
Ethnicity and Empire in Kenya

From India to Africa, British imperial rule was built upon the service of
“martial races.” The label described subject peoples with an apparent
aptitude for warfare, who provided military support for the empire in
its colonies, and indeed further afield. This book is about the creation
and development of ethnic identity among East Africa’s premier martial
race – the Kamba – who comprise approximately one-eighth of Kenya’s
population today. From the British perspective, the Kamba were
a simplistically “martial” and “loyal” people they recruited in large
numbers as soldiers and police during the colonial era. But this under-
standing hid a more complex truth. Since 1800, men and women, young
and old, Christians and non-Christians, and the elite and poor had
fought over the virtues they considered worthy of honor in their
communities, and which of their visions should constitute “Kamba.”
This process of “making Kamba” frequently intersected with the
colonial state: Chiefs and war veterans, for instance, demonstrated skill
in leveraging their martial reputation for financial benefits from the
government in Kenya. But ultimately, women’s arguments about the
importance of community came to the fore as the Kamba role in
Kenya’s military declined in the 1960s. The book ends by reflecting
on Kamba ethnicity in twenty-first-century Kenya, especially following
the post-election violence of 2007 and 2008.

Based on extensive archival research and more than 150 interviews on
several continents, Myles Osborne’s Ethnicity and Empire is one of the
first books to analyze the complex process of building and shaping
“tribe” over more than two centuries. It reveals new ways to think
about several themes central to the history of European empires and
their colonies: soldiering, “loyalty,” martial race, and the very nature
of imperial control.
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figure 2: Map of Machakos district, c. 1930.

figure 3: Map of Kitui district, c. 1930.
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