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BAO (MANKALA): THE SWAHILI ETHIC IN AFRICAN IDIOM

PHILIP TOWNSHEND

My aim here is twofold: to present and analyse the evidence, both documentary and
circumstantial, suggesting that Swahili bao is an essentially African game that evolved to its
present state by the accretion of a series of borrowings from the games of various mainland
peoples; and by an analysis of these traits unique to bao to demonstrate how the game
expresses ethical and social values basic to traditional Swahili society. To do this it is
necessary first to define the family of games to which bao belongs, to compare this parti-
cular game briefly with other African variants and to describe in detail the rules of play.

Mankala is the Arabic name now conventionally used to denote a whole family of board-
games involving strategies that are widespread in Africa, many parts of Asia and ex-slave
communities in the Americas. It is a two-person or two-team game played on a usually
wooden board or in holes scooped out of the ground or rock (Fig. 1). Each player or team
owns half of the board, but a salient characteristic of Mankala games is that all the pieces
used, usually seeds or stones, are identical. From a starting position determined by local
convention the players move alternately, lifting the contents of one hole at a time and
sowing them one by one round the whole board (in the case of two-row games) or round the
player’s own half of the board (in that of four-row games). Each move must begin from a
hole on the player’s side and the direction of sowing is normally fixed, anti-clockwise being
by far the most frequent. The aim in many two-row games is simply to win a majority of the
seeds in play, whereas the only object in four-row games (and in some two-row ones too) is
to make it impossible for one’s opponent to move, for example by leaving him without seeds
to play with or with only ‘singletons’ where it is not allowed to move these.

The classification of Mankala games can most conveniently be based on the mode of
capture. In the two-row games of East Africa these are two (terminology follows Townshend
1979b, hence a, d):

a) the player captures holes on the adversary’s side of the board by bringing the total
number of seeds there to a given number, usually four, when ending a sowing there.
Thereafter seeds accumulate in these holes and count towards the winnings of their
new owners.

d) the player captures seeds from his adversary’s hole opposite that in his own row in
which he has just finished a sowing, provided that the latter was previously empty.

In East African four-row games there are also two main sub-types:

A) seeds are captured from both holes opposite an already occupied inner-row hole on the
player’s side in which he ends a sowing, and are sown back into the game on the
player’s rows.

B) seeds are captured from the adversary’s inner-row holes only, or from both his inner
and outer-row holes opposite an empty inner-row hole on the player’s side in which
the latter places the last seed of a sowing, and the winnings are put aside out of play.

In the hinterland of the Swahili coast, i.e. Somalia, Kenya and Tanzania, there is a
gradual progression from two-row games only in the north to four-row games of Type B in
the south. Kenya has several of both, but only four-row games of Type A are recorded from
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Fig. 1 A Decorated Swahili Bao Board from the Tanzan
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Uganda and these run over into southwest Kenya and Tanzania, hundreds of miles from the
coast. Despite this, Swahili bao is of the four-row variety and is essentially of Type A.

A Description of Swahili Bao as Played on the Kenya Coast

Note: Double quotation marks () denote terms, used by the Swahili themselves, where
translated. Single marks (*) denote terminology coined by myself and other researchers.

1. The board is carved from hard wood, preferably that of the mkumbakusi tree (Afzelia
quanzensis). Previously good boards had chiselled decoration and a large store-hole
protruding from one end.

2. The seeds used, referred to as kete or komwe by the players, are those of thorny shrubs
known scientifically as Caesalpinia cristata or Caesalpinia bonducella which grow near
the shore. They come in pods, each containing from one to four seeds, are varying
shades of grey in colour when mature, and have a loose kernel when dry which prevents
them from bouncing or rolling far if dropped.

3. The board (bao) contains four rows of eight holes, nyumba (houses), two of which —
the fourth from the right of each player’s inner row (L and 1) — are cut square and
larger. These are called kuu (prominent, main or principal), and special rules are attach-
ed to their use in the first stage of the game (see Fig. 2a).

4. Sixty-four seeds are used, the equivalent of two per hole or 32 per player. To check that

none is missing and that each player has an equal number they are first set out as shown

in Fig. 2b. The four groups of five and the far righthand group of two are then removed
and kept in the store hole (if there is one) or on the ground, in the non-playing hand,
the player’s lap, etc.

Each player owns and sows his seeds around the two rows of holes nearest him.

6. Play is in two stages. During the first, nemo or namu (probably from ku-namua, to
disengage or get out of a trap) the seeds not at first placed on the board are introduced
one by one, the players moving alternately. The second stage, mtaji (source of liveli-
hood, perhaps connected with tgjiri, to get rich) starts when all the seeds have been
introduced.

At this point it will be more convenient to jump to a description of the second stage of
play as a grasp of the rules governing this is indispensable to understanding the special rules
applying to the first stage.

7. One ‘turn’ or ‘move’ may consist of several ‘lifts’ and ‘sowings’, and possibly of several
captures. A move starts by one player lifting the seeds in one of his holes and sowing
them one by one into the subsequent holes, moving either in a clockwise or anti-clock-
wise direction, as he chooses.

8. There are three possible results of this initial sowing:

i) the last seed falls in an empty hole and the move peters out (the player “sleeps”);

ii) the last seed falls in an occupied hole in the outer row, or one in the inner row opposite
which no seeds are available for capture. In this case all the seeds in that last hole are
lifted and sown on (a ‘relay’) in the same direction;

jii) the last seed falls in an occupied inner-row hole and seeds are captured (“eaten”) from
the adversary’s inner-row hole only immediately opposite.

A move of this last kind is called mtaji (see note 6), the whole second stage of the game
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being so called by extension. Moves of the first or second type are termed fakata,
which I believe expresses the idea of clearing (e.g. a field for sowing?).

. Captured seeds are sown along the player’s inner row starting at the end-hole (kichwa,

head) in the same direction as the previous sowing. Thus if the move leading up to the
capture was anti-clockwise the captured seeds will be sown in starting at i or I (see
Fig. 2a).

However, if the capture is from the first, second, seventh or eighth hole of the inner row
(i.e. from, i, j, o or p; I, J, O or P), which are called kimbi (perhaps connected with
ku-kimbia and mbio meaning respectively “run away” and *“‘fast” though another mean-
ing suggested to me was “‘a deep water hole on the shore™), the takings are sown in from
the nearest end-hole, which may mean reversing the direction of sowing. No change of
direction is made when making a ‘relay’ without capture from a kimbi hole.

During a mtaji move, every subsequent ‘relay’ may occasion a capture if the circumstan-
ces described at 8.iii above recur, from whichever hole such a relay is made and
whatever the contents of that hole were.

A ‘singleton’ cannot be lifted and sown on, hence a player left only with ‘singletons’ in
the second stage has lost the game.

Fifteen is the highest number of seeds that can be lifted to begin a mfaji move. Any
higher number of seeds can only be lifted for a takata move or, when a previous sowing
ends there, for a subsequent relay of the same move, whether takata or mtaji.

Each move can be defined as mtaji or takata before it is played — if no initial lift
endangers any of the adversary’s seeds then takata is the only possibility and at no point
subsequently during the same move will a capture be allowed.

A takata move is not allowed if a mtaji is available. If several mtaji possibilities exist,
any may be chosen.

No takata move may be made from an outer-row hole if a similar move is possible
from the inner row. However, a mtaji move may begin from either row subject to
condition 13.

All seeds in the outer row are safe (sometimes referred to as mali yetu, our wealth),
captures only being allowed from inner-row holes.

A player whose inner-row seeds have all been captured has lost the game. To do so
before the end of the first stage is a sign of particular weakness.

To return now to the first stage:
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Play starts from the position shown in Fig. 2c. One player, the winner of the previous
game if the present one is not the first to be played, adds one of the seeds put aside
(called nemo in this context — see note 6) to one of his occupied holes, then lifts all the
seeds in that hole and sows them in either direction. Such a move is also known as
takata as no capture is involved. It is not allowed to takata from one’s kuu hole during
the first stage of play.

As noted at 15, mtaji moves have precedence over takata ones. When there are seeds in
any of his adversary’s inner-row holes opposite occupied holes on his own inner row, the
player must make a mtaji by placing his nemo in one of the latter, capturing the seeds
opposite and sowing them in along his own inner row from whichever end he chooses. If
the capture is from a kimbi hole the takings must be sown in from the nearest end-hole
(cf. rule 10).

By capturing the seeds opposite one of his own occupied holes the player is in fact
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protecting the latter from obvious capture at the adversary’s next turn (cf. the meaning
of ku-namua at note 6); he will therefore give precedence to protecting his kuu as this
privileged accumulation hole can be of vital importance (see below). Should he absent-
mindedly omit to protect his kuu, spectators will remind him and he usually is allowed
to retake the move.

If the kuu is the only occupied hole on the player’s inner row and there are no seeds to
capture opposite, then a nemo is placed there and two seeds only are removed and sown
to one or other side (‘tapping’ or ‘taxing’ the kuu).

The seeds in one’s kuu can only be lifted and sown during the first stage in the following
two circumstances:

a move started with a capture and the last seed of a subsequent sowing is placed in the
kuu. The player may now choose whether to “sleep” or lift and sow on (‘activating’ the
kuu by a ‘relay’).

If the kuu has at some time previously contained more than the original six seeds but
following a number of the moves described at 22 has been reduced once more to that
number, and if the kuu is again the only occupied hole of the inner row, then a nemo is
placed there and all the seven seeds are lifted and sown on.

If any lap of a takata move ends in the player’s kuu, he “sleeps”; he cannot lift the seeds
there and sow on.

Once a player’s kuu has been emptied (but not just ‘tapped’) the hole loses all its
privileges and restricting characteristics, and becomes an ordinary hole like all the
others. The kuu in any case have no special significance during the second stage of play
except for that noted at 30 below.

When a player’s kuu is no longer effective he cannot base a takata move on a ‘singleton’
if other inner-row holes contain more. If however the kuu is still intact this restriction
does not apply.

Similar to rule 14, a move that started as takata (i.e. without capture) cannot include
captures in subsequent relays.

A stratagem particularly useful in the second stage when a player has been reduced to a
few seeds only with no possibility of mtaji, is the establishment of a right to the seeds in
one of his adversary’s holes. This he may do by a takata move which leaves only this one
hole menaced by his next move and which exposes none of his own seeds to capture.
He may then point to the seeds there and reserve them by saying “hizizetu.” The
other may not now lift these threatened seeds to start his next move, nor may he lift
them for a subsequent relay-lap of the same move;if he places the last seed of any sowing
there, he sleeps. He may however add to the contents of this hole in passing, perhaps in
such a way as to make them less (or more) useful to the player who has reserved them.
The latter, when his turn comes, will be obliged to capture the seeds in the hole he
reserved and not any others which may have come within the normal scope of capture
during the other’s last move, unless these are captured by a subsequent sowing of the
same move.

Each player embarks on the second stage of the game immediately after exhausting his
stock of nemo, by carrying out a move according to rules 7 and 14—16.

It sometimes happens that at the beginning of the second stage a player may have an
accumulation of 16 or more seeds in still-effective kuu hole. As long as he has mitaji
(the plural of mtaji) available, there is nothing he can do about them and they are in
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grave risk of capture unless he can disperse them by a ‘relay’ (see rule 13). If however he
is entitled to fakata he must first sow the seeds in his kuu. The consequences of this
move will be so hard to calculate in advance and of such critical importance to the
outcome of the game that the player is allowed this once to try out the move, first in
one direction and then in the other, finally reverting to the first if he finds that less
vulnerable. His adversary will wait for a signal from him that he has finished — he will
typically say “haya cheza” (*“O. K., you play now”).

Usually two players will play to decide the winner of three games. If one wins the first
two, the third becomes unnecessary and there are always plenty of onlookers eager to
try their hand. Once the winner of a set is known, the loser withdraws and another takes
his place (normally in order of arrival). If this third player beats the previous winner in
their first game, the latter retires allowing a fourth to play, otherwise they decide the
winner of a set of three as the first two players did. This system often leads to a very
good player (fundi, a craftsman, or bingwa, champion) remaining at the board for a
couple of hours or more. An average game may last ten to fifteen minutes, but when
two fundi are matched (or, alternatively, two incompetents) it may last much longer.
Except for the cases noted at 21 and 40, no re-taking of moves is permitted. Once
touched (except for the clear purpose of counting), seeds must be lifted and sown. This
rule is often attenuated in circumstances of diminished competitiveness, e.g. between
younger less experienced people or good friends playing just to sukuma wakati (push
the time along), and typically in smaller villages or towns.

Any spectator wishing to point out a more advantageous move may do so without
prejudice to the other player’s game, thanks to rule 32. The merits and demerits of the
proposed alternative can be discussed while the seeds are still in their unmoved position,
but the player must always make his move as originally planned.

Speed of decision is not at any great premium, especially once the game has reached
some degree of complexity. Counting of one’s own seeds is permitted at all times and
counting one’s adversary’s seeds is common, though certain players insist that there are
limits to be observed here. In general a player only has the right to know the contents of
a hole he is directly menacing in a mtaji situation, whereas there are no restrictions on
counting when planning a fakata move.

Spectators are indispensable to an enjoyable bao game. Any comparison with chess for
instance is misleading. Bao is a social game, normal rules of politeness, decorum and
respect, however, are in abeyance; there is frequent teasing, mocking and criticism and
all must be taken in good part. Joking insults that would cause fights or quarrels
elsewhere pass almost unnoticed during play sessions.

Bao is normally played in public only by men, though it is said that some women play
in the home. At present in most Swahili towns there are special sites set aside for bao
play, often open-sided huts. In Lamu and Pate it used to be played in the porches of
houses by neighbours, friends and relatives. At some sites play is only in the late
afternoon; at others it goes on all day with a break at least for Magharibi prayers.
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Outside Influences on Swahili Bao

The basic rules of bao identify it as of Type A: captures are made opposite occupied
holes; captured seeds are sown in on the player’s side with the possibility of further captures
during the same move; ‘singletons’ may not be lifted and sown, etc. On to this basic game at
indeterminate points in its development have been grafted a series of prominent details that
give the complete game its peculiar Swahili character. A number of these are worthy of
examination in our attempt to trace the influences that bao has undergone over the cen-
turies, namely: the gradual introduction of seeds and the division of the game into two
distinct stages; the optional direction of play; the change of direction in sowing that follows
captures from kimbi holes; the use of kuu holes, etc.

We are fortunate in possessing a mid-seventeenth century account of bao as played on the
southeast coast of Madagascar in the vicinity of Fort Dauphin (Flacourt 1661: 108—110)
where it had presumably been taken by members of the maritime-trading Swahili communi-
ty. Flacourt’s account coincides by and large with the first stage of play as still practised on
the East African coast today, and is accompanied by the diagram reproduced here (Fig. 2d).
At the beginning of the game, one seed was placed in each of the holes labelled B and C (i.e.
only twelve seeds were on the board) and the balance of 52 seeds was kept in the troughs
running the full length of the board on either side, these being introduced one by one at
every turn, according to rules 19 and 20 above. The kimbi hole distinction was probably
operative and direction of play was optional. From Flacourt’s description it is clear that
several of the special characteristics I have found worthy of investigation were already
elements of the game say 350 to 400 years ago. The notable absence is mention of kuu
holes, the resulting impression that they were not distinguished and therefore played no
special role being reinforced by the lettering on his diagram. We cannot be sure however that
Flacourt did not content himself with describing one of several variants in use as many
other writers have done; the kuu holes might then have figured in one of those he omitted.
Dandouau (1909) for example describes four games played in Madagascar: one almost iden-
tical with bao and including kuu holes; one the simplified version without; and two more
conventional Type A games. The poet Muyaka bin Haji al-Ghassaniy, in a poem entitled
“Bao Naligwa” written in the early nineteenth century, reflects lovingly on the way he
would accumulate seeds in one hole and sow them to devastating effect (Hichens 1940: 72;
Abdulaziz 1979: 293). Here we may interpret a reference to the kuu holes, but in any case
their existence by the middle of the century is certain, for the games played in Central
Africa where Arab-Swahili slave-traders penetrated at that time incorporate this trait (see
Sanderson 1913 on bao of the Yao of the Malawi-Tanzania border area and Townshend
1977: 41-45 on that of the Bangubangu in Maniéma, eastern-central Zaire. In the latter
case, as also in Madagascar and the Comoros, the kuu holes are usually not differentiated in
shape from the others).

When kuu holes found their way to Madagascar, or at least to the Sakalava of the
northwestern coast, a strange transformation seems to have taken place. Dandouau tells us
that the initial arrangement of the seeds in katra as it was called then, was as shown in
Fig. 2g and that both the holes containing three seeds were called rova: (“a royal residence
surrounded by a stockade” according to Lavondés’ glossary of the Malagasy language
1967: 179), clearly the local equvalent of the kuu. If a sowing ended in the rova on the
outer row the player’s move ended, but if it ended on the inner-row rova he would take the
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contents of both these holes as if he had lifted them from one hole, and sow them on — if,
that is, he did not choose to sleep there (cf.rule 23 above). Similarly, if a player succeeded
in capturing his opponent’s inner-row rova he also emptied that in the outer row, although
the seeds in this row were otherwise free from capture.

Rather disconcertingly the only recorded echo of such a ‘double kuu’ technique comes
from the predominantly Islamic area of Maniéma in eastern Zaire centred around the
modern town of Kasongo near the site of Nyangwe, the notorious nineteenth century
slavemarket (Townshend 1977: 41—45). The only difference is one of detail: the two kuu
(rova) contain four or five seeds at the outset, not three. It is just possible that these two
similar variations arose coincidentally from a confusion of the rules of bao with those of
other four-row Type A games previously adopted in both areas, in which captures were
always made from both holes opposite the player’s last seed. A much more interesting
possibility however is that this ‘double kuu’ practice may bear witness to Somali two-row
influence on the Swahili game and may have been more prevalent on the coast, at least as an
optional mode of play, as late as the mid-nineteenth century. The peculiarity of almost all
Mankala recorded from Somalia is that when the player captures one of his opponent’s
holes, both this and his own opposite hole become his personal accumulation depots into
which both players sow but from which the seeds may not be lifted. Clearly, however, the
possibility cannot be excluded that two-row Somali games were influenced by a now extinct
form of ‘double kuu’ bao on the northern Swahili coast rather than vice versa.

The strange practice of starting a game with only a small part of the seeds in play and of
introducing the rest one by one till a second stage of play is initiated is unrecorded in any
other Mankala variant, and I suggest we must look elsewhere for the origin of this trait.
Aside from Mankala the only other games of strategy widespread in Africa are of the Merels,
Draughts and Alquerique families. These are played mainly in the arid areas inhabited by
nomadic (and Muslim) herdsmen from Morocco and Senegal over to Egypt and down as far
as the Tana River in eastern Kenya, where under Somali influence one form is at this
moment ousting Mankala among the Orma. Known in Somali as jara, yaro etc., and in Orma
as jarti or yarti, this game consists of a square formation of 5 by 5, 7 by 7 or 9 by 9 holes
scooped out of the ground (or sometimes in variations of a square pattern of intersecting
lines, and squares contained within squares, for example as in Fig. 2e). Two differentiated
sets of playing pieces are used, typically sticks for one player and stones or pellets of dung
for the other, totalling in number one less than the number of holes, i.e. 12+12 in 5 by 5
games, 40+40 in 9 by 9 games. At the start the ‘board’ is empty and both players moving
alternately place one or two pieces, according to local convention, in the hole(s) of their
choice at each turn. Ideally the introductory stage is seen as a setting of the board for the
second, main, stage of play, a seldom expressed but nevertheless operative principle in
Swahili bao too (cf. the loss of prestige involved in losing during this early stage, noted at 18
above). Pieces are subsequently moved one at a time into adjacent holes, captures being
effected in one of the three distinct ways depending on the rules of the particular variant,
viz: a) jumping over an opponent’s piece (as in draughts); b) hemming in an opponent’s piece
between two of one’s own; or c) aligning three of one’s own pieces and thus acquiring the
right to remove any one of the opponent’s. Captured pieces are set aside and the aim is to
impoverish the other player. Several accounts attest to the existence of such games in
Somalia since at least the mid-nineteenth century (Burton 1856: 41—42, Marin 1931, and
Drake-Brockman 1912: 129—133). Much more suggestive for our enquiry however, is the
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existence of a game of this type in the Comoros as early as the seventeenth century (Hyde
1694: 233), and still today alongside 4 by 8 bao (Guy Cidey, Mayotte, pers. comm.). The
Mankala played in these islands is indisputably that of the Swahili, and local traditions
attribute the advent of this game to Abdallah bin Sultan Sharif who arrived from Zanzibar in
1503 (Abdou Ali ben Madi, Moroni, pers. comm.), which affords good circumstantial evi-
dence for supposing the 5 by 5 game to have been brought from the Swahili coast as well,
and for its having existed there at the time when bao was developing as a game. A tantalising
alternative to this idea of ultimately northern Swahili-Somali origin is suggested by the
names Hyde reports for the two games: ufuba for S by 5 and mrahha for Mankala. The latter
name is still in use in Comoro, while somewhat similar names are recorded for four-row
Type B games played this century by various peoples of Zimbabwe and northern South
Africa: mefuvha or mefuba by the Venda (Wagner 1918, Stayt 1931), moruba by the Pedi
and northern Sotho (Wagner 1918, Schapera 1937: 127), and isafuba by the Kalanga (Bent
1892: 78). A square-pattern game of Merels type called malabalaba is moreover mentioned
for the Sotho by both Laydevant (1948: 245—246) and Ashton (1952: 98) and for unspe-
cified tribes of Zimbabwe by Matthews (1964), in which connection the early trading
expeditions into Zimbabwe by Swahili and Portuguese should be borne in mind.

Another trait of bao which may be of Somali origin is the optional direction of play
(Pankhurst 1971: 180—182), otherwise unrecorded except for the Kikuyu, Embu and Mbere
of central Kenya (Leakey 1936: 165—173; Orde-Brown 1925: 126; Townshend 1979b) and
in limited circumstances for the Sukuma of northwestern Tanzania. A much more striking
characteristic however is that of the kimbi holes and their role in changing the direction of
play in mid-move (cf. rules 10 and 20 above). The principle of direction of play — depending
on which hole is emptied for the sowing — is incorporated in the two-row games of the
Baggara Arabs of Sudan (Davies 1925; see Fig.2f.) and the Kunama, Beja and Mensa
peoples of adjacent western Eritrea (Pankhurst 1971: 169—171).

It is however in the four-row games of Uganda and the whole Interlacustrine area that the
most telling parallels with this aspect of bao are found. Here clockwise (reverse) sowings are
allowed in otherwise anti-clockwise games, provided that they lead directly to a capture and
that they start from certain holes at the left end of each player’s rows: usually a, b, 0, p in
Uganda (Driberg 1927; Nsimbi 1968); a, o, (h, j) in the Interlacustrine area (Murray
1952: 217; Coupez and Benda 1963; Townshend 1977: 26—29); while Beaton (1939) re-
corded a, b, o, p, g, h, i, j for the Bari of southern Sudan (see Fig. 2a). Among Kenya’s
two-row games, those of the Kikuyu, Embu and Mbere are characterized by a change of
direction at each alternate lift of the same move (in addition to the general optional direc-
tion of play noted above), and a whole series of games in western and southern Kenya —
those of the Sabaot, Kurya, southern Maasai and Duruma — allow clockwise moves from any
hole if they lead to a capture (Townshend 1979b: 120). I feel the weight of the evidence
favours the Swahili having obtained this trait along with the basic Type A characteristics of
bao from other four-row games, despite the fact that no such games are played within
hundreds of miles of the coast at the present time. The pattern of culture contact which led
to this borrowing may well be unrecoverable.

The kuu holes are another fairly obvious borrowing from mainland Mankala games,
though again from which ones is not entirely clear. Two-row games from Ethiopia down to
Tanzania feature the capturing of holes on the opponent’s side which then accumulate seeds
that cannot be lifted and sown (compare with rule 23 above). The difference between bao



Bao (Mankala) 185

and these two-row games in this respect is that in the latter such accumulation depots have
no fixed position and must first be captured, whereas in bao the kuu holes are fixed and
operate automatically from the beginning. In many Ethiopian games a player ending his
sowing in his opponent’s captured hole taxes it of one seed and takes this together with his
own last seed as part of his winnings. In somewhat similar vein, if during the first stage of
bao a player is left with only his kuu occupied and with no seeds to capture opposite, he
removes one seed from it and sows this together with his nemo to either side (see 22 above).

In the Meru game of kiuthi the initially occupied holes, called nki, remain immune to
capture no matter how many seeds they subsequently amass, so long as their original con-
tents have not yet been sown. If however a player makes a complete tour of the board
during one move and terminates his sowing in an empty hole (on his own side) opposite one
of his opponent’s nki, he taxes that nki of one seed and takes this together with his last seed
as part of his winnings. Many other characteristics of the Meru game are common to that of
the Giryama, one of the Mijikenda (Nyika) peoples of the central Kenya coast hinterland
with a long history of contact with the Swahili. The name of the game in Meru (as also in
Kikuyu, Embu and Kamba) has the same root as those used by other Swahili neighbours, the
Pokomo and Digo, respectively mbothe and udi (Townshend 1979b). Though not precise
parallels, the similarities outlined above are highly suggestive.

Other possible sources of the kuu trait (though these too may have been borrowed from
the Ethiopian games just mentioned) are the four-row games in and around the Kalenjin area
of western Kenya. In the Turkana game a player may choose to amass a large number of
seeds in one hole termed amoru and typically situated somewhere in the middle of the inner
row. However, these seeds may be captured (as may the kuu), and when ending a sowing
there, the owner has no option but to lift the contents and sow on. If he is skilful enough to
preserve his amoru until he judges the moment opportune it may deal a devastating blow to
the other player when finally sown. Further south, the Pokot occasionally choose to make
similar accumulations in holes of their choice which are called chemoko (H. M. Schneider,
pers. comm.); here a player may terminate a sowing without lifting the contents to continue,
but the seeds are still liable to capture. Still further south among the Nandi and Kipsigis,
four-row games exist that combine the capture technique of Type B with the sowing-in of
captured seeds as in Type A. Accumulation holes called loget are typically formed in the
left-hand hole of the outer row and seeds amassed there may neither be lifted and sown on
by the owner nor captured by his opponent;indeed they serve no active purpose in the game
at all but only the passive role of accumulation and progressive withdrawal of seeds from
play, as if to compensate for the normal practice in Type B games of setting captured seeds
aside (Townshend 1979b). Popova (in press) has recorded accumulation holes that are
immune from capture in Sukuma Type A games of northwestern Tanzania, but from which a
new ‘relay’ sowing must be made if the previous sowing ends there. Conversely in Zimbabwe,
a common variant of Type B tsoro involves the use of one or two outer-row holes as
accumulation holes which are open to capture but in which the player may end his sowing
and “sleep” (Matthews 1964), a possibly significant resemblance in view of the Swahili —
Comoro — Zimbabwe/South Africa connection hypothesised earlier.

It has often been affirmed, usually with no evidence cited, that Mankala came to Africa
from Asia, just as previously it was generally supposed that Swahili culture was almost
exclusively Arabian, Persian and Indian in origin. My own reasons for believing that Mankala
travelled in the opposite direction have been stated elsewhere (Townshend 1979b). Of the
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traits common in East African two-row games that have been discussed here as possible past
influences on bao, few are reported from Asia. The capture of holes on the opponent’s row
is reported only once from each of Sri Lanka, India and Kirghizstan, while no Asian models
are known for optional or changing direction of play, nor for the gradual introduction of
pieces. In the case of four-row Mankala the evidence is clear: not one such game has been
recorded from outside Africa. Despite the uncertainty I have expressed as to the exact
source of the various characteristics of Swahili bao, I think the general point is amply
proven; bao, basically a four-row Type A game, has developed over the past centuries
through borrowings from the main continent and is a game of indelible African stamp.

Bao as Expressive of Swahili Values

In a situation of considerable ethnic and cultural flux such as Kenya has experiened
during most of the period covered by known history, where borrowing of a cultural item like
Mankala can be proved across racial, linguistic and socio-economic boundaries, it becomes in
my opinion futile to seek to establish correlations between types of games (or the formal
characteristics of any one type) and the type of society now harbouring them (see Town-
shend 1979a on Roberts, Arth and Bush 1959). Clearly such elements must have been
borrowed without regard to any social or ethical values they may have expressed elsewhere
at some previous time, although as I have suggested such values may be ensconced in less
formalised conventions of play (Townshend 1980).

In Swahili bao however we have a game that obviously underwent a continuous unbroken
development over many centuries. Impinging influences were incorporated and adapted but
did not displace the pre-existing game as often happened elsewhere. The geographical situa-
tion of the Swahili, comparatively isolated and impregnable, their dedication to Islam and
their history of interdependence and intermarriage with their neighbors have doubtless been
to a large extent responsible for the constantly accomodating continuum of their culture.
Having analysed the similarities between bao and other peoples’ games to determine the
influences to which it has been subjected I now turn to those traits that are apparently
unique to bao and which distinguish it from other Mankala games in an attempt to show
how they embody what I loosely call the ‘Swahili ethic.’

There are few cases of restrictive rules in Mankala that may be used by one player to
influence the other’s choice of move. In one sub-type (d) of the two-row game prevalent in
Kenya (among Maasai, Samburu, Meru, etc.) a player may not end the first sowing of any
more in one of his own occupied holes without first making a complete tour of his adver-
sary’s row. In the latter event the opponent’s choice of next move will be severely limited as
he now has no empty holes in which to end sowings begun from holes to his left and must
thus lift from a hole further right whose contents suffice to take the sowing over onto the
other row. In most four-row Type B games, for instance that prevalent in Mombasa among
non-Swahili, a player is not allowed to move singletons until he has eliminated or had
captured the last of his multiples; this rule sometimes obliges him to continue playing one
particular recurring group of two several times round his half of the board while his adver-
sary, having only singletons left, is free to prey on him at will. Limitations of this sort are
not frequent if the vast variety of Mankala is taken into account and seem to be of a strictly
strategical nature, it being difficult in the absence of a body of them in one game to offer
any ethical interpretation.
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Two strategical limitations that one is tempted to see in an ethical light apply in the
common Orma and Pokomo two-row game. This is basically of Type d, but only groups of
two are liable to capture. One restricting rule decrees that a player may not lift his own
groups of two, but the corrollary of this is that he does not sow into his opponent’s. In other
words he must leave his own two’s exposed (unless he sows into them in the course of a
move or lifts them for a relay), but this obligation is compensated for by the privilege of
preserving his opponent’s two’s for subsequent capture by himself later in the same move or
later in the game. I give this example to show that occasionally other games do show an
embryonic ethic, but also to point out that such cases are rare, usually inconclusive, and
sometimes strictly irrelevant — in the Pokomo case just cited for instance the game was
apparently acquired this century lock, stock and barrel from the Orma. Thus the Bantu
agriculturalist Pokomo play a game possibly inspired by a Cushitic pastoralist ethic!

If we consider four row Type A games other than bao, however, no restrictions on moves
are recorded except that, common to bao, on lifting singletons. Where modifications of basic
rules occur they tend in the opposite direction, that is, to increase the effect of moves. In
the Ganda game for example a player who captures his adversary’s two pairs of end-holes (a,
p, h, i) has automatically won, and a prestigious victory at that, whatever the state of the
rest of the board. Reverse moves in this and other games are in themselves an aggressive, not
a restraining, addition as they are optional and not at all binding on the player as the kimbi
rules are (see 10 above). In no four-row game of this type is there any restriction as to which
sort of move (mtaji or takata) must be made, from which hole, or in what circumstances, nor
any limit on the number that may be lifted. The fact that choice of move is not restricted
means that there are few and very limited opportunities for manoeuvring the adversary into
dire straits — he may trap himself by his greed for immediate gain at the expense of
long-term security, but that depends on his own errors of judgment and choice, not on his
being tricked by the player into a position of inevitable self-compromise.

Various peculiarities of bao make capture, for instance, appear at first glance much
simpler than in other games of similar type. They are made from the inner row only, which
increases the frequency of potentially fruitful confrontations as the moves can be made
without waiting for inner-row occupied holes to be paired by outer-row ones. The optional
direction of play (rule 7), the reversing effect of kimbi holes (rule 10), and the way of
sowing in captures along the inner row (rule 9) all help to keep play on that row and thus
increase the frequency of captures in any given mtaji move, yet this facility is restricted in
that only moves that start in a capture may include captures in subsequent relays (rule 14).
However, the real test in bao comes with the obligation to capture if captures are available
(rule 15). True, a player may choose between several such opportunities, but if faced with
only one, he has no choice and a clever adversary will manipulate him indefinitely by placing
him in a position — especially during the first stage of play — where for turn after turn he
never gets the slightest option of move. The following are some of the most frequent and
obvious applications of this principle of manipulation. By restricting his adversary to one
unprofitable dictated mtaji move a clever player may prevent him from:

— making a takata move that would distribute his seeds better;

— activating his kuu; i.e. he is constantly denied the right to safari or journey round his
outer row, either to save his kuu from capture or to deal the player a devastating blow.

Alternatively he can be forced to:
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— increase the contents of his kuu to an unmanageable or ineffectual total, for example to
more than 15 just before the second stage of play (see rule 13), thus neutralising any
threat it might have posed;

— expose his seeds to attack and/or annihilation;

— give the player the possibility of a safari, thus making himself the engineer of his down-
fall.

Whereas in other Mankala games an adversary in this position could just refrain from making

the capture and instead use his move to effect a better re-distribution of his seeds, in bao he

is obliged to make it nevertheless. Despite having recognised his initial blunder the careless
player cannot turn back to avoid the danger that looms ahead but is led inexorably on to
self-destruction. To achieve this skill of calling the tune, an expert must think not of

“today” or even just of “tomorrow” (as the Swahili themselves often put it) but of “the day

after tomorrow”, and plan ahead while at the same time protecting himself from similar

stratagems by his opponent. A player with the other in his power but who lets him off the
hook by allowing him to fakata (the privilege of not capturing!) will attract the contempt or
wrath of the spectators, who particularly appreciate the play of strategy and manipulation.

Perhaps the most succinct expression of the Swahili ethic is to be found in the ‘reserved
mtaji’ rule (28). This is not a privilege accorded as a matter of course but has to be earned,
usually by cool concentrated calculation. At its most dramatic it is a trap sprung on an
over-confident winner-to-be by a faltering opponent whose resilience has been dangerously
underestimated. It is a concession not to inherent weakness but to determination and
strength under pressure, as is clearly shown by the fact that if the leading player can
demolish it outright by a direct mtzaji of his own he is perfectly entitled (and expected) to do
so. There is no trifling with legitimately merited supremacy; only a show of equal or superior
presence of mind is allowed to atone for any previous momentary incompetence and is given
the chance to check the course of destruction. Once this mtaji has been staked out, the
leading player cannot simply avoid the danger by lifting and sowing the threatened seeds. He
cannot abuse this supremacy by ignoring the strugglings of an adversary who, by the mere
fact of being ranged against him in the game, has been accepted as a social equal at least for
its duration. Moreover a prominent wealthy person is expected to be even more responsible
for his own actions than his more humble fellows and should possess the foresight necessary
to avoid traps. However, he may reduce the effectiveness of the reserved capture, for exam-
ple, by sowing into it and increasing its contents so that the number of seeds that the
struggling player captures, though greater, has a less harmful effect and exposes the latter
once more to devastation. The clearest indication that this rule is not to be seen as charity
lies in the fact that the final restraint is placed not on the stronger player but on the weaker.
who, if his adversary in the course of the next move opens up several possible mitaji for him,
is not allowed to choose the most profitable but must proceed with that precise one that he
reserved for himself, leaving the other to expose himself with temporary impunity elsewhere
on the board. It is like a contract, rights and duties exquisitely balanced and rigidly adhered
to; the struggling player only gets those deserts to which he originally laid claim, he may not
abuse the concession he has wrung, any more than the other may rob him of it.

In all Kenyan and Somali two-row games, accumulation holes once appropriated and if
well situated, can only be advantageous: increasing the new owner’s winnings without any
risk to himself. This is not true of the kuu in Swahili bao, which incorporate the mixed
package of benefits and risks, privileges and obligations that I have already noted. From the
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very outset these holes, being furnished with six seeds each, are geared to accumulation. This

tendency is reinforced by the right to “sleep” in one’s kuu if ending a mtaji move there (see

23 i), by the constant insertion of nemo (rule 21) to “eat” the adversary’s seed(s) opposite

and thus protect the kuu, and by the temptation not to lift and sow the seeds there even

when the opportunity arises, in the hope of using them later to deal a blow of defeat. There
are nevertheless distinct dangers inherent in holding on to one’s kuu:

— a player may be prevented by his opponent from activating it during the first stage, the
result being that it swells to unwieldy proportions and/or risks being captured;

— if the adversary manages to capture the kuu it may lead right round his outer row and
back to the inner one for a devastating series of further captures;

— if a player is stuck with his kuu until the end of the first stage and it then contains more
than 15 seeds it will be even more prone to attack in the second stage if he is prevented
either from making a takata move from it (not allowed if his opponent can keep him
supplied with mitaji — rule 15) or from relaying it (see 23 i);

— even if he manages to takata from his kuu he may find that the results of this move,
whichever the direction chosen (see 29), lay him open to a crippling attack, especially if
his adversary has already dispersed his kuu.

From this analysis we see that privileges are not put idly into the hands of worthless
people; the promised reward for sowing one’s kuu has to be earned by judicious protection,
control, and finally contrived activation. Riches in the hands of the undeserving or incom-
petent are not only useless but positively dangerous. The scope for manipulating one’s
adversary, on lines similar to those already discussed, is considerable. And once more we find
restrictions on undue exploitation of privilege and on excess in whatever form:

— the advantages of the kuu cease to exist once the contents are sown (see rule 25);

— a player caught in the (rare) trap of having perpetually to tap his kuu (see rule 22) — a
situation which, if continued indefinitely, would eventually result in the total depletion
of his seeds — is allowed to break out by sowing the whole contents once these have been
reduced to the original six (see 23 ii);

— ‘tapping’ the kuu does not annul its privileges;

— the effectiveness of the kuu at the beginning of the second stage is drastically reduced —
even destroyed — if its contents have been allowed to exceed 15.

The restrictions on counting noted at 34 above are also of interest in the context of
ethics. When deciding on a rakata move, i.e. when not immediately threatening the oppo-
nent’s seeds and thus in a neutral position, a player has the right to ask about or count the
contents of any holes, for only when in possession of all relevant information can he be
expected to evaluate most effectively the options open to him. When deciding between a
choice of mitaji moves, however, the player is in a position of strength and may only ask to
know the contents of holes that he directly menaces. All exercise of power involves an
element of risk and unless he can remember or see the contents of his adversary’s other holes
he may find that one of them will enable the latter to deal him a reeling blow once his mzaji
is finished. Defence cannot be separated from attack and ideally a good player should
constantly be up-to-date with the state of the board — the other’s side as much as his own —
and known the contents of all the holes. An expert can usually carry the day without having
recourse to even legitimate counting.

The right of capture from inner-row holes only (rule 17, characteristic mainly of Type B
games) and the sowing-in of captures along the inner row from the appropriate end hole
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(rule 9, otherwise unrecorded in four-row Mankala) are both characteristics unique to bao as
a four-row Type A game. The ethic implicit here is the most obviously financial of all. The
part of a man’s capital on his outer row is dormant, unstaked, and consequently inalienable.
It may only be invested when dealings with invested capital are unavailable, that is, takata
moves are not allowed unless mitaji opportunities are lacking and even then must be made
from the inner row if possible (rules 15 and 16). When a mtaji move is made from a hole on
the outer row the winnings are nevertheless sown in a newly-invested capital only along the
inner row, whereas in every other East African game of this type they are sown in starting at
the hole which received the first seed of the sowing which led to the capture, whether on the
inner or outer row. Even further afield, the only other technique recorded is to sow in
starting at the hole ahead of the last seed which effected the capture. Either of these
methods is liable to swell the wealth on the outer row, the former before reaching the inner
row and the latter by spilling over at the left from the inner row to the outer. .

The principle of the Swahili game is to keep as much play (and hence as much invested
capital and earned interest) as possible on the inner row, a principle which is reinforced by
the optional direction of play and the change-of-direction rule, governing kimbi holes
(rule 10). During the first stage it is not always easy to stock one’s outer row in preparation
for the second, and even when the wealth is there, as we have seen, it has to be activated in
some well-defined way (either from a mtaji move, or by being ‘relayed’), somewhat on the
lines of the kuu, which one may view as a latent investment though in this case one which is
liable to capture. Indeed, as I pointed out earlier, a case can be made for seeing bao as an
essentially two-row game played on a four-row board.

Conclusion

The ethic implicit in bao is one of respect for deservedly and legitimately earned power,
but equally of avoidance of the abusing this power, which is seen not only as a privilege but
at the same time as a responsibility, neglect of which leads to its forfeiture. Certain personal
qualities are esteemed, in particular “involving oneself . . .in certain financial commitments
to the community and showing business acumen and an understanding of the importance of
the long term in financial matters” (Allen 1974: 111). Bao reflects a stratified society, but
one where status is to some extent mobile and not rigidly fixed. Just as even a slave might be
considered mngwana if he “conformed to ideals of culture and undeviousness” (Allen
1974: 134), s0 bao too is an expression and instrument of social levelling.

Among the most skilful players in Lamu today are a number of men on the periphery of
Swahili society with no pretensions to good breeding and refined manners (the cornerstones
of uungwana). However their proficiency is unlikely to afford them much opportunity for
social advancement now, as men of prestigious descent (ironically termed zijoho) are distanc-
ing themselves from bao and, insofar as they play any game at all, are turning to dama, a
game akin to draughts, which they see probably correctly as of Islamic Arab origin and
therefore more appropriate for them, bao being referred to explicitly as an African game (ya
huko Africa). Bao, once played in the porches of the houses of the wealthy, is today played
in discreet places, while dama is played at prominent sites even by the well-respected citi-
zens. It is as if bao had become too vulgar, or paradoxically, its refinement irrelevant in a
society where prestige is becoming increasingly dependent on wealth alone and where social
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graces count for a little less each day. Yet I once heard a man from Pate Island volunteer the
view that bao is a good preparation for the ups and downs of life; a view which suggests that
the game not only expressed but also fostered the Swahili ethic, at least in the past.
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