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• A Story of

CO-OPERATIVE RESEARCH
ON AFRICAN WOMEN

Patricia Stamp, qui a mene au Kenya des
recherches approfondies, parle d'un projet de
recherche sur les femmes d'un village kikuyu.
Ce sont les femmes du village elles-memes qui
ont oriente et dirige le projet, ce qui laisse
entrevoir avec optimisme les possibilites que
renferme un travail de collaboration. Rebecca
Njeri Chege, travailleuse sociale (qui est lon
guement citee tout au long de ['article) a ren
du, par son apport inestimable, le projet
possible.

This article is dedicated to the women's self
help groups ofMitero, Kenya, who collabo
rated with us in 1974 and 1981. They are:
Mukuyuini Women's Group; Riakarime

Patrida Stamp and Rebecca Njeri Chege

Women's Group; Mitero Catholic Church
Women's Group; Gikindu Women's Farm
ing Group; Murata wa Mugonda Women's
Group; Kang'ei Women's Group; Ngwata
mirwo Women's Group; Kianganga
Women's Group; Mitero Maendelao
Women's Group. Special thanks to Chief
Samuel W. Githimbo, Mutego Lineage
Muthamaki (leading elder, chief
spokesman).

Ngwatio is the Kikuyu word for the
cooperative work by which each woman's
farm is cultivated in turn. This is the story
of a research project on the women of a
Kikuyu village, that was dreamed up in a

classroom at York University, made possi
ble by the collaboration between a North
American scholar and a Kenyan social
worker, and given shape and direction by
the village women themselves. The story
is an optimistic vision of the possibilities
created by such co-operative work, both
for scholarship and for relations between
women from widely separated cultures. It
is also an affirmation of the contribution
made to a social scientist's work by the
subjects of her study- acontribution often
downplayed in the process of transform
ing the collaborative experience of field
research to the individually owned pub
lished product.

The leaders of the Mitero women's self-help groups
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The project arose from the heady ex
perience of opening up Women's Studies
at York University. In 1972 I and several
otherwomen in the Faculty of Arts started
the first social science Women's Studies
course, to which we each brought our
embry-onic critiques of the disciplines in
which we were trained. My section of the
course attempted a comparative approach
to the study of women, with a special
focus on Africa. It quickly became appar
ent that women were as invisible in the
literature on Africa as in all other areas of
social research.

Out of my lectures, seminars and stu
dent essays arose certain questions beg
ging to be answered. Did women ever
have more power and autonomy in the
past than they have today? Under what
conditions? Does women's power and
autonomy ever persist in the present, and
if so, how? How do women themselves per
ceive social change, and organize a re
sponse to it?

In formulating these questions, my stu
dents and I were aided by two great stu
dies: Denise Paulme's edited volume on
Women of Tropical Africa, translated from
the French in the early 1960's; and Ester
Boserup's Women's Role in Economic De
velopment, published in 1970. These, and
the articles in a special issue on women of
the Canadian Journal of African Studies in
1972, established the presence of women
in African political economy as a central
reality, and provided comparative evi
dence of the conditions for women's pow
er and autonomy. Boserup's comparative
survey established a correlation between
the level of women's economic contribu
tion and control over their work on the
one hand, and the degree of equality for
women on the other.

As a scholar studying politics and local
government in Kenya, I became concerned

After Patricia and I had our discussions
on the research, I realized I should choose
a rural communitywhere less structural or
valuative changes had taken place. By this
I mean an area where not many people
have immigrated to the area or emigrated
elsewhere. Mitero Sub-Location seemed
to be a pure rural community where some
generations of the Kikuyu people have
lived. The interviewees each gave in-
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at the dearth of analysis on Kenyan
women. In 1974 I received a Faculty of Arts
grant of $750 to fund a research project on
Kikuyu women in the rural area dose to the
town where I was conducting my doctoral
research in the summers. The anthropologi
calliterature on the Kikuyu was shamefully
silent on the subject of women in society.
For example, RE. Lambert, in his study on
Kikuyu Social and Politiml Institutions of 1956,
was content to dismiss women and politics
with the comment that "men say they do
not know for certain whether gatherings of
women are ... ad hoc committees or perma
nent and organized chiama (social and juridi
cal councils)." Nevertheless, it was dear
that Kikuyu women fell into Boserup's
category of advantaged women, in that
they were hoe agriculturalists, central to the
economy and substantially in control of
their work and its product. Further, there
were dues in the literature to the former
presence of powerful, age-based organiza
tions among women.

I resolved, therefore, to attempt to clar
ify this picture andto test Boserup's thesis
in the context of Kikuyu women's rapidly
changing lives. From the outset I believed
that the women's own opinion about their
past and present circumstances was cen
tral to sound analysis: it was time for their
silenced voices to be heard. My main
problem was the fact that I am not a
Kikuyu woman, or a farmer. How could I
know what was central to their ex
perience, and thus how could I ask the
right questions? Iknew Ineeded a Kikuyu
research colleague: even if I had studied
the language for five years, I would not
have presumed to have access to the subtle
ties of language among a people who in
vest their intelligence and art in speech
rather than in writing.

The method and the opportunity
manifested themselves through my work

Rebecca speaks:
formation about their lineages and clans,
and it appears that most of their husbands
belonged to the lineage of "Mutego."l
Mutego was the great-grandfather of
these women's husbands' grandfathers.
He had many offspring and plenty of clan
land: the lineage occupies about twenty
four square miles.

I chose this particular area because it is
near my place of residence, Thika - about

in the Thika Town Hall. I had learned that
there was much to gain from open-ended
interviews in which politicians and admi
nistrators largely defined what was im
portant about local government and their
place in it. Their answers had generated
the questions one needed to ask in order
to shape a thesis. More important than the
methods acquired, however, was the col
league and friend I found in the course of
my research, in the person of Rebecca, at
that time a social worker in the Thika
Municipal Council. An experienced civil
servant, widely respected for her leader
ship on women's issues in the town, and a
Kikuyu herself, she brought practical in
sights and skills to the project. Moreover,
she had recently returned from a two-year
university Social Studies course in
England, and was at home in the lan
guage of social science. Finally, like many
Kenyans, she was fluently bilingual.

We came together to shape the project. I
presented to her a set of guidelines for
in-depth interviews, and a checklist of de
mographic, social and economic data on
the village that it was necessary to obtain.
The interview questions I had devised
centred on four concerns: women's eco
nomic activity, past and present; political
activity, particularly participation in
women's groups; what women thought
about their position nowadays, compared
to earlier times; and their opinion on
current issues such as family planning,
self help, development, and national
politics.

Following a pilot study of ten inter
views in Thika, we refined the questions
and discussed the logistics of the project.
We agreed that Rebecca was in the best
position to decide bn a suitable commun
ity for study, and that she should have
sole responsibility for organizing and car
rying out the interviews.

fifteen miles away. Icould travel there and
back every day. Mitero is not my place of
origin, though I am a Kikuyu. Although
Mitero and my place oforigin have similar
rural backgrounds, I could not choose my
place because I emigrated from there
many years ago, and people who should
know me very well as myself, instead
would treat me like a stranger. To avoid
this kind of feeling and for the success of

6 CANADIAN WOMAN STUDIES/LES CAHIERS DE LA FEMME



my research I decided on a different area.
Secondly, Gatundu Division (under
which Mitero falls) is in the same political
constituency as Thika, my place of re
sidency. With this sense of belonging Ifelt
it might make everything easier in case
questions arose as to why I did not choose
another area.

Although Ihad visited this area before, I
had not done so in such an official capa
city. For this reason Ihad to find ways and
means of introducing myself and the re
search. The method used was to contact
the Community Development Officials
first. The main reason for this was that
they are Government officials who, in pro
viding their services, have closer contact
with the ordinary people than other pub
lic officials. Secondly, in my profession,
Social Work, Community Development
workers and social workers come under
the same employer, i.e. the Ministry of
Social Services, though in Thika I am an
employee of the local authority. The
knowledge of the profession has brought
us together, so it was easier to contact
them and through them get close to the
people.

There was no problem in introducing
the type of research we were doing to
these officials, as they understand the
meaning of research. The Community De
velopment officials took me to a local
women's leader by the name of Mrs.

The women had, in effect, taken charge
of the research. To them, the groups were
the most important fact of life in the vil
lage: the groups' leaders were in the best
position to decide who, besides themsel
ves, should be interviewed. By determin
ing the sample to be interviewed, they
immediately gave a focus to the study:
instead of a general 'survey' of village
women and their attitudes, it became an
investigation into the strategies for coping
with change among the women who had
organized themselves for co-operative en
deavour, and who were thus at the heart
of the community's struggle for survival
and betterment.

The sampling was not random, as origi
nally intended: the women's wishes re
garding who was to be interviewed chal
leged my Western assumptions about the
appropriateness of a random sample in a
society with such a different concept of
the individual. People are ideologically
and socially constituted as members of
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Wambui Thiongo. She is the Director of
the Kirimo Ngenda Women's Corpor
ation, in Ngenda Location. Iwas informed
by the officials that the woman would in
troduce me to women in a certain locality
of the Ngenda Location, as she was a lead
er of women in various activities. Mrs.
Thiongo told me all about her women's
group. Together, we chose Mitero Sub
Location, and we then decided to see the
chief of the Location (as the Government
Administrator) to inform him of my being
in his location as a formality and for secur
ity reasons. The Chief and Mrs. Thiongo
referred me to the Chief of Mitero Sub
Location, whom I worked with hand-in
hand until I completed my research pro
ject in the area.

On 8th August 1974, the Chief, Mr.
Samuel Githimbo, called a group of
women to meet with me at the Nursery
School building, which had been funded
by the women's groups. About forty to
fifty women were present. He introduced
me to the women and requested that I
inform them about the research, and tell
them that I was interested to know the
changes they have experienced since their
early lives when they were girls or newly
married, and in the rest of their lives, com
pared with their present life. I explained
all these details and I told them that to get
a clear picture of these types of changes I
had to interview every woman individual-
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their family, lineage, clan: they are not
constituted as individual egos. Thus, the
community is not the sum of random,
individual wills, but is a corporate entity.
What, then, is 'objective' research into a
community's attitudes?

Out of Rebecca's interview notes and
demographic survey emerged a picture
not at varience with Boserup's broad
hypothesis. The women's self help
groups were the direct descendants of the
age grade organizations of earlier times,
by which women not only cultivated co
operatively, but participated fully in the
political and juridical lives of the com
munity. The self help groups, in addition
to their old functions, had taken on new
ones, such as co-operative capital accu
mulation for the development of com
munity amenities. Interestingly, the term
ngwatio is applied to the modem form of
co-operative agricultural work, while
matega, formerly meaning group support
for a woman in childbirth, now refers in

ly, about forty women from the Sub-Loca
tion, as not every woman would say the
same thing as the other.

They seemed very much interested
with the individual type of interview. I
then decided I should select women who
could be interviewed. They told me that I
should select women from each group. I
told them that I was interested in women
from the area who did not belong to any
group. The Sub-Chief told me, in their
presence, that nearly all the women in this
Sub-Location have organized themselves
into small self help groups, the main pur
pose of these small groups being to culti
vate for each member, and to help one
another in the shamba (family farm plot)
work. Sometimes these groups are em
ployed for money by someone in their
locality or on a nearby coffee estate, and
they earn money for the group. With
the money they either buy shares of land,
business or residential plots, build
ings, or they join a farming co-operative
society.

I told them that for the moment they
should select forty women for me to start
with from their groups if they wished to
do it that way. Every leader or chairman of
her group selected five women from her
group. I recorded their names and
arranged the dates and the times of the
interviews. Of the ten groups, the project
covered eight.

addition to group savings activity, out of
which each woman receives a capital sum
in turn, for the purchase of a major item,
such as a water tank, a cow or a table and
set of chairs.

I quote from my summary to the article
published in Rural Africana (Winter 1975
1976), titled "Perceptions of Change and
Economic Strategy Among Kikuyu
Women of Mitero, Kenya:"

The aim of the new groups, then, is to extend
the old co-operative patterns for new social
and economic goals . .. Women, through the
effective marshalling of their small earning
capacity, and the small cash productivity of
their shambas, are providing themselves
with some ecanomic security. In the process,
they are ensuring through their oum solidar
ity a measure of control aver their resources
and a measure of stability to the community.
They are able to mitigate the disadvantages of
the new patterns ofproperty oumership which
favour men . . . and the disruptive effects of
modernization.

7



As for my own responsibilities to the
community, I was expected to take part in
a formal meeting for the purpose of prayer
and international diplomacy - held in the

Nursery School financed by the women.
Kind wishes were extended to my Cana
dian students, for whose benefit the
women had contributed their time. In

turn, I was requested to keep the village in
my thoughts and prayers, and help mater
ially in whatever way I could, in the spirit
of matega.

As a whole, I enjoyed myself conducting
this type of research, whatever its outcome
was to be. I felt I made use of the theoretical
knowledge of my profession, and gained
experience on research methods. Italso gave

In 1981 I returned, on my sabbatical,
and picked up the thread of my relations
with Mitero once again. My thinking on
women's self help groups had developed
in the interim; the groups themselves had
evolved. The aim this time was to conduct
a fresh set of interviews, to chart this

At first I felt I was unable to take on the
research again, given the weight of my
commitments in Nairobi City Council. But
then I decided to take the leave time owed
to me, and work with Patricia again. I
could not imagine anyone else taking my
place on my research! Generally speaking,
I may say that I carried out the work
assigned to me by Patricia successfully. I
thought at the start I would do much bet
ter than in 1974, since the study was a

We interviewed local government offi
cials, and a number of women who pre
viously gave fluent, informative inter
views. Several chairwomen from a neigh
bouring sublocation, some younger, edu
cated women who were not group mem
bers, and some leaders ot Kirimo Ngenda
Corporation, were also interviewed. The
questions were more focussed and de
tailed, seeking to obtain more concrete
information on the self help group acti
vity, its achievements and problems, and
the local government's attitudes towards
women's projects.

A part of this rich lode of material
formed the core of empirical material
upon which I constructed a theoretical
paper on changing gender relations in
Kenya. 2 The article, entitled "Kikuyu
Women's Self Help Groups: Towards an
Understanding of the Relation Between

me a wider knowledge and understanding
of the ways of life of my own people and my
own gender (community of women as a
pride), which I had never dreamed of trying
to study. I have taken courses in Develop-

evolution in the context of my new
theoretical ideas. In particular, I was in
terested in the vigourous savings activity
of the groups and their umbrella invest
ment organization, Kirimo Ngenda Cor
poration. Moreover, I had an important
commitment to fulfil: I brought with me

Rebecca speaks:
continuation of the 1974 interviews. The
interviews were strenuous however:
there were more questions than in 1974
and the answers provided were long, so
that it took between two to three hours to
interview one person. Towards the end of
the day, during which I interviewed three
people, I became tired. Also, it was hard
reading the questions in English, asking
them in Kikuyu, then recording the re
sponses in English. My lack of shorthand

Patricia speaks:
Sex-Gender System and Mode of Produc
tion in Africa," suggests that under cer
tain circumstances women in Africa may
organize to resist the double oppression
they experience as peasants and as
women.

I argue that the women of Mitero, as
wives of the Mutego lineage residing in
the lineage village, and as members of age
grade organizations in their new form of
self help groups, have a fortunate con
tinuity with the structures and practices
that gave women power and autonomy in
the past. Upon these they build resistance
to the negative effects of commodity pro
duction for export. Among the Kikuyu,
the commodity crop is coffee, and while
women cultivate the coffee bushes
planted on almost every family shamba, it
is their husbands who collect and control
the coffee income. The process diverts

ment Studies, yet I never got a chance to
practise my skills from them. The Mitero
project kept me alert, and afterwards I was
enabled to make some progressive changes
in my job.

an old hand-powered Singer sewing
machine, worth its weight in gold in an
electricity-less Kenyan village, as my
promised gift to the women of Mitero.
Once more I approached Rebecca, who by
now was Supervisor of Family Welfare in
Eastlands, a borough of Nairobi.

and typing meant I had to write rough
notes, then rewrite them in the evening.
This was very tiring. On the whole
though, I thought I did a good job. Finally,
I may say that I had no problem introduc
ing the research. People and government
officials were very co-operative and I had
no problems with anybody. As in 1974,
the women of Mitero kept on feeding me
while I was working at the Nursery
School.

wealth from the local community.
Women, seeking to retain control over
their work and its product by channelling
their efforts and small earnings through
the self help groups, retain a measure of
the community's productive wealth and
energy in the service of community suste
nance and development.

The effects of these efforts were much in
evidence the day in April 1981 that
Rebecca, my husband Stephen Katz and I
were invited to participate in village cere
monies celebrating the national Tree
Planting Day. With local officials and the
leaders of the women's groups, we cele
brated in speech, dance and the planting
of seedlings near the beloved nursery
school, a sense of community and well
being founded in and fostered by the spir
it of ngwatio.
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17 April, 1981

Mrs. Patricia
Assistant Professor of the Division

of Social Science

Dear Madam,

The Chairman and Members of the
Gikindu Farming Group all welcome you.
We can't forget you and Rebecca N.
Chege for the time that you were here in
1974. We received your message from
Rebecca that you will be comingfrom Lon
don to Kenya in March and after you
arrive, you will come to visit us and we
were glad and we prayed God to guide
you on your journey. Also you told us that
you might bring us a sewing machine as a
gift from Canada.

Our Gikindu Farming Women's Group
Projects are:

(1). Plot No. 14 at Mitero Market on which
we built five rooms from stones, 80 x 20

Mitero·women .speak:
feet. (2). We keep a business for Tailoring
and Handcrafts and now we want to buy
another plot called NgendalMitero T160.
(3). After buying this plot we want tobuild
a poultry house and pigs house. (4). We
have 6 company shares - the capital is
KShs 60,000 (Can. $8,600). That's all we
have done.

Thank you Madam.

Yours Faithfully,
Mrs. Monica Wababi Gachuki
Chairman

JlLineage' is a descent group tracing back
its kinship ties to a founding ancestor in
the relatively recent past. Mutego lived in
the mid-nineteenth century. A 'clan' is a
wider descent group, tracing descentback
to a distant, often mythical, ancestor.

%is paper was presented at the 1982 con
ference of the Canadian Association of

African Studies, and will appear as the
first chapter of Women and Class in Africa,
edited by Claire Robertson and Iris Berger
(scheduled for publication by Holmes and
Meier in 1985).

Patricia Stamp is Assistant Professor of So
cial Science at York University, Toronto, where
she teaches African Studies and Women's Stu
dies courses. She has conducted extensive field
research on Kenyan politics and society over a
number of years.

Rebecca Njeri Chege has been involved in
Kenyan local government for over twenty
years, holding posts in social work and family
welfare in the cities of Thika and Nairobi. She
holds diplomas from the Machakos School of
Social Work and the University of Swansea
Program in Social Development and Adminis
tration.

NANA

Kneading bread, I think of her breasts
Mottled brown, hanging, spent, flabby.
Looking then, I thought of bread,
Brown bread, midway in the kneading,
Not yet risen from the working of the yeast,
Waiting on time and warmth.

She waited for death,
Those old breasts hanging, or
Hitched up in sturdy cotton cups.
Foundation garments they were called.
Whaffoundations?. Those. had.gone.
My handscupfhed0tlgh, .. pressing, moulding,
Making bread.l use her recipe.
Old breasts, fresh bread: dust and yeast.

Judith Rutledge
Toronto,Ontario
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