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Abstract

There are plants whose reverence features in African
verbal arts. One such plant in Kenya is of the fig
species. For the Agikdya it is the Miigumo; Oreteti for
the Maasai and Reteti for the Samburu. These
communities’ mythologies posit that it is a taboo to
cut this scared plant. This knowledge features in the
textures of verbal arts that these communities commit
to addressing the effects of losing such a plant. Yet,
postcolonial Kenya’s need to meet the rising demands
for her infrastructure development threatens to drive
the Mdgumo into extinction thereby occasioning
tension over its sustainability. For instance, in 2020
there were attempts to translocate a century old
Migumo that has been growing in the centre of
Nairobi city to pave way for the construction of a
twenty-seven kilometres highway, the Nairobi
Expressway. However, environmental activists
protested the translocation and invoked Gikiyt
mythology about Migumo. They then petitioned the
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Résumé

Certaines plantes sont vénérées dans l'art verbal africain.
L'une d'entre elles, au Kenya, est une espece de figuier.
Pour les Agikiya, c'est le Migumo ; Oreteti pout les Maasai
et Refeti pour les Samburu. Les mythologies de ces
communautés affirment qu'il est tabou de couper cette
plante eftrayante. Cette connaissance se retrouve dans les
textures des arts verbaux que ces communautés
consacrent aux effets de la perte d'une telle plante.
Pourtant, la nécessité pour le Kenya postcolonial de
répondre aux demandes croissantes de développement de
ses infrastructures menace de faire disparaitre le Migumo,
provoquant ainsi des tensions quant a sa durabilité. Par
exemple, en 2020, des tentatives ont été faites pour
déplacer un Mijgumo centenaire du centre de la ville de
Nairobi afin de faire passer une autoroute de 27
kilometres : la Nairobi Expressway. Contre ce projet, les
défenseurs de l'environnement ont invoqué la mythologie
Gikaya sur le Magumo pour rejeter la transplantation. Ils
ont ensuite adressé une pétition au gouvernement du



Government of Kenya to save the said Migumo.
Luckily, the Government of Kenya heeded to their
clarion call. In late November 2020 a presidential
decree termed the Magumo a “beacon of Kenya's
cultural and ecological heritage.” At last, the Migumo
survived the envisaged relocation. From such an
experience I deduce the recognition and activation of
the agency of the Miigumo mythology in curtailing the
species’ extinction. Whereas the cited experience
relates efforts to deal with a human instigated threat to
the sustainability of biodiversity, my presentation
zooms in on the sensorialities of a chant that the
Samburu perform to actuate the agency of reteti, a
nonhuman agent that informs this community’s
knowledges about nonhuman contribution to
biodiversity endangerment. The Samburu actualise the
chant in the context of lamal. Lamal is a ritual that the
Samburu enact to mitigate the effects of such
ecological related catastrophes as drought or flood.
The chant features several plants yet, the aesthetic
prominence of reteti in the genre underlines its
importance in the Samburu ecolore on biodiversity
loss. 1, therefore, hold that such a literary intervention
is useful in engagements with normative logics on
ecological sustainability.
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