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DOCUMENTING ENDANGERED 
KNOWLEDGE IN KORR, NORTHERN KENYA

This session includes an article examining Khandi - the 
initiation ceremony of the Rendile of northern Kenya, 
from Dr Samuel Derbyshire, Junior Research Fellow in 
Anthropology. 

With each session in the Year 12 course, we will include a 
competition for you to participate in, based on the 
academic session. Details of the competition, alongside 
further resources related to rites of passage, are included 
in this session!

COMPETITIONS & PRIZES

For full details on all competitions, including instructions for submitting 
your entry, please see the Arts and Humanities Competitions page of 
the Year 12 section on Inspire Digital.

The deadline for competition entries is Tuesday 20th April at 5pm.
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DOCUMENTING ENDANGERED 
KNOWLEDGE IN KORR, NORTHERN 
KENYA 
Khandi is the initiation ceremony of the Rendile of north-
ern Kenya. It is an event that draws together thousands 
of young men to undertake a series of ritually significant 
activities prior to, during and after their circumcision. The 
initiates live in the wilderness for months, eating only 
meat. They gather to sing on a daily basis, occasionally 
bringing meat to their family members in nearby villages 
and assembling in the dead of night in a central location 
to dance in a crowd. 

Prior to their circumcision, they travel miles away on foot 
to collect stones from a particular mountain designated 
by the elders. These are the stones upon which they will 
be circumcised, in a structure made from brush called 
the gaim. Once they have brought these stones to the 
village, they set off again to fetch water from a specific 
well. This is the water with which they will have their 
heads shaved on the day before the main event using 
woven bowls called murub, which are otherwise used to 
collect milk from camels. Once they have been circum-
cised, the initiates return to the wilderness for a further 
month, this time armed with bows and arrows and wear-
ing new cowhide shoes. They hunt wild birds to make 
ornate headdresses. 

Before Khandi they are considered boys by the wider com-
munity, unable to marry or take part in any significant deci-
sion-making processes. After Khandi, they become ‘moran’ 
  the warriors, historically speaking, of Rendille society. 

With support from the British Museum’s Endangered 
Material Knowledge Programme, my team and I docu-
mented Khandi for the first time in history in February 
2021. Through a mixture of photography and videogra-
phy, we sought to generate an archive of visual materials 
that might encompass the spirit of this unique event. 
Why? The answer is twofold. 

Right and above
Initiates gathering 
together to sing

Below  
Men of the Kimogul family taking 
their camels out onto the plains 
to graze in the early morning
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Firstly, it is clear that this ceremony is of profound importance to Rendille society. 
It ties conceptions of masculinity, adulthood and hierarchy into collaborative ac-
tivities, experiences and, by extension, memories. Documenting Khandi is part 
and parcel of examining the intricate processes that structure identity formation 
and social interaction in contemporary Rendille communities. Knowing more about 
these is, of course, important in its own right, but it will also allow us to ask better 
questions as largescale infrastructural and economic transformations continue to 
unravel across northern Kenya in the years ahead. 

Secondly, Khandi is inextricably entangled with a diverse array of social, econom-
ic and political forces that, now more than ever, threaten to block its continuation 
in the years ahead. It takes place once every fourteen years, and its requirements 
 time away from school for any students, for example  are increasingly difficult 
to meet. The possibility that 2021 saw the last Khandi ceremony to ever take place 
in Rendileland is painful and uncomfortable to consider for most. What connota-
tions would that harbour for the nature of community itself? What changes in 
conception would it bring in relation to adulthood, ethnicity and identity? 

Our hope, of course, is that any upcoming transformations are able to be actively 
community led and managed in the years ahead, and that ceremonial reconfigu-
rations take place in co-ordination with the shifting concerns and aspirations of 
participants, rather than unwanted political or economic pressures. 

Whatever the future holds, we have faith that our small archive, which will be 
open access in perpetuity on the British Museum website, will be of some value 
and interest for generations to come. 

Right
Three murub containers, 
woven from doum palm 
and coated in resin. In 
everyday life they are 
used to milk camels, 
during khandi they 
contain water while the 
initiates have their 
heads shaved.

Below
The construction of 
the gaim, where the 
circumcision will take place

FURTHER READING
Rites of passage in a world 
that is not flat
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If ceremonies like Khandi seem obscure or unusual it is only through 
a lack of familiarity. Each human society finds its own ways of per-
forming and displaying various socially significant transitions and, 
in doing so, tying generations together in mutual experience over 
years of change. 

Think of a ceremony or ritual event that you have experienced in 
your life, for example a marriage, funeral or naming ceremony. De-
scribe this ceremony from your recollections in 300 words. Go into 
analytical detail regardless of how familiar it may be. Pay attention 
to the various activities that took place, the roles of the participants, 
their positions and movements and the symbolism of the things 
that are worn, said and enacted. 

HOW TO ENTER

For full details on how to submit your entry, please see the Arts & 
Humanities Competitions page of the Year 12 section on Inspire 
Digital. The deadline for submission is Tues 20th April at 5pm.

PRIZES

For each competition, up to 5 winning entries will each receive a 
£10 Amazon voucher. Each winning entry will also be published on 
Inspire Digital about a week after each competition’s closing date.

COMPETITION AH2:
DOCUMENTING ENDANGERED 

KNOWLEDGE

CLICK HERE TO SUBMIT 
YOUR ANSWER

WELCOME TO OXPLORE!
Oxplore is an innovative digital outreach 
portal from the University of Oxford. As 
the ‘Home of Big Questions’ it aims to 
engage those from 11 to 18 years with 
debates and ideas that go beyond what 
is covered in the classroom. Big questions 
tackle complex ideas across a wide range 
of subjects and draw on the latest research 
undertaken at Oxford. Click these links to 
start exploring some Big Questions...

Do we stay the same from 
birth?

Should celebrities influence you 
more than your parents?

LOOKING FOR A NEW PODCAST 
TO GET STUCK INTO?
The University of Oxford provides a huge variety of pod-
casts on every topic imaginable, from cutting-edge sci-
entific research to exciting events happening now at the 
university. You can find these on the University website 
or on Apple Podcasts. The BBC radio programme, In Our 
Time, covers a wide variety of fascinating subjects, dis-
cussed by world-leading experts, including Oxford academ-
ics! Here are a few of our favourites:

Our Own Way in This Part of the World: 
Biography of an African Community, 
Culture, and Nation
In Our Time: Marriage

DID YOU ENJOY THIS TOPIC?

You might be interested in the following courses we 
offer at St John’s... 

Archaeology & Anthropology

Hear from a St John’s student about studying this 
course by clicking the links below...

Archaeology & Anthropology
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MEET OUR JCR 
ACCESS AND 
ADMISSIONS 
OFFICER... 

TALULA

Where are you from?

I am from Northern Ireland - I currently 
live near Belfast.

What do you study?

I study European and Middle Eastern Lan-
guages (Spanish and Arabic).

What does the Access and Admissions 
Officer do?

The Access Officer helps the college in 
their work on widening access through 
their outreach work. This normally in-
cludes helping during the Open Day peri-
od, throughout the year as a Student Am-
bassador, and during the interview period. 
It’s also important for the Access Officer 
to promote the interests of students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds.

CHAT TO STUDENTS!
Coming soon: talk to Talula, and other current St John’s 
students on The Access Platform (TAP)!

What is your favourite thing about St. 
John’s?

It has to be the gardens. They are so beau-
tiful (and really big for being in the centre 
of Oxford) and they are such a good place 
to go after classes. 

What is Oxford like as a city?

I think that it is a really pleasant city to 
live in. It’s not too big, so you never have 
to walk too far to get anywhere. The ar-
chitecture is stunning, there are so many 
buildings that look impressive, and many 
of them are colleges. Also, there are loads 
of parks and lovely walks, so it is nice to 
go for a walk to relax.

What is your favourite thing about 
studying at Oxford?

Probably how personal your course is. You 
have a college tutor who oversees your 
studies, and you also usually have small 
classes. This means that your tutors real-
ly get to know you, and vice versa.
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