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Foreword

As the custodian of the country’s rich national heritage, 
the National Museums of Kenya (NMK) is delighted to have been 
involved in the “Anthropological research on the flexibility and 
certainty of African marriage laws” project from 2016 to 2020. 
NMK plays a key role in research and education, with researchers 
across several disciplines, from social to pure sciences. I note, 
with considerable appreciation, that the project is currently 
expanding its horizons from Meru to other areas of our country, 
such as Murang’a and Kisii. 

Family Dynamics and Memories in Kenyan Villages is an interesting read. Kenya is home to 
over 42 ethnic communities, endowed with diverse and rich cultural heritage. The role of the 
family as the basic unit of any community is imperative to the discussion on the preservation of 
culture. Culture is promoted by appreciation and observation of, and respect towards, cultural 
practices from individual family members, thereby facilitating younger generations to learn and 
appreciate both their own culture and others’. This book tackles a variety of common but vital 
aspects in village life, such as death and spirits of the deceased, particularly as perceived by the 
elderly. It also discusses traditional marriage practises, their transformation, and challenges 
facing the institution today. Furthermore, it addresses personal names, showing that names do 
not only represent individuals, but also have many meanings and social contexts. The book 
exhibits how family memories are held and passed down to succeeding generations through 
various means—photography being one such avenue. The creative role played by skilled 
photographers adds to the process of cultural preservation.

The team comprises researchers from Japan and Kenya based at NMK and the Indigenous 
Knowledge Writers Association, making it unique. The members interact frequently during 
quarterly and annual meetings/seminars in Meru County. These meetings promote a sense of 
ownership of the materials produced by the entire team. Their exchange of notes during these 
seminars enriches their collective work as they learn from and train each other in informal 
settings. I have also taken note of the commitment demonstrated by the project team over the 
last 15 years. At the end of every project cycle, NMK receives the publication demonstrating the 
team’s work and celebrates their achievements. We wish to assure this team that NMK will look 
forward to supporting and collaborating with the Japanese researchers and their respective 
institutions.

 August 2020
 Mzalendo Kibunjia, EBS, PhD
 Director General, National Museums of Kenya
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Preface

The authors of this book come from different ethnic, educational, and social backgrounds. 
Four of them are anthropologists from different institutions in Japan, and Tokyo Metropolitan 
University (TMU) serves as the lead institution, coordinating the implementation of this project. 
The local community is represented by a cross-section of people with a passion for research. 
This local group operates under the auspices of the Indigenous Knowledge Writers Association 
(IKWA). Their collaboration started about 15 years ago, and so far, they have delivered three 
publications on traditional knowledge and cultural expressions of communities in Central 
Kenya—The Indigenous Knowledge of the Amîîrrû of Kenya (2016), Culture in Peace and Conflict 
Resolution within Communities of Central Kenya (2014) and the current: Family Dynamics and 
Memories in Kenyan Villages (2020). All three books focus on the cultural heritage and social life 
of the Amîîrrû or Amîîrû, spelt Ameru in previous publications, and their neighbouring 
communities.

The introductory chapter of this volume by Njũgũna Gĩchere describes the ethics and 
prohibitions in Agĩkũyũ customary marriage in both traditional and modern settings. The stories 
about the origin of the Agĩkũyũ offer insight into how the marriage and family relationships of 
their first ancestor serve as a social microcosm. This is then reflected in the importance of family 
life in the social macrocosm. The paper, based on interviews and case studies in Mũrang’a, 
observes social facts that seem common to different communities, and reveals key topics 
concerning family dynamics. 

The following three chapters focus on memory work in and against socio-economic 
uncertainties among family members in the Nyambene region. Makio Matsuzono’s paper 
presents a collection of interviews with elderly people in an Îgembe community concerning 
death, last words, and inheritance. Customary obligations over land, changing beliefs about the 
afterlife, and gendered roles of family members shape people’s attitudes towards ghosts, God, 
and the living. People address disputes and obligations over land by leaving, remembering, or 
interpreting verbal, or sometimes written, wills. Shin-ichiro Ishida’s paper on personal names in 
an Îgembe village community illustrates how personal names inform and reflect the Îgembe 
concept of personhood, finding that they reveal significant details about matrimonial/affinal, 
inter-generational, inter-familial, and friendship bonds; they also embody collective/structural 
immortality and the perpetuation of shared personhood. Jun Baba’s paper explores the 
relationship between photographs that faithfully preserve images of individuals and Amîîrû 
culture that tends to adhere to so-called structural amnesia, describing localised ways of using 
modern devices among Tigania people. From case studies of 33 households in Athwana, the 
paper shows that while keeping photographs is a part of everyday practice, the impact of 
photography on culture is still moderate.

The last two chapters remind us that family is a social institution through which people 
access socio-economic resources for everyday livelihood in both modern and traditional 
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contexts. Shiori Itaku’s paper on a single family involved in the Kisii soapstone industry 
examines the family dynamics and social interactions that govern individual career and life 
choices. The last chapter by Eliud Mûtwîri and S. A. Mûgambi Mwithimbû observes the family 
ethics of the Amîîrrû in broader contexts of traditional life, and their roles in the protection of 
sacred sites and the natural environment.

The authors of this volume use seven vowel graphs (a, e, i, o, u, î, û) in Kîmmîîrrû, or 
Kîmîîrû, orthography to ensure clarity of meaning. Edward Steven Mwiti in his book, Kimeru 
1200 Proverbs, expressed concern for difficulties that readers would experience in differentiating 
the meanings of words spelt the same in colonial orthography, such as “nkuru”, which can mean 
“tortoise”, “older”, or “pancreas of a bird or an animal reserved only for elders’ consumption”. As 
John Kobia Ataya wrote in his paper ‘Orthography and translation of Kîmîîrû Bible’ 
(International Journal of Professional Practice 2 (1), 2011), further study on orthography should 
include research on consonants as well as tone markings. This underlies the importance and 
significance of using correct phonology and phonetic alphabet to elucidate the meaning of words 
through orthography, allowing readers to arrive at the intended meanings without relying on the 
context only. 

The National Museums of Kenya is the host institution and one of the key stakeholders in 
this project. It ensures that the necessary research permits have been granted by the National 
Commission for Science Technology and Innovation (NACOSTI) before the commencement of 
research. 

This project has a life cycle of four years. The authors hold several meetings during each 
life cycle to review and discuss various stages of their individual research. The first meeting 
focuses on the collective understanding of the project’s theme, an in-depth interpretation of the 
theme, and further exploration of related sub-themes. The second key meeting focuses on the 
presentation of individual abstracts to reach consensus, constructive criticisms, and any other 
input that may enrich each paper. Each author is given ample time to present their data 
collection tools and methodology during the second meeting. The third step is individual data 
collection, analysis, and compilation of draft papers. The drafts are then passed to the editors for 
review, followed by a meeting to share views on each paper and decide which papers will be 
accepted. Thereafter, each author is asked to edit and then finalise their paper(s) before 
publication. The current project was expected to end with publication by 31 March 2020. 
However, due to the challenges posed by the novel coronavirus pandemic, the publication was 
delayed, and some manuscripts originally intended for this publication remain uncompleted.

The authors are grateful to the Grant-in-Aid for Scientific Research from the Japanese 
Society for Promotion of Science (JSPS), without whom this project could not have existed. The 
grant was given under the theme: “Anthropological research on the flexibility and certainty of 
African marriage laws.”

 Editors, May 2020
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