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CONTEXTUALIZING WOMEN INVOLVEMENT IN MOVEMENTS THAT  ESPOUSE 
EXTREMISM   

There is growing evidence of  in part icular younger women’ s involvement  in 
organizat ions t hat  espouse violent  ext remism wit hin rel igious and social  
movement s.   Media report s largely depict  such women as vict ims of  men wit h 
ext remist  incl inat ions who apply psychological  and physical  manipulat ion among 
dif ferent  forms of  coercive met hods.  Younger women below eight een (and as 

young as below t hirt een) have been report ed as increasingly playing t he part  of  
suicide bombers for Boko Haram. 1 The AFP news agency not ed t hat :

“ Losing swat hes of  t er r i t ory t o t he Niger ian army,  Boko Haram j ihadist s have 

since July st ar t ed using young women and gi r l s as suicide bombers by hiding 

explosives in t hei r  l oose f i t t ing clot hes.  The radical  Sunni  group has also used t he 

t act ic in Cameroon,  Chad and Niger  – count r ies t hat  have al ready enf orced bans on 

vei l s t his year ”  The Republ ic of  Congo has also banned t he vei l .2

St il l ,  women have been document ed in sit uat ions where t hey volunt ari ly become 
members of  organizat ions wit h ext remist  ideologies where t hey,  among ot hers;   
shelt er act ivist s and f ight ers of  such organizat ions;  form t he f ight ing regiment s 
including on suicide missions;  and provide nourishment ,  emot ional comfort  and 
social  support  t o most ly male bret hren and spies.  Even in t hese roles t he general  
underst anding is t hat  women’ s involvement  has t o do wit h t heir f i l ial  or int imidat e 
relat ionships wit h mainly men in t heir l ives.  It  is also becoming evident  f rom 
most ly social  media based exchanges t hat  l ike t he men,  t he spir i t  of  advent ure 
among yout hful  gir ls l iving wit hin condit ions of  rel igious-gender rest rict ions may 
explain t heir increased   involvement  t o f ree t hemselves f rom st rict ly prescribed 
feminine roles.  

1 An Islamic violent  ext remist  sect  in West  Af rica current ly report ed t o be l inked t o t he so-cal led 
“ Islamic St at e”   
2 Quot ed f rom Daily nat ion 24t h December 2015- Charles Onyango Obbo
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Even as t heir numbers increase relat ively l i t t le is underst ood and agreed about  
what  mot ivat es (young) women t o j oin groups wit h violent  ext remist  ideologies.  
The st ereot ypical  underst anding of  women as having a t endency t o employ t heir 
femininit y t o nurt ure l i fe using persuasive as opposed t o violent  means part ly 
informs t he dif f icul t y at  explaining t heir assumed roles in violent  ext remism.  
Abigail  R.  Esman says most  women convert s t o Islam in t he UK are at t ract ed by 
cul t ural  ef fect s such as t he modest  dress and Islamic l i fest yle t hat  clearly def ines a 
place for women removing ambiguit y on t he same in say Christ ian t eachings (on 
women),  however,  t he met amorphosis t o “ t errorist ”  is more complex and less 
easily explained-even t hough research shows t hat ,  in many cases,  t he women are 
pressured by t heir (male) part ners3.   In her pioneering st udy of  sel f -ident i f ied 

reasons for migrat ing Muhaj i rat s (female west ern migrant s t o ISIS) Carol ine Hoyle 
f inds out  t hat  women who t ravel t o Syria and Iraq eit her do so wit h male 
companions or husbands or make t he t r ip alone4:  “ Of  t hose t hat  t ravel alone,  t hree 
primary reasons have been ident if ied:  grievances,  solut ions and personal 
mot ivat ions” . 5 The women perceive maj or grievances t o be:  

“ Oppression of  Musl ims t hroughout  t he wor ld and of t en post  gruesome and 

dist ressing images of  violence against  Musl ims on t hei r  Twi t t er  prof i l es and blogs.  

Many images show chi ldren who have been inj ured in t he violence,  many wi t hout  

l imbs and severely disf igured.  These di f f erent  conf l ict s across t he wor ld are 

present ed as par t  of  a larger  war  against  Islam by non-bel ievers. ”  6

The solut ion is t he envisaged Cal iphat e (Islamic st at e) t hat  makes it  imperat ive for
t hose wit h t hem t o f ight  t hose t hat  are opposed t o t hem or t hose t hat  do not hing:

“ Female migrant s are not  j ust  rej ect ing t he cul t ure and f oreign pol icy of  t he 

West ;  t hey are also embracing a new vision f or  societ y.  They hope t o cont r ibut e t o 

t his societ y,  governed by a st r ict  int erpret at ion of  shar ia law.  In t his way,  ISIS’ s 

t er r i t or ial  gains and st at e-bui lding proj ect  are crucial  in at t ract ing t he women,  

who can see t hey have an impor t ant  role t o play in t he new societ y” . 7

3 Abigail  R.  Esman The Growing Terror Threat  From Radical Women Conver t s Special  t o IPT News
Oct ober 17,  2013

4
Carolyn Hoyle,  Alexandra Bradford and Ross Frenet t ,  Becoming Mulan? Female West ern Migrant s 

t o ISIS
Inst it ut e for St rat egic Dialogue,  2015.  Page 10

5 Ibid page 10
6 Ibid Page 12
7 Ibid Page 13
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The personal mot ivat ion is t o ful f i l l  “ t hei r  mandat ory rel igious dut y (f ard al -ayn) 

t o assist  t his process- In addi t ion t o t he promise of  heavenly rewards,  t here are 

also rewards in t his l i f e which t he muhaj i rat  seek out ” . 8

On t he issue of  violence,  muhaj i rat celebrat e t he violence of  ISIS,  unequivocal ly 
and j ust if y i t  according t o t heir reading of  Islamic Law and indicat e a desire t o 
inf l ict  violence t hemselves. 9 However “ i t  is clear t hat  women’ s current  role in ISIS 
is not  t o f ight ,  but  t o support  t heir husbands and raise t heir children t o be t he next  
generat ion of  muj ahedeen. ” 10 This means t hat  t he Muhaj i rat  do not  and may not  
operat e out side of  t heir subordinat e role t o men even while f ight ing for an 
equit able Cal iphat e.

On her part ,  Hawa Noor put s in perspect ive increased involvement  of  women as 
st rat egic posit ioning by in part icular t errorist  groups because women are usual ly   
not  associat ed wit h violence and crime which makes it  easy for t hem t o conceal 
t heir role as act ive agent s of  t errorist  unit s11.  She posit s t hat  women can act  in al l  
capacit ies required of  a t errorist  such as,  suicide bombers,  leaders of  mil i t ant  
groups,  recruit ers and mission operat ives.  More st rat egical ly,  t heir roles are 
enhanced by abil i t y   t o act  as sympat hizers,  mobil izers and support ers of  radical  

ideology by of fering encouragement ,  handl ing logist ics such as hiding weapons,  
encouraging t heir sons and husbands t o j oin t he act ion,  and defending t heir male 
relat ives12.  It  may appear t hat  violent  ext remism appropriat es bot h t he
st ereot ypes of  t he docile peaceful  woman as a disguise while at  t he same t ime 
women’ s real pot ent ial  t o mult i t ask and t ake on diverse and cont radict ory roles 
(capt ured by Hawa above) but  st r ict ly under men’ s  cont rol  and direct ion wit hin 
t he movement s.  

FRAMING THE CONVERSATION IN THE CONTEXT OF WOMEN IN MUNGIKI

This paper at t empt s t o cont ribut e t o t he conversat ion on women’ s involvement  in 
groups t hat  espouse violent  ext remism.  The conversat ion shal l  go beyond t he more 
famil iar Islamic ext remist  groups t o draw f rom st udy f indings on women members 
of  “ Mungiki ” 13a Kenyan largely male yout h group wit h an ext remist  pol it ical  
mission t hat  is embedded in a socio-et hnic ideology of  count ering hist orical  

8 Ibid 14
9 Ibid 31
10 Ibid 31.
11 Daily Nat ion Wed 28t h Oct ober 2015.
12 Hawa Noor,  Dai ly Nat ion Wed 28t h Oct ober 2015.
13 Mungiki is a t erm used t o refer t o a poor -yout h movement  by members of  Kikuyu communit y of  
Kenya t hat  st art ed somet ime in 1987.
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oppression by t he st at e and an orient at ion   t o violent  expression as a means of  
achieving it s ends.   We shal l ,  as much as possible,  draw f rom what  women in such 
movement s have said about  t heir part icipat ion.  We shal l  be al ive t o t he “ elephant  
in t he room”  t hat  women in male led ext remist  movement s operat e wit hin
rest rict ed spaces of  pat riarchal et hos t hat  consign t hem t o subordinat e support ing 
roles wit hin t he movement s.  

BRIEF BACKGROUND TO THE CONTEXT OF MUNGIKI MOVEMENT

It  is general ly recognized t hat  Mungiki arose f rom genuine hist orical  land 
dispossession grievances by sect ions of  members of  t he poor among t he Kenyan 
Kikuyu communit y.   The land t enure reforms t hat  involved int roduct ion of  cash 
crop product ion t o Af rican farmers and land t enure reform init iat ed by t he Brit ish 
colonist s in t he 1950s (publ ished in t he “ Plan t o Int ensify Af rican Agricul t ure in 
Kenya” 14) favored awarding of  individual t i t les as opposed t o pre-exist ing ext ended 
family and clan ownership.  1954 saw passage of  t he highly provocat ive Forfeit ure 
of  Lands Ordinance,  (No.  11 of  1954),  which empowered t he colonial  government  
t o conf iscat e any land of  “ …persons leading or organizing armed or violent  
resist ance against  t he forces of  law and order” 15.  The ordinance was aimed at  
punishing people and famil ies t hought  t o be support ing Mau Mau revolt  of  1952-
195616.  In 1959,  t he colonial  government  enact ed t he Nat ive Lands (Special  Areas) 
Regist rat ion Ordinance,  t o legal ize land st olen f rom perceived Mau Mau who 
previously held it  under t he Af rican cust omary t enure syst em and given t o 
loyal ist s17,  home-guards t heir relat ives and ot her most ly educat ed peasant s.  The 
reforms were used t o creat e a “ landed Af rican gent ry”  in Cent ral  Kenya.  The lat t er 
fel t  indebt ed t o t he colonial  government  while showing host i l i t y t o t he 
dispossessed members of  t he communit y who were convenient ly labeled as Mau 
mau sympat hizers.  The landed Af ricans were derogat ori ly referred t o as “ loyal ist s 
by t heir poor dispossessed kin” .  Furt her t he root s of  Mungiki are t raceable in t he 
colonial  government ’ s local ized pol icies t o deny educat ion t o t he children of  
perceived Mau Mau sympat hizers.  

Af t er independence,  t he Nat ive Lands (Special  Areas) Regist rat ion Ordinance of  
1959 was re-enact ed int o t he Regist ered Land Act ,  Cap 63,  and Laws of  Kenya t hus 
seal ing t he dispossession of  t housands of  “ Mau Mau sympat hizers” while rewarding 

14
Coll ins Wanderi ,  Mungiki :  Legi t ima t e or  Cr imina l? African Execut ive 21-28 th May 2008

15 Page 3
16 In simpl ist ic t erms,  Mau Mau was a largely peasant  land f reedom army in t he cent ral ,  East ern,  
part s of  Rif t  Val ley and Nai robi among most ly members of  Kikuyu,  Embu and Meru communit ies t hat  
suf fered large scale colonial  displacement  f rom t hei r ancest ral  lands.
17 A t erm used t o refer t o Af ricans who cooperat ed wit h t he colonial government  t o f ight  t he Mau 

Mau.
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loyal ist s permanent ly.  By so doing,  t he Kenyat t a18 independence government ,  
rat her t han redress hist orical  inj ust ices commit t ed by t he colonial ist s- furt her 
ent renched t hem in t he law consigning t he now poor and dispossessed perceived 
Mau Mau sympat hizers t o a vicious cycle of  povert y.  Mungiki  members claim t o 
represent  t he unful f i l led aspirat ions of  t he Mau Mau of  an al t ernat ive pol it ical  
dispensat ion19.  Like t he Mau Mau,  t he land quest ion is cent ral  t o Mungiki pol it ics 
and t he movement  is buil t  on dissat isfact ion wit h t he mat erial  deprivat ions of  i t s 
const it uency,  which explains why it  has been most  successful  in recruit ing 
members f rom among squat t ers and urban slum dwel lers who ident if y wit h t he 
land grievances.

Mungiki dominat ed t he Kenyan media f rom 1992 when report s of  arrest s and 
prosecut ion of  i t s yout hs for i l legal oat h-t aking al legedly against  t he government  of  
t hen President  Daniel  Arap Moi20.  Report s of  pol ice t ort ure of  Mungiki members 
prompt ed crit icism of  government  heavy handedness by local and int ernat ional 
human right s groups.  Hit hert o Mungiki  was largely perceived as an ext remist  
cul t ural / t radit ional ist  group seeking t o rest ore t heir et hnic kikuyu t radit ions and 
pract ices21.  Wanderi opines t hat  Mungiki ’ s Ideological  espousal of  “ pseudo-
communist ”  ideals clot hed in socio-cult ural  epit het s of  communal j ust ice and 
equit y was it s main appeal t o many landless,  homeless and j obless yout h22.   

The 2002 general  elect ions brought  out  Mungiki leaderships’  dal l iance in pol it ics as 
a gang for hire in addit ion t o ext ort ionist  crime in Nairobi and urban areas in 
cent ral  province.  A newspaper analysis report  says t he criminal face of  Mungiki
evolved when Mungiki migrat ed f rom rural  areas t o t he urban areas,  absorbed 
criminal element s and t ransformed it sel f  int o an organized violent  movement  for 
hire by economic and pol it ical  el i t e23.   The Mungiki  leadership were report ed (in 
t he media) as making appearances at  (t he t hen) president  Moi’ s st at ehouse and 
were said t o be in a pol it ical  marriage wit h t he (t hen) rul ing part y KANU 
candidat e,  Uhuru Kenyat t a24.  Wit h t he defeat  of  KANU and vict ory of  t he 
opposit ion NARC at  t he 2002 elect ions,  Mungiki t emporari ly disappeared f rom t he 
l imel ight ,  but  were back in t he news t owards t he end of  2006 and most  of  2007 

18 Jomo Kenyat t a (1964-1978) was t he f irst  president  of  independent  Republ ic of  Kenya.
19 Quot ed by Mut huma f rom Jean-Christ ophe Servant ,  “ Kenya’ s Right eous Yout h Mil i t ia; ”  “ Landless 

in t he Rif t  Val ley, ”  Le Monde 
Diplomat ique,  January 2005.

20 Daniel  Arap Moi Kenya’ s second president  1978-2002
21Mut uma highl ight s t he view in some l i t erat ure on Mungiki as a rel igio-cult ural  movement  cal l ing 
for a ret urn t o Af rican t radit ions and spir i t ual ism as t he means t o t he resolut ion of  social  problems,  
rej ect ing Christ ianit y as corrupt ing t o Af rican values and mobil izing Kenyan masses t o f ight  against  
t he yoke of  ment al  slavery
22 Wanderi ,  2008 P,5
23 Daily Nat ion,  Wednesday,  January 8,  2003 p.1,  Sat urday Nat ion,  June 23,  2007 p.1

24Moi had publ icly and in very cont roversial  circumst ances t hat  fost ered rebel l ion in his (rul ing) 
part y- KANU hand- picked Uhuru,  son of  t he f irst  president  t o succeed him
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wit h report s of  i t s criminal ext ort ionist  net work and regular and violent  
conf ront at ions wit h pol ice and Mat at u25 owners,  drivers and t out s and wit h 
resident s of  slum dwel l ings most ly in t he east ern side of  t he cit y.  March 2007 saw 
Mungiki at t ack publ ic service vehicles,  beheading drivers and t out s in Nairobi and 
part s of  (t hen) Cent ral  Province of  Kenya26.  

Media account s of  Mungiki ’ s ki l l ings of  t heir r ivals,  at t acks on t he pol ice and t he 
ki l l ing of  individuals opposed t o t heir act ivit ies earned t he movement  
overwhelming hat red and opposit ion” (Mut uma,  2008,P35).  Anderson refers t o 
Mungiki as a “ marauding gang”  t hat  employs “ st r ident  violent ,  criminal and 
increasingly int imidat or t act ics. 27”  Anderson furt her argues t hat  Mungiki  should be 
seen as a movement  t hat  has met amorphosed f rom it s cul t ural-spir i t ual  root s t o a 
criminal vigi lant e group providing muscle for t he pol it ics of  et hnic exclusion.  He 
l inks t he fear t hat  non-Kikuyu Kenyans’  have of  Mungiki t o i t s similarit y t o Mau 
Mau28.  It  is wort h ment ioning t hat  Anderson’ s reference t o t he fear of  Mau Mau is 
not  in t he popular view of  Mau Mau as f reedom f ight ers but  rat her as somet hing 
akin t o t errorist s who commit t ed horrendous act s of  violence on t heir own people 
and t o whit e set t lers.

At  t he height  of  t he 2007-2008 post - elect ion violence in Kenya,  t hat  pit t ed 
support ers of  t he Orange Democrat ic Movement  (ODM) wit h t hose of  Part y of  
Nat ional Unit y (PNU),  ODM leaders al leged t hat  t he government  (PNU) was 
mobil izing Mungiki t o undert ake at t acks of  i t s members in Nairobi and in t he Rif t  
Val ley.  The al legat ions were st rengt hened by report s t hat  gangs of  (Kikuyu) yout hs 
ident if ying t hemselves as Mungiki  had mobil ized t o at t ack members of  et hnic 
groups perceived t o be ODM support ers in Nakuru and Naivasha29.  Media report s 
had it  t hat  President  Kibaki’ s campaign t eam panicked over t he t rend of  opinion 
pol ls,  leading t o PNU of f icials approaching Mungiki t o secure t heir (violent ) 
support 30.  The “ Human Right s Wat ch”  report  on t he post -elect ion violence in 
Kenya not es t hat  Mungiki leaders made reference t o a renegade wing of  t he group 
t hat  was working wit h senior pol it icians of  Kibaki’ s PNU31.

In March 2008,  hundreds of  (sel f -declared) Mungiki members demonst rat ed in 
Nairobi demanding t he release of  t heir leader,  Maina Nj enga (t hen in remand 
cust ody) and t he regist rat ion of  t heir pol it ical  part y,  t he Nat ional Yout h Al l iance 
t hat  had been deregist ered32.  The pol ice-Mungiki conf ront at ion escalat ed in Apri l  

25 Smaller passenger Publ ic service vehicles
26 See March press report s of  t he maj or dai l ies,  The Dai l y nat ion and The St andard
27 Anderson “ Vigi lant es, ”  (2002),  p.  534.
28 Anderson,  “ Vigi lant es, ”  (2002),  p.  536.   
29 Human Right s Wat ch (HRW),  Bal lot s t o 
Bul let s:  Organized Pol it ical  Violence and Kenya’ s Crisis of  Governance (New York:  2008).
30 “ St at e ‘ Sanct ioned’  Kenyan Clashes” ,  BBC News.  March 5,  2008.
31 Human Right s Wat ch,  Bal lot s t o Bul let s (New York:  2008),  p.  45.

32 Headl ine news in al l  t he dail ies
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2008 when Virginia Nyakio t he wife of  j ai led Mungiki leader33,along wit h her driver 
were execut ed af t er being abduct ed by what  Mungiki said were members of  t he 
pol ice force.  The ki l l ing of  Nyakio brought  t o t he media l imel ight  for t he f irst t ime 
act ivit ies of  women members of  Mungiki .

OUTSIDERS SWORN TO KEEP SECRETS- THE PLACE OF WOMEN IN MUNGIKI

… Women are out siders t hey must  be sworn t o keep secret s.  Women’ s role is t o 
inf orm and advice on some aspect s par t icular  t o t hei r  roles.  Women help us t o gat her  
inf ormat ion and int el l igence.  They are our  secret  service.  In our  cul t ure,  women are 
regarded as out siders.  They are not  pure in t he eyes of  God and t heref ore cannot  
par t icipat e f ul l y.  Why we don’ t  involve t hem in t he leadership of  t he movement  is 
t hat  t here are several  l evels of  women par t icipat ion,  because i t  t akes long t o t rust  a 
woman34.  Male Mungiki member of  t he leadership35.

From t he narrat ive above (support ed by ot her account s f rom bot h men and 

women),  men regarded t hemselves as t he bona f ide members of Mungiki  who made 
t he rules on membership and role.  Type of  membership was fundament al ly 
det ermined by et hnicit y and gender wit h et hnic males as insiders and women as 
out siders who were necessary t o t he achievement  of  t he wider obj ect ives of  t he 
movement  if  wel l  managed.  The movement ’ s et hos were informed by Kikuyu 
pat riarchal t radit ions36,  bel iefs and pract ices t hat  privi lege men as moral ly pure 
and downgrade women as unclean and unt rust wort hy meaning t hey had t o be kept  
out  of  leadership over men and chaperoned in t he roles t hat  t hey were assigned 
for t he good of  t he movement .     

Narrat ive account s of  Mungiki  members depict  women occupying a wel l  -def ined 
place t hat  is subordinat ed t o men and male cont rol :  “ Women are subordinat es 
wit h clear roles” 37.   Women are recognized as useful  members but  caut ion t aken t o 
prot ect  t he organizat ion f rom perceived risks largely reckoned f rom st ereot ypes of  
women as cowards and unt rust wort hy.  This view of  women is del iberat ely 
t radit ional in l ine wit h t he Mungiki  init ial  obj ect ive of  rest oring t radit ions and wit h 
it  t he place of  Kikuyu women and men t hat  had been dist ort ed by Christ ianit y and 

33Maina Nj enga
34Narrat ive 17 Nairobi
35 At  t he t ime of  t he research in 2011 Mungiki was a proscribed organizat ion whose membership was 
legal ly criminal ized- t his means int erviewees were af raid t o give t heir t rue ident it ies.
36 As underst ood by Mungiki  leadership
37Narrat ive 14 Nairobi
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modernit y.  There is t hus an at t empt  t o re-invent  t he ideal t radit ional image of  a 
Kikuyu woman complet e wit h circumcision init iat ion rit es as t he accept able 
behavior f rom Mungiki women members.   

Men and women were t reat ed dif ferent ly at  recruit ment  and orient at ion int o t he 
movement - as t he account  below of  t he procedure shows:

∑ There were women leaders cal led Nyakinyua- t he wise elder l y women,  t he 

nyakangei -mar r ied women but  not  as old and t here was “ reendi  wa 

mungiki ” -young unmarr ied women.  Nyakinyua were t he most  respect ed.  If  a 

woman agreed t o be recrui t ed,  she was t aken t o Nyakinyua who t ook her  

t hrough t he pr ocedures and rules of  t he organizat ion.  The br ief ing ent ai led 

one being asked personal  quest ions l ike whet her  she is ci rcumcised.  If  not ,  

t hey (Nyakinyua) would go t o t hei r  male count erpar t s t o seek di rect ions.  An 

ini t iat ion dat e was set  and i f  t he recrui t  was f inancial l y unable t o suppor t  

her  ini t iat ion,  cont r ibut ions were made.  There were special  women who 

were t o per f orm t he r i t e and t ake care of  her  unt i l  she healed.  Af t er  

heal ing,  t here was a bapt ism ceremony t i t l ed “ Maai  na mwaki ”  (wat er  and 

f i re) which marks your  recrui t ment  as a member .  Oat hing was int egral  but  

i t  di f f ered f rom t he oat hing r i t es under t aken by men38.  

The male leadership delegat ed aut horit y t o t rust ed elderly women t o init iat e new 
members int o t he movement  paying close at t ent ion t o t heir sex39 and gender40.  In 
t he former t hey had t o conform t o circumcision requirement s while lat t er t o t he 
expect ed roles of  women as prescribed in t he t radit ional Kikuyu societ y and as 
pract iced in t he movement .  Even in t heir delegat ed aut horit y and despit e t he 
Nyakinyua women being general ly older (in age) t han t he t hen yout hful  male 
Mungiki leaders,  t hey st i l l  had t o consult  in decisions t hey made such as regarding 
women who had not  undergone circumcision.    

Women and men narrat ive account s at t r ibut e t he st at us of  women wit hin t he 
movement  t o socio-gender cul t ure and t radit ions of  t he Kikuyu relat ed t o t he 
nat ure and funct ion of  t he Mungiki  as account s below explain:

∑ “ we leave men t o conduct  spi r i t ual  and sacred mat t ers because of  t hei r  

st at us in our  t radi t ion” 41.  

∑ Movement ,  women cannot  si t  in meet ings “ as I said,  t hey are not  holy in 

t he eyes of  our  God.  They wai t  f or  men t o get  Gods di rect ives on al l  

mat t ers” 42.  

38Narrat ive 5 Nairobi
39 Biological  make up as female
40 Expect ed social  roles as women
41Narrat ive 13 Nairobi
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Furt her,  most  women at t r ibut e t heir membership t o relat ionship t o male Mungiki

members as kin,  or gir l f r iends or wives.  Such relat ions are necessit at ed by t he 
assumpt ion t hat  women are not  t o be t rust ed except  when a man in a relat ionship 
wit h t hem can vouch for t heir charact er.    Women members gave t heir reasons for 
j oining t he movement  t hat   include;  t he organizat ion giving a sense of  belonging t o 
wil l ing women,  having f r iends/ people t o t alk t o and t he group support ing widows 
of  fal len col leagues:

∑ Some women j oin t he group because t hei r  husbands are in i t ,  ot hers have 

t he desi re t o j oin because of  var ious benef i t  l i ke f eel ing secure in t he 

hands of  members43

Inf luence of  male relat ions is a not able fact or by “ expert s” 44 as def ining common 
pat t erns among female convert s (in t he UK),  most  of  who convert  because of  a 
relat ionship t o a Musl im man45.  That  not wit hst anding account s of  women among 
Mungiki membership of t en demonst rat e individual ized mot ivat ion beyond loyalt y 
t o a male relat ion t hat  zeroes in on t angible benef it s such membership may 
access.  The account  below by a woman member cont ext ual izes such int erest  in 
membership t o l ivel ihood concerns:

∑ “ I personal l y j oined t o have smar t  f r iends;  people who can st and f or  you 

dur ing t he t ime of  need.  To some ext ent ,  my expect at ions were met  as I 

managed t o st ar t  my own business t hrough dai l y rout e connect ion.  I opened 

a car  wash t hat  sust ains me as a single mot her  and we don’ t  remi t  

everyt hing t o leaders.  We have our  t ake t oo as we are t he ones’  at  r isk 

every day in f act  we j ust  give a quar t er 46. ”

Regarding what  women roles are,  narrat ives ment ion,  invest igat ive or spying dut ies 
and support ing t he men47.  They may also be leaders but  wit hin cert ain l imit at ions 
such as not  part icipat ing in high level decision making meet ings48.  However some 
men say women have “ equal opport unit y t o grow and rise in rank and t hey are 
always t reat ed wel l  and t hey appreciat e t hat ” . 49 It  was of t en repeat ed t hat  al l  

42Nairobi
Narrat ive 14 Nairobi
43Narrat ive 13 Nairobi
44 In t rends among women who j oin radical  Islamic movement s in t he West .  
45 Abigail  R.  Esman ,  The Gr owing Ter ror  Threat  From Radical  Women Conver t s,  IPT News
Oct ober 17,  2013

46Narrat ive 16 Nairobi
47Narrat ives 10,15 Nai robi
48Narrat ive 10 Nairobi
49Narrat ive 14 Nairobi 
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members regardless of  gender have equal opport unit y t o grow and rise in rank50

and t hat  al l  members have equal opport unit ies t o develop t hemselves.  It  depends 
on how one ut i l izes t he opport unit y t hat  t hey get 51.  One lady said she commanded 
a lot  of  respect  as a lady because of  her courage and no one has ever said no t o 
her demands52.  Ot hers ment ion t hat  women earn t heir posit ion by being t he best  
secret  keepers53 t hey are very loyal54 and because t hey admire movement  unit y 
and t hey “ love bad boys” 55 and being cont ent ed wit h what  t hey do and get 56.  
Account s give women populat ion in t he movement  t o bet ween 15 and 20 percent  
of  t he t ot al .

Narrat ive account s col lect ed f rom Naivasha give an insight  int o t he most ly 
compl iment ary role women members of  Mungiki played in t he 2007-2008 post -
elect ion violence (PEV) t hat  rocked t he t own.  The account s also show Mungiki

women adherence t o t he lower st at us t hat  is apport ioned t o t hem wit hin t he 
movement  even when working wit hin an overal l  violent  orient at ion.  People 
considered enemies of  t he Mungiki general ly did not  see women as a t hreat  and 
could drop t heir guard around t hem.  They could conf ide in t hem and expect  
assist ance f rom t hem t o escape f rom t he movement ’ s wrat h.  From narrat ive 
account s of  members it  is clear t hat  t hose women in Mungiki played a proact ive 
role during t he PEV.  They cooked for t he Mungiki  men and act ed as spies t o know 
what  t he ot her communit y members were t hinking and planning.  They managed t o 
do t hat  undet ect ed because t he image of  t he Mungiki in most  people’ s minds was 
of  men rat her t han women.  

Mungiki women were used t o f ind out  whet her “ enemy”  men were circumcised or 
not  or ident if y t he uncircumcised ones when t hey already knew57.  Sex workers 
at t ached t o t he movement  were inst rument al  at  spying on unsuspect ing cl ient s and 
informing t he movement  leadership on t he plans of  t he known-adversaries as wel l  
as ent ice t he men specif ical ly t arget ed for ki l l ing int o areas where t hey would be 
capt ured or ki l led easily when t hey had dropped t heir guard58.  Women members of  
Mungiki  were also act ive at  promot ing “ adherence t o cul t ure”  by encouraging or 
coercing fel low women t o undergo FGM as a way of  cleansing t hemselves before 

50Narrat ive 14 Nairobi
51Narrat ive 10 Nairobi
52Narrat ive 16 Nairobi
53Narrat ive 10 Nairobi
54Narrat ive 10,15 Nairobi
55Narrat ive 15 Nairobi
56Narrat ive 11 Nairobi
57Narrat ive 4 Naivasha- it  has t o be clarif ied t hat  “ Luo”  general ly referred t o ODM support ers who 
went  beyond et hnic Luo’ s who were most  l ikely ci rcumcised according t o t heir cul t ural  
observances.
58Narrat ive 4 Naivasha
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t heir God in t he hard t imes facing t he communit y so t hat  t he et hnic group would 
be forgiven it s t respasses and enabled t o conquer it s enemies59.  

There are no account s t hat  show women t aking part  or being accessories of  act ual 
ki l l ings t ort ure or molest at ion of  “ enemies” .  There are however account s of  
women t o women violence such as of  women part icipat ing in of t en forced 
circumcision of  fel low women.  It  must  be emphasized t hat  t he perpet rat ors do not  
regard FGM as a punishment  or somet hing meant  t o hurt - far f rom it ,  i t ’ s 
somet hing t o be celebrat ed and t he init iat es congrat ulat ed for having shown t heir 
sol idarit y wit h t he group.  

Closely relat ed was t he revelat ion t hat  women were assigned dut ies wit hin t he 
wider group st rat egy- however undesirable t hose dut ies were,  t hey were j ust if ied 
by t he great er cause t he Mungiki underst ood t o be serving.  Despit e t he Mungiki  

movement  being premised on observance of  st r ict  conservat ive moral code t hat  
came wit h obl igat ions and observances,  account s were t old of  women members 
engaging in what  (on t he surface) appeared t o be immoral conduct  such as is t he 
case when t hey ent ice “ t he enemy”  sexual ly and even have int ercourse wit h t hem 
as a weapon for disarming t hem or get t ing t hem int o t heir t rust  so t hat  t hey may 
spy on t hem.  This brings out  t he irony of  women members being punished when 
t hey associat ed volunt ari ly wit h out sider males but  rewarded for doing t he same as 
a service t o t he movement .  Like t he men in Mungiki ,  t hey are expect ed t o 
subsume t heir individual it y t o t he group but  unl ike t he men t heir bodies and in 
part icular sexual it y is subj ect  t o ext ernal male cont rol  at  t he whims of  t heir male 
relat ions or/ and movement  leaders.

CONCLUSION

It  is evident  t hat  women in Mungiki  are separat ed f rom men by dif ferent  init iat ion 
rit uals,  a female led command st ruct ure t hat  only appl ies t o t hem and t hat  is 
largely subservient  t o t he male hierarchy.  An int errogat ion of  group social  norms 
relat ing t o gender expect at ions,  roles,  and responsibi l i t ies of  women and men 
shows no signif icant  changes even t hough,  unl ike in t he past ,  women are now 
engaging in violence somet imes alongside men.  The same is apparent  in t he use of  
violence in int erpersonal relat ions t o achieve dif ferent  goals,  and t he way t hat  
mascul init y and femininit y are redef ined during t imes of  conf l ict  (such as 2007/ 8 
post -elect ion violence) t o ful f i l  group obj ect ives.    Violence even by women in t he 
cont ext  of  “ l iberat ion st ruggle”  is used in t he perpet uat ion of  gender roles and 

59Narrat ive 4 Naivasha
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power hierarchies rat her t han as a means of  l iberat ing women and gir ls f rom t he 
same.  

Largely as a result  of  t he above cont radict ions women in organizat ions cont rol led 
by men (such as Mungiki ) t hat  espouse ext remist  ideologies have conversat ions at  
four levels as out l ined below.  Int ernal ized individual int rospect ion conversat ions 
on t heir choice t o defy specif ic socio-gender expect at ions of  t he wider societ y t hey 
belong t o and t o al ign wit h a group t hat  is seen as an enemy of  t he mainst ream,  
but  more crit ical  for t hem – a group t hat  is seen as ant i-women in it s publ icly 
known pat riarchal conservat ive misogynist ic ideology.  In second place t hey have 
conversat ions among fel low women wit hin t he movement  for purposes of  
underst anding and clarif ying t heir role as expect ed by t he group code as wel l  as t o 
est abl ish t heir place and ident it y wit hin accept able sol idarit y as women.  Thirdly 
t he women have conversat ions wit h “ men in t heir l ives”  as relat ives or lovers as 
wel l  as male aut horit y f igures wit hin t he organizat ions who largely share an 
af f init y wit h t heir men.   The fourt h layer of  conversat ions involve t he general  
communit y of  people out side of  t he groups who general ly disl ike t heir ideology and 
met hods of  expressing it  and in t he worst  of  circumst ances consider t hem as t he 
enemy.  This general  communit y includes close relat ives and (former) f r iends who 
feel bet rayed and in danger of  act ivit ies of  such women in ext remist  groups.  The 
al ienat ion is great er where close relat ives and associat es see t he group as a t hreat  
t o t hem and by ext ension t he whole societ y.

By operat ing as an appendage t o a violent  male dominat ed organizat ion,  women in 
Mungiki  have t o const ant ly af f i rm t heir place as “ helpers”  in t he st ruggle of  t heir 
men t o subj ugat e a largely et hnic male consol idat ion of  power using money and 
manipulat ion of  st at e apparat us.  Even wit h t he consciousness t hat  t hey bring t o 
t he st ruggle special  ski l ls which make t hem a necessary part  of  t he equat ion,  t hey 
st i l l  feel  inhibit ed t o claim a place wit hin t he t op decision making levels t hat  
would enable t hem more direct ly inf luent ial  in i t s governance.  From t he prevail ing 
hegemonic male perspect ive,  women in such movement s may not  r ise above t he 
def ining consanguineous and romant ic l iaisons t hat  def ine t heir engagement .   
However it is also not ewort hy t hat  despit e virt ual ly al l  t he Mungiki  women 
members int erviewed being so by virt ue of  t heir relat ion t o a male Mungiki  

adherent ;  women found t heir own reasons for cont inuing t o be part  of  t he group.  
In most  account s by women,  t hey cit ed t heir own as opposed t o group sol idarit y 
reasons as wel l  as personal gains t hey had made of t en wit hout  reference t o t he 
men who enabled t hem t o become members.  What  t his impl ies is t hat  women’ s 
membership had in a mat erial ist ic way ceased t o be an appendage of  t heir male 
associat es and benefact ors.  Put  anot her way,  women members over t ime became 
account able t o t he leadership organs of  t he organizat ion rat her t han subj ect  t o 
t heir “ male relat ions”  who become j ust  a means t o gaining membership.  
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