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Abstract 

 
This study investigated changes of themes in Kamba circumcision songs with the aim of finding out the causes of these 
changes. The research was conducted at Nzyiitu, Kalimbui, Kaluilaa, Ngalange, Mwangea and Nzanzeni. The study was 
conducted in this area because the Kamba people living here still hold onto the practice of circumcision rites despite social-
economic shifts in the ever changing society. The research was guided by the theory of ethnography of communication whose 
proponent is Dell Hymes. This theory emanates and inclines on sociolinguistics approach. Ethnography of communication is 
concerned with people’s culture, situations, uses of language and its patterns and the functions of speaking. To arrive at the 
above stated aim, twenty four Kamba circumcision songs sung in different epochs in history were used as a yardstick of 
evaluation. 
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1. Background 
 
Oral Literature is an important genre of literature in society in which responsible social culture is manifested (Omari 
2008). The Kamba like other ethnic community, do have a culture which is expressed through oral literature in which they 
project their viewpoints. The various subsidiaries of oral literature they use are songs, stories, proverbs among others. To 
them oral literature comprises description of living trends, opinions, and the philosophy of life (Ndeti 1972). Oral literature 
provides a world view of the community from which the state of everyday life is expressed (Nyaga 1986). 

Scholars agree that oral literature plays an important role in society. It contributes in developing, maintaining the 
history and culture of the community and builds up the realities of everyday life. According to Simiyu (2007) songs as the 
genre of oral literature continue to change as society develops anew social change. Oral literature of a particular 
community may be affected by changes as it occurs due to migration, interaction and social relations, ethnic, religious, 
political, or economic factors. This study discusses the thematic changes in Kamba songs so as to determine if these 
songs focus on performing tasks according to social change that has caused new songs to emerge. In addition this work 
intended to clarify the factors that brought about these changes. 

According to Njogu and Chimera (1999), history of the song has the same date of oral literature so, as we mention 
oral literature we must think of the song Songs are an important aspect of the local culture as they are used to transfer it 
from one generation to the other. Songs are used to educate, warn, edify, focusing among other duties. Contributing 
about songs, Finnegan (1970), says that the songs are thoughts sung and influenced by people having special powers or 
ideas. These ideas can not be delivered to the audience in casual conversation for them to be understood, or for the 
intended purpose to take effect. 

According to Gibbe (1978), Senkoro (1987), Msokile (1981), Mulokozi (1984), Ntarangwi (1990), Mlacha (1995) 
and Omari (2008), songs are inspired by the environment. Finnegan (1970) holds that the environment generates 
emotions and ideas for the artist's songs. It is noted that when songs are sung, the singer uses many techniques in 
achieving the delivery of his message to the target audience. These factors include tips, complaints, sounds, tone, 
stations, intonation, silence, speed and so on. Finnegan says that the structure of life in African societies, involves the 
use of traditional songs in several important functions. 

In the traditional African society songs accompanied all walks of life. Key among these are; circumcision, 
weddings, mourning, digging, resting, feeding livestock, raising a son, comfort, and in almost every activity songs were 
used to convey certain messages based on those activities. These songs had unique content to fit a given occassion or 
function. Content and accompanying styles could change with time and draw a picture of history and social trends. As 
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Finnegan (1970) discusses that the content of the songs change with time based on the events of the society.  
Nandwa and Bukenya (1983) argued that any work of literature does not exist in vacuum but acquires its content 

from the community. As the standard of living in a society evolves, so is does oral literature.These changes are 
manifested in songs because it is one of the fields of oral literature that exists and in which life evolves. This logic is the 
shaping impulse of this research whose aim was to identify lyric changes in initiation songs among the Kamba community 
in view of thematic changes of life as it evolves. 
 
2. Theoretical Support 
 
This study was directed by the Ethnographic Details of Dell Hymes (1974). Ethnographic analysis of linguistic 
communication is centered on social context, culture, and environment of local communities to identify the language and 
its use. The centrality of social theory is language and therefore the research focus on the use of language as a 
communication medium and how this communication process is initiated. It emphasizes the use of language by the 
characters in their roles in the society. This theory also focuses on different social systems with the use of language to 
get the intended message. 

Ethnographic theory examines how people of a particular community use language to perform their duties, 
including advising, encouraging, defamation, soothing, comforting, sarcastic misbehavior, describing various emotions, 
cultural preservation, communication and even entertainment. In considering this aspect of ethnographic communication, 
Savile-Troike (1982) explained the system of communication as described by Hymes (1964, 1974). With reference to the 
study of Hymes (1964), for a complete communication between two people to occur, it requires different components. 
Hymes (1964), who was investigating human behavior made clear grounds to explore humanity in its natural state. 
According to Hymes (1974) any language can only be understood in different social contexts. Likewise its application in 
communication is considered in a way that affects certain act or acts.  

Through this approach, the study analysed songs among the Akamba people in consideration of all relevant factors 
in the genre of songs.This study chose this theory to analyze songs of the Kamba community because of the practices 
which are mysteries that can only be solved after assessing the language community with its environment. This theory 
contributed significantly to this research because apart from analyzing the type of language used in these songs, we were 
able to identify the meaning of words used in order to clarify the content of the songs of the Kamba community .This 
theory binds the audience, context and text.  
 
3. Literature on Lyrics 
 
Finnegan (1970) is one of the first experts who have done extensive research in the genre of African oral literature by 
focusing on the genre of songs. Finnegan has shown how the songs are used in everyday life and demonstrated how the 
songs have served to defend the rights of workers who find themselves in situations of violence especially in former 
colonies. He has pointed out that songs can be used as a tool for self-defence. African writers have written and 
researched on genre of songs. Nandwa and Bukenya (1983) are of the opinion that contemporary songs fit to 
contemporary issues but have characteristics of oral literature. Singers have great creativity of words and language they 
use. Kingei and Kisovi (2005) believe that modern songs are characterized by creative techniques that follow the modern 
style. Accordingly, these songs have modern contemporary content and use style of dance as well as modern 
instruments like guitar, piano and drums among others.  

Mbiti (1993) says that songs, proverbs, fables and stories are available in many African societies. These tend to 
occur in a specified period and have a distinct message. In addition, they have specific content about certain aspects of 
life. Emphasis on the importance of songs in the community has further been articulated by Njogu and Chimera (1999) 
when they argued that songs and poems were used to preserve the law, history, geography, sociology and factors 
affecting all human disciplines to be passed from one generation to the next. According to Njogu and Chimera (1999), key 
issues such as murder, scandals, marriage, and sexual issues were preserved in songs. 

According to Wamitila (2003) and Ngure (2007), songs have laden assumptions and reflect social relations. Songs 
are a great part of human life. Wamitila (2003) says that almost all activities of human life as cultivating, developing and 
harvesting are accompanied by songs. Similarly, Wamitila (2003) explained the concept of songs and clarified its role as 
a genre of oral literature in society. King’ei and Kisovi (2005),discuss that songs have spread among various communities 
and are performed in accordance with various activities 
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4. History of the Origin of the Kamba Community 
 
According to Senkoro (1987), in order to understand the literature of any community, one must understand its history. He 
gives grounds upon which to explore the history of the Kamba community so as to understand their songs and how they 
change according to social change. Kamba community is one of the larger Bantu groups (King’ei 1982). The Kamba 
people have one language which is their key instrument of cultural and literary expression. 

According to Kavyu (1980), the Kamba community is described by various theories. One of them explains that the 
AKamba people moved to the mountains of Chulu and Mbooni from Mount Kilimanjaro between 1450 and 1550. Due to 
the increase in population and other problems like drought and the invasion of the Maasai community, the Kamba people 
moved to other parts of the counties of Machakos and Kitui. 

Another theory about the origin of the Kamba is through their oral literature. According to (Kimilu 1962) AKamba 
people came up from the mountain ' Ngai ' then they settled in the counties of Machakos and Kitui. Based on this original 
story, the Kamba community emerged when the two brothers who were married and got children who multiplied and 
became familiar with the different genealogies (Kimilu 1962). 

According to King'ei (1982), age, marital status and integrity are the criteria used to appoint leaders. Kamba men 
began to take roles in the society after circumcision. When young people went through ceremonies, they were called 
warriors. This group was given responsibility to protect the Kamba community. Before them, was another group known as 
“Nthele” who took leadership roles. Nthele is a man who has undergone a circumcision ceremony or gone through 
circumcision rites, married and has children. Kamba community had no caste order. People lived in social groups and 
family depended on each other. 

Culturally, they have deep rooted customs practiced for example during marriage and initiation. Just like in many 
Kenyan tribes, during marriage their dowry is usually paid in form of goats and cows with a recent acceptance of money. 
Something interesting about the Kamba is their value for ceremonies and parties. As a result, unlike the one-day events 
popular in the West, the Kamba weddings go on for an extended phase of about two weeks (http:// 
www.enhols.com/kenya_safari/people/akamba/).  

Child Naming is a significant facet of the Akamba culture. Children are often lovingly called names like Musumbi 
which means (the "king"), and Muthoki/Nthoki (which means"long awaited one"). In most cases, children are named 
for/after time or events surrounding their birth. For instance, Nduku is given to a baby girl born at night and Mutuku to a 
baby boy born at night. They believe in a monotheistic, invisible and transcendental God Ngai, who resides up in the sky 
('yayaani'). Initiation into maturity was demonstrated with circumcision, for males and many females as well but after 
female circumcision got officially banned in Kenya; many have decided to abandon it (http:// 
www.enhols.com/kenya_safari/people/akamba/).  
 
5. Circumcision  
 
Circumcision was and is still very important for community members who practice it. The purpose of this practice is to 
circumcise and educate about many things, especially secret society, customs and traditions, roles in conjugal affairs, 
history, society and ideas on manhood. Ceremonies were conducted by their supervisors. These ceremonies according 
to Kavyu (1980) were made during the summer between eighth and ninth month and lasted between six and ten days. 
Young people married after getting permission through a large circumcision ceremony. Songs performed during 
circumcision had the purpose of educating the initiates about marriage and other functions. Specific songs were sung 
every day that were in the context of this community. Circumcision was made after a great practice in which the-would be 
initiates were sent to be trained in guerrilla tactics in order to defend the community. The following song was sung during 
circumcission:  
 

Song in Kikamba Translation
Mwaikwa ndaneenaa and kiveti kyeene
Mwaikwa ndaneenaa and kiveti kyeene  
Mwaikwa kusya mbusya tuthi, Vate kukia 
Ula unuukia  
Ula waikitwe ndaneenaa and kiveti kyeene 

The circumcised does not talk to another man’s wife 
The circumcised does not talk to another man’s wife 
The circumcised should pull the rhino 
Without fear 
The circumcised does not talk to another man’s wife 

 
This song was sung on the last day before going home from the forest. The purpose of this song was to advise on 
matters of sex. The initiates were warned against speaking to the ladies to whom they related by blood. This was 
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because the community upheld morals of society and the initiates were to honour women. Circumcision is a rite of 
passage that is highly respected among the communities that practice it (Mwaniki 1986). Mwaniki explains that given the 
importance of this ritual, the youth expressed a great desire to go through it as soon as they became of age. This is a 
fundamental ritual in traditional Kamba community and every member of the community waits for it eagerly. The central 
role of circumcsion songs in the Kamba community was to educate young people about the expected daily life in the 
society (Kimilu 1962). Initiates were taught much about courage, perseverance in life, hard work, social integration, 
issues of sex, secrets of the society, marriage issues among other training. 

Similarly, circumcision was a sign of uniting the initiates who then formed an ageset. Circumcision was important 
across the Kamba community and was a conduit for the entire community in which everyone was required to attend. Both 
young and old were required to take part especially in the singing which brought people together and maintained their 
unity. It also improved the community’s sense of identity as well as being a physical therapy for psychological problems 
faced by those who sung (Nzioki, 1982).  
 
6. Content of Songs  
 
Ndungo (1985) says literature is a reflection of the realities of life in which artists or the community member writes to tell 
from the experience that he/she gets from the society. Ngugi (1993) says literature does not come from vacuum but 
receives direction, shape and its importance from emerging issues in specific communities. According to Ngugi ( ibid ), 
content sources in oral literature include economics, politics, education, religion and any changes that happen in any 
sphere of social life. Changes in life spheres affect the work of literary content. Ngugi (1993) further explains that the 
main events of a decade can be identified from the literature of the decade through the elements of content. His 
comments are shared by Njogu and Chimera (1999) who hold the opinion that, literature is exists and changes as the 
society continues to change. The study found that some of the content of traditional songs has changed to some degree. 
There have been changes that are caused by the Christian religion, education, white systems of production, politics, and 
health among other changes in society. Change in the content of the songs according to experts like Kingei and Kisovi 
(2005) is because the song is a genre of oral literature which develops, grows and is flexible due to the transition of time 
and changes in the social structure. These changes arise from the need, time and the environment. 
 
7. Content from Period of Years 1960-1999 To 2000-2013 
 
The aim of this study was to examine whether the content of the songs in the Kamba community has changed according 
to social change. After comparing content of these songs in two periods of study chosen, the content seemed to change. 
The first period of the study indicates the following content: rivalry, courage, cooperation and social interaction, adult, 
community history, killing relationships among other content. 

Moral content can be found in the songs of two periods. According to the findings, moral content is very basic in 
songs. In this changing the Akamba society has witnessed significant changes in the behavior of young people. 
Teenagers rebel against traditional social values . Young people are tied to crimes like theft, rape, drug use, and violence 
(Kaui, 2008). Songs within the two periods of study have empasized moral content to rehabilitate young people and 
society in general due to immoral behavior in the society. 

Ethical content is governed by ideology and social customs of the Kamba in songs sung before the entrance of the 
colonists. Communities were believed to follow if they considered moral traditions and cultures as having good social 
integration, focus on the tasks set by the community, show respect for superiors, be diligent, among others. With regard 
to circumcission, the role of songs is to educate about basic morals. Young people are encouraged to follow the traditions 
and cultures of the Kamba when choosing a wife. Also in the second period, community members are warned against 
HIV infection. These songs have a moral advice like to have one partner to avoid contracting the disease.  

The importance of cooperation during important social ceremonies like circumcision has been encouraged through 
songs where each community member is required to attend this ceremony to show social cohesion. According to the 
Kamba community, ceremonies were for all members of society as they belong together and signaled a kind of social 
relationship .In ceremonies, songs passed down a message to all. Cooperation in the second period is referred to in 
connection with the community politicians who are required to cooperate in order to win the leadership roles they expect. 

The importance of songs including their use to spark historical events has taken place in this area. Lyrics that 
contain history are important for generations of Kamba and non Kamba. As Simiyu (2007) points out, oral literature, 
including songs show destruction to changes in life caused by modern education and the Christian religion that put in 
consideration modern hospital and defamation of nature. 
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The content of the history of the communityis spelled through songs where the circumcised are told that Kamba 
predicted the advent of the whites who would bring new knowledge and new languages . This is a key milestone for the 
modern generation Kamba which has been preserved in the modern song for future generations. In the opinion of the 
researcher, Oral literature,is threatened to be ruined through social changes brought about by new educational 
institutions like Western education, Christian religion , new methods of production, science and technology, among 
others. Since the world has changed so has literature, including the genre of songs that changed to correspond to social 
change, circumcision songs should be studied further and stored so that they are a reminder of the traditions and cultures 
of the community in the near future. 

Similarly, the content of stereotyping women was reflected in the first period of the study. Here a Woman was 
presented as prostitute, who does not use logic in having sex with young men who are not circumcised, as the property of 
every man, as products that are sold, and whose place is in the kitchen. There is content that is available in the first 
period of the study but not in the second period of the study, especially the content about courage during circumcision.  

Also, the circumcised are educated about the difficulties of first sex after circumcision. This content is projected in 
modern songs. The content of having confidence is seriously focused on in the second half of the study because in the 
previous study, a circumcised man was to show the courage to reveal that he was ready take responsibilities as a 
married man and provide for his family. Similarly, the circumcised were expected to show resilience in responding to a 
circumciser’s knife ready to declare that he can take the social responsibility to protect the society from any invasion. 
Nowadays, the role of social protection is no longer there it has been delegated to security officials. In addition, the 
importance of the circumcised’s courage to reveal that he was ready to marry and support his community does not exist 
because people are circumcised at younger ages, especially 9-12 years (Wahome, 2009). After circumcision, 
communities do not expect them to marry but continue to study in order to get a good job and contribute to their 
community. New content that is not in the songs of the first period and that shows social change shows how the Akamba 
people are living and may vary according to social change. Precautions related to HIV/AIDS infections.  

In addition, content about God as head of the Christians (Faith in Christian religion) and has a role in the lives of 
community members have been identified clearly in some of the songs in the second half. Initially, this study dealt with 
the religious aspect of the Akamba people before and after the advent of the colonialists. The study noted that, the 
Kamba community before the coming of the colonial government was religious. ( Mbiti 1969 ).The Kamba believed in the 
existence of God who was powerful through the symbolic names that he was given in reference to his abilities especially 
Mulungu ( God ), Mumbi ( Creator ), Mwatuangi ( who separated fingers),and Ngai ( distributing ). 

According to Mbiti (1969), Kamba community gave God a bigger role in their daily life. Before implementing any 
eating and drinking for example, drinks and a little food was poured down on the groundand blessed the participants. 
Before planting, agricultural equipment was presented before God and a sacrifice made to God to bless their work. After 
harvesting some crops were placed in a popular place known as ithembo and released to the gods. Before going to war, 
the Kamba took part in prayers to pray for victory in battle. Important social ceremonies particularly childbirth, 
circumcision, weddings, funerals among others were not perfomed before sacrifice. After the advent of the colonialists, 
the Kamba were hurriedly pushed into Christian religion and through it, some modern songs that potray their faith in the 
power of God in their lives have emerged. 

Change as the content also presented in contemporary songs which concentrated on importance of Western 
education. Songs underline the importance of new knowledge that changes the lives of young people and saves them 
from physical work such as digging some famous canals. The work of digging trenches has very limited income even 
though it is difficult. This song for the circumcised and the young encourages them to study and change their lives 
through education. 

Sexual content found in modern songs has been caused by social changes which in today's world, young people 
are seeking partners unlike in the traditional Kamba society where his parents of the uncles would be involved in 
choosing of a marriage partner. King'ei (1982) argues that the Kamba marriage was established by the parents after the 
girl's behavior was researched on accordingly. The boy’s parents got a girl. From a family which was known to be good 
and not of witches. Because today's youth are rebelling this tradition, and have begun seeking women in urban areas and 
from different tribes, these songs warn teenagers about sex for money. Those with money get lovers who are good but 
those without money get women of low class. Issues of discussing sex in public which was not tradition emerged in this 
category. After the coming of the colonists, songs changed their content to focus on money economy. This is a change 
from the first period to the second where the economy was based on cattle, goats, sheep, donkeys and products from the 
field. After the entrance of the colonists, the economy relied on money which also determined romantic relationships. 

Similarly, showing the importance of being contenteded with one's partner can be found in modern songs but was 
not in the first period of the study. Initially in the first period of the study, the circumcised were sang for songs that 
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explained that women are like farms and anyone can grow on them in the sense that any man can have sex with them. 
This content has changed in the second period of the study. At present community members are educated about the 
importance of having one woman as life changes and incurable diseases like AIDS are emerging.  

Importance of cooperation as content in his songs is spelled from the first period to the second covered in this 
study. Kamba community has continued to focus on political issues in their oral literature. Some of the songs sung at the 
ceremony show importance of social integration even at the political level. Politicians are advised to have a partnership in 
order to succeed in politics. Modern songs are created to educate communities on the importance of unity and 
cooperation. Preliminary research suggests that, Kamba communities lived together under a family where every member 
of the community had to help a fellow clan member. It was not a caste system as the community lived communaly and 
everyone lived because another did Mbiti (1969). 

Lyrics that focus on the content show importance of partnership to change political life. It is a sensitive issue which 
has emerged in modern life where the organization has experienced a turbulent marriage as marital breakdown, violence 
between the couple, killing, among others. These are changes to the content in the songs of which indicates that these 
songs change as the society changes. 

In addition, modern criticism for teens being taken to hospital to be circumcised is an issue that shows the thematic 
changes in modern songs. Some members of the community, evident in the research p take their children to hospital. 
Circumcision, according to them in the traditional way may be outdated and likely to expose those circumcised to contract 
AIDS through a circumciser’s knife who do not understand the purity of their devices. Also, according to community 
members who take their children to the hospital, circumcision is not painful. In addition, their views of ignoring the 
tradition is that the world has changed and so is the society.  
 
8. Conclusion 
 
The study addresses thematic changes in the Kamba circumcision songs. Written in natural language to interpret the 
Kamba and then Swahili. Considering ethnographic communication theory, we have noted that some of the content of 
these songs have changed according to social change. As the standard of living continues changing e.g. technological, 
economic, political and nearly all aspects, oral literature, especially the circumcision songs have taken a new thematic 
direction. This is because the songs are a reality and reflects what life is about in the community. Among the Akamba 
people, culture continues to change. This is largely attributed to changes in educational, economic, religious, western 
culture, science and technology among other changes. The study reviews these songs in detail and proves that some of 
the content has changed according to emerging issues in the community. In addition, songs in this category continue to 
play important roles in society.  
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