--------------'---

Once this form had been filled, the taxpayer was· issued with the card shown 

below with the amount of monthly deductiofi and a ·stamp affixed. The Kodi card 

was filled in triplicate and designed as shown below: 
· . 
• BARUA ZA KODI YA SERIKALI (GOVERNMENT TAX CARD) 

COLONY AND PROTECTORATE OF KENYA 

DISTRICT COMMISSIONER'S OFFICE, 19 ... 

This is to certify that the bearer Native .... 

No ... Has paid his Poll Tax at ... 

For 19 ... on ... and his receipt No. is ... 

District Commissioner Attach Kodi stamp here 

Source: KNA/ PC/Nyanza in a circular to all DCs on· 3 November 1936. 

83 KNA/DC/Fin/8/3, Memo from DC Kakamega to PC Kisumu, Origin of Kadi Stamps, 4 April 1935. 
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The Kodi stamps mandated an employer with th~\nowledge of the employee to . . 
deduct a portion of his wages in the form of Kodi sta'mps. Although this system 

would have made it easy for the government to collect taxes, most of the .. 
employers did not bother to buy stamps but rather preferred-to make deductions 

for tax in their labour registers. Equally important, some Africans were able to 

pay the taxes at once without resorting to the:·use ofthe Kodi stamps. However, 
. ~ . 

there were several other African people who preferred this system of paying 

taxes by instalments due to low wages and other family commitments. To 

facilitate this, and because the colonial state was d~sperate for revenue due to 

the effects of depression, the state adopted thisin~talment system.84 

.. 
At the district level, a very elaborate and thoro4gh list of all tax-payers was made. 

In addition a close scrutiny of tax defaulters 'was maintained at all times and a 

tracking system organised to net the defaulters.. The defaulters were hunted 

down only to be discovered that the majority· weie serving in prison, in settled 

farms and even in the employment of the goverrimer,t: There were others in the 

reserve or even in the settled areas who were also r-eluctant to pay taxes. This . 
occurred because the employers as long as th~y wer~ a.ble to get cheap labour 

did not feel obligated to assist the state in the collec;tion of taxes.85 On the other 

hand, the labourers themselves wanted to save money which they hoped to 

invest back in the reserves. One informant Kimait arap Sang stated that, 'taxation . . . . 
was regarded by many Kipsigis as a punishment from -the colonial government 

. ... . 
which they gradually accepted. Given a chance'many·qf them would gladly have 

• 
evaded its payment. But the majority of those without livestock opted for migrant 

labour so as to get money to purchase livestock'.86 

The majority bf the African taxes were collected by District Officers who issued 

receipts and made entries in the register. After 1940s the issuance of receipts 

was taken over by tax -and chiefs' clerks. The proce~s was accelerated by the 

appointment of District Revenue .Officers w~.o .were to~ co-ordinate the collection 

of taxes in the reserves and urban centres. I~ settled ~r~as taxes were after 1945 

84 Ibid. . 
85 KNA/DC/Fin/8/3, Memo from DC Kakamega to PC Kis~rnu, Odgin .of Kodi Stamps, 4 April 1935. 
86 Interview with Kimalit arap Sang, at Ndanai, Kericho bn 1 February 1999. 
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collected by a Superintendent of Inland Revenue .. 87 AU of the revenue officers 

who collected taxes came under the supervisior;.·of the District Commissioner 

who was answerable to the Central Registry in Nai!obi. In addition to the actual 

collection of taxes, the Revenue Officers were also responsible for organising the 

smooth collection of tax and the issuance of receipt books to chiefs. They also 

visited centres at frequent intervals in ord.er to remove cash that had been 

collected. Equally important, they were expected to ·'keep an extremely careful 

watch on the rate of collection in each .location and for reporting cases where 

there is a delay in payment, or any other matters which come to his notice'.88 

The consequences for defaulters continuecf as al~ay~ to be brutal and severe. In 

default of payment of taxes the defaulters·were usually committed to prison or 

placed in a detention camp for a period yp to t.hree months.89 But although a 

person might be committed to detention o~,prisori in.. default of payment of tax, his 

liability to pay tax was not extinguished. He.had .to·~ay the tax after release. This 

requirement was, however, done away with in 1:947.90 In other cases of default, 

the administrative policem~n were sent to ·collect.tl taxes, and those found not 

to have paid, had their livestock confiscated and lat~ auctioned.91 

But there were cases where the colonial a·dministrators exempted those who 

could actually not afford to pay the taxes; ·'T"he most common reasons were 

poverty, old age and incapacitation. ~overty ·accounted for many of the · 

exemptions. Depending on t~e circumstances, the colonial administrators 

exempted the most genuine cases as potential taxpayers. It was agreed by the . 
colonial administration that while it was d.ifficu_lt to overcome the problem of 

. . 
exemption requests, the standard practice wa~ to· have an exemption rate of 

. . . . 

between 6 to 8 percent.92 Take the case of- ~thia Ngoko who was exempted by . . . . 
the DC J K R Thorp with a letter that read, 'I have· seen Nthia. He is an old man 

87 KNA/, The Plewman Report of 1947 on, 'List of staff employed in tax collection: The Revenue 
Officers', p. 53. 
88 KNA/, The Plewman Report of 1947, Ibid. 
89 KNA/, Tax Avoidance and Exemptions, 1945 to 1950. 
90 Ibid. . 
91 Qral ·interview with Daniel Kipkoech Cheruiyot, at Cheborge. location, Kericho District on 12 
January 1999 . . · 
92 KNA/ File Folio 308, From the Secretariat, Nairobi on Tax Evasion-Native Poll Tax. 
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in poor condition. He is living in poor circum~tances a~ti has not got shs. 200. He 

has volunteered to work to pay off his debt. I do not t~)nk he is fit. In view of his 

physical condition and poverty . . . I strongly recommend that all his debts be 

written off'. 93 

• But when the benevolence of the colonial sfatp did not yield any exemption 

letters, the peasants had the following options, which they utilized to the full. First 

of all, some found working for taxes demeaning. Several established themselves . .• 
as self-employing entrepreneurs, artisans,· and the ·majority taking part in 

commercial agriculture. Sometimes those who suffered· the burden of taxation 

were the very old and the very poor who: cquld riot move out in search of 

-employment. In addition, an informant, Kimia!Jt arap Sang, a Kipsigis from 

Kericho, stated that he could not understand h°QW somebody could look for wage 
. • '!~ • 

labour rather than relying on the growing of cas.h ·crops and the sale of livestock 

for the payment of taxes and upkeep. To. him wage labour was very 

demeaning.94 • 

In Nyanza Province Archdeacon Owen of the Y~TA <:ialled for the exemption of 

widows and old women. But this was strongly opposed by the Provincial 

Commissioner on the grounds that it would lead to a reduction in revenue, . 
because as the colonial state argued, womeif owned most of the huts and to 

. • i· 

exempt them meant leaving a whole household1 from the payment of taxes. The 
. · ... 

government feared that with the exemption of women from the tax net, all huts 
.. . 

would eventually be registered in the name~ of wornen. In Nyanza province the 

total exemptions had reached about shs. 120 OOO a year and since some of the 

customs were changing, the women then · ~wned tt'le huts. 95 The change in 
' ' I • • 

traditi_onal society arose as a result of men migrating ·in search of labour leaving 

women as heads of households. Women· were thus made by the colonial 

administration responsible for the payment _of. the . taxes of their absentee . 
husbands. The determination of the provincial administration to maximize tax 

. . 
collection can be illustrated by the example of a ·womal'I called Kolanya Raboti .... 

93 KNA /DC/MKS/19/2/, Machakos District-Annual Report, 1.937-19q3. 
94 Interview with Kimalit arap Sang at Ndanai Kericho on· 1 February 1999. 
95 KNA PC/NZA/1/3/48/1, Nyanza Province Hut and PoliTax Ordinance 1935. 
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who in 1935 was charged at the DC's court Kisumu for failure to pay her taxes 

despite the fact that she was a widow, destitute and distressed. Her relatives' 

goats, sheep and cows were seized to pay for the shs.12 hut tax that was 

demanded of her.96 

Nyanza Province had the earliest and most organized system of taxation as a 

result of the activities of John Ainsworth. The administration boasted that Nyanza 
. ·(.J. ;· 

had the best taxation system in the country. All· methods were applied to extract 
,. 

maximum taxes.97 In 1937 there was a serious she·rtage of taxes and the colonial· 

administrators demanded that hawkers and even paddlers of goods be taxed.98 

The reluctance to pay taxes was, however, deliberate. Nyanza at that time had . .· . 

witnessed general increased_ wealth follo""'.'in~ increased production of cash crops 
' ' 

and of wages earned particularly at the gold mines in Kakamega.99 The reasons 

were that there was growing individualism and less willingness on the part of 

most men with means to pay the tax of their. poorer relations. This was due to the 
• 

many entrepreneurial opportunities open fa people . with cash income for 

investment. A capitalist spirit, as opposed to· egalitarjanism, had pervaded society 

and people rather than help their poor kinsmen had now begun to invest in 

businesses, the· purchase of livestock and paying school fees for their own 

children.100 

In 1937, the Nyanza provincial administratio(1 did its -best to increase the amount 

of taxes collected. Even the cash crops grown like cotton were subjected to a tax. 

The colonial ~tate argued that by taxing tre pro_ducer, it was stimulating the 

production of more crops like cotton growing to eF,lable men to pay their taxes. In 
. . .. 

Samia, tax collection was at its highest because of the cotton cash crop, while in 

Kano and Alego where cattle was the -only reliable asset, the Africans had 
I • 

problems meeting their tax. obligations. 10·1' ·sut ii') most cases,· tax collection 

depended on increased production of agricul_tural and animal products, money 

96 Ibid. 
97 Ibid. 
98 KNA/PC/Nyanza, Annual Reports, 1931-1945. 
99 Ibid. 
100 Oral interview with Daniel Kipkoech Cheruiyot at cheborge.location, Kericho. on 11 January 
1999, \, • 
101 KNA PC/NZA/2/19/5, 1937-1942. 
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paid in the goldfields, the efforts of the district of~icials, the possibility of 

development in the African reserves, proximity· to.markets, wage-earning capacity 

and financial implications of people who were con~iderably poor. 102 

• 
One of the most serious burdens of taxation fell_ upon polygamous marriages. 

This was due to the fact that in Nyanza, wi.fe inheritance was prevalent as a 

result of traditional requirements. Wife inheritance is a deeply rooted tradition 

among the Luo of Kenya whereby widows must submit to be inherited. This was 

seen as an economic security for women who lo~~ th~ir husbands' income or 

property. A man inheritor, therefore, was responsible for the payment of hut tax . . 
for his own family and the families of those he had ir.iherited.103 Most taxpayers 

felt unfairly taxed as a consequence. At a meeting .organized in 1935 by the PC 

Nyanza for all the DCs from the province, it ~as 'unanimously' agreed that the 

scale of tax payment be as follows: 104 

(i)Single women ______________ si-s. fr 

(ii)Single men (polls) shs. 1 o 
(iii)A man with one wife shs., 5 

(iv)A man with two wives shs. 20 

(v)A man with three wives and so on shs. 25 

This made some Nyanza residents who were unable to pay the taxes, and who 

feared arrest, sometimes to flee to neiQhbouring Tanganyika, where tax 

collection was light and not vigorously enforced as in Kenya. 105 

In addition, the colonial administration alwqy~ had the possibility of taxing a 

whole community if one area refused to pay. !his was .. common mainly among 

rural people in Nyanza whereby a chief would be a;:,k~d to surrender a given 

number of livestock in lieu of the defaulters. from: his location. Most of the 

confiscated livestock were auctioned and purchased. by those who had money 
I' 

102 Ibid. · . 
103 For an excellent analysis of the wife inheritance tradition, see William Cohen and Atieno­
Odhiambo, Siaya; A Historica/Anthropo/ogy of an Africa'! L1ndscape"(London, 1989). 
104 KNA/PC/NZA/2/1/12/53, File on Soil Erosion, 1930-1944:' · 
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obtained from migrant labour, while the chief· retained some for his own use. The 

colonial state organized monthly or quarterly cattle auctions to enable people to 

get money for taxes and also as an indirect way of de-stocking to reduce. soil 
. . 

erosion.106 It is evident, however, that peopie were willing to pay to avoid arrest 
' . 

by the chief, or the forced acquisition of their livestock. Women and children 

residing alone for one reason or another -.even in desperate conditions were 

required to pay taxes. The dilapidated huts. they. were living in were considered 
... . 

as property to be taxed. But the truth of the matter was that women in traditional 

society did not own or inherit any of the property.107 

t 

Among sections of the Kikuyu, flight to the white settler farms in the Rift Valley 

Province was the easiest route to escape the payment of taxes. 108 But in one 

way or another, the peasants always ~a.d various avenues of evading the 

payment of the hut and poll tax. For instance, in 1 ~46 the Chief Secretary based 

in Nairobi complained that the collection of African taxes on farms, estates, and 

mines was most unsatisfactory and that there was considerable successful 

evasion. Evasion was indeed possible becal,lse the owners or the managers did 

not keep a careful check on unauthorized African people who resided temporarily 

on the farms or the plantations. Among th~se were the casual labourers who 

were not included in the hut count since. many would always go back to the 

._ reserve.109 According to the DC Nairobi, the· most notorious place for tax evasion 
. . . . 

was among those who worked in quarries an_d from areas they thought of as 'less 

reputable estates' which in these case mean·t slum areas.110 

·' . . 
For example in Thika, which was close to. _Nairobi, the payment of taxes was 

' . 
hampered in 1947 by a serious famtne .. When the colonial administration 

declined to exempt those unable to pay, most of the peasants evaded the 

payment of taxes through playing a game of hide and seek, since all their money 

105 KNA PC/NZA/4/2/2/76. This file contains corres~ondence on taxation and guidance for poll tax 
collectors, 1931-49. · · 
106 KNA/PC/NZA/2/1/12/53, File on Soil Erosion, 1930-1944. 
107 KNA PC/NZA/2/19/12, Exemption on Hut and Poll Tax 1931-1942. 
108 Kanogo, Squatters and the roots of Mau Mau, 17. • · 
109 KNA PC/NYANZA/4/2/149, File on Taxation, 1939-1947. 
110 Ibid. , . 
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was spent in the purchase of food. 111 And in ~ther parts-of Central Province, the 

colonial administration claimed that they had a watertight system where they 

claimed, tax·evasion actually never existed. The reason was that, by the time an 

individual moved to the settler areas, they ha_d already .paid their taxes in the 

reserves to avoid arrest and detention on their way out.112
· 

District Commissioners would always complafn ·of being overwhelmed by tax 

collection. To most DCs, taxation was an intoJerable burden. But despite this, the 

majority of colonial administrators took the keenest inte~est in the tax of their 

respective districts. This was not only because of its importance to the country's 

revenues but also because they regarded the prompt payment of tax as a sign of 

a well-run and prosperous district.113 But taxes in ful~.were rarely collected, the ... 
major reason being that sometimes the emplo.yer,. ~ith the connivance of the 

, I ·- • 

employee, declined to collect any taxes on behalf qf -the· government. This was . ·. 
meant to retain labour by paying them low wages .and· helping them avoid the 

payment of tax. In circumstances where the. emproyers did co-qperate, tax 

dodgers had a field day. In other instances, the tA-payers did not stay long 

enough to complete payment off their taxes ·in the s~ttled areas or on any one 

farm, and would always move from farm to farm ~wading the tax collector. 

Another smart way to dodge the payment of taxes Was by going to work with 

another man's certificate who had relocated to the reserves and was difficult to 

trace.114 In that way, a great deal of tax money was 1o·~t through the successful . . . 

dodging of taxation by the floating population. ·. '.: .. 
British administration of the Somali like the entir~ region NFD came rather late. 

The British gradually extended administrative control to the Somali by the 1920s. 

Taxation among the Somali was proposed in ~ 926 bu~ was actually implemented 

in 1931.115 This late introduction was due to the 'fear ~f adverse Somali reaction 

to the introduction of taxation. Second, other· reasons for the delay included 

111 Ibid. , . 
112 Ibid. It should be noted that despite the fact that the'fil~s deal with Nyanza, it was not strange to 
find information dealing with other parts of the country. · 
113 Ibid. 
114 KNA PC/NYANZA/3/10/172, Nyanza Province Handing over Report, 1942. · 
115 See Abdullahi, 'Colonial Policies and the Failure of Somali Secessionism ', p. 112 and Dalleo, 
'Trade and Pastoralism', p.130. • • 
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Somali hostility and mobility, the vastness of the area and the British inability to 

,• 

administer properly the arid region. Third, the Somali feared that taxation would 

easily identify among them those who were not Keny~ns since most of them had 

crossed into Kenya from Jubaland and Ethiopia. Thus they used all methods to 

avoid their names being recorded for pa}'ment of t~xes.116 Fourth, the Somali 

opposed taxation due to religious reasons. According to Dalleo, the sheikhs and 

the waadads firmly believed that Muslim!> should not pay a Christian tax. The 

people, were therefore, prevailed upon not to pay the tax.117 The Somali actually 

did not have a guaranteed source of income. Their only source of cash was the 

sale of their livestock, which they jealously ._guarded. The Somali demanded that 

' for them to pay taxes, they needed a sure. source: of water for their livestock and . 
the relaxation of frequent quarantines that we.r~ commonly imposed by the 

colonial administration.118 .. 4• 

., 
. ~-

But from 1931, the British were able to collect taxe.s from the Somali. This they 

did by exploiting Somali disunity, particularly its infer-clan rivalry. For instance, in 

Wajir the British played the Degodia clan a~ainst the Ajuran and theTelemugger 

against the Abd Wak and Abdalla. Chiefs .~ho opposed taxation lost their jobs 

and thus to be in favour with the British, several cqcmselled their people to pay . . . 
the taxes. What is more important, the British ,were always ready to use military 

force or deny access to. watering points to any. ~f the above recalcitrant clans 

who had not paid the tax. In sum, the Brtti~h attitude to the Somali was simple: 

'pay or get out' .119 
, 

~ .. 
But it is also true that after 1935, the S9mali agreed to pay the tax after the 

British had improved a number of facilities. Chief among them was that the 

government improved water and veterinary facilities. From 1930, a number of 

boreholes were dug to serve the various cl2Jr).S. In ·addition, poll tax was reduced 

.. », . 
. . · 

. ' . 

. '~· ..~,! .. . . 
• ,;I~·( . : 

116 KNA/DC/GRS/2/1, Garissa Annual Report, 1927-1939. .,,~J .• 
117 Dalleo, 'Trade and Pastoralism', p. 130. ·, · 
118 Ibid. : • 
119 KNA/PC/NFD/, Provincial Commissioner Garissa to District Commissioner Wajir, June 28, 
1933. · •,, 
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from shs. 20 to shs. 10 per head.120 Betwee·~ 1
19~~ ·,and 1935, the revenue 

collected from Wajir and NFD in total are provid~d be.low. 

Table 26 Wajir Tax Revenue 1931-1935 (Shillings)': .. . . . 

Year Wajir gross tax figures Northern Frontier District Total (NFD) 

1931 917 5 782. 

1932 613 6 264• 

1933 704 (304 being arrears) . 6573:. 

1934 1 OOO (204 being arrears) 7'530 

1935 · 1 200 (200 being arrears) 6 784 
• Jlt 

Source: Report on Native taxation (Nairobi: Government printer, 1936), p. 12. 

The Somali had acquiesced and habitually accepted ~the payment of taxes after 

obtaining certain benefits from the administratior.. B~t~;everal continued to hide 
. ' . ' 

from tax collectors, chiefs and the 'tribal p9lice' .: Some paid under assumed 

names, while others played a game of hipe-.and-:•eek by avoiding the tax 

collectors. Others formed the habit of migrating to Ethiopia when the demand for 

taxes became severe. But the . colonial state coml~d the evaders by linking 

cattle sales and watering holes to the production of ~ -tax receipt. 121 

·.· ' 

.. 
It was not an easy task for the colonial administration to tiaace the Somali not only 

because of the arduous terrain but also becau.se they were itinerant traders 

making it difficult for them to pay the hut an~ po\l ta' _since they had no fixed 

. ·-abode. The Somalis in particular provide the most baffling case of m_isplaced 

pride in terms of tax payment. When asked Jo pay ~ shillings, which was the 
.. 

standard figure for Africans in 194 7, they demanded that they pay 26 shillings 

because they were 'non-native'. Their quest waj however, rejected. This forced 

them later to write to the Colonial Secretary tl1ro0gh their political association, the 

Darot Somali Welfare Association that, 'most ~-~mbly• and respectfully we have 

decided that our community pay 20 shillings .. :.~nd tr~sting to be excused for any 

. '. -~ . 12° KNA/NFD/, Northern Frontier District Intelligence Report; deali~:with the So. mali, 1927-1944. 
121 KNA/, Native Affairs Report, 1935-1942 (Nairobi, Government ~nter), pp. 20-21. 
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trouble that we may be giving you in thi~ .. matter'.122 To the Somali, being a 

'native' had an offensive meaning of backwardness· .. 
. ·I . 
. . . ~ ':i' . 
'. ' 

Over time and certainly by the 1950s, the Sd~ali like other Kenyan communities 

had accepted the payment of taxes as a fait accompli. A money economy had 

pervaded their society with the emergence of trade and commerce. Shops 

(dukas) had been opened inducing the Somali to ~isp~se off their cattle so as to . 
obtain cash. This 'new economy' mear,t the development of commercial centres 

in NFD, for instance Wajir, Garissa, lsiolo, Mander.a:, Elwak and Marsabit.123 This 

required a cash economy, which was supplements~ by poaching and the sale of 
... 

game trophies like ivory, rhino horn, leopard, giraffEil, and oryx skins, rhino horn, 
I 

hippo teeth, ostrich feathers and other game trophies. Even if the colonial . . . 
government had banned the hunting of wifd~ife, ·: poaching would have continued 

and this provided a different source of income from the sale of livestock.124 The 

Somali were thus able to obtain cash, .and fo.r those on transit in search of 
• • 

livestock markets, a tax .receipt was an obligatory document to avoid prosecution. 
. ; 

. ' . .,· .. 
' . . . ~ \• .. 

The Second World War and African tax~tior,}J/. 

Unlike during the First World War, when the: GJriitms in Tanganyika captured 
' . j 

parts of Vanga district, Kenya's territory this time was never under any serious 
. .f .. 

threat of attack. The only potential military thr~at was to the Northern Frontier .. 
District from the Italians who had . occu~ie.c;:I Sorm~l.and, but who were soon 

defeated. But the demand to mobilize yor ·the .gen~ral war effort involved the 

Kenya colony through the Kings African ~ifles where most of them were in 

combat in Burma against the Japanese and. in othe·r parts of Europe.125 From the 

experience of the First World War, the colonial sta·te had begun to value the 
. . . 

necessity of attaining a possible degree of econpmic self-sufficiency to pull 

through the war years. And as the war progressed. in other parts of the world, ... 
demands upon the colony were made for the enlistment of. soldiers, the supply of .. ·, 

. . . . .. 
122 KNA/, Native Affairs Report, 1947. . ~ . • ·. · 
123 Dalleo, 'Trade and Pastoralism'. The thesis is about the develbpment of trading posts among 
the Somali and the role of pastoralism on the development of.trade in that socio-economic 
change. , · 
124 East African Standard, 3 March, 1934. See also Dalleo, ··'Trade and Pastoralism', pp. 185-200. 
125 Oral interview.with, Kiboit Kimunji. See Tarus, 'The· Early Colonial History of the Keiyo', p. 112 . 
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raw materials like fibre, the supply of food like niaize and more importantly 

livestock for meat.126 

. . ' . 

While the settler economy had slumped durin~ the (le~ression, African peasant 
. •. . ,: ... 

producers had mc:inaged to remain afloat and it is to ~hem that the state looked 

for major contributions to the war effort.127 Durin~ tr,~ter-war period and in the 

course of the war, the colonial state, however.; off~te~: tax exemptions to those . ( .. 

who could not afford to pay their taxes. For ex~mpl~ .lr, Nyanza, tax exemptions 

had been provided to various deserving cases. Th~ !.DC of South Kavirondo, 
. ~ . 

Storrs Fox, on 16 October 1939 when the war had just started, pleaded for the 

exemption of widows from the payment of hut tax. ~e also recommended that 

those who die in the war should have their wives exempted for life from the 

payment of taxes.128 

. . ... ,,. 
;.•,· 

In an attempt to achieve self-sufficiency, the 'co'ic>.Rial state conferred economic ,,, . 

power upon the settlers in exchange for war servrce' and this helped 'create a 

capacity to expropriate the wealth of those who supplied labor power' .129 That is, 

the settlers took advantage of the wartime ~ituation ~for their own profit. The 

African people were required to contribute thraugh · various ways and means by 

joining the KAR as soldiers and for those w~~ r~,~jned behind,· prices were 
' ,. .,., ,:- ' 

manipulated and controlled in the form of war levi~s. These were besides the 

payment of the compulsory hut and poll tax.-·~t i important to note that the 
' . --.it 

depression had greatly depleted the colony's finance,:: And while in the process 
• , 'j 

of economic recovery, the Second World Wat set ip ... :'Taxes could, however, not 

arbitrarily be increased due to the fact that tlie: rat~ :o~ taxation at this time was 

considered high and most people unable to paf 130 Acc;ordingly, various PCs in 

the colony were required to mobilize their peopl~ to-~ the war effort in various 

ways. .. 
: .... 

126 Ian Spencer, 'Settler Dominance, Agricultural Production and ttre·second Word War in Kenya', 
Journal of African History, 21, 1980, pp. 504-514. · ' · · 
127 Berman, Control and Crisis in Kenya, pp. 233-236. 
128 Ibid. 
129 Robert Bates, Beyond the Miracle of the Market: The Political Economy of Agrarian 
Development in Kenya (Cambridge, 1989), p. 21. · • 
13° KNA/PC/NZA/2/12/53, File on Soil Erosi~n but includes.circulars•and minutes on Direct Native 
Taxation, 1939-1940, p. 3. · 
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In 1940, the PC_ Nyanza Province had established a sub-committee to 

recommend 'upon possible methods of war time taxation' and pronounced that: 

• 
although· there was no intention of. r,~osing additional taxation on 
natives, there was always · the poS6ibility that it might become 
necessary as a war time measure. :~(this should not cause any 
hardship to pastoral and agricul!iral tribes. It was suggested that it 
would be best to levy the taxes as a .'special war time rate' payable by 
all adult males to be kept distin·ct fro!Tl th.e ordinary Hut and Poll Tax 
and collected on a separate r.e~eipt-':a.nd . should be effected by a 
means of indirect taxation. It wa.s"Sug~e~ted that it might be possible 
to do this by some manipulation of rT)axi.mum· control prices to native 
producers and that such an impost being concealed would be less 
unpopular that a direct tax.131 

· •. · (;j . · 
• 1.i· '1 

,.J·.' 
In the course of the war, the settlers sought· and .qp.tained guaranteed prices for 

' . 
their crops particularly maize and also grants to as~is_t them acquire profits in the 

' 
opportunistic game of 'the war effort' mair,ly iri the purchase of livestock. The 

colonial state went even as far as purcha~ing farm· m~chinery for the settlers and 
• 

helping them in the provision of farm manu_re for their farms following a shortage 

of fertilizers. In addition, the state assisted in the cons.cription of labour when the 

settlers complained that African labour- had be~om~ 'expensive, inefficient and 

difficult' to recruit. 132 African maize farmers were·~exploited in that, while the price . ., 
of a 200 lb bag was going at Shs. 9, Africans were p~id half of that, at Shs. 4/90 

for the same quantity. 

: .· .• 

But what caused the most distress was. the deh:1and for large numbers of 

livestock as had happened during the First World jr.133 Africans were unwilling 

to dispose off their livestock and coercive measuf~s' had to be applied. In some 
• •·i.:'. ' 

.cases, attempts were made to pay high prices toJnduce people to part with their 
I ,,•, ,' o 

livestock, but this still did not match what was pa)a to Settl.ers. 
·, ..•.. · .· ) ... ·. 

Close to 20 OOO head of cattle were required c!iflnually which meant that during . - ,,. 

the entire war period, up to 100 OOO cattle wer~ taken from African herds. 
' .. 

131 KNA/PC/NZA/2/12/53, Ibid. . 
132 Spencer, 'Settler Dominance, Agricultural Production Kenya';'pp. 504-514. 
133 /b'd 509 " . . . I ., p. . . .,: . 

210 • 

CODESRIA
 - L

IB
RARY



Through this process, the Kamba, the Somalf and. the~ Kale~jin were the leading 

contributors of livestock.134 Between 1939 and 1945, th·~ Tugen (Kalenjin people) 

of Baringo district were coerced to sell 20 576 lo the .Kenya Meat Commission 

which supplied meat to the army.135 Most of these were forced sales by the . , 

district administration as contribution towards the war effort. The cash paid went 

into the payment of taxes and to meet the da~I.Y n_eeds of the people such as the 

payment of school fees. Livestock policies during this period were governed by 

the need for meat for the war effort, supply cattle to the Kenya Meat Commission 
• 

and' as a stock control mechanism, where the cqlonial state foresaw an 
. . . 

ecological crisis due to a perceived large number oJJvestock. In other words, 

unlike their European counterparts, African :cattle ·.kd$.ers 'were harshly and 
.; .~ . 

unfairly treated' since European farmers always obt~ined higher prices for their 

cattle.136 Such were to form part of the African,grievan'ce~ after the war . 

Conclusion 

. .. 
'!' 

.•... 

From 1923 onwards, taxation had become entrenched as a definite source of 

colonial revenue. For Africans, the payment of taxes had become ubiquitous and 

a requisite burden on the family budget. Each hoOsehfJ"ld had come to accept the 
... ·. 

reality of taxation on their daily lives and a definitive source of income was . ' . 

always being sought. The re·ason behind these cha.~g~s arose from an elite class 

like teachers and office workers among othe~s; w'~ ~~id taxes as a matter of 
. '!'/.. 

routine. This educated elite was employed in· th~ sefryice of government, LNCs, 
. ·~- .. . .. 

industries and commercial enterprise. The majority worked as teachers, clerks, 

translators, foremen and water meter readers. • . , 

. . , 

The number of those who dodged, evaded, avoide·a or.\fere exempted from the 
···.··. 

payment of taxes were minimal due to the fact that the colonial administration 

maintained a very elaborate list of tax payers .. Equally 'important, the use of the .. . . 

Kipande and the introduction of the Kodi card system from 1936 ensured that all 
~ ' . . , 

liable tax payers were brought under the ta.x · net. lri' ·fact, the Kodi card was 

popular among employees because of its flexibility, which allowed for monthly .... 

134 KNA/DC.MKS/1/129, Machakos District Annual Repqr:t, 194ji. · 
135 For the entire process of colonial de-stocking policy ar:nong the Tugen people, see Peter Little, 
The Elusive Granary: Herder, Farmer and State in NortHern KenY,a;(Cambridge, 1992), pp. 49-52. · . . .. 
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deductions. But for the colonial administrat(on; 'ifb\carne an instrument for the . ;t . . 
maximum levying of the taxes. The Kodi ~ard system was to be the most 

. . . 

infamous though efficient method of bringing into ~he tax net most people who 
• had initially avoided tax payment. . :: .• · ... 
lo : • • 

! • 

Up to 1947, African taxation had achieved its go~I of revenue generation for the 

government and helped perpetuate colonial n;il.e. Despite that, the Africans 

always questioned the inequality between the payment of taxes and the benefits 

they received. It was through the activities .qf thEr LNC with minimal support from 

the government that Africans got certain benefits like education, roads and 

veterinary services. Through the LNCs, the ·peppie continually devised ways of 

circumventing colonial control. As the colonial period progressed and particularly . 
after the Second World War, people began.,to demand back their alienated land, 

. . . 

worker and a fair and equitable system of ta:fafion-· The task of the next chapter 

is to examine closely the causes of the Mau' Mau" ·revolt and particularly the role 

of taxation as a counter-insurgency meas~re. • 

• 

136 Ibid. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

THE INSURGENCY PERIOD, TAXATION AND A~,:ERMATH 1947-1963 

. 
We are here in this tremendous gathering. under the K. A. U. flag to 
find which road leads us from dark~ssp democracy. In order to 
find it we Africans must first achieve '.f~~t right to elect our own 
representatives. That is surely the first pri~~i.ple of democracy. We are 
the only race in Kenya, which does not elect' its own representatives in 
the Legislature and we are going to set ~bbut rectifying this situation. 
We feel we are dominated by a handful of: pttters who refuse to be just 
... God said this is our land. Land in wh•ctl we are to flourish as a 
people ... We want our cattle to get fat ori our land so that our children 
grow up in prosperity; we do not want that fat·removed to feed others. 

-Jomo Ken~atta1 

Introduction 

The literature on the Mau Mau movement is .ole:#.he,lming, and it is not my 

purpose here to add to the already voluminous: biY of historiographical and ., .. 
critical work. However, the existing literature on . ttif fa uses of the Mau Mau 

movement tends to· ignore the role of colonial taxati9ri component, while th.ose 

who attempt to do so accord the process a cursory a!~)~erfunctory examination.2 

This should not be the case since the Mau ':'cau ri,.ment was triggered off 

mainly by the colonial state's interference with Jhe ni.e:~fi~nisms for accumulating 

wealth among African squatters in the 'White ·Highla~J~;.3 Indeed, Mau Mau was 
·,• 

not only a struggle for political independence · in Kenya, but also a struggle 

against economic exploitation of Africans by the· ·~olonial government.4 It is 

argued here that though taxation was not a. nia1or· · economic grievance as 

compared to land, it always remained a count~r-.insurgency apparatus of 

containing the Mau Mau revolt by making its .. key sµpporters the Kikuyu, Embu 

and Meru pay a double tax rate.5 

;, 

1 F. D.Corfield, Historical Survey of the Origins and Growth of Ma~· Mau (London, 1960), p.302. 
2 

For an excellent review of the literature on Mau Mau, see Marshall S. Clough, Mau Mau 
Memoirs: History, Memory, and Politics (London, 1998}. ·1 
3 ' 

Kanogo, Squatters and the Roots of Mau Mau, pp. 125-143. 
4 

David Throup, Economic and Social Origins of Mau Mau, 1945-1953 (Nairobi, 1988), pp.1-14. 
5 

KNA/DC/NKU/2/2/2/, Nakuru Annual Reports -1948-1954, Mau Ml:iu as a society . 
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From its early beginnings in 1901, direct African. ta~ation was. a contested terrain 

that led to numerous instances of not only .ltersion to the payment of taxes but 
,' . 

many times physical resistance. This was not unitjue since as shown in an earlier 

chapter, most Kenyan people were against the. forceful payment of taxes. And 

while it is true that the land question · wcls · ~tjhe centre of the Mau Mau 
. ·• ....• ~ 

movement, taxation was used as a technique to' .. s.uppress the insurgence.6 In 
. . '. fact, the greatest fear of the white settlers abocf)omo Kenyatta was that, 'an 

African. Government would take their . farn:is ··~ithout payment, destroy the ... 
standards of their children's schools and .impo'S~ on them p.enal and racially 

motivated taxation' .7 :f., ... 
The purpose of this chapter is to fill that gap by examining how taxation was used 

as a counter-insurgency measure to suppress the Mau Mau movement. It is a 

study of how taxation, though a secondary pre-emergency grievance, was during 
. . I 

the conflict used as a form of retribution. Arctiival data illustrate the many 

instances where taxation was not only a source of revenue but alsc:i a tool for 

punishing the families of the combatants.8 Reven~ consideration was, however, 

not very strong, since the bulk of the monetary cost of repressing the Mau Mau 

rebellion was literally financed by the British taxpayers to the tune of about £55 

million. 9 

·• 
Brief survey of Mau Mau literature 

There appears to be a general consensus on mosfliferature dealing with the Mau 

Mau movement that taxation grievance was not a premeditating factor in the 

revolt as was the case with the American colonists. John Lonsdale in his article, . . 

'The Moral Economy of Mau Mau' as p:Srcaptively examined the various 

historiographical issues pertaining to the econ·o~ic causes of the movement. 

Specifically, Lonsdale argues that Kikuyu nationalis~~ that gave birth to Mau Mau, . :"· .. 

6 Even the KLFA itself while addressing the tax g·rievance/used land loss as their major pre­
occupation. See also Greet Kershaw, Mau Mau from ~elow (Oxford, 1997), pp. 221-237. Here she 
9rovides an analysis of the rural and urban causes of Mau Mau:: 

Michael Blundell, Seventy Years in Kenya (Nairobi, 1994), p.130. 
8 

KNA/KNU/2/2/2/' Nakuru Annual Reports - Mau Mau Mau as a society. 
9 

Michael McWilliam, 'The Managed Economy: Agricultural Gn;mge, Development, and Finance in 
Kenya', D. A. Low and A. Smith (eds.) HistoryofEast·Africa-·(oxford, 1976), p. 284. See also, Jeff 
Koinange, Koinange-wa-Mbiyu: Mau Mau's Misunderstood .~fader (Sussex, 2000), p. 104. 
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was a contradictory intellectual response to social pf.15c'~sses that addressed the 

concerns that face nationalists everywhere; weal~h,' poverty and virtuousness.10 
; 6 

Frank Furedi in his book, The Mau Mau War in ~e~~pective, lays importance on 

the problems faced by the squatters, especially .the vexed question of land.11 He 

ignores the fact that these squatters in addition.to bejng exploited by the settlers 
. ' 

were required to pay taxes to the colonial state, which depleted their meagre 

resources. Tabitha Kanogo in her book, Squatters ilfld the Roots of Mau Mau 

has at least recognised the importance of t~xatio~·: 1? She shows how taxes 

collected· from the African people were chann~Tled to the central government 

treasury and used to subsidise transport, educational and social-services . 
infrastructure. This, she states, largely benefited the White community. Africans 

were particularly deprived in the area of education where although they paid their 

taxes, only· received elementary education for such. joos as junior clerks, clerical 

personnel, artisans, farm overseers, carpenters and m1;1sons among other menial 

tasks.13 Elsewhere, in a short biography of Dedan Kimathi, Kanogo has stated 

that the forest guerrillas led by Kimathi did ndt re~e>gnize the authority .of the 

Europeans who controlled the Legislative Council. 1~/:Bddition, Kimathi and his 
' 

fellow combatants were opposed to the idea of taxatiQn without representation 

since the only African member was nominated by the ~.overnor (Eliud Mathu) and 

not elected by the people. Kimathi therefore advoc~ted for the formation of a 
. : 

Kenyan parliament in the forest to provide for a~· alternative legislative and power 

structure over Africans.14 

. . 
Rob Buijtenhuijs, a pioneer specialist of the Mal,J. Mau movement, has 

acknowledged that the year · 1966 was a turning point in Mau Mau 

historiography.15 During that year, Carl Rosberg and John Nottingham made a 

comprehensive and fully-fledged study of the com~lex phenomenon of Mau 

10 . · 
John Lonsdale, 'The Moral Economy of Mau Mau', Bruce Ber.rrii;ifl and John Lonsdale, Unhappy 

Valley: Violence and Ethnicity, Book 2 (Oxford, 1992), pp. 265-3p4.'' 
11 Frank Furedi, The Mau Mau War in Perspective (London, 1989). , 
12 

Kanogo, Squatters and the Roots of Mau Mau, p. 129. 
13 

Ibid., p.79. · 
14 

Tabitha Kanogo, Dedan Kimathi (Nairobi, 1992), p. 23. ~. . 
15 Rob Buijtenhuijs, Mau Mau, Twenty Years After: The Myth and the Survivors (Mouton, 1973). 
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Mau.16 The book is mainly devoted to the origins bf the Mau Mau movement. The ... 
revolt is analysed within the context of th~ · _growth of African political 

consciousness and outlines the development of ~n~tionalism from the beginning 

of the colonial era to the attainment of independe.ice in 1963. But for the duo, ... ~-
taxation ceased to become an issue after 1-93f when grievances of land 

alienation, 1ack of educationa1 facilities and the Kiprde took centre stage.11 

. ·, 
But if there is one book that has partially ackr~wledged the importance of 

taxation, then it is Makan Singh's, 1952-56· 9~ucial Years of Kenya's Trade 

Unions. He states that the declaration of the ~tate ·of Emergency in 1952 was 

indeed the culmination of a strugg!e· that ha~ been. going on in Kenya for a long 

time over the issue of urban workers' rights to be. paid a living wage and not to be 

overtaxed.18 This struggle was between the Brit_\sh Government, the colonial 

regime in Kenya, the reactionary ·settlers,' the r,,ationalists, and the workers. 

According to Singh, the trade union movement pl~ed a central role in the revolt 

against colonialism and its policies. Bethwell Ogot · has argued that the biggest 

impact of the trade unions. upon the African workers was to popularise the strike 

technique by the workers.19 With the outbreak of Mau Mau; and the arrest of the 

purported leaders of Mau Mau includin~. Jomq Kenyatta, the trade union 

ryiovement played an extremely important role. iri r:na~ing the workers improve 

their lot, and to oppose some of the colonial..vices, .1\ke taxation, that ate into their 

wages. The trade unions became the African voice in the colonial wilderness, 

challenging the white supremacy, demanding independence and defending the 

interests of the workers against the colonial state.20
. 

In a chapter entitled, the 'Economics of Desperation' Wunyabari Maloba in his 

book, Mau Mau and Kenya: An Analysis of a Pea.sant Revolt has examined how 

taxation and other colonial economic policies contributed -to the Mau Mau revolt. 

He has shown how land alienation and the need for cheap labour led to the 

16 Rob Buijtenhuijs, Essays on Mau Mau: Contributions. to lrilau Mau Historiography (Leiden, 
1982), p. 1. • · 
17 Nottingham and Rosberg, The Myth of Mau Mau, p.144. · · · 
18 

Makhan Singh, 1952-56 Crucial years of Kenya Trade Unions (Nairobi, 1980), p. 1. 
19 . · 

Ibid. . ·. 
20 

Ogot 'Introduction', ibid., pp. i-vii. 
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introduction of punitive taxation to goad the African p~ople into migrant labour. 

Land alienation, however, continued to be the most contentious grievance. The 

implication was that the settlers had taken mos! of the. Afrfcan land· particularly 

from the Kikuyu. But what made their case more desperate was that th_ere was 

population pressure and lack of further room for jxpc:insion~ Compounding these 

problems was the rise of powerful chiefs, who were corrupt and extremely 

insensitive to the suffering of their people, through '.o_ppressive and exploitative 

behaviour. Maloba writes: 

. 
Although Mau Mau was the result ot imJilerialism's oppression and 
exploitation, it did not symbolize the .. "· uplf~irtg or revolution of the 
proletariat. Many of the workers held out, as did the educated class. Many 
peasants gave passive support; but :the . · bulk of the fighting was 
shouldered by those displaced in the rural areas, the landless squatters, 
and the urban · unemployed, the marginals of. :society. It was led and 
organized by a group of semi-literate men who. chose to use traditional 
symbols to enlist support.21 

· .·;· ., . 

In the final analysis, Maloba clearly demonstra~es that Mau Mau was essentially 

caused by economic grievances with Kenyatta · being seen as the 'chief 

architect' .22 He expresses the view that 'little did the colonial state understand the 

widespread discontent on the part of Africans, whioh· was fuelled by economic 

-hardships both in the reserves and in urban areas. T~ere was a tragic misreading 

of the depth of African hatred of the colonial, state'· which included hatred of .. 
involuntary taxation.23 

- . ,, 

··~. 

The roots of Mau Mau revolt 

The Mau Mau revolt found its roots among the Kikuyu, Embu and Meru who 

considered themselves the most dispossessed in terms of land ownership and 

colonial exploitation. The fact of the matter was that Ja~d alienation and colonial 

taxation policies never allowed the African people an opportunity to participate 

fully in the accumulation process. Linked with the lo·ss of land was the loss of 

economic independence, which was exacerbated :-b~ .-_high taxation. All these 

factors created the necessary conditions for a revo,\t; Maina wa Kinyatti has 
•7')'"-~.. . 

21 Maloba, Mau Mau and Kenya: An Analysis of a Peasant Revol(p.11. 
22 . · ; , 

Ibid., p. 10. :·. 
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examined how the Kenya Land and Freedor:n Army,(KLFA) under Dedan Kimathi 

listed taxation grievance as being one of the major causes of the Mau Mau 

revolt.24 In their set of grievances, the KLFA accused the colonial government 

among other things of having killed many African~.: stolen their property, enacted 

unjust laws, burned people's homes and illega!~Y removed people from their 

homes.25 As a result, the people and partitl!!ar1/the policemen, KAR soldiers, 

home guards, chiefs and ordinary citizens were ca·utioned and asked by KLFA to 
_:, . 

adhere to the following regulations, which they released from their forest base. 
' . . 

1. No African shall pay taxes to the White man and his government. 
', 

2. No African shall be employed by the Whit~ mari,iri"=the towns and/or in the rural 

areas. 
' . 

3. No African shall obey the laws of the white mari,, or seek protection from his 

government. · f .. : 
4. No African shall join the home guard, KAR·amd police force, unless he is 

working as undercover agent for the moveme,it;- ·Those who collaborate with . 
Europeans will be killed. 

5. No African is allowed to trade with the White man or establish any economic . 
co-operation with him. ~: 

6.Taxation Act: From January 1954 onwards, Africans shall start paying taxes for 

the development of their country to the Kenya Defence Council. Only women and 

children are exempted. This act also applies to all Europeans, Asians and Arabs 

who reside in the country. The tax payments will be: as follows: 

(i) Africans shs 15 per year. · 
••• 

ii) Asians and Arabs, shs 30 per year .. -· .. 
(iii)Europeans, shs 120 per year. .~ . 

• 

23 Ibid. p. 2. 
24 

Maina wa Kinyatti (ed:) Kenya's Freedom Struggle: The Deaan Kimathi Papers (London, 1987), 
D. 15. 
25 Ibid. 
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In conclusion a breach of these new regulatio~; i-~i ~unishable by death. Once 

you have been found guilty, you will be shot out~ght in the interests of the 

people.26 •• 

Kinyatti has therefore stressed the importance of the taxation _grievance and the 

demand by the forest fighters. that even other races h~~ to pay for the liberation 

of the country. 

On the other hand, Ochieng' who is diametrically ~pposed to the views of Maina 

wa Kinyatti on whether Mau Mau was a nationalist or tribal movement has 

graphically stated that: 

·~ .. , . 

Mau Mau was the logical outcome of three= de'.cades of British tyranny. 
Given the Kikuyu's geographical location on· the doorstep of the colonial 
settler city of Nairobi, and the fact th,t m,ost of the land alienation, 
missionary activity and trespass laws were focused in Kikuyuland, the 
Kikuyu felt the colonial pinch more than any -other Kenyan people. The 
rebellion against the British first started in central Kenya was both natural 
and logical. Landlessness, unemployment, co.lour bar, trespass laws, the 
tyranny of colonial chiefs, police brutality in urban centres, low wages, high 
taxation without representation, all these fact9rs combined to dictate the 
necessity for rebellion. 27 

. . ·. ' · 

The Luo of Nyanza also had grievances against c?Jonial taxation. For instance, 

their unhappiness can be illustrated through a letter written in 1951 by B. A. 

Ohanga, who was a member of the Legislative Council on the issue of African 
J 

taxation. He complained that European offic~rs were very harsh to African 

taxpayers.28 For instance, he stated that they. failed ·10 issue receipts making 
' them liable to double payment. He complained that, · 

• •. 

The machinery for collecting taxes sholild be simple, tolerably 
comfortable. The fear of being slapped and pushed about by public 
servants with tax money in their hands should be permanently removed 
from the minds of African taxpayers. Efficiency to be maintained in the 
spirit of public service without insulting the smallest member of the public. 
It is true that Africans are pushed about and eveh beaten at the time they 

.. 26 
Ibid., pp. 15-16. 

27 
Ochieng', A History of Kenya, 134. 

~ . 
KNA/Fin/9/6, B. A. Ohanga to PC Nyanza, 18 January 1951 . 
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come to pay taxes. I do my best to give::a goi>d lead by paying my taxes at 
the earliest possible time each year tra~el.)ii19 ·many miles. Nyanza people 
are loyal, humble and law abiding. ·Tifll· officiousness embitter and 
demoralize people unnecessarily. The m~~,t~ of the rule of terror have 
passed into limbo of forgotten things'. Tt,~ cannot be applied to the 
present generation of Africans who ti~ve.iiJoyally shed blood in two world 
wars for empire. Recently, in Legco I :sai~. that the African was a happy 
taxpayer. This got no government appreciation. This degradation and 
bullying by tax officials is a burden to:_· the taxpayers and should be 
stopped. 29 

· 

It is within that context that the Mau Mau movement should be understood. For 
' .. 

the movement has been attacked and interpreted from different angles and by 

different groups and individuals. A great deal cif the heated discussions has 

taken place within the following paradigms.3° First, are the group who argue that 

Mau Mau was a barbarous and atavistic organisation whose leaders planned to 

turn Kenya into a land of darkness and death. Sir :Patrick Renison the colonial 

Governor in 1960 made a statement about the sti_ll. detained Kenyatta and Mau 

Mau by stating that, 

Joma Kenyatta was the recognized leader of the non-co-operation 
movement which organized Mau Mau .... Here was an African leader to 
darkness and death .... With assistance of the researches carried out by 
Mr F.D. Corfield, I have very carefully studied his life and modes of 
thought and speech and action. He .planned. for Kikuyu domination; he 
was an implacable opponent of any cooperation with other people, tribes 
or races, who live in Kenya.... From the security viewpoint I think that 
Joma Kenyatta's return to political life. in Kenya at the present time would 
be a disaster. We are not yet far enough away from all the tragedies, the 
hatreds and the passions of Mau Mau .. . I ask those who have been 
leading the campaign for Joma Keniatta's release to ponder deeply what I 
have said about light and darkness. 1 

. :. 

The same view continued to maintain that Mau Mau was a product of primitive 
. ( 

Kikuyu forest mentality arid their failure to ada·pt to the demands of western 

civilisation. That it was a chauvinistic and 'tribalistic' organisation. Second, L.S.B. 

29 Ibid. 
30 

The Kenya Historical Association devoted its ann~al conference to a discussion of Mau Mau. 
See William Ochieng and Karim Janmohamed (eds.) 'S0t11e Perspectives on the Mau Mau 
Movement', Kenya Historical Review, vol. 5, No 2. 1977. . : 
31 '. 

Quoted from Tom Mboya, Freedom and After (London, 1986), pp. 44-45. 
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Leakey32 and F.D. Corfield33
, have provided the seco'nd, conspiracy school o:f 

thought, which argues that Mau Mau was a plan hatched by a few power-hungry 
'· 

individuals most of them Kikuyu. Third, there is the view that Mau Mau was a 

manifestation of a revolutionary and nationalistic. mov_ement, which answered the 

urgent desire of the Kenyan peasantry and worke'r~:for land redistribution and 

freedom. Fourth, are those who provide a socio-economic interpretation of Mau· 

Mau by arguing that the revolt broke out as a result of misery, want and poverty 

of the oppressed Africans especially the Kikuyu:34 Mau· Mau was thus triggered 

off by the colonial state's interference with the me~hanisms for accumulating 

· wealth among African squatters in the White t,ighla.nt!s, but more important, it 
. . . 

was also a struggle against economic exploitation throughout the entire country. 

Those who bore the brunt were the Kikuyu of the Central Province and those 

who migrated to the Rift Valley. 

While it is difficult to estimate the total amount of taxs~ collected from Africans in 

Kenya from 194 7, a fair estimate can be made. The severity of the tax burden 

depended upon the manner in which it spread and upon the purposes for which it 

was collected. The revenue derived from all sources of central government 

taxation increased from £ 9 528 OOO in 1949 to £ 15 482 OOO in 1952, falling in 

1953 to an estimated total of £ 14 736 000.~5 Over the same period, local 

government taxation, excluding produce cess, increas~d from £ 506 OOO in 1949 

to £ 715 OOO in 1952, and to an estimated total 0(815 OOO in 1953. Thus, the 

combined total rose from £10 034 OOO in 1949 to £.16' 197 OOO in 1952. In 1951, 

the revenue from African poll tax and the rates colle.cted from African District 

Councils amounted to £ 1 101 OOO. In su~. abo~t 16 percent of all taxes 

collected at the period came from direct African· t~~ation. This was through 

African wage incomes and cess from cash ·ecrops. 36 The other 84 percent was 

levied through income tax, customs and· · excise·. duties, corporation tax, . 
~ ·.~ 

L.S.B. Leakey, Defeating Mau Mau (London, 1954). . . 
33 

F. D. Corfield, Historical Survey of the Origins and Growth of Mau Mau (London, 1960). · 
34 

Ochieng and Janmohamed in 'Some Perspectives on the ~u Mau Movement' vol. 5 No. 2, 
1977. See also Kimani Gecau, 'History, the Arts and the Probl~rn of National Identity: Reflections 
on Kenya in the 1970s and 1980s',Chapter 4, in, Mai Palmberg:;_ ·National Identity and Democracy 
in Africa (Uppsala, 1999), pp. 19-39. - · 
35 

East Africa Royal Commission Report 1953 -1955 (London, 1961.), p. 89. 
~~ . 
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withholding tax, fines, rents and grants-in-~~d, anior.ig others. What is clear is that 

taxation constituted part of what became the agrarian _grievances. 

This chapter takes the view advocated by· D.L. Barnett and Karari Njama that 

Mau Mau was essentially a 'peasants revolt' caused by agrarian grievances. 37 

Terence Ranger has also stated that Mau Me;iu .was similar to other struggles of 

liberation as witnessed in Zimbabwe and Mozem_b.ique.38 To the list can be added 
• the liberation wars· in Algeria, Namibia and S.~ij1h Africa. Any revolution must 

have a base and Mau Mau had its foundations among the landless and 

overtaxed Kikuyu, Meru, Embu and other communities.39 

Among the Kikuyu, the creation of political asso~iations that articulated African . . , .. 
grievances brought Joma Kenyatta into pro~nenl,~. The formation of the Kikuyu 

Central Association (KCA) in 1924, helped to b~~aden the national base and 

made Kenyans politically conscious. The KCA ·. "'!as banned in 1940 by the 

colonial administration for its militant agitation agaif.ist the alienation of land, the 

annoying Kipande system, the payment of hut arid poll tax and the exploitation of . . 

African working class.40 These colonial policies led t~ the emergence of landless, 

urban poor and an educated and jobless cadre of i1"1dividuals. These groups were 
. . 

conscious of their rights and detested tneir infer(~:>r unemployment status, the 

colour bar, the trespass laws; the tyranny of the· :~hiefs, police brutality in urban 

centres, the low wages and taxation.41 
.. ,·. 

The banning of the KCA had forced it to go underground and mobilised people 

from the various towns of Nairobi, Mombasa and the squatters of the Rift Valley. 

It operated under difficult conditions and over time, it declined. This led to the 

formation of the Kenya African Union (KAU) under James Gichuru in 1944. 

Kenyatta later took over the party in 1947 on .t,is return after fifteen years in 

Britain. Its formation was characterised by mass expression of anger against 

British rule. But according to Maina wa Kinyat.u,·· KAU was led by the petty 

37 D. L. Barnett and Karari Njama, Mau Mau from Within·(London, 1966). 
38 

For a succinct discussion, see Terence Ranger, P11asaryt Consciousness and Guerrilla war in 
Zimbabwe: A comparative Study (London, 1985), pp. 1-17. · 
39 Maina wa Kinyatti, Thunder from the Mountains: Mau Mau Patriotic Songs (London, 1980). 
40 

See Spencer, The Kenya Africa Union (London, 1985), p: 25. 
41 Ibid. 
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bourgeois who favoured gradual constitutional change. It was against violent 

change and believed in negotiations while the Kenyan masses were getting 

impatient and sought change through violent means and trade union agitation.42 

With the demise of KAU as a, political force, the movement for political change . .. ' 

took the road to an armed struggle. The Mau Mau·movement began among the 

Kikuyu who were greatly affected by land shortagp. Since the Second World 

War, KAU under Joma Kenyatta had been appealin~ to the colonial government 

in Nairobi and in London to settle various African gr.ievances. The government, 

however, did nothing except make promises. In 1946, a Kikuyu group called 

Anake a Forty (the young men of 1940) stated tha"t the lost lands could be 

regained only through violence. From 1947, the members of the Gikuyu, Meru 

and Embu communities began swearing on oath that they were ready to fight and 

die for their rights. Thus began the Mau Mau ·~ar whe_re the colonial government 

took strict measures against civilians. Many people were detained in 

concentration camps while others were forced to li'.le.in 'protected' villages and 

over- taxed to produce the revenue for the supRression of the Mau Mau 

movement.43 

As for the rest of the story, we need not go through -it here. The literature on the 

course and consequences of the revolt have Qeen told and retold. Suffice to 

mention the fact that the movement brought.into a sharper focus the nature of 

the social, economic and political problems in Kenya in four main ways. First, the 

British government in London realised that th·e colonial government in Kenya was 

in an ineffectual situation and could not administer ~enya appropriately and had 

to rely on British troops to sort out problem.s it ha~ ·in t.he first place created. 

Second, the British government had also realised· that ·Kenyans could not be­

ruled by the use of military force. Mau Mau freedom fighters armed only with 
•. 

crude weapons had engaged thousands of ,highly -trained British troops. Third, 

the cost of the war was very high, totalling more than £55 million. Finally, the Mau 

Mau movement had made it perfectly clear that the African people knew their 

rights and were prepared to fight and die for them. T 6 appease the tax grievance, 

42 Ibid. See also, Mboya, Freedom and After, pp. 44-45. :. • 
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the state legislated the introduction of the multi~racial Graduated Personal Tax 

(GPT). 

Taxation as a counter-insurgency measure 

During the period of the Mau Mau, 1947-1.956, the Kikuyu, Meru and Embu bore 

the brunt of the rebellion more than any other community in Kenya.44 Families of 

the forest fighters were required to pay taxes ~n behalf of those suspected to be 

in the forest fighting. In addition, confiscation orders were issued for, land, of 
• 

convicted detainees or known forest fighters. This led to the impoverishment of 

families suspected to be sympathisers of the Mau Mau movement. There was tax 

discrimination in the belief that the Kikuyu being t~e masterminds of the rebellion 

had to pay for their own suppression as a form· of punishment.45 That is, if the 

other Kenyan people were paying 20 shilling~. th_e Kikuyu, Embu and Meru had 

to pay an extra special tax of 1 O shillings.4
~ In ~dition, the Kikuyu had to pay 

another 20 shillings as a contribution to the emergency.47 That meant in essence 

that during the Mau Mau revolt, the British colonial regime imposed an additional 

shs 20 or at times shs 25 on the Kikuyu as ~ punitive measure, for being. in the 

forefront of the liberation struggle.48 

• Exemptions from paying taxes were only given ·:to those Kikuyu who 'upon the 

grounds of either having actively supported government in its activities against 

the present disturbances or on the grounds .6f p~v~rty'.49 On 27th March 1953, it . 
was stated · by the colonial administration that there was to be a maximum flat 

rate of 20 shillings being the highest to be paid by all the people of Central 
• 

Province.50 And if one failed to pay the special tax, they were liable to pay a . ' . 
further penalty of 10 shillings. In addition, the Kikµyu detainees as a result of the 

43 KNA, Chief Native Commissioner's letter to all Provincial Commissioners, in 1953. 
44 

KNA/MAA/1/7, Unrest in Central Province, 19!52. 
45 KNA/DC/NKU/1/5/6, Mau Mau activities reported to have affected the administration, 1948-
1950. . 
46 KNA, Chief Native Commissioner's letter to all Proviocial Commissioners, in 1953. 
47 KNA/FIN/4/3/6/ II, On Tax Remissions 1954-1957. . 
48 lb'd 13 . . t, I ., p. . 
49 Ibid. See also the East Africa Royal Commission, 1953-1955, Report (London, 1955), pp. 89-
94. 
50 

Ibid. 
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emergency were still liable for the full payment of the poll tax, the special tax and 

1 

African District Council tax (ADC). In other words; by 1955 a Kikuyu paid the 

following in the form of tax: poll tax 20 shilling~. emergency tax of 20 shillings, 

ADC rates at 11 shillings, the special tax at 1 o···shillirigs and the local rate at 3 

shillings. This all came to a total of 64 shillings which Was an extremely high 

figure considering the poverty of the people at the time.51 

The· consequences were very severe for those defaulting, for they were 

immediately placed under detention on the expiry ot,lhe payment deadline. But in 

rare instances those who had served long sentences were given remission from 

the payment of the myriad taxes. But this all depended on the whims of a Chief.52 

Conversely, these persistent demands for taxes had t~e effect of heightening the 

resolve of the people to oppose taxation on the grounds that it was 'taxation 

without representation'. By 1957 the African ta~ ~urden was as follows: poll Tax 

20 shillings; general levy through the ADCs wa"s 1.i.shillings, and educational 
.,, .. 

levy 1 O shillings; locational tax 4 shillings anp Mau:· Mau oath takers paid a 

punitive tax of 25 shillings.53 

In short, being a Kikuyu, Embu and Meru during the Mau Mau period was an 

added burden. They had to pay for their insurgence.54 Many like Kimani Karanja 

had no source of income. His only ,source .. of sustenance was looking for 

employment in coffee plantations during th·e coffE~e-picking season. When 

appealing for exemption, he pleaded that his home ·~ad been burned down and . 

he required money for re-construction. But he obta!~ed no exemption.55 A letter 

written by one taxpayer by the name of Njau Kimani can well illustrate the sense 

of desperation and helplessness: 

Mugumoni Market 
PO Box 90 
Thika 
5th April 1957' 

51 KNA/FIN/4/3/6/ II, On Tax Remissions 1954-1957. 
52 KNA DC/ KAJ/ Adm .15/11 /4/vol. II of 29th January 1954. 
53 See Kershaw, Mau Mau from Below, p. 284 . 

. 
54 KNA/ KAJ/4/16/11/, 1949-1968. 
55 KNA/FIN/4/3/6-11, Tax Remissions, 1954-1957. 
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TO DC Forth Hall 

I ani a poor person with only one hand who came to this District from Rift Valley 
Province. I am always being troubled by poll ta~ payment. [By the way he had run 
away from the tax collectors until he broke his.leg]. Am I not less a dead person 
for I cannot get any means of getting cash. I have no father, mother and no 
brother and I have no piece of land to concentrate with. Could you please excuse 
me from paying poll tax?56 [sic] • . 

Njau Kimani 

The colonial state rejected his appeal by maintaining that lack of land, poverty or 

crop failures were not sufficient grounds for' tax exemption.57 This was the 

hardship most Africans' faced during the entire period of the Mau Mau 

emergency. 

• • 

However, apart from resorting to punitive measures, the colonial government 

introduced a number of -social and economic reforms that 'pulled the rug from 
3 . . 

under the Mau Mau's feet'.58 The most important change occurred through the 

Swynnerton plan of 1954. With funding to the tune of £7.95 million, Swynnerton 

recommended that all high-quality African .land be surveyed and enclosed. 59 

Thus, all fragmented land holdings belonging to Africans and mainly the Kikuyu, 

Meru and Embu were to be consolidated. The. main aim of this policy was to 

allow Africans to obtain a title deed, which would allow them to access credit. 

Secondly, the title deed would create secu~ity of lenure which would lead to 

investment and development. Finally, the. $wynnerton plan wanted African 

farmers to grow cash crops, keep dairy cattle, be given technical assistance and 

have access to marketing facilities. In addition -to the Swynnerton plan, the 

government set up the East African Commissio~ in 1955 that removed all racial 

and political barriers in the colony. The Commission recommended that Africans 
. ~ 

be allowed the freedom to acquire land anywhere in the colony. There was also 

to be free movement of labour and capital. In short, all boundaries between 
' African reserves and the European White Highlands were to be removed. These 

56 
Ibid. 

57 
KNA/DC/MUR/3/69/, Muranga District, Exemptions flie,· 1944 -51. 

58 E.S. Atieno-Odhiambo, 'The Formative Years, 1945~1955• B.A Ogot and W.R Ochieng' (eds.), 
Decolonization and Independence in Kenya, p.43. · i;• 
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• 
reforms particularly on land had the effect of contrib'uting to the defeat of the Mau 

Mau, for it created among the Kikuyu two classes of people; the propertied and 

those without property. 60 

Introduction of GPT and multi-racial taxation 

The payment of taxes was to become even -m~r~, a·~ute with the introduction of 

the Graduated Personal Tax (GPT) from 1 st January 1958 when the Mau Mau 
'I 

movement had been militarily defeated. Graduated_lax in Kenya was a non-racist 

tax system meant to apply to au races without discrimination. It was introduced 

with effect from 1 January 1958 by the enactment of the personal Tax Ordinance 

of 1957. This system had been proposed way back in 1_950. The then Governor 

had appointed a Commission of Inquiry 'to examine in detail the practicability of 

introducing a graduated personal tax for Africans upon income, and to consider 

the method of assessment and the organization required for its estimated cost 

and to make recommendation'.61 When the committee released its report in 

1951, it recommended that the levying of taxes should be done without racial 

discrimination. This recommendation could not, however, be implemented 

immediately because of the declaration of e111ergency in 1952, the difficulty in 

assessing the rate of payment per taxpayer anel the lack of personnel to carry out 

the exercise. But following the end of the Mau Mali rebellion in 1956, the British 

had become quite sensitive to reforms. For the first time in 1958, tax collection in 

Kenya was no longer based on race. 

On 8 March 1957, the DC Nyanza wrote a circular to all chiefs of North Nyanza. 

In the letter, the African District Council (ADCs) had resolved that, 'there shall be 

levied on and collected from every African inhabitant in the area, a tax of 21 . 

shillings that shall be paid by every adult male _African on or before 31 January 

1958'.62 Payment of taxes to the ADCs were used to finance a large number of 

local projects among them the construction. and maintenance of roads, the 

payment of the salaries of Askaris, nursery school teachers and veterinary 

59 Ibid. 
60 

Ibid. ;• 
61 

KNA M AA/ ADM /37/1/10/1NOL/IV/, Deposit No.7/660,
0

1952. 
62 

KNA/DC/KMG/2/27/1, Ref/APT/14/1, 1957-1960. M_emo ·to all Chiefs of North Nyanza 
(Kakamega) by the District Commissioner, 4 January 1957. 
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services. Complaints from the people o.f .~,~kar;nega about . the high rate of 

taxation and being double taxed were num~ip_Js.if or instance those working in 

urban centres where still required to pay th~:. ADC ·taxes despite having paid 

municipal rates. There were the · examples of Benjamin Nyongesa, a Prison 
. ,· 

Warder in Nairobi and R.G Wilson, an employe~ .bf an Indian firm run by M.K.S 

Verjee. Both on a visit to their rural homes·in Kakamega were required to pay the 

ADC and other local rates. They were required.f9 pay 21 shillings as a rate tax 

and shs 5 as locational rates, although they had· had paid the necessary taxes in 

Nairobi.63 

This overtaxation did not please the local leade·rs. At the ADCs offices on 28 

February 1959, Masinde Muliro who was a memtjer of the Municipal Legislative 

Council for Nyanza North, stressed on the importance of the people being told 

how the taxes were used to provide social services. In addition, he implored 

residents to produce wealth so as to enable them to pay taxes, to build schools 

and health centres. But the unfairness of the lax system persisted. There was the 

' case of Albert Oluoch who although he earned sfis. 277 per month, was required 
I 

to pay shs. 100 to the ADC or failure to do so, 'show cause why the amount of 

the tax due from him together with any penal~y should not be recovered by 

distress through instituting civil proceedings.to.-recover debt' .64 

The same notice about the introduction of GPT ~manated from the office of the 

DC of Kajiado and written in Kiswahili that:· . 

Mnatangaziwa kwamba mtu yeyote atakaye paitikana hapa Kajiado 
asiyelipa kodi yake ya mwaka 1957 sasa :atashtakiwa mbe/e ya African 
court. Mwaka wa 1958 ni /azima kila mtu alipe kodi ndani ya miezi ya 
January, February na March. Watu .wataanza kushtakiwa katika mwezi wa 
nne. Ni juu yenu tu kulipa mapema. DC Kajiado. 65 

In translation: 

63 Ibid. 

It has been announced that anyone fciynd',in Kajiado without a tax ticket of 
1957 will be prosecuted at the African· court. In 1958 it is mandatory that 

64 
KNA/DC/KMG/2/27/1, Ref/APT/14/1, 1957-1960 .. 

65 
KNA/DC/KAJ/4/16/11, 1949-1968, Letter from E.A Sweatman, Officer in Charge of Maasai to all 

chiefs in Kajiado. See also file DC/KAJ ./Fin/4/2/2/1 /135. · · 
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everybody pays his tax in January, February 'o:r March. Defaulters will be 
taken to court during the month of April.· 1t is Up to you to pay early. DC 
Kajiado. ·. · . 

. . . 
For the purposes of GPT, the colonial administratio.n divided African taxpayers 

into various groups: the salaried, businessmen, f~rm$rs and stockowners.66 GPT 

replaced the various racial taxes. First, was the European, Asian and Arab 

graduated Personal Tax based on income. SE:cond, was African poll tax in which 

every adult male paid. Third, was the Northam Frontier poll tax, a tax that was 

paid by pastoral communities resident in the Northern Frontier District. And finally 

poll tax paid by Africans resident in urban areas· and who did not pay the African 

District Council rates.67 The intention of the 1951 ordinance was to make all 

persons liable according to their ability to pay. Every male of or over the age of 

eighteen was liable to pay unless specifically exempted. Those exempted were 

· individuals under 18 years of age or over 18, but rec~iv1f1g full time instruction at 

any university, college, school or any other educati~n~I establishment. Included 

were those not in receipt of a chargeable income and women whose personal 
. ! 

incomes did not exceed £60. Married women .living with their husbands were also 

· exempt from paying GPT.68 

, .. 
The form below was .used in the assessment ~f the taxpayers. This responsibility 

fell on the chiefs helped by headmen who determined the amount of tax an 

individual paid. 

The GPT assessment and accounting form.69
: 

Declaration of income for the year 19 ..... :····:.for the purpose of 

determining the personal tax payable for the year ~ 9 ........... . 

A. Please fill the following in full: 

1. Name in full. ............................................... :.: ... · ....................... . 

2. Identity and card No ......................................... : ..................... . 

66 
KNA/Fin/4/3/2/192 1950. 

67 KNA/FIN./4/3/3/2/11/274. 
68 

Ibid. 

229 

CODESRIA
 - L

IB
RARY



. } . 

.. 
. .. '•" . . . ~ ... 

'. 

3. Tax registry Number .................... · .. :.: ............ : ......................... . . . . 
4. Residential address ..................... : ......... : ....... · .......................... . . . 

5. Employer's name and address ............................................... .. 

6. Occupation .............................................................................. . 

7. Annual income ............. Income of taxpayer ......... and wife of taxpayer 

B. Please give details including the capital value of: 
• 

1. Any motor vehicle 

2. Any shop or godown 

3. Any livestock 

4. Any land which you own or in which you ~av~ a share 

5. Please state income from other sources 

I therefore declare the foregoing particulars are correct. 

Date ........................................ Signature.' ........ ~ ................................... .- .. .. 

The GPT was thus a tax based on wealth and everybody was liable to pay it. .. 
There was, however, the tendency for the. system to be abused. Within the 

various communities, malicious people woµld say rat.her 'glibly th~t so and so 

African was well off and in the process had himsE!lf overtaxed'.70 The collectors of 

GPT were administrative Officers, Revenue· Offi(?ers, District Assistant, Chiefs, 

sub-chiefs and tax clerks. These taxes woi,,,d. also be paid at the headquarters of . . ... 
the Inland Revenue, ~my district office and th~ Chiefs location office anywhere in 

the colony. In assessing individuals to gauge_ the ·amount of tax they would pay, a 

number of factors were taken into consid.e,ation: These were if one had a 

vehicle, a shareholder in any business, whether he lived in a house built of 
~ : . . . 

permanent materials, whether he had a large area of. land and livestock and if he 
. ' 

was in regular employment. To assist in the assessment, these were some of the 

frequently asked questions: 71 
, .' 

a. Are you a shopkeeper? 

b. Are you a tradesman, carpenter, painter or builder?· 

c. Do you own transport business? 

d. Are you a farmer? 

69 
KNA/MAA/2/196ADM./37/6Nol.2. Ministry of African Affairs circular. 

7° KNA/ Deposit 7/666 S/F/ADM/37/1/12/1, 1948-1953. . · 
71 

Ibid. . 
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e. Do you sell produce grown on your land? 

f. Do you sell cattle? 

g. Do you sell poultry or eggs? 

h. Do you own a hotel? 

i. Do you own houses, shops or other property? 

l'. 

.... ' 
.,1 .. ~ .. 

.. 

j. Do you receive rent from the people who occupy those houses or shops? 

k. Do you receive wages for working for someone else? 

I. Do you have land? Has it been surveyed? How many acres to you have? 

A committee was formed in each location under the _Chief to deliberate on each 

. man's case. Besides his property, his hardships were considered for instance 

locust damage, sick wives, number of children. in· scJ,ool and the amount of 

school fees paid. 

Table 27 GPT figures {in shillings) for 1958-1961 " 

Tax Year 
' 

Europeans Asians Arab/Somali • Africans Taxpayers 

'1958 25 056 49 911 25 313 1 011 026 1 111 306 

1959 26 364 48 884 21 827 :. 997 677 1 094 752 
.' 

1960 25165 50 628 23132 ', 965 354 1 094 752 .. ., 
1961 25245 47 221 21 957 869 941 964 364 

'· 

Source, KNA Fin.4/3/3/2/11/274 

'·• 

A number of factors may explain the fall in the amourit of taxes collected from 
:· , 

Africans between 1958 and 1961. Looking aJ the .above figures, there is a 

gradual decline in the payment of taxes. In '1958, · ·Africans paid 1 011 026 

shillings in total, but by 1961, the figure had fallen to 964 ~64 shillings. It is 

probable that with the imminent approach of independ~nce, tax collectors faced 

. opposition from Africans who refused to comply· and ·.~ay their annual taxes. It 

was also reported that most employers and particularly in the white settler 

community, actually refused to collect taxes on behalf 9f ~he government.72 

• 

72 KNA /Fin/4/3/3/2/11/274. 
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By 1962, Africans had become absolutely aware of their ri·ghts and obligations as . . 
taxpayers. They began to challenge the · rights of their employers to tax their 

money from the source. For instance teachers in Nakuru on 5th March 1962 . 
passed a resolution that they should pay taxes in ·person to the Revenue Officer 

rather than being deducted directly from their salaries. To them, this was an 

infringement of their personal liberty that denied them a sense of civic 

responsibility, which they had proved that they po~se~sed.73 

.. 
. ' 

But despite all these petitions, the colonial administration was recalcitrant. In any 

case, even if independence was to be granted, the new regime needed a source 

of revenue. In fact paying taxes became even more systematised. Salaries were 
I 

the easiest source to raise revenue for the government. But unlike in the past 

where tax defaulters were incarcerated for the non~payment of GPT, such a tax 

could only now be recovered through a civil action' which took a long process and 

involved the chiefs looking for the defaulters. African courts had been established ,. 
in the various locations to handle cases of tax defaulters and other 

misdemeanours like theft, boundary disputes and marital problems. Tax 

defaulters when apprehended were jailed to terms not exceeding three months.74 

Kenyatta: Facing the tax-collector and the r·oad to independence 
. .. 

One of the recently published books has shown how Jomo Kenyatta symbolised 

the African struggle in Kenya to attain its independence.75 He became the 

catalyst that mobilised the African reaction .• against 'taxation without 

representation'. In all his speeches, the isslle of African representation 

dominated his political meetings.76 But Kenyatta denied participation in Mau Mau 

activities.77 In fact, Kenyatta continued to denounce Mau Mau until his death in 
I 

1978. But this did not save Kenyatta from being arrested for masterminding the 

Mau Mau revolt. Kenyatta with five others were sentenced to seven years' hard 

labour and indefinite restriction, thereafter}8 Thus Kenyatta symbolised the fight 

73 
DC/NKU/2/18/142/ 1962 Fin. 4/4/4, vol. x. 

74 
Ibid. 

•• 

75 
Keith Kyle, The Politics ofthe Independence ofK17nya (Londo~, 1999). 

76 
Epigram on the first page of this chapter dealing with Kerwatta's speech. n .. ·. 
Kyle, The Politics of the Independence of Kenya, pp. 45-65. ro . 
Ibid., P. 62. 
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for freedom as George Washington and Nels_9n Mahd~la of South Africa. It is, 

however, posited here that the Mau Mau movement was not the only factor that .. 
led to the attainment of · Kenya's independence. Other · factors must be 

examined.79 

:~ . 

The 1950s and 1960s were indeed momentous yea,~. \n the history of not only 

Kenya but Africa and the entire world. About one third. of the people of the earth 

were liberated from colonial rule. In Africa, within a period of twenty years, former 

European colonies were transformed into more than fifty sovereign states. The 

process of decolonization actually began after the ~cond World War. By the 
~ ,. 

outbreak of the war, colonialism had become part of.the capitalist world system. 

American, Japanese and European Multinational Corporations had already 

begun to penetrate Africa and because of their inve~im~nts, they were interested 

in the future . of the colonies. More pertinent was the fact that after the Second 

World War, the United States and the defunct Soviet. Union began calling for 

European colonial powers to set free their colonies. :, . · 

' Thus, although by 1945 the stage had been set rc:>r the gradual granting of 

independence, it still needed nationalist agitati~n a~:d even rebellions to hasten 

the pace of independence. In Kenya, the pa~e was complicated by a large 

number of British settlers and investments. It ha~ to ~~ a gradual process to.take 

care of those interests. But during and after both World Wars, African protest ,. . 

against foreign rule had become inevitable. Durkl~ ·both wars Europeans and 

Africans interacted in various capacities. For instance they ate, slept and washed . . 

together. Through such contacts, the Afric_an soldier .came to discover the 

weaknesses and strengths of the whites wtio had hi~~erto been regarded by 

many Africans as superhuman. On their return therefor~,..the soldiers and porters 
. . .. 

spread this message. This became an important. source of Africqn self-

confidence and assertiveness in the years followirlQ· both wars. The Second •• • World War particularly had several effects: 'Jt 'incre_ased African awareness, 

sensitivity and aspirations. The returned soldiers .. especially faced serious .. . . . 
79 Part of this argument is contained in an essay I wrote that4ftla·~he Rhodes University Milner 
Memorial Essay Prize, 1999, entitled, 'Why did the British grant 1~1-ependence to African countries 
in the 1950s and 1960s'? r°''! .. . .. 
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problems of ·unemployment and overcrowding ~riid became easy targets for . 
recruitment into the Mau Mau guerrilla warfare; :\ . 

if• .. 

f' . 

What was of particular signif'.cance, too, is t~e fa~irat toward~ the end of the 

Second World War, Kenya witnessed a steadily gro'!&mg expansion of secondary 
. ,· 

and higher education.80 We see the emergence ·of an educated elite at the 

national level. These emerging elite incl~ded J_orno Kenyatta, Oginga Odinga, 

Achieng Oneko, Paul Ngei, Ronald Ngala, Dan~I arap Mai, William Murgor, ..... 
Masinde Muliro, Tom Mboya, Mbiyu Koinange, J.t· Kariuki and James Gichuru 

to name but a few. With their educational b;.ckgr~tjild they were clearly aware of . . . ·,· . . 

the socio-economic injustices of the established ,administration towards Africans 

and particularly the educated elite. Earlie~ Eftft,T1pts to placate the elite by 

appointing Eliud Mathu as the first unofficial·_ ~~~~er to the Legislative Council 

foundered since it did not appease the peop'le who wanted back their land that 

had been alienated for white settlement. They lau'r,ched the Mau Mau movement 

to redress African grievances against colonialism.~·Th~ rebellion struck a decisive 
.~ .. 

blow at the political dominance of the settlers. White :attitudes underwent radical 
' . 

changes. Colour bar practices began to fall away. But the policy of taxation had 

become ubiquitous and continued to gener~te · revenue for the colonial 

government. The money was spent on petrol, foodrr the prisoners and paying 

salary increments for those taking part in the operattC!>tts . 
• ?, 

. 'l' 
The wind of change and the collapse of the colonial state 

On· 14th August 1961, Kenyatta was allowed to)eturn to his home in Gatundu 

nine years after his arrest. He assumed the pre~idency of the Kenya African 

National Union (KANU), a post he had been elect~d to in absentia in 1960. For 

all practical purposes, both the Mau Mau Unde~ Kimathi and Kenyatta were 

pivotal in the eventual collapse of the colonial state. According to B. A. Ogot, 

Kenyatta had only one message: the dismantling 6! colonialism. He was the man 

who according to Atieno- Odhiambo, 'held. the lil:ld°' ~Y the tail: who declared that 

. . . 
. . 

ao Ben Kipkorir, 'Alliance High School and the Making of the Kenya Elite, PhD dissertation, 
Cambridge University, 1969. ! · 
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the tree of freedom must be watered with blood' .·81 ·K~;~·yatta of course despite his 
!l 

denial was the unwilling spiritual leader of the Mau Mau revolt. The peasants saw 

him as their messiah.82 

Indeed, the achievement of independence was i:mquestionably the culmination of 

political forces set in motion by the 194 7-56 pe.asant revolt called Mau Mau, but 

the Kikuyu named it as the Kenya Land and Fre~cfom Army (KLFA).83 Though 

not a major grievance as compared to the loss of land, the taxes collected from 

the African people was a factor in the determined eUorts of the combatants to 

succeed.84 By 1959, the Mau Mau rebellion had· beer:, declared over and most of 

the detainees released. In 1960 the Lancaster House Constitutional conference 

reaffirmed that the ultimate objective for Kenya was ind~endence. 

But the reality after the revolt was not the questio~ of whether independence was 

to be granted or not. The burning issue among the British revolved about the 

protection of the white settlers and British commercial and industrial interests, .. 
which ran into millions of shillings. Thus, Kenya's independence on the 12th 

December 1963 was bargained for to take care_ of the s_ettler interests and those 

of the British government. But it was a bargain given iotivation by the words of 

Harold Macmillan, the then pragmatic Prime Minister:'6f Britain who eloquently 
. . .. 

• • •. i • 

argued that: 1 
:,'.I 

. '· 

. ·"' 

Ever since the break-up of the Roman ~mpire 6ne of the constant facts of 
life in Europe has been the emergence of independent nations. Today the 
same thing is happening in Africa, and most striking of all the impressions 
I have formed ever since I left London a month ago is. of the strength of 
this African national consciousness .. In different places it takes different 
forms, but it is happening everywhere. :Y~e wind of change is blowing 
through this continent, and whether we like it or not, this growth of national 

~ ..•. · 
· E.S Atieno-Odhiambo 'The Formative Years, 1945-55', Ch~ter one, B.A. Ogot and W. R. 
Ochieng (eds.), Decolonization in Kenya, p.34. See also Johri~nsdale in 'Explanations of the 
Mau Mau Revolt', Chapter 6 in Tom Lodge (ed), Resistance sr,d Ideology in Settler Societies 
<Johannesburg, 1987), pp.169-178. · · 
82 

Ibid. 
~ . . 

For an excellent analysis see, Kanogo, Squatters and ,the Roots of Mau Mau, pp. 148-9 and 
· 171-3, and also Kyle, The Politics of Independence in Kenya, p~. 69~135. 

84 Murray-Brown, Kenyatta, p. 206. · · · · •. 
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consciousness is a political fact. We musi ".·accept it as a fact, and our 
national policies must take account of it.85j'l. .. : .. 

t;, ' ' 
Macmillan had taken cognisance of the fact1J~'~t $ince times immemorial, 

' . 1'. ·• :·~- . 

individuals, local communities and states have inh·e.rent in them, the capacity to ·• ·~. 
shape their own destiny no matter how long it tc11<e'~: · 

' ~ j 

Conclusion ,,. ~ 

The impact of taxation may not have triggen!d the· first gunshot, as was the case 

with the American war of independence. But it did'.'provide the catalyst that was 

used to mobilise the peasants and workers against high taxation without any 

benefits to be derived. At the end of the. revolt' in .. 1957, the basic rate was 20 · 

shillings. During the period of the Mau Maµ revolt, the Kiku1u, Embu and the 

Meru had to pay a penalty tax for managing the r~volt of up to 68 shillings. Taxes 

were levied on individuals without regard to their ability to pay particularly on 
' : -~ 

women whose husbands were thought to be fighth1g in the forests. The house-to-
.• 

house canvass found many people without cas~: arid many took instant flight to 

the forest to join the combatants. During the· period.bf the revolt, those unable to 

pay were imprisoned or detained and used ·cl· la~.~p
0

rers. In short, the severe and '. . . .. . . 
persistent demand for taxes from the African pe'ople excited nationalist feelings, . . : . 
which led to the collapse of the· colonial stale. The next chapter examines how · 

the independent government perpetuated the sa~~·._fiscal policies. 

'· 

85 Speech given by Harold Macmillan in the now famous 'wind of change' speech at the South 
African Parliament in 1961. Quoted from Alistair Horne, Harold Macmillan, Vol. II, 1957-1986 (New 
York, 1985), p. 195. · 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

TAXATION IN EARLY INDEPENDENT KENYA, 1963-1973 

Lipa ushuru kuchunga uhuru. 1 

(Pay tax to protect independence) 

In many underdeveloped countries the revenue yield of taxation can only 
be attributed to the fact that the tax provisions are not properly enforced 
either on account of the inability of the administration to cope with them, or 
on account of straightforward corruption. No system of tax laws, however, 
carefully conceived, is proof against collusion between the tax 
administrators and the taxpayers; an efficient administration consisting of 
persons of high integrity is usually the most important requirement for 
obtaining the maximum revenue and exploiting fully the potential of a 
country. 

-Nicholas Kaldor.2 

Introduction 

In 1963, as one country after another emerged from colonial rule, economist 

Nicholas Kaldor reflected on the likelihood of underdeveloped countries having 

trouble learning to tax. And as colonialism ended, some newly independent 

African governments dismantled the colonial taxation systems.3 But in Kenya, 

this process took another ten years to abolish local taxation that had been levied 

as far back as 1901. With the granting of independence, the Kenyan government 

had found itself in a dilemma. Africans wanted a reduction in the tax rates or its 

abolition altogether. On the other hand, the government required money no.t only 

to bolster its revenue base, but also to continue providing essential services. 

Consequently, the government began to rely heavily on indirect taxes through 

increased duties on luxury items and foreign aid. In addition, the government set 

out on a publicity campaign to persuade Africans that tax collection remained 

one of the surest ways of bringing about economic development. 

1 KNA/Fin/1/6, Ministry of Finance, Circular to all Provincial Commissioners, December 1963. 
2 Nicholas Kaldor, 'Taxation for Economic development', Journal of Modern African Studies, 1, 
No.1, 1963, p. 8. 
3 J. Guyer, 'Representation without taxation: an essay on democracy in rural Nigeria, 1952-1990', 
African Studies Review, Vol. 35 No. 1, April 1992. 
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But the issue of taxation in independent Kenya continued to remain contentious. 

While there was no longer 'taxation without representation', most of the taxation 

policies continued unchanged. Kenyans had considered the rate of direct 

taxation during the colonial period to be arbitrary, wasteful, corrupt and grossly 

unfair, since they got little of the services they deserved for their taxes. In a 1963 

Working Report on how to improve the collection of taxes and to make it people 

friendly, the report stated that, 'the staggering amount of money levied from the 

African people cannot be justified. It is demanding recognition of the fact that 

atrocities were subjected to the people during the collection of taxes, which were 

forced andLnot used to benefit the taxpayers'.4 But as affirmed by Sven Steinmo, 

'governments need money. Modern governments need lots of money. How they 

get this money and whom they take it from are two of the most difficult political 

issues in any modern political economy'. 5 This became true of Kenya after 

independence for the payment of direct taxes continued to become even more 

burdensome and particularly before 1973. 

But what determined Kenya's post-colonial taxation policy was a programme 

under which progressive taxation was encouraged so as to narrow the gap 

between the rich and the poor. In short, there was an immediate need by the 

independent government to assuage the African people who wanted to pay 

nothing at all or at minimal rates, but who on the other hand demanded higher 

public spending on education, infrastructure, medical facilities and general 

welfare. There was therefore a general desire by the government for increased 

revenue that was on the other hand constrained by public resistance owing to 

past colonial excesses. It was, therefore, a case of maximizing revenues and 

minimizing political costs.6 This was done through an economic policy labelled as 

'African Socialism' but which intrinsically was capitalist with private enterprise 

being encouraged and little socialism being followed.7 It is clear that for the first 

decade of independence, growth rather than a radical redistribution of wealth 

was the government's main concern. This enabled the country to achieve 

4 KNA/, Report of the working party on legislation for Graduated Personal Tax, 7 September 1963. 
5 Steinmo, Taxation and Democracy, p. 1. 
6 Ibid, p.21. 
7 Republic of Kenya, African Socialism and its Application to Planning in Kenya (1965). 
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remarkable changes and growth but within a neo-colonial paradigm that created 

wealth disparities. 

This chapter hopes to show how the independent government's taxation policies 

failed to redress some of the imbalances of the colonial period. Between 1963 

and 1973 there was indeed no dramatic change in Kenya's taxation policy. In 

other words, the Kenya African National Union (KANU), the party that formed the 

government on 12 December 1963, proceeded with the same colonial policies 

and introduced no fundamental changes as far as taxation was concerned in 

spite of the high hopes and expectations of the rank and file. And interwoven with 

the whole concept of post- independent taxation, was the changed financial 

position of the government following the withdrawal of automatic financial aid 

from the British government. Instead the major concern at the eve of 

independence was to secure loans for the purchase of former white settler farms 

under the million-acre scheme where £20 million was granted to the Kenya 

government. 8 

Impact of Tax coordination in East Africa 

At the time of attaining its independence, Kenya's taxation system was described 

as being comparatively sophisticated.9 Importantly, the three East African 

countries of Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania continued to coordinate their tax 

policies, as had been the case during the colonial period. The idea of tax 

coordination dates back to 1917 when Kenya and Uganda established joint 

internal trade and a common customs union. Thirty years later, in 1947, the East 

African High Commission (EAHC) was established, and had two main organs: 

the High Commission and the Central Legislative Assembly. 10 The High 

Commission comprised the governors of Kenya, Uganda and Tanganyika. 

The EAHC came into operation on 1 st January 1948 and took over the powers of 

legislation on various issues such as administration, finance, communications, 

8 Bates, Beyond the Miracle of the Market, p. 58. · 
9 A. T. Brough and T. R. C. Curtin, 'Growth and Stability: An Account of Fiscal and Monetary 
Policy', Chapter 1, in Tony Killick (ed.) Papers on the Kenyan Economy: Performance, Processes 
and Policies (Nairobi, 1981), p.37. 
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social services, research and scientific services, economic services, education 

and defence. And one of its major responsibilities was the administration and 

collection of income tax, customs and excise duties. The rates to be paid, 

however, were technically set by the legislatures of each territory, despite the fact 

that, there was a very high degree of uniformity. The Income Tax Management 

Act of 1952 set out the following: the tax rates for each territory, the treatment of 

special forms of income, and the depreciation and allocation of income by 

territory. 11 

The EAHC remained in existence until 1961. On the eve of independence in 

Tanganyika, the East African Common Services Organization (EACSO) was 

formed to inherit the operation of the common services from the EAHC. By the 

time Kenya and Uganda attained their independence in 1962 and 1963 

respectively, external trade, fiscal and monetary policy, infrastructure and 

university education were operated by the EACSO. Due to failure at attempts for 

political federation, the three East African countries attained independence as an 

economic community, with a common market consisting of free flow of goods 

and a common currency. On 1st December 1967, the East African Community 

(EAC) replaced EACSO. Its objectives remained to promote economic 

development, improve the living standards of the people of the region and to 

manage the fiscal and monetary issues of the three countries. Importantly, the 

EAC continued to integrate the income tax system and the customs and excise 

duties of the three states.12 Another special feature of the EAC included a 

transfer tax system meant to protect particular industries in Uganda and 

Tanzania against well established ones in Kenya. At the same time, the East 

African Development Bank was set up, with the aim of promoting industrial 

development in the underdeveloped countries.13 

10 John Due, Taxation and Economic Development in Tropical Africa (Cambridge, Massachusetts, 
1963), pp. 133-140. 
11 Ingrid Doimi di Delupis, The East African Community and Common Market (London, 1970), pp. 
42-55. 
12 Ibid. p. 158. 
13 Ibid. 
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In retrospect, according to John Due, 14 the East African system worked very well 

in many respects. For example, great stress was placed on the development or 

reform of the tax systems. Secondly, there was established the need for 

uniformity of tax administration, customs and excise duties and income taxes. 

This uniformity of taxes helped provide a common market for the large population 

and helped stimulate trade. Thirdly, the joint customs administration reduced 

manpower needs and expenses of tax collection .. Fourthly, a single uniform 

income tax structure allowed more specialization in administrative personnel, 

aided taxpayer compliance and facilitated economic development of the region 

as a whole. A fifth factor was the desire to minimize nuisance for the taxpayer in 

the form of duplicating returns and varying rules for calculation of income. Finally, 

there was a strong desire to avoid discriminatory double taxation by more than 

one territory. 

However, the system was not devoid of difficulties. Kenya with a stronger 

economy seemed to the others to be benefiting more from revenue collection. 

Consequently, after the three countries gained their independence, great 

attention was paid to the need for the fiscal autonomy of each country and the 

desire to ensure themselves some independent revenues and influence in the 

setting of the tax rates. As a result, in their budget speeches of 10 June 1965, 

the Finance Ministers of Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania announced that their 

governments had decided to introduce separate currencies and to dismantle the 

East African Currency Board paving the way for each country to have its own 

currency.15 

Taxation and the budgetary system 

Immediately after independence, there was a net outflow of private capital by 

white settlers who were scared of remaining in the country. This came at a time 

when the independence government needed the capital to meet the aspirations 

of the African people.16 According to Leys, the total amount of revenue collected 

from income tax during the period of 1961 /2 was just over £ 13 million and by 

14 Due, Taxation and Economic Development in Tropical Africa, pp. 133-140. 
15 Ingrid Doimi di Delupis, The East African Community and Common Market, pp. 42-55. 
16 Ibid. 
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1969 it was £ 23 million.17 Indeed, the first task of the independent government 

was to increase its revenue base to add to the British government's grants-in-aid, 

which by 1962-63 financial year had contributed 24 percent of revenue.18 In 

addition to development aid from the British government, the Kenya government 

obtained financial aid from other countries, the World Bank and the Unites States 

International Development Agency (USAID). 

Complementing this financial assistance was the budgetary system and the 

various Development Plans for the periods 1965/66 to 1969/1970. In it, the 

government outlined its intentions of balancing between the taxation of the 

people and the provision of services. In the foreword, Jomo Kenyatta stressed to 

the people the importance of hard work, sacrifice and self-help. He stated that: 

An agrarian revolution cannot lead to the promised goals unless the 
people are determined to produce more and accept the necessary 
discipline and sacrifice. The door to prosperity is open for those who are 
willing to work hard and regularly, and follow the advice given by 
Government officers. For those who prefer to work two or three hours a 
day, the Government cannot promise anything. Both sacrifice of leisure 
and discipline in financial matters are necessary . . . In fact the 
development of our country will largely depend on greater efforts by small 
farmers, traders and workers ... More saving means less consumption. 
While we may rely to a large extent on the willingness of our citizens to 
consume less and save more, it will also be necessary to hold down the 
growth in consumption by raising taxes to pay for development and for the 
rising cost of Government services, such as schools and health services, 
which follow development.19 

In sum, Kenyatta was being categorical that independence was no panacea to 

rest but people had to produce goods and services for the country to achieve 

economic development. Taxation was to become one of the mainstays of 

generating revenue for the development of the country with attempts at making 

the levying of taxes responsive to the needs of the people. 

17 Leys, Underdevelopment in Kenya, p.127. 
18 Ibid., p. 41. 
19 Joma Kenyatta in 'Introduction by the President', Development Plan, 1965/66 to 1969170 
(Nairobi, 1966), pp. i-xi. 
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As shown above, Kenya at independence inherited many aspects of colonial 

administration. Was there, therefore, a concern to redress the skewed taxation 

policies after independence? This was the main substance of the rhetorical 

government document on African socialism and its application to planning in 

Kenya. An outline of the taxation structure to be followed was defined. It 

concerned itself mainly with the need to expand the economy and had a number 

of objectives. Among these was the need for political equality, social justice, 

human dignity, freedom of conscience, freedom from want, disease and 

exploitation, equal opportunities and equal distribution of incomes.20 But more 

relevant to our study was the demand that there was going to be gradual and 

'progressive taxes to ensure an equitable distribution of wealth and income'.21 

But it acknowledged that the collection of · taxes from the people would be 

hampered: 

The shortage of domestic capital stems from the low rate of domestic 
saving and difficulties encountered in raising local and central government 
tax revenues. While several steps have been taken and other measures 
will be initiated to stimulate domestic saving and increase tax collections, 
the fundamental cause of the shortage of domestic capital is the. low per 
capita incomes out of which people must finance a living before they can 
save and pay taxes.22 

As a result of this realization that the tax system was not responsive to changes 

in income, a deliberate attempt to realize maximum collection of taxes was 

instituted. People who had earlier evaded the payment of taxes were brought into 

the tax bracket. But those earning extremely low incomes were exempted from 

the payment of GPT. Instead this was to be substituted by a property tax but 

which remained difficult to collect or even assess.23 

Various means that would yield increased collection of taxes were thus 

introduced. First was the Pay As You Earn system (PAYE). This was a system 

by which revenue was collected from people who were employed in an 

organization that paid a salary. The income tax due was deducted at source and 

20 Republic of Kenya, African Socialism and its Application to Planning In Kenya (1965), p.21. 
21 Ibid., p.17. 
22 Ibid., p.19. 
23 Daily Nation, 17 June 1968, Budget Speech delivered by the Minister of Finance. 
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forwarded to the government treasury. The amount of tax an employer pays over 

each member of staff depended on such facts as the person's personal salary, 

whether they were married, the amount of allowances they were entitled to and 

the deductions which needed to be made. Secondly, there was also introduced a 

progressive inheritance tax. This was a tax charged on the property and assets 

held by an individual at the time of his death. This was akin to a death tax on a 

persons' estate. The best way to avoid this type of tax was for the property owner 

to distribute his assets in advance among his dependants. Finally, a major 

source of revenue for the government was the capital gains tax, which was a tax 

on the increase in value realized on the sale of capital assets. This is an example 

of capital formation tax imposed on productivity, investment and capital 

accumulation. It is from this tax that the government was able to raise substantial 

revenue. It has, however, been criticized due to the fact that a capital gains tax 

was economically inefficient because of its punitive effect on entrepreneurship, 

thrift and investment.24 

The payment of school fees was also seen as a form of tax that was relatively 

easy to collect.25 All these taxes reflected the needs of a government in search of 

revenue while on the other hand guaranteeing that the tax structure was 

responsive to the needs of the people. Equally important, it had to ensure a more 

equitable distribution of wealth particularly to cushion people of low income from 

the payment of taxes. As was the case during the colonial period, this was 

achieved through the taxation of luxury items like beer, cigarettes, perfumes and 

even petrol to cover up for the shortfall. Attempts were also made to spread the 

tax bracket to include more businesses that had hitherto not been taxed.26 

Through the annual budget speeches, the government outlined its budget 

estimates and financial appropriations with the purpose of organizing government 

expenditure and. raising revenues.27 Below is a statement of the various ways· 

and means in which the government of Kenya raised its revenues between 1964 

and 1977. 

24 The Kenya Revenue Authority has a very informative internet site at: http://www.revenue.go.ke 
25 Ibid. p.34. 
26 Ibid. . 
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Table 28 Main Sources of Government Revenue, 1964-1977 (K£ Million) 

1964/5 1967/8 1972/3 1973/4 1976/7 

Direct Tax 

Income 13.5 23.0 50.2 56.2 107.5 

Other 0.5 1.2 4.4 2.0 0.5 

Total 14.0 24.2 54.6 58.2 108.0 

Indirect taxes 

Import duty 15.9 20.0 27.0 39.8 52.9 

Excise duty 6.2 10.5 16.9 20.9 28.2 

Sales tax - - 2.7 32.0 65.4 

, Other 3.7 5.2 16.0 9.6 11.4 

Total 25.8 35.7 62.6 102.3 157.9 

Total Tax 39.8 59.9 117.2 160.5 265.9 

Revenue 

Source: Arthur Hazlewood, The Economy of Kenya: The Kenyatta Era (New 
York, 1979), p. 136. 

Direct taxes here referred to as 'other' consisted in this case of the Graduated 

Personal Tax which was essentially a tax charged by both the central 

government and the local authorities. Local authorities obtained their revenue by 

levying a given rate from the residents of the area of their jurisdiction. These 

many types of tax greatly affected poor families and particularly those who had 

no source of income.28 In 1969-70 for example, the revenues raised through 

taxation by both the central government and local authorities amounted to a total 

of£ 86 million from the entire populace as shown below.29 

Table 29 The rate of GPT assessment per income (1969-70) 

Persons with a monthly income in shillings Tax incidence as percentage of 

between- Income 

0 and 199 11.5 

27 Brough and Curtin, 'Growth and stability', p. 37. · 
28 Interview with Noah Cheburet at Kaptagat, 14March 1999. 
29 International Labour Office, Employment, Incomes and Equality, (Geneva, 1972), p.271. 
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200 and 299 11.3 

300 and 399 8.5 

400 and 499 8.3 

500 and 699 8.8 

700and 999 10.5 

1 OOO 1 399 9.3 

1 400 and 1 999 9.6 

2000 and over 12.7 

Source: /LO, Employment, Incomes and Equality, p. 272. 

GPT as one of the main sources of government and local authority revenue like 

the income tax had a number of inherent basic weaknesses. Half of the 

employees who fell under the tax bracket were not assessed at all for income tax 

and those liable normally evaded. Consequently, GPT was abolished and 

replaced by a sales or consumer tax in 1973. That meant that GPT was replaced 

with a uniform sales tax paid equally by income earners at all levels. This was 

actually replacing a progressive tax with a regressive one. But the abolition of 

GPT was, however, a big \bail out for the many small income people and the 

unemployed who due to poverty, old age and infirmity could not raise the 

compulsory direct tax. At least the taxpayer had a choice over the sales tax. 

Sales tax had first been introduced in Kenya during the 1972/73 financial year 

and targeted manufactured goods at a rate of 10 percent. This tax fell on popular 

goods like fabrics, cigarettes, beer and other luxury items. This as demonstrated 

from the table above shows that a sales tax was not a source of revenue until 

later after 1973. There were, however, exemptions to foods such as flour and 

sugar, medicines and fertilizers. Most affected were those goods considered 

luxurious like beer, cigarettes and petrol. Apparently, there were many other 

sources of obtaining revenue other than by direct taxation like the sale of 

Treasury Bills and Bonds, which were first conceived in 1965.30 What this meant 

was that the government was borrowing from the market place to finance the 

budget deficit. 
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· African response to post-colonial taxation 

Before 1973, the peasants and the working class had hoped that punitive 

taxation would come to an end with the attainment of independence. But 

independence brought in disenchantment and disillusionment and in fact a sehse 

of betrayal. Ngugi wa Thiongo, the Kenyan novelist, has captured the mood very 

well in a foreword to his novel, A Grain of wheat, '... the situation and the 

problems are real-sometimes too painfully real for the peasants who now see all 

that they fought for being put on one side'.31 In essence, Ngugi is arguing that the 

freedom fighters made sacrifices by fighting for independence but still ended up 

not being rewarded with land and being taxed even more and more.32 

Accordingly, this resulted in pockets of resistance to the payment of taxes once 

independence had been attained. Indeed, all the annual reports after 

independence do not show any break with the colonial past. For instance, the 

Samburu annual report of 1965 has been written as if it had been done in the 

colonial period without regard to the changed circumstances. People who 

resisted the payment of GPT were actually killed even after independence as the 

report states that, 'this has been a year of serious and historical events. The 

Samburu for the first time, having been totally misled by one political maniac 

[Layenaye Ole Lepursha] refused to pay GPT and at an authorized meeting 

called by him at Wamba, the security forces opened fire killing five people 

instantly ... for this calculated abstraction [sic], Lepursha received a sentence of 

18 months imprisonment'.33 

3° KNA/FIN/1/2/87, Ministry of Finance Fiscal Report, 1965 circular to Provincial Heads of 
Department. 
31 Ngugi wa Thiongo, A Grain of Wheat (Nairobi, 1986) .. See also James A. Ogude, 'Ngugi's 
Concept of History and the Post-Colonial Discourses in Kenya', Canadian Journal of African 
Studies, vol.31, No. 1, 1977, pp. 86-112. 
32 For an excellent erudition of post-independence betrayal of the masses, see Franz Fanon, The 
Wretched of the Earth (Harmondsworth, Middlesex, 1967). Fanon is among the few thinkers who 
successfully wrote about emerging post-colonial nation-states. Within a Marxist framework, he has 
argued about the role of violence in decolonization and the challenges of political organization, 
class collisions and the creation and maintenance of a new country's national consciousness. He 
eloquently argues that, 'The unpreparedness of the educated classes, the lack of practical links 
between them and the mass of the people, their laziness, and let it be said, their cowardice at the 
decisive moment of the struggle will give rise to tragic mishaps'. 
33 KNA/SAM/1/3/65, District Annual Report dated 14 February 1965. 
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The same aggressive and forceful collection of taxes by the same colonial chiefs 

continued unabated. For example in 1965, a taxpayer by the name of Fedha 

Aludia from north Maragoli and who was employed in Nairobi complained to the 

DC Kakamega that the chief was confiscating his wife's hens for non-payment of 

tax. He writes: 

I would like to put my claim for my hens which were seized for my 
personal tax. I would like to know when someone is not at home is the 
time you exercise your power over his family? In other words your 
thoughts tells you that my wife has got responsibility of paying my dues, if 
so why every years you ask her to pay my tax. I would like to hear that my 
hens have returned back home immediately. We all seek the truth and the 
truth in this case is that I am the one to pay tax and that my wife's hens 
should not be held without my knowledge. Will you please be kind enough 
and tell the person who took my hens to return them back home 

· immediately.34 

To avoid further disenchantment, the government printed propaganda leaflets for 

distribution throughout the country. The pamphlets were written in Kiswahili and 

read, .fipa ushuru kulinda uhuru35 urging people to pay taxes so as to protect the 

hard won independence. This GPT campaign was led by Provincial 

Commissioners who used the medium of the radio, television, slide projectors, 

the press and small leaflets pinned on various places in rural markets to secure 

payment. This was caused by the reluctance of the people to continue paying 

taxes since they considered it to be a colonial hangover that ought to be 

abolished. 

Joma Kenyatta who became the president of Kenya and embodied the African 

struggle against colonialism in land alienation, labour exploitation and taxation 

was aware of the burden of taxation on the people. At the state opening of 

parliament in 1967 he announced that, 'Now listen, my brothers, I am telling you 

that your government cares for the citizens. I have decided to reduce Graduated 

Personal Tax. For those who used to pay 48 shillings to 24 shillings only' .36 

Kenyatta was now using the element of taxation rebate to win the support of the 

people. This was an extremely generous reduction considering that those who 

34 KNA/DC/KMG/2/10/101/, Letter of Fedha Aludia of Nairobi, dated 26 May 1965. 
35 See footnote 1 . 
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were assessed to pay 48 shillings were the very poor with few livestock and low 

income.37 But despite the populism of such a statement on tax reduction, 

Kenyatta maintained that the level of taxation for the higher income group had to 

be maintained in order to attract economic progress. In fact in 1966, the 

economy had grown by 8 percent. 38 

After the grandiloquence aimed at winning the masses to his side through the 

tackling of one of the most truculent issue of taxation, Kenyatta used the 

opportunity to blast at his opponents who had formed a new party, the Kenya 

People's Union (KPU). He declared: 

Brothers, there are those who ask, 'What is the government doing?' And 
there are those who say, 'The Government has done nothing as yet.' But I 
am telling you, even if we have done nothing, I think every citizen should 
be proud of being free. Each man is free, and is no longer anybody's 
slave. For a man to say he is free, and that he is governing himself is a 
very important thing ... We all fought for uhuru, and it is only the cowards 
who used to hide under the beds while others were struggling who go 
about asking what the KANU government has done ... You all know KPU 
... Ask them where (how) they fought for uhuru ... What have the KPU 
ever done for anybody? As from today KPU are to be regarded as snakes 
in the grass. Let them try and re-examine their minds and return to KANU. 
If they do not do so, KPU should beware! The fighting for our uhuru is on. 
Whoever has ears, to hear, let him heed this.39 

Kenyatta's target was Oginga Odinga the leader of KPU, who had decried the 

lack of benefits for the Kenyan people and particularly in the equal distribution of 

wealth. He had vowed that KPU would, ' ... share out the nation's wealth equitably 

among the people and extend national control over the means of production and 

break the foreigners' grip on the economy ... and bring about more equitable 

distribution of the fruits of the people's labour'.40 In his book Not yet Uhuru,· 

Odinga lamented the fact that despite the attainment of independence in 1963, 

Kenyans had by 1966 still had no access to land, the gap between the rich and 

36 Ibid. p. 345. 
37 Oral Interview Philemon Chebiego at Kaptagat, 24 December 1998. 
38 Joma Kenyatta, Suffering Without Bitterness (Nairobi, 1968), p. 333. 
39 Ibid. 
40See quote in W. Ochieng', 'Structural and Political Changes', in Ogot and Ochieng'(ed.), 
Decolonization and Independence in Kenya, 1940-1963, p. 99. 
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poor was expanding, while the payment of taxes continued unabated among the 

poorest section of the_community.41 

The argument of the KPU was that the peasants were actually not benefiting 

from the expectations of independence. One of the pernicious effects of taxation 

was that the post-independent state just like the colonial state did not take into 

consideration the interests of the society. In its collection of taxes, it failed to 

consider the poverty of the people and the inability of most families to pay 

taxes.42 Consequently, the individual's freedom was curtailed making him a real 

prisoner or permanent fugitive in hiding from the government's tax collectors. 

Taxes continued to be considered as a punishment rather than a duty conferring 

on the taxpayer entitlement to social benefits, human and political rights. In other 

words the payment of tax did not give the taxpayer the right to question the way 

in which the taxes were dispensed.43 The state tried to achieve this through its 

annual budgets which all it did was to increase taxation of goods and services. 

This was confirmed by the ILO report of 1972 that recommended major 

economic reforms that would 'spread the wealth, benefit the poor and open jobs 

in the rural and 'informal' manufacturing sectors' .44 This report had special 

consequences in the reform of the entire taxation structure, which saw the 

abolishment of direct taxation in 1973 after over seventy years in operation. 

Marketing boards and resource mobilization 

Colonial capitalism had integrated peasant subsistence into a market economy 

making them ready to adopt new crops and diversify farming activities. This 

process became officially sanctioned in 1954 when the colonial government 

inaugurated the Swynnerton plan with a view to redistributing the country's 

wealth to the Kenya Africans through agricultural tran~formation.45 The 

Swynnerton plan did correct a situation whereby the African people had all along 

41 Oginga Odinga, Not Yet Uhuru: The Autobiography of Oginga Odinga (New York, 1969), pp. 
253-297. 
42 KNA/, Ministry of Home Affairs, Report of the African Department, 1966. 
43 Oral Interview Elijah Chemweno, at Chepkorio 16 February 1999. He was a chief until 
retirement in 1972. 
44 Ngethe, 'Income Distribution in Kenya' International Labour Organization Report, p. 15. 
45 H. Ruthenberg, African Agricultural Production Development Policy in Kenya, 1952-1965 (Berlin, 
1966), p.8. 
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been on the periphery of the agricultural sector. From that period, Africans were 

for the first time allowed to plant lucrative cash crops like tea and coffee. The 

immediate effect of this agricultural change was increased production from K£ 

5.2 million in 1955 to £ 14.0 million in 1964. Coffee alone was responsible for 55 

percent of the rise.46 The transformation was that by 1967, smallholder 

production accounted for as great a share of gross marketed produce as the 

large farms. This was to prove a major source of revenue for the central 

government and local authorities. The local authorities particularly benefited in 

the levying of cess that was used to improve the road network that served the 

farming community. 

To achieve the desired goal of controlling the market, the post independent 

government improved the marketing boards that had been set up by the colonial 

government. While these marketing boards did not impose taxes, 'they helped 

deliver low prices to producers, below export parity, in order to accumulate 

surpluses to supposedly protect producers from price fluctuations in domestic 

and international markets'.47 Essentially, these marketing boards had been 

created to deal with the collection, distribution and marketing of both domestic 

and export produce like maize, wheat, pyrethrum, cotton and rice. It is from this 

role as the 'middle- merchant' that the state derived revenue. This was still a small 

fraction. For instance in 1970, the revenue derived was only 2 percent, but it was 

in the control of the foreign exchange that the state greatly benefited .48 The state 

thus became an agent of capital accumulation through the overt taxation of 

primary produce from all stages from collection, processing and to marketing. 

This was done through the deduction of a certain percentage from the overall 

earnings of the concerned farmer who was usually a member of a co-operative 

society. Some of these marketing boards were the Kenya Tea Development 

Authority (KTDA), which greatly sustained peasant interest in tea farming, and 

the Kenya Co-operative Creameries (KCC) that helped in pooling the resources 

of the dairy farmers. On the other hand the pastoralists were 'captured' through 

46 Michael Chege, 'The Political Economy of Agrarian Change in Kenya' chapter 5, in Michael 
Schazberg (ed.), The Political Economy of Kenya (New York, 1987), p. 101. 
47 I owe this explanation to a Rhodes University Examiner. 
48 Ibid. p. 415. 
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the Kenya Meat Commission (KMC) with the agriculturalists being served by the 

Kenya Farmers Union (KFA).49 

Thus, through the mechanism of marketing boards, the state appropriated large 

surpluses from African producers by paying the producers of exports low prices 

than the value of their produce in international markets.50 Unlike direct taxation, 

the producers of these commodities being rural based had no inkling of how their 

produce was marketed. The end result of high tax rates was the alienation of 
. I 

some peasants who reacted by withdrawing from official markets or by avoiding 

overtaxed . commodities altogether.51 But the majority of the farmers were 

convinced to allow the marketing boards to market their produce although in 

several instances the state betrayed that trust.52 According to Gavin Kitching, the 

state stood 'at the focal point of a network of exchanges between producers and 

consumers within Kenya and the sub-system of world capitalism'. 53 This meant 

that the state's revenue apart from direct taxation was financed directly or 

indirectly out of the buying and selling of commodities. 

In addition, global factors from the 1970s combined to make the Kenyan state 

interventionist. One of these factors was the increasing poor terms· of trade 

between Kenya's primary products and manufactured goods from the industrialist 

world. The fall in commodity prices was made even worse by the oil crisis of 

1970s, which greatly affected the economy of Kenya which is non-oil producing. 

Consequently, this had the effect of heavy borrowing from the capitalist countries 

and increased domestic taxation to raise revenue to cover the shortfall. In other 

words, after independence, the need for development funds far exceeded the 

availability of domestic savings. In the agricultural sector and particl_!larly through 

the marketing boards, taxes levied were used in the construction of tea factories, 

to maintain tea crop quality and employ personnel to run such enterprises. 

49 For an erudite discussion of how states in Africa have attempted to capture the peasants see, 
Hyden, Beyond Ujamaa in Tanzania. See also Leys, Underdevelopment in Kenya, pp. 103-104. 
50 Basil Davidson, Modem Africa: A Social Political History (London, 1983), p. 210. 
51 Robert Bates, Markets and States in Tropical Africa: The Political Basis of Agricultural Policies 
tBerkeley, 1981), p. 15. 
2 Leys, pp. 106-107. See especially footnote 108 on the export of maize scandal in 1970-71 when 

the country hardly had enough to feed its population. 
53 Gavin Kitching, Class and Economic Change in Kenya: The Making of an African Petite 
Bourgeoisie, 1905-1970 (New Haven, 1980), p. 413. 
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Local councils too obtained revenue from taxing agricultural produce. For 

instance, the total accruing to the African district councils from cess was £ 344 

OOO or some 6 percent of the total income.54 But the collection of cess was 

fraught with difficulties since it was only farm produce that were traded through 

marketing boards. Such crops were mainly confined to coffee and tea. Cess was 

in fact unpopular with the farmers because it affected their incomes and also not 

all farmers were obliged to pay. Income from hides and skins was also an 

important source of tax revenue particularly in pastoral areas. It was one 

economic activity that greatly helped increase the income of the rural people that 

assisted in the payment of tax. 55 

Tax payment and the sell of liquor 

After independence it became imperative for the peasants to adopt new ways of 

generating income .. Money had become the password for every business 

transaction and unlike the working class who had an annual . income, the 

peasants relied on the sale of agricultural produce and liquor to obtain money. 

Beer was made from bananas, maize, sugarcane, millet, sorghum and bamboo 

among many other ingredients. It was one of the most convenient ways of 

generating income in the rural areas. In 1964 a Traditional Liquor Tax was 

introduced. The tax was aimed at production or processing of traditional African 

liquor which had rapidly spread into urban areas in direct competition with 

European ales, lagers and other beers. 

The question of the sale of liquor goes directly to the whole issue of the 

gendered nature of access to money since it brought about incipient changes to 

the family structure. Families were saved the agony of channelling their scarce 

resources to the payment of tax by selling their livestock and farm produce. Since 

women in particular controlled the manufacture and sale of liquor, the money 

54 KNA/, African Affairs Department Report, 1963, p.21. 
55C. J. Gertzel, Maure Goldschmidt and Don Rotchild, Government and Politics in Kenya: A Nation 
Building Text (Nairobi, 1969), p. 410. · 
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collected was often used to help their husbands in the payment of taxes. 

Consequently, some saw no reason to engage in wage employment.56 

It should, however, be explained that in theory women were not legally bound to 

pay taxes. It was men who paid GPT. But men did sometimes get money from 

their wives for taxes particularly when they had plural wives. It is the women who 

had daily access to money in the rural areas through the sale of liquor. Indeed 

women controlled the money from beer sales themselves. Men only had access 

to money through quarterly sale of livestock or through migrant wage labour. This 

became part of a division of wealth and resources, according to which men 

controlled livestock and most cash crops, paid taxes and made decisions on 

bride wealth, land and crops. In 1971 there was enacted a new Traditional Liquor 

Act to regulate.the sale and consumption of traditional beer. In it, the act hoped 

to create a source of revenue for the local authorities when plans were being 

made to abolish GPT in early 1970s.57 

Beer halls popularly known as 'clubs'58 which had been established in the 1920s 

took on an added importance after independence because the local authorities 

used them as sources of revenue. Revenues from the sale of traditional liquor 

supported local authorities more than it did with the central government. This was 

made possible with the monetarisation of society through the introduction of 

money.59 Until after the Second World War, Africans were not allowed to drink 

bottled beer, hence the alternative of traditional liquors. 

For instance in 1964, Kenya Breweries provided figures which 'proved' that the 

government was losing more than £1 million a year in revenue because of illegal 

'traditional liquor' sales.60 It is true of course that the taxation of bottled beer 

together with cigarettes made immense contribution to the government revenues 

56 KNA/, African Affairs Department Report, 1965. 
57 Ibid. 
58 I have benefited from an unpublished paper kindly given to me by Dr. Justin Willis formerly of 
Cambridge University, 'For the benefit of population at Large: beer halls and the nature of the state 
in East Africa, 1920-1990'. He has shown that the term 'club' did not carry any connotation of an 
exclusive membership or limited access. See his new publication, Justin Willis, Potent Brews: A 
Social History of Alcohol in East Africa, 1850-1999 (London, 2002). 
59 Justin Willis, 'Unkurma Sikitoi:Commodisation, Drink and Power among the Maasai', 
International Journal of African Historical Studies, vol, 32, no. 2-3, 1999 
6° KNA/DC/KAJ/4/8/2, Ag. PC Rift Valley to all DCs, 15 January 1965. 
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and filled the budgetary gap. On the other hand, the taxation of traditional liquor 

remained an important source of revenue to the local authorities. The abolition of 

poll tax through GPT in 1973 saved the peasants from having to rely on the sale 

of liquor to pay taxes. 

Harambee as a form of coerced taxation 

Harambee as a concept means 'let us pull together'. There is, however, some 

controversy as to the actual origins of the word. One school of thought says that 

the word is borrowed from a Bantu word 'halambe' which means pulling together. 

Another more controversial school of thought posits that it is a mixture of two 

words: Hare (which means praise, as Hare Krishna) and Ambe (which is the 

Indian god of money). The argument goes that when Indian labour was imported 

by the British into the East Africa Protectorate to build the railway line to Uganda, 

the migrant labourer was determined to make as much money as possible. As 

they laid the tracks, they encouraged themselves by chanting 'Hare Ambeee.' 

Kenyatta had heard of the call, matched it with the action of lifting heavy metal 

together, and concluded that Harambee meant 'lets lift together'.61 

Whatever the case, in the Kenyan parlance, Harambee means collective effort. It 

incorporates meanings of mutual assistance, joint effort, social responsibility and 

community self-reliance. Some of the responsibilities that required the Harambee 

effort were bush clearing, weeding, irrigation and more importantly fund-raising. It 

came into official vogue on 1 June 1963 when Kenyatta formalized the use of the 

term as a clarion call to extract resources from the people for development 

projects.62 Kenyatta endorsed the spirit of Harambee at all his public 

appearances. Harambee had the advantage of a bottom-up approach. It was 

heavily biased towards the use of local resources such as human labour, local 

power such as oxen, donkeys, camels, the use of local materials in construction 

such as wooden structures, earth-bricks, grass thatch and the use of donations in 

kind such as of livestock and food.63 

61 Philip M. Mbithi and Rasmus Rasmuson, Self Reliance in Kenya: The Case of Harambee, 
iUppsala, 1977), p. 146. · 

2 Ibid., p.14. 
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Depending on various circumstances, labour was given voluntarily since the 

people were aware of the obvious benefits. The chiefs mobilized their people to 

make contributions, although sometimes the chiefs compelled people to provide 

labour, cash and even livestock. The concept of Harambee entailed voluntary 

contributions to development projects like schools, health facilities, water projects 

and other social amenities. However, despite the many benefits harambee 

nevertheless appropriated people's meagre savings. On the other hand, 

Harambee programs also constituted a tax on the local elites who were 

pressured to make pledges for substantial cash contributions at public rallies 

initiating the programs.64 

In 1967 the government allocated 6 percent of its total expenditure to self-help 

projects.65 According to Frank Holmquist, 'every adult has been involved in at 

least one project and more likely, many other projects ... self-help has almost 

become a 'political' religion'.66 And for the better-off rural working class, the self­

help projects provided a net transfer of local resources up the local social strata 

in a system of patron-client relationships. But in this scenario the peasants were 

not left out since, 'when the president and members of the provincial 

administration hold fund raisings, money is often collected from ordinary citizens 

by chiefs and assistant chiefs to be presented at the meeting'.67 Such collections 

were rarely voluntary; they were a compulsory tax. 

Philip Mbithi and Ramus Rasmusson68 have estimated that between 1967 and 

1973, self-help expenditure in Kenya amounted to 11.4 percent of the overall 

national development expense. More pertinent was the fact that in the same 

period, Harambee contributed more than 40 percent of the overall national 

development expenditure to education and controlled more than 62 percent of all 

secondary schools in the country as shown in the table below. 

63 Ibid. 
64 See A. Haugerud, The Culture of Politics in modern Kenya (Cambridge, 1995), pp. 1-10. 
65 Quoted from Frank Holmquist, 'Class Structure, Peasant Participation and Rural-self-help' 
chapter 7, in John D. Barkan (eds), Politics and Public Policy in Kenya and Tanzania (New York, 
1984) pp.171-197. 
66 Ibid., p. 178. 
67 Ibid., p. 186. 
68 Philip Mbithi and Ramus Rasmusson, Self-Reliance: The Case of Harambee (Uppsala, 1977), 
p. 14. 
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Table 30 Harambee investments, 'OOO£ K., 1966 -1972 

'66/67 '67/68 '68/69 '69/70 '70/71 '71/72 Total Ratio/Hrb/ 

Gov.% 

Agriculture 159 290 176 279.3 304.1 500.3 1 709 4.4 

Roads 57.6 88 44 39.6 29.5 40.6 300 0.6 
' 

Water 76.7 124 104 135.4 233.1 204.5 877.7 17.5 

Education 1 125.8 1 481 1 220 1 305.6 1 361 1 686.3 8 180.5 61.1 

Health 222.4 286.6 233.6 193.8 166.9 189.9 1 293 13.0 

Housing 565.4 379.8 293 304.4 383.3 174.8 2 100 18.5 

Fisheries 6 - - - - - 6 0.6 

Sports 1 23.9 109.8 233.6 193.8 166.9 189.9 1 022 105.4 

Total 2357 2 761 2 305 2 452 2 651 2 986 15 512 11.4 

Source: P.Mbithi and R. Rasmusson, Self Reliance in Kenya: The case of Harambee, p. 
15. 

Hrb. = Harambee Gov.=Government 

From the table, it is realised that Harambee had helped fill up the gaps left by the 

lack of resources from the central government. The significance of Harambee 

was in its ability to mobilise resources from the peasants and the surplus from 

the working class. People pool resources together particularly in meetings by 

contributing their personal property such as artifacts, livestock, foods and even 

ear-rings and more important, 'it is usual for people to work, dance and work day 

in and day out, hungry, cold, thirsty and uncomplaining on a project they are 

strongly committed to. When this is compared with participation in pre­

independence forced labour or to development efforts initiated by local 

governments before 1965, such as construction of roads, community halls and 
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dispensaries, the maintenance of market places, etc., the performance of 

Harambee is outstanding' .69 

In fact from 1967, the Harambee movement came to play a central role following 

frustrations experienced by the people after the attainment of independence. The 

government had proved unable to provide meaningful development by not 

meeting their immediate expectations. Harambee, therefore, took centre stage 

following peasant disillusionment. Asked why they contributed to the Harambee 

movement, a number informants stated that they not only wanted to improve 

their economic conditions but because unlike the taxes they paid, they received 

direct benefits from the building of schools, water projects, dispensaries or fund­

raising to send students abroad for further studies.70 

In a nutshell, as Mbithi and Rasmusson have correctly pointed out, the 

Harambee movement can be regarded as a voluntary form of taxation for the 

benefit of local projects. Compared to the direct taxation of GPT, Harambee 

taxation was more acceptable to the people. This type of taxation was beneficial 

to the taxpayer for they easily identified with the projects they sustained through 

their efforts in the form of money, resources and time.71 More important, through 

the Harambee movement, the well-off members of the society were able to make 

cash contributions in addition to availing their skills and organisational ability. In 

short, unlike· the taxation of commodities, cess and GPT, Harambee was a 

legitimate form of taxation for payment, though at times coerced and sometimes 

voluntary, it was in all instances for the common good of society.72 

During the 1960s and 1970s, hundreds of Harambee schools were built and 

equipped in this_ way. In essence, the argument being given here is that the 

peasants and particularly those in the rural areas were rational actors who 

pursued their self-interest with the resources at their disposal.73 Indeed, 

69 Ibid., p.16. 
70 Interview with Ben Ngetuny, Paulo Chebii, Philemon Chebiego and Jonah Kimetto, at Kaptagat 
11 February, 1999. 
71 Ibid., p. 165. 
72 Ibid. 
73 See Joel D. Barkan and Frank Holmquist, 'Politics of the Peasantry in Kenya: The Lessons of 
Harambee', Working paper No. 440, Institute of Development Studies, 1986, p.20. 
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Harambee was a form of taxation on the rural poor. But as a form of tax, it helped 

in the re-distribution of resources within rural communities and the urban elite. 

Self-help in the form of Harambee was encouraged and given official blessing so 

as to shift the cost of providing social welfare services from the state to the 

peasantry. 

This was a popular movement since the peasantry felt taxed voluntarily and 

moderately in a progressive fashion and received tangible benefits in the form of 

schools, cattle dips and dispensaries, among others.74 In sum, the Harambee 

movement was a co-operative effort involving the people and the state. But for 

the ostentatious gifts and particularly the guaranteed press coverage on the next 

day with donors listed in order of value, this helped reduce the Harambee vision 

of community development to an exercise in patronage and competitive status­

seeking through forceful extraction. 

Financing local authorities through taxation 

Since 1924-25 when Local Native Councils were brought into operation, they 

have continued to dominate the social, economic and political development of 

the Africans. What was important was that the councils were given the power to 

levy local taxes and to mobilise significant amounts of local capital independent 

of the central government.75 In 1950, these Local Native Councils were 

transformed and expanded into African District Councils with the mandate of 

representing emerging African elite interests in trading centres, markets and the 

rural areas.76 They fell into two categories whereby the scheduled Areas 

(municipalities) catered for the non-Africans while the African district councils 

(county councils) catered primarily for the needs of Africans. This categorization 

was abolished after independence with ADCs being renamed as Local 

Authorities. 

74 Ibid., p.29. See also Njuguna Ngethe, 'Harambee and Development participation in Kenya', PhD 
Dissertation, University of Carleton, Canada, 1979. Ngethe has argued that Kenyatta used the 
Harambee movement to deflect demand from the politicians and the peasants for immediate 'fruits 
of independence' and that the 'government would help those who help themselves'. 
75 Berman, Control and Crisis in Colonial Kenya, pp. 216-217. 
76 Ibid., p. 312. 
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Apart from being a source of government revenue, GPT was from 1964 stretched 

to become the main source of revenue for local authorities. This was on the basis 

of recommendations made in the report of the Fiscal Commission (1963).77 GPT 

or sometimes mistakenly called poll tax or Kodi by t~xpayers who were ignorant 

of the various types of taxes, ·was intended to raise revenue for local authorities. 

This was mainly from the growing number of wage earners who lived in those 

communities. It replaced the poll rates levied by African district councils on 

African inhabitants of their areas and Government's personal tax, which all 

citizens were potentially liable to pay. 

While the government levied for example shs. 25 in1965, local authorities 

charged shs.5.78 The 1966 Graduated Personal Tax Act dealt with various 

aspects of the tax, ranging from persons who were liable to pay, exemptions, 

remission and rates of payment. The collection of GPT for the government and 

for the local authorities went hand in hand with the central government being 

responsible through the chiefs for the collection of tax from unemployed and self­

employed people. Consequently, the local authorities had to surrender 5 per cent 

of these collections to the administration. Below is an illustration of the rate of 

individual tax payment in 1967. 

Table 31 Rate of payment according to individual income (1967) 

Annual income of individual Amount of GPT 

(K.Shs) 

1. Not exceeding Shs .......... . ................................ 1 920 48 

2. Not exceeding Shs. 1 920 But not exceeding shs. 2 880 72 

3.Not exceeding Shs.2 880 But not exceeding shs. 4080 108 

4.Not exceeding Shs.4 080 Bµt not exceeding shs. 6 240 156 

5.Not exceeding Shs.6 240 But not exceeding shs. 8 400 240 

6.Not exceeding Shs.8 400 But not exceeding shs. 10 320 360 

7.Not exceeding Shs.10 320 But not exceeding shs. 12 OOO 480 

8.Not exceeding Shs. 12 OOO ······································ 600 

Source: MacDonald, Income of Local Authorities, p. 406. 

77 MacDonald, Income of Local Authorities, pp. 405-606. 
78 Interview with Philemon Chebiego, at Kaptagat, 23 march 1999. 
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In January of every year, employers were mandated to deduct on a monthly 

basis from the individual's salary or wages, a given amount of money and to affix 

stamps to a card. These were then returned to the District Commissioner after 

the end of the year. As for the chiefs, they were required with the assistance of 

the administration police to collect taxes from the people within their areas of 

jurisdiction. This was to be a major bone of contention not only by the chiefs but 

also by the people. The chiefs felt unrewarded for the difficult job they were 

undertaking, while the people on the other hand felt that the forceful payment of 

tax was an infringement of their freedom. But in most cases, GPT impoverished 

the poorest members of society who had no definite source of income. This tax 

thus brought about controversy because it was found to be regressive and it was 

finally abolished in 1973.79 

The activities of the local authorities were in essence meant to complement 

those of the services of the central government. They varied and range from 

those of parochial character, for instance, sanitary services, street lighting, 

organisation of markets and before 1973 to those of considerable national 

importance such as education, health, housing, roads and water. In 1965, it was 

estimated that local authorities were responsible for recurrent and capital outlays 

of approximately£ 18 million.80 The revenue for these local expenditures were 

financed through tax and non-tax revenues, government grants and even loans. 

The major sources of revenue were the Graduated Personal Tax, land rates and 

cess. In addition, school fees charged by county councils together with rents and 

charges for services in municipalities, made a substantial contribution to the 

budgets of the relevant authorities. The central government considered local 

authorities to be playing an important role in the provision of services like sewage 

disposal, town cleaning, nursery education, control of market centres and all 

other provisions and menial duties the central government could not provide. 

Another lucrative source of revenue for the local authorities from 1958 to 1964 

had been the fines from African courts. But from 1964 all functions of the African 

79 Gertze.1, et al, Government and Politics in Kenya, p. 387. 
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courts were transferred to the Judicial Department to facilitate the more efficient 

administration of justice. 81 The issue of licences was also an important activity 

that gave revenue to local authorities. These licences fell into two categories. 

Those issued for control purposes, that is, control of hawkers, dairies, butcheries, 

shops and eating-houses. There were also those licences issued as a means. of 

increasing a council's revenue by taxing minor possessions like bicycles. Local 

authorities also levied fees and charges for a wide variety of services. These 

included school fees, which constituted the largest item of fee income in county 

councils. Other sources of revenue included market and slaughter fees, 

ambulance fees, water charges, conservancy fees, houses and plot rents, fees 

for admission to events like agricultural shows and charges for sale of private 

materials.82 In 1966, the total revenue obtained from all fees and charges were 

estimated for all councils in the country to be about £ 6 million or about one-third 

of their total income.83 In sum, nearly all income of local authorities was obtained 

from local and central taxation and from fees and charges for the use of services 

provided. 

In the case of taxes, the amount paid bears a clos~ relationship to the benefit 

received except in the payment of school fees and other charges !ike use of 

market facilities and trade licences. Below is a summary of revenue collected by 

local authorities. 

Table 32 Local government revenue 1966 (£000) 

County Councils 

Direct Taxes: GPT 2 749 

Rates 253 

Indirect Taxes: Licences 153 

Cesses 348 

Interest and Rents 20 

Loans 6 

80 Republic of Kenya, Kenya Development Plan, p. 339. 
81 KNA/, Native Affairs Department Annual Report, 1958, p.6. 
82 Ibid. 
83 Gertzel, et al, Government and Politics in Kenya, p. 387. 
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Municipal Councils 

2 589 

2 067 

722 

12 

1 430 
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Sale of Goods and - 3456 

Services 

Others 1 805 90 

Total 5 522 10 992 

Source: Thomas Mulusa 'Central government and Local Authorities', p. 247. 

From the above table, the municipalities as compared to the county councils 

raised more revenue because most of their ratepayers were salaried. They also 

got revenue from plot rates in markets and townships, water bills and also 

obtained loans. 

Table 33 Local government expenditure 1966 {£ OOO). 

Items of expenditure County Council Municipal Council 

Administration 1 001 916 

Education 6 547 1 471 

Public health 1 056 870 

Roads 1 198 1 485 

Water Supply 155 1 393 

Others 999 4 361 

Grants 241 4 336 

Total 11 197 14 832 

Source: Ibid. 9. 249. 

Local authorities spent a large part of their revenue on education before the 

docket was taken over by the central government. Next to be appropriated from 

the councils was the provision of services in health centres and the construction 

of roads. This was occasioned by the fact these local authorities lacked the 

capacity to collect GPT for their own use. Secondly, such a tax was difficult to 

assess in rural areas, where most taxpayers were self- employed with very low 

and often fluctuating cash incomes. Thirdly, since the rural population was 

scattered out over large areas, collection was bound to be laborious and 

expensive. Finally, the people were really not willing to pay and the tax collectors 

had to make repeated trips to collect the tax. Consequently, the local authorities 
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could not manage most of the responsibilities that they had been allocated to. 

This was mainly because they lacked trained staff and also suffered from 

mismanagement This led to the failure by local authorities to deliver services to 

the people. Most of these local authorities even curtailed teaching services 

through dismissal of teachers.84 

Their failure to deliver services to the people had by 1965 made the central 

government, through the provincial administration, to take over the collection of 

the GPT from the local authorities. One of the major problems encountered in the 

collection of GPT was the under-assessment and evasion by the taxpayers. With 

the change of collection from the local authorities to the central government, 

certain authorities lost revenue, some up to 15 percent, because of the failure or 

late remission of dues by the central _government.85 The county councils, unlike 

the municipal councils, were worse off. GPT had proved an unreliable source of 

revenue since most of the payees were poor rural people without a definite 

source of income and only paid to the government at the pain of detention or 

confiscation of personal property. 

In short, between 1965 and 1973, the relationship between the central 

government and the local authorities was conflict-ridden. The contention 

emanated mainly from the failure of local authorities to ensure prudent financial 

control over establishments, mismanagement and poor provision of services to 

the taxpayers. Some of the major problems that faced local authorities were 

summarised in 1969 by the Minister· of Local Government as 'incompetence, 

dereliction of duty, failure to collect revenue, failure to keep accounts and failure 

to maintain financial control'.86 Local authorities, thus, suffered from a failure in 

the entire structural system. An important source of weakness was that the local 

authorities were handed over too many responsibilities without adequate 

consideration of their organisational or staffing capacities. Not only did the local 

84 KNA/FIN/, Local Government Circulars, 1964-67. 
85 Ibid. 
86 See Gertzel, Government and Local Politics, p. 390. 
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authorities overspend on their budgets, but equally important, they 

underestimated their budget estimates. 87 

In 1973, after slightly more than ten years of implementation, GPT was abolished 

altogether as a source of revenue for both the central and .local government. It 

had been a demanding form of direct taxation on Africans. The abolition released 

the non-salaried from the payment of taxes, which basically was more 

burdensome to the poor than to the rich. Oral information tells of harrowing 

scenes of escape, torture and forced labour (mabusu) for those unable to pay. 88 

They would only now pay a consumption tax in which they had an option of 

evading. But for those in paid employment, there was introduced a new form of 

'pay-as-you-earn' (PAYE) system that taxed an individual's income according to 

how much one earned. 

Conclusion 

Between 1963 and 1973, taxation policies in Kenya did not witness a major 

structural and fundamental change. The tax structure remained favourable to the 

salaried and the propertied class. Those without a stable income had to bear the 

same burden with the rich. Granted. that there was an assessment that was 

carried out to determine the rate of payment, the peasants still found it difficult to 

convince the assessors that they could not afford to pay. 

Over time and by 1973, it was obvious that GPT as a source of revenue for both 

the central government and the local authorities had proved unreliable. GPT was 

quite favourable to urban centres because it had employed people. In sum, up to 

1973, the history of local authorities in Kenya is a history of close supervision by 

the central government. Local authorities were caught up by increased demands 

by the people for services. During the colonial period,. they had played a major 

role in providing educational, medical facilities and infrastructure to its people. 

But with the coming of independence, the central government demanded that the 

local authorities perform more activities than their resources could muster. 

87 Republic of Kenya, Sessional Paper No.12 of 1967, Proposed Action by the Government of 
Kenya on the Report of Local Government Commission of Inquiry (Nairobi, 1967). 
88 Interview with Elijah Chemweno, 23 January 1999. 
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We conclude this section by noting that taxation after independence remained 

burdensome. Various ways were used to extract revenue from the people 

through income tax, local authorities, marketing boards, the Harambee 

movement and the taxation of consumer goods. Several other taxes were 

introduced with the intention of raising revenue for the newly created nation. For 

instance, sales tax had been introduced in 1973 to replace the GPT as was 

recommended by the ILO mission that had visited Kenya in 1970. Sales tax was 

mainly targeted at the progressive taxation of luxury goods, which was meant to 

narrow the gap between· the rich and the poor and to provide the government 

with an important source of revenue. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

CONCLUSION 

Taxes, after all are the dues that we pay for the privileges of membership 
in an organised society. 

-Franklin Roosevelt. 1 

This study has been a contribution towards a historical understanding of the direct 

taxation of Africans in Kenya. It has shown how taxation was made ubiquitous under 

conditions of colonial rule and the unprecedented changes it brought to the lives of 

all Kenyans. People were compelled to engage in pursuits they would not otherwise 

have participated in, foremost being migrant wage labour. Right from its derivation, 

direct African taxation became a contested terrain between Africans, the imperial 

government in London, the colonial state in Kenya, the field administrators and the 

white settlers. 

Of all the colonial constructions, the introduction of a cash income through taxation 

was a landmark decision, for it transformed a subsistence economy into one where 

money and a market system determined the exchange process. Pre-colonial African 

societies had limited application of money in various forms of currency, as we know 

today. What existed was a barter exchange relationship. The introduction of taxation 

changed the mode of exchange and the entire fabric of African society and reordered 

it to meet the needs of a capitalist economy. By the time of independence, literally 

every Kenyan had paid some form of direct tax to the state. Very few sections of the 

Kenyan community escaped the incidence of taxation, even those who were 

domiciled in the remotest parts of the country. Apart from generating revenue, the 

colonial state additionally viewed the annual payment of taxes as sign of 

acquiescence to colonial rule. 

1 James, A Dictionary of Economic Quotations, p. 177. 
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Evidence has been adduced to show that taxation in all its forms was a vicious and 

punitive form of extraction. Violence was used from the time taxation was introduced 

and continued to the independence period. Chiefs used the 'tribal police' to forcibly 

extract taxes from those who had not paid for various reasons like poverty, infirmity 

or outright refusal. Thus, apart from land alienation and forced labour, the levying of 

taxes was to become one of the most unpopular policies of colonial rule. These 

grievances arose mainly because the Kenyan people witnessed sporadic benefits as 

a result of the payment of taxes and which they felt was used in favour of the 

settlers. 

Apart from other vices of colonial rule like the loss of land and poor working 

conditions, it was taxation, which even now, is remembered as a bitter experience, 

precisely because little was given in return. One of the main objections to the hut and 

poll tax was the manner of its administration. Those unable to pay were imprisoned 

or detained. The house-to-house canvass found many people not at home. Many 

were found without ready cash. Others took instant flight at the sight of the tax 

collector. These taxes were levied on individuals without regard to their ability to pay. 

The flat rate payment was certainly at the expense of the poor, the aged and later 

the unemployed. It was therefore not surprising that viewed from the standpoint of 

peasants and the working class, colonial administration was virtually synonymous 

with the collection of taxes. 

This study has demonstrated that despite contributing about 40 percent of the total 

revenue, African taxation was central to the functioning of the colonial state. Taxation 

was a great burden for people whose subsistence economies were thoroughly 

exploited to serve the needs of a colonial capitalist economy. Additionally, the thesis 

has established the close relationship between the introduction of taxation and the 

· growth of private sector entrepreneurship in Kenya. Although taxation caused 

suffering to the African people in all aspects of their social and economic lives, it was 

nonetheless a modernising tendency which brought favourable attributes of capitalist 

development, in the form of markets, infrastructure and business. 
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Settler farms and estates were able to prosper due to the availability of cheap labour 

forced out by the need to obtain tax. Labour was acquired and controlled through the 

intimately linked policies of colonial legislation, policing and force. Over time the role 

of taxation changed from its initial purpose of generating colonial revenue to ensuring 

supply of labour for the colonial enterprises and eventually to a vehicle for 

development. Equally important, some of the people who sought wage labour were 

able to create a surplus, which they invested in various businesses like shop 

keeping, butchery, transport business, cash crop farming and livestock trading. 

The study has focused on the impact of taxation on the transition of an African 

agrarian barter economy to a modern monetary economy. Crucial was the 

development of individual private enterprise as opposed to communal type of 

subsistence economy prevalent during the pre-colonial period. Taxation changed the 

traditional way of communal life and ushered in the concept of individual private 

property. Overtime the payment of hut and poll tax rather than being a collective 

responsibility, became an individual as well as a household responsibility. Initially, 

individuals went out of their way to acquire a means of paying the ubiquitous taxes 

not only for themselves but also for those of their immediate families. 

Labour migration which involved the movement of people in search of wage labour to 

obtain cash, served the narrow interests of the colonial state by helping it to raise 

revenue for balancing its budget and also serving the labour needs of the white 

settler farmers. Many young men sought opportunities far away from home in order 

to escape from the authority of the elders while others hoped to accumulate wealth to 

purchase livestock or pay bride wealth. The colonial state thus benefited through the 

ability of the people to pay taxes, which had exposed many to modern capitalism. In 

the process, migrant labour impacted greatly on African traditional society in several 

revolutionary and unique ways. Taxation brought in a system of inequality, where the 

burden of taxation reduced the income of the poor, which widened class and gender 

inequalities in African societies. Government expenditure on education and health of 

African children remained low. The chiefs and their immediate families appear to 
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have been favoured in terms of access to government provided facilities and ability to 

accumulate wealth. 

Consequently, there was a gradual breakdown of earlier societal norms that 

governed the social, economic and political fabric of society. Women became heads 

of -households while others drifted to towns as prostitutes or sellers of liquor so as to 

participate in the new money economy. This movement of young and energetic 

people tended to stifle agricultural development leaving the task to the women and 

the aged. But on the other hand, the migrant wage labourers exposed the people to 

a cash economy and other consumables like sugar, soap, paraffin, cooking fat and 

other paraphernalia such that each household sought various ways and means of 

raising money. One of the most popular ways was the brewing and selling of liquor. 

Many others took to cash crop growing like potatoes, cabbages, wheat and maize in 

particular, which proved very popular. Others kept exotic livestock to produce milk for 

sell. This pioneered the emergence of an entrepreneurial class despite being heavily 

discouraged by the colonial state. But migrating in search of employment remained 

the most sought option, though at many times reluctantly due to the poor working 

conditions. 

The settlers with the connivance of the colonial state used steep taxation to compel 

reluctant Africans to seek work away from their homes. These were on colonial 

enterprises mostly on European farms and estates. It was clear, however, that 

taxation policy alone was not sufficient to provide the amount of labour demanded by 

the settlers and the state itself. Settlers would not pay adequate wages and in 

addition, the conditions of work were unsatisfactory with poor accommodation, 

medical facilities and harsh treatment. More important, some of the peasants before 

the First World War were able to pay their taxes without recourse to migrant labour. 

This made the colonial state alienate more of their land. And those who could not 

afford to pay played a game of hide -and-seek with the agents of the colonial 

administration,· particularly the chiefs and headmen. During the early period of 

taxation, a lot of violence was used to compel people to pay taxes. Houses and 

granaries of tax defaulters were destroyed and their property, particularly their 

livestock were confiscated. Whole communities rather than individuals bore the brunt 

270 

CODESRIA
 - L

IB
RARY



of non-payment of the hut and poll tax (for example from among the Kikuyu, Luo, 

Luhyia, the Giriama, the Tugen, the Keiyo and the Nandi). Colonial taxation was 

founded on coercion and the use of armed force to extract taxes from recalcitrant 

people. 

Land, which hitherto had existed as an indivisible factor of production by Africans, 

had by the 1920s become a commodity to be bought and sold, particularly among 

the Kikuyu people. Without adequate land for subsistence, Africans were compelled 

to seek various ways of sustenance. This meant seeking wage employment within 

the various colonial enterprises that had emerged. Those with land were discouraged 

from growing cash crops through the marginalization of the African commodity 

producers who were disallowed from growing particular cash crops such as coffee 

and tea. And even for the other crops like potatoes, pyrethrum and even livestock, 

they were often denied access to markets. Without an alternative source of income, 

many resorted to migrant labour to be able to pay the compulsory taxes and to 

participate in a money economy. In fact, the most important feature of rural change in 

Kenya was that the districts that were the largest suppliers of migrant labour were 

also the largest producers of cash crops. 

Colonial settler farming, however, was not particularly efficient and had to rely heavily 

on state subsidies. Indeed, the success of the settler farmers came through the 

assistance provided to them by the colonial state in the form of land, an infrastructure 

of good roads, the railway system, bank loans and cheap African labour. But by the 

late 1920s, a labour shortage was no longer a major problem. There had emerged a 

class of unemployed and landless individuals who, on their own volition, moved out 

in search of labour in order to earn money not only to pay the government's taxes but 

in essence as the only means of survival. Consequently, labour migrancy became a 

way of life and the principal means of a livelihood for an increasing number of males. 

In other words, from the 1920s onwards, there was an emergence of a migrant 

working class that relied on wage labour rather than land for daily subsistence and 

the education of their children. 
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As many people became exposed to education, there arose a nationalist demand to 

lessen the burden caused by colonial taxation and shortage of land. The severe and 

persistent demand for taxes from the African people played a part in · exciting 

nationalist aspirations through the Mau Mau movement. A major contribution of the 

study is that Africans detested excessive taxation. It thus played a part in causing the 

Mau Mau revolt as demonstrated through the grievances of the freedom fighters. 

Steep taxation was used as one of the counter-insurgency measures. While taxation 

was not a major trigger of the Mau Mau revolt, the colonial state's interference with 

African mechanisms for creating wealth through farming and livestock keeping, 

disrupted the economies of the people. They expended most of their productive time 

looking for money to pay taxes. 

Most affected were the squatters who resided in the white highlands, the urban 

unemployed and the landless who were still required to pay taxes. Of all the peoples 

of Kenya, the Kikuyu, Embu and the Meru suffered more than any other community. 

Between 1952 and 1956, the colonial state doubled the taxation rates. The tax 

money was needed to partially pay for the price of suppressing the revolt, which was 

estimated to have been more than £ 55 million. The British government, however, 

underwrote the expenses of repressing the revolt. Independence was, therefore, 

granted in 1963, at a price to both Africans and the imperial government. 

After the attainment of independence, the main contradiction came between the 

state, which continued to levy taxes and the people who wanted a scaling down of 

the rate of taxation or its abolition altogether. The post-colonial government was 

therefore left with the task of relieving the people from the burden of compulsory 

colonial taxation and to demonstrate to them the prerogative of a modern democratic 

state to levy taxes. For the state to function, it required a source of revenue for 

administrative purposes, to provide essential services and to bring development to 

areas neglected by the colonial administration and to the entire country. And in order 

to do that, taxation, as a fiscal policy had to be carried out, but without creating 

disaffection among the taxpayers. 
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Attempts at redressing the abuses of colonial taxation were conducted through an 

economic policy labelled as 'African Socialism' whose main objective was to bring 

about progressive taxation and to bridge the gap between the rich and the poor. This 

was done through the setting up of quasi-government agencies and the direct 

involvement of the people in developmental projects. Among these was the use of 

local authorities, marketing boards and the Harambee movement to raise revenue to 

fill gaps in developmental fiscal policy. But this ideology of 'African Socialism' was a 

non-starter, for Kenya pursued a capitalist model of development with little socialist 

practice. 

Taxation, like many other colonial legacies, has endured and become one of the 

most important sources of revenue for the post-colonial government. Through the 

various budgets and national development plans, taxation policies have gone 

through a number of administrative and practical changes to become an important 

tool of economic development. Among the most important introductions has been 

income tax that was in use from 1937. This was an easy tax to collect since it was 

. borne by people who were in formal employment and was only deducted at the 

source. This was enlarged in 1958 through a Graduated Personal Tax (GPT) which 

for the first time was non-racial. This tax was intended mainly to raise revenue for 

local authorities, which at that time provided most services to Africans like education, 

medical facilities and road networks. The GPT was, however, abolished in 1973 

because it was a disguised form of poll tax. This tax had been extremely unpopular 

among the people since its official introduction in 1910. For the first time, taxpayers 

did not have to take instant flight at the sight of a Headman, a Chief, a District Officer 

or a District Commissioner. More important, people were no longer required by law to 

carry tax receipts as a proof of payment. It was, therefore, significant to end our 

study of taxation in 1973 because the role of the field administrators was diminished 

and chiefs lost their ability to forcefully extract poll tax. The GPT was abolished and 

replaced by a sales tax which was a regressive tax because it was indifferent to the 

income of the taxpayers. 
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Looking back, the pr~sent tax system in Kenya is reflected through the extent to 

which the tax regime was introduced, administered and transformed. The overall 

picture of the payment of taxes has been undermined by failure of the government to 

collect taxes in full, hence the failure to provide basic services to the people. Second, 

the post-colonial economic structures did not account for the tax collected. Value for 

tax money in Kenya has rarely been achieved. This is because of the fact that while 

taxes are levied in order to pay for public services such as policing, education, health 

and other public amenities, citizens are sometimes forced to pay for some of these 

services. The Harambee movement is such a good example where.through self-help 

groups; community projects like schools, hospitals and even cattle dips among 

others have been established. 

This study has established the contradictory nature of taxation. Because of its 

exploitative nature, colonialism fashioned taxation to become part and parcel of 

being a citizen in a modern country. Once it was introduced, taxation was to play a 

unique and revolutionary role in the establishment of a money economy and market 

conditions, where access to cash promoted a greater ease in the exchange process. 

This did away with a barter economy, which was burdensome, restrictive and 

wasteful. An agrarian barter economy was revolutionized into a modern capitalist 

economy where a market system determined the way societies exchanged goods 

and services. 

Taxation was, therefore, one colonial policy that had a large impact on every aspect 

of the people's daily lives and promoted the emergence of a capitalistic society. At 

independence, Kenya inherited an economic and a social infrastructure that had 

taken shape over a period of sixty-eight years of colonial rule. This has been signified 

by the sacredness attached to a land title deed, modern farming methods, modern 

towns, administrative centres, businesses, vast educational facilities and modern 

communications systems. In other words, this monograph has shown that despite the 

deep scars engendered, taxation has left a lasting legacy and has contributed to the 

emergence of the modern state that is Kenya. 
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