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Casting Characters: Autobiography and 
Political Imagination in Central Kenya

DEREK PETERSON
Selwyn College, University of Cambridge

ABSTRACT

The interpretation of African-language literature has been clouded by 
romantic assumptions about the organic connection between writers and 
their communities. This essay compares two Gikuyu-language autobiogra-

-
ing call: it lists duties, sketches heroic biographies, and summons readers 

is a tale of personal torment and salvation. Cecilia was an early convert 
to the East African Revival, which reached central Kenya during the late 

agree about how their private interests should be balanced against political 
consensus. Once we dispense with the notion that vernacular literature 
must faithfully reproduce the values of local communities, we can glimpse 

Autobiography was the most widely practiced literary genre in colonial 
Kenya.1 Christian converts were inveterate autobiographers. They com-
posed their life stories in vernacular-language classroom essays, assigned 

Some converts and clerics got their autobiographies published, in English, on 
government or missionary presses (Kariuki; Olang’; Wanyoike). Kenya’s nationalist 

-
ers also wrote their memoirs (Odinga; Thuku; Kaggia). And today, East African 
Educational Publishers and other Kenyan publishing houses are again producing 
biographies and autobiographies for sale on the school market (Kanogo; Wandiiba; 
Wanyande; Ndege).
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largely been read as evidence, not literature. Scholars have used autobiographies to 
Tell Me Africa, 

accessing an African mentalité. Where a Western anthropologist’s perspective can 
only be partial, the African writer “gives a complete rendering of interior, subjec-

-

seem to write the same autobiography: for them there is one archetypal Gikuyu 
-

a collective whole. Carol Neubauer maintains that the notional African “perceives 

In this essay I compare two very different autobiographies, both written in 

the 1970s, is purposefully reticent about the intimacies of the author’s private life. 

African moderator of the Presbyterian Church of East Africa. His autobiography 
poaches shamelessly from missionaries’ archive. He recrafts missionary-authored 
biographies, clips pages from church minute books, and devotes whole chapters 

people acting purposefully for the good of the church.

The daughter of an early convert, she schooled during the 1920s, became a teacher, 

-
biography is a catalogue of lists and morality plays, Cecilia’s life story is about her 
personal torment and salvation. Cecilia was an early convert to the East African 
Revival, which reached Tumutumu from faraway Rwanda during the late 1940s. 
Her autobiography is a testimony, a revelation of personal failing and religious 
redemption. It opens up Cecilia’s private life for public discussion.

These competing autobiographies do not embody an underlying Gikuyu 
mentalité

-

readers to act as partisans of a cause. Cecilia, in contrast, is an agitator. Where 

not agree about how their private interests should be balanced against the homog-

for Gikuyu people disagreed about how their imagined communities ought to 
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be arranged. The tensions between revivalism and polity-building, between the 

demanded, between the intensely parochial and the antiseptically political are at 
the heart of Gikuyuland’s intellectual history. These autobiographies illuminate 
how controversial, how political, was the composition of vernacular literature in 
colonial Kenya.

I

people. He traffics in diverse genres, shoehorning vampire stories, church council 

avenues of social and political action.

Tumutumu Hill.2

in 1913. He was immediately immersed in a world that revolved around biography. 
-

3 From 1909 onward, the standard reading primer for Standard III 
students was Mohoro ma Tene Tene (Stories of Long Ago). It featured the story of 

can be used as a help to raise their ideas. I remember the almost amused surprise 

the Roman soldier at the gates of Pompeii roused a very different emotion. They 

-
raphies were the means by which missionaries modeled morality, good conduct, 

missionary thought Mohoro ma Tene Tene had “the largest sales in this Kikuyu tribe 
apart from the New Testament [. . .]. Every pupil aims to buy his own copy before 

4

As they advanced through the upper standards of Tumutumu’s schools, 

prospective elementary school teachers at Tumutumu had to write an array of 

5 In the early 1920s, Tumu-

geography books, nor were there history books.6 Tumutumu’s library was crowded 
with biographies. It contained English-language biographies of the missionary 
David Hill in China, King Khama of South Africa, the ill-fated Anglican bishop 
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the apostle to the pygmies.7 It also held Pilgrim’s Progress, both in Swahili and in 
-

bers of the library, having paid a small fee for borrowing privileges.  Success in 

Gikuyu readers would come alongside the characters portrayed in these stories, 

But it was more than missionaries’ prompting that fed Gikuyu students’ 

orient their own life course. Catechumens in search of baptismal names ransacked 
Tumutumu’s library, dug through the Bible, and read biographies voraciously. 
Arthur Kihumba read English history for his baptismal name, and chose Arthur 

9

10 Their baptismal names positioned Gikuyu converts in the 

his son was Isaaka.11 They were the names of the founding family of Israel, to 
whom God had once promised the land of Canaan. By their names, Ibrahim and 
Isaaka looked forward to a day when they would inherit the land unjustly worked 
by white taskmasters.

missionaries and Gikuyu converts have invested themselves in for nearly a cen-
tury. His autobiography is a book of names, meant to introduce new role models 

Stevenson was the subject of an earlier, English-language biography titled A Saint 
in Kenya

Stevenson’s Gikuyu name, Nyamacaki
how Stevenson had once been robbed of a checkbook: “Her house-boy might have 

implicate anyone. This boy, who is now one of the ordained ministers, says that she 

Nyamacaki became a testament to Stevenson’s Chris-

to report a situation in which her checkbook and other things had been stolen. 
According to a book on her life, if she had reported the case, her houseboy would 

Nyamacaki. 

Nyamacaki into a comment 
on Stevenson’s dining habits. Stevenson was rumored to have eaten Chief Kariuki, 
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who died in 1915 while under treatment in Tumutumu hospital (Scott 207). She 

human skulls.12 At one of the small outschools near Tumutumu, students ran away 

13 

14 
Tumutumu people had their eye on Nyamacaki’s mouth.

Nyamacaki’s fabled dining habits. 
He translates snatches from A Saint in Kenya

Nyamacaki’s personal dis-
cipline, her comparatively liberal politics, her love for students. He offers vignettes 

themselves against Nyamacaki

because when the baby girls named Nyamacaki grew up and got married, their 

the 1930s and ’40s read biography strategically, to tap into the political and moral 

of his biographies. He uses missionaries’ hagiography to suppress Gikuyu rumors 

themselves in her character.

II

Tumutumu’s part-time archivist in 1936. “I began by writing church registers, trans-

his readers clippings from Kirk Session minute books, church constitutions, reports, 
and sermon notes. And, in the penultimate chapter to the book, he reconstructs the 
hierarchy of the Presbyterian Church of East Africa, listing the duties of church 
officials and admonishing them to perform their tasks properly.

For Presbyterian churchmen of the 1920s and ’30s, making lists was more 
than a bureaucratic formality. Record books literally constituted the membership 
of the church. Children or adults who passed through the catechumens’ class had 
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Holy Communion, to conduct a church wedding, and to participate on church 
committees. Any member who transgressed church law was banned from com-
munion. In the record book, the word githengio was carefully written against the 

their abode, their parish, the date of their ordination, and their status. The book 

record books updated was a vital business. In 1933, missionaries drew up a list of 
responsibilities for Tumutumu’s Gikuyu pastors.15

preaching, Bible study, or any other spiritual vocation, was “[c]arefully entering 
up all church rolls, and seeing that those in the central station are also kept up to 

did missionaries admonish clerics toward “[c]onstant, systematic visiting, ridge 

political community. In 1929, Presbyterian missionaries toured churches in central 
Kenya asking members to sign a pledge promising to forgo circumcision for their 

a teacher at Chogoria, remembers what happened in this way:

At Chogoria there was a doctor called Dr. Arthur. He was very tough, that guy. 
Very authoritarian. He went and got a book, and put it in front of the church, 
and said “From today in Chogoria there will be no-one circumcised, and that 

the ones who were refusing were saying, “We do not want our girls circumcised 

16

Arthur’s record book literally constituted a political division among Gikuyu 
people. Those who signed the book, at Chogoria and elsewhere, came to be called 

-
ers put on Arthur’s book. Those who rejected the anticircumcision program were 
called iregi
their willingness to sign church record books.

At Tumutumu, the circumcision controversy never generated much heat 

Tumutumu Kirk Session ruled that the names of 200 iregi
removed from the communion rolls.17 Three months later, it established the policy 

procedure went as follows:

non-Christian activities. He has to show repentance.
 b. Upon attending the elders’ court, he is given time to confess his misdeeds and 

his repentance. After this, the minister will tell him that he is readmitted. His 
name is then re-entered in the baptism book.
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 c. The person is kept on probation for a period of not less than a month, during 
which time he learns the sacramental lessons again.

 d. After the probation ends, his name is entered in the book of the sacrament.

Record books were more than a formality. These books were the pivot around 

-

The iregi

-
byterian church, at a place called Kagere. By October 1931, the church roll listed 
some 465 members.19 Some of the church members were shop owners at the nearby 
trading center in Kamakwa. Others were part-time wage earners, working as 

formed the Kikuyu Traders Association (KTA) to raise funds for a proper school 

association’s books, with the amount they had donated listed beside the name.20 

campaign, went like this:

 1. Anyone who wishes to join the school should put a signature that he is willing 
to assist with its work and abide by its rules.

-
ing to agree with what has been agreed upon. Who agrees can sign voluntarily, 
and those against will not be forced. Every signature is one shilling.

 3. All deliberations by members should be put into writing. All agendas should 
arrive at the secretary’s prior to meetings and any agenda that does not arrive 
will not be discussed.21

name cancelled from the books.22

joined in their shared pursuit of development, progress, and education. Like Dr. 

human loyalties.

include visiting the sick, administering Holy Communion, and shepherding the 

directions to ministers, listing the “factors that may hinder a church minister from 
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-
people to play the part they have been assigned.

holds them responsible for their actions. This autobiography is an aid to the politi-
cal imagination. It builds on the motivational literature that Gikuyu had already 
been acting out.

III

-

-

large-scale Revival convention was convened in 1935, at the Anglican mission sta-
tion in Kabale, Uganda (Church, Quest ch. 13). At this as at later Revival meetings, 
converts publicly confessed to private sins: adultery, thievery, drunkenness, and 
other vices. In December 1947, the Anglicans at the Kahuhia mission station orga-

Doris Nyambura, the sewing instructor for the Tumutumu Women’s Guild. She 

23

At conventions, in fellowship meetings, and in private conversation, revival-
ists made a practice of narrating how God had saved them from sin. A number 

Quest; Smoker; Wiseman; Church, Awake, Uganda!). They are an intensely personal 
autobiographical literature, embarrassingly intimate in their catalogues of private 
sin. But an effective testimony was not an unrehearsed inventory of private life. 
A missionary observer described a 1949 convention in southern Gikuyuland in 
this way:

Imagine at the end of the day member after member of the audience coming 
forward, making confession of sin, and relating what Christ has done for him. 

signature chorus of the Revival is sung, and there is an occasional word or 
handshake from those nearby. Others known or felt to be insecure or partial in 
their witness are received in silence or by the singing of a hymn enjoining them 
to seek salvation. Still others, known to be careless or evil livers, whose witness 
rings true, or those hitherto opposed to the movement, are received in scenes of 

Testimonies were a carefully practiced literary form. In 1944, revivalist leader 
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people speak soft words like butter and those who have not wisdom to discern 
24 Speaking well was a spiritual virtue. 

Converts had to structure their testimonies according to the formulas of the genre. 
Those who spoke without regard to convention were liable to be met with silence, 
or with admonishing hymnody.

In Nyeri as elsewhere in central Kenya, a depiction of marital disharmony 
was an essential backdrop in any testimony of conversion. Tales of warring hus-

in this way:

I saw that there were times when I was with my wife and she faced one way and 
I faced the other, we were too angry to speak to one another, perhaps because 
of something a child had done. Then if we heard someone knocking at the 
door, immediately we began to smile and talk normally. . . . When I was angry I 
would beat her with angry words, I threw them at her violently until she cried 
bitterly. But I was content, because if anyone heard her or saw her, I could say, 
I don’t beat her.25

26

head, then saw a vision of the heavens opened. He immediately went to his wife 

when his wife forgave him. Some converts spiced their confessions with overtly 
lurid detail. At the Anglican mission in Kabete, missionaries complained in 1944 
about “competitive confessing, sometimes of sins which are better not mentioned 

27 The 
stress, argued missionaries, “should be on deeds, not words, on what newness of 
life in Christ is, rather than on what life with an emphasis on Kikuyu customs was 

Luganda phrase Tukutendereza Jesu

also salted their language with the phrase Mwathani arogocwo
in Gikuyu. Church elders at Tumutumu complained that revivalists spoke to one 

 Critics elsewhere in Gikuyuland similarly com-
plained that converts “try to speak a new language to deceive people into think-

29 Converts’ public discourses constituted the 
Revival at Tumutumu, and marked revivalists off from bureaucrats like Charles 

revivalists, she plots her testimony around marital strife. She married school-
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The devil became jealous of us in 11 Sept. 1937, when we got married. The happi-
ness which we had enjoyed was destroyed by the devil and we became a couple 

had come into our prayers, that this was not my real choice . . . We spent ten 
years with domestic problems which were uncalled for such that love and joy 
between us ended completely.

-
ried Eustace while pregnant by another man.30 She denied the accusation, and the 

satisfaction in marriage. Her only pleasure in marriage was in procreation: “There 
was nothing in our home that attracted me apart from getting a child which I could 

was returning from a convention. At an evening meeting with Nyambura and 

her passion for Bible-reading, the revivalists sprang to their feet, singing Tukuten-
dereza Jesu

night, though, Cecilia’s mind moved to the hereafter. “I started understanding 
AM 

then that Cecilia began practicing her testimony:

From there I got a testimony which I never knew I would have . . . I confessed 
how I fought with my husband for thinking that he is stupid and I was clever. 
I thought he was not clever because he had come from school much later than 
me, and he had not traveled as much as me. He would then think I was belittling 
him, that I did not think he was supposed to be the head. I confessed all this, 
and the fruits of pride. As I said all this they would praise.

Her husband was suspicious when Cecilia asked for his forgiveness. On 27 Novem-
-

tal difficulties. “With both of us being brethren, our work for the Lord became 

Lord when I see in retrospect my foolish attitude to issues. I used to say that it was 
devils who had invaded our home, yet it was me who failed to commit everything 

-
timony many times. Eustace and Cecilia were leading revivalists at Kiriko, a 

permission.31 In 1953, missionary Donald Lamont reported that the revivalists at 
Kiriko were causing trouble for church leaders. “Unsaved teachers [are] held in 

32

school near Kiriko, revivalists were banned from using the church building for 
their meetings. They broke into the church building, and during their testimonies 
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33 At Tumutumu church, 

34 Others dismissed his faith as “sal-
35

36

There was more than personal animosity at stake in church leaders’ con-
frontations with revivalists. Revivalists were scornful of church bureaucracy, 

of mishandling their duties.37 No receipts were issued for money collected in 
church, she complained. And church leaders were involved in business ventures, 
making some people wonder whether their offerings to the church were being 

female circumcision, and beer-drinking were being ignored with ministers’ con-

church’s position on the revival, revivalists argued that “he must not speak as he 
 

Church elders were appalled at revivalists’ incendiary talk. One former 
deacon remembered that the revivalists “recited Bible verses like poetry but they 

39 Revivalists’ many words ignited private vendet-

40

41 Their preaching about private sins 
reminded some elders of the gossiping busybodies condemned in I Timothy 

the verb -goco, the root of the revivalists’ oft-repeated phrase Mwathani arogocwo 
(Praise the Lord), to mean “purposeless, idle talk; disturbing chatter causing 

42 Thirty years later, the daughter of an Anglican clergy-
man remembered how divisive revivalists’ talk could be. In her 1974 novel They 
Shall be Chastised
revivalists ruined parties, broke marriages, and destroyed reputations with their  
never-ending public confessions.

In elders’ view, revivalists’ chatter undermined social order. They knew that 

words made homes cool and prosperous.43 Public argument between husbands and 

a proverb (Barra 6). Revivalists’ testimonies laid home affairs open for public dis-

converts.44 Tumutumu elders attacked the group for destroying women’s virtue. 
A Presbyterian committee appointed to investigate the revivalists condemned 
the group for “their manner of greeting which involve kissing and hugging and 

45

reserved for the closest of kin. As a result, the committee maintained, they broke 
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-
temptuous of church bureaucracy, and disrespectful toward elders’ laws. The 

committee’s criticisms related to revivalists’ disdain for church order. Revivalists 

church [. . .] as they are in the habit of rising up and staggering (in the fashion 
-

versives. Gikuyu politicians similarly doubted revivalists’ integrity. In 1946, it 
was rumored that Revival evangelists traveling through Kiambu and Fort Hall 

46 In 
1950, many people thought that the revivalists, meeting 15,000 strong at a conven-
tion in Kabete, had sold the Nairobi City Charter to the British. It was said that 
revivalists sang so happily at Kabete because they had auctioned their families’ 
land to the Europeans.47 In their irresponsible wordiness, revivalists looked like 
traitors, or dupes.

Tumutumu’s elders disciplined the revivalists by shutting their mouths. Early 

-
ists should not meet even in private homes for prayer.  The Presbytery’s ban on 
revivalist speech was called the 

church leaders hoped to close off private household affairs from the public ear. 
But revivalists would not shut up. “[In the church] I could not even greet people, 

we walked out we built our church outside under the trees, and we started singing, 
49 In 1952, Tumutumu par-

rose to their feet and began singing Tukutendereza Jesu.50

their eyes plucked out, and their hands cut off.51

to Revival meetings, learning converts’ manner of greeting and listening in on 

too much. The preacher Ephantus Ngugi was slashed on the mouth and had his 

-
ists when he attended a revivalist meeting. They told him that his head would be 
severed and grass would grow from his mouth should he speak about the oath.52

to turn a divided people into partisans serving a purpose larger than themselves 
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insistence on making divisive, private matters subjects of public discussion.

IV

In his recently published review of The Life of Charles Muhoro Kareri, Wunyabari 

key historical controversies: he makes no mention of the “cultural and political 

about his marriage.

-
ted to papering over the disputes that divided Gikuyu people. Like missionaries, 

used record books and biographical writing to convince people to overlook the 
personal, private issues that set them at odds with each other. Revivalism attacked 

cause, revivalists’ testimonies made long-kept secrets public, dividing families 
and destroying concord.

Gikuyu people in general. At issue were their contending models of political 

Gikuyu people overlook their private differences and enlist themselves, as parti-

 
contending political projects thinkable.

The interpretation of African literature has been clouded by romantic 
assumptions about the organic connection between authors and their vernacu-

-

of purpose. Gikuyu were never of one mind about their culture or their politics. 
Once we dispense with the notion that vernacular literature must faithfully repro-

political work in their writing: they were marshalling constituencies, creating 
imagined communities, chastening sinners, and holding people to account. And 
both were poaching from literature composed by other people, roping testimonies  
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of conversion, English-language biographies, and record books into their life 

already composing, casting characters, and plotting out courses of action. As 
persona is 

a character to be played.

NOTES
 1. Research for this project was funded by the National Endowment for the 

-
ences at Yale University and at the African Studies Association (UK) 2004 meeting 
offered astute criticisms. Karin Barber’s comments led me to sharpen the argument. 
Archival sources are referenced as follows: PCEA: Presbyterian Church of East Africa 
archives, Nairobi; AIM ACK: Anglican 
Church of Kenya archives, Nairobi; EUL: Edinburgh University Library archives; TT: 
Tumutumu church archives, Nyeri; KNA: Kenya National Archives, Nairobi; KTA: 
Papers of the Kikuyu Traders Association, Othaya; Murray papers

NLS: National Library of Scotland; CMS: Church 

at the Kenya National Archives.
PCEA

 3. Stevenson to Barlow, 2 Feb. 1915, PCEA
AIM

PCEA
 6. Grieve to Watson, 22 Feb. 1922, PCEA

1941, TT
PCEA

PCEA

PCEA
PCEA

TT

 17. Tumutumu log book, 19 Apr. 1930, PCEA
TT.

KTA.
KTA.

KTA.
KTA.

 23. Tumutumu Annual Report, 1950, PCEA
PCEA

 25. Interview, Geoffrey Ngare, n.d., Murray papers.
Murray papers.

CMS.

PCEA
AIM “Papers on  
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PCEA

PCEA
TT

TT
 36. Irvine to Lamont, 25 Apr. 1952, PCEA

TT Presbytery of Tumu-

PCEA  

PCEA
AIM “Papers on  

 42. Barlow, notes on -goco, EUL
EUL
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PCEA
 46. Calderwood to Beattie, 30 Nov. 1946, NLS

ACK North Highlands Rural Deanery 

KNA

 50. Lamont to Calderwood, 23 Apr. 1952, PCEA
ACK.
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