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The Tharaka of Kenya

ISO Language Code: thk

There are 100,000 Tharaka who occupy the low plains between the slopes of 
Mount Kenya in the west and the upper Tana River in the east. Their history of 
immigration dates back to the spread of the Bantu people from southern Africa. 
About 10% live in towns, the rest in villages.  Village life is considered the 
superior lifestyle as it preserves their tradition and culture.
     They are farmers, keeping cows, goats and sheep and growing cereal crops, 
cotton, and sun flowers. They trade with people all over the nation and the 
economy has developed quickly in recent years.
     A sense of belonging is an important aspect of life among the Tharaka people. 
The most respected person is a "mukuru" (elder), who gives advice and settles 
disputes in the community. A man has to go through several stages in life and 
education before reaching this highest state.
     Marriage brings the woman's family into close relation with the man's and 
involves a high bride price paid by the husband's father to the wife's father. 
During the ceremony itself there is a lot of celebrating and beer drinking. Other 
celebrations take place during circumcision ceremonies, on the birth of a child and 
in the harvests of June and January.
     The first preaching of the Gospel was very opposed, but when one of their own 
people responded many more were encouraged by example to do the same. 
Christianity has spread rapidly since the arrival of the Pentecostals in 1960 and 
after Independence when mission schools were allowed to open. An estimated 
20% are active Christians, but 70% have changed from traditional religion and 
believe that Jesus is the Son of God.
     The current needs in Tharaka are for better roads and communication, better 
health care, provision for famine and drought relief and education. The translation 
of the Bible into Tharaka is also very important as 40% of the population speak 
only Tharaka.

Disciples (Matt 28.19):
70%

Scripture Status (Matt 28.20):
Gospel of Mark only

Primary Religion:
Christian

Churches:

Population (date):
100,000 (1988)
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The Tharaka of Kenya

Have They Heard The Gospel? Profile Summary
Call Themselves Christian (%) 70

Believe In Jesus As God & Only Savior (%) 70%

Believe Jesus Is A Myth (%) 30

Number Of Pastors 100

   Comment (Pastors) At least 1 pastor for every 100 people

Number Of Missionaries Working 20

Is The Word Of God Translated? Mark's Gospel

Translation Medium Printed

Any Hinderance To Scripture Distribution? Lack of literacy. Poor roads make transport and communication difficult. Some 
Tharaka people read the Imenti Bible but do not fully understand its meaning because 
some Imenti words have a different meaning or no meaning in Tharaka.

Forms Of Gospel Presentation Available (Summary) No other forms of presentation are available.

What Kind Of Missionaries Are Needed? Yes, any form of assistance to meet the educational, technical and financial needs.

Population All Countries Group Description
World Population For This People 100,000

World Population (Date) 1988

World Population (Urban Percent) 10%

   Comment (World Population) The Tharaka were once considered Merus, but now have their own district.

Countries Where People Group Lives Group Description
Country Name Kenya

Geography & Environment Group Description
Location Tharaka-Nithi district of the Eastern Province, and on the eastern slopes of Mount 

Kenya. Some live on the coast and a few are scattered in cities and towns. Others live 
in Kitui and Embu Districts.  

Country Kenya

Ecosystem Type Scrub Forest

Geological Type Plains

Elevation 900 meters

Longitude 38

Climate Hot climate. Rainfall is not reliable and so crops often fail. There are two rainy 
seasons: the long rains and storms from March to May, known as "Nthano"; and the 
short rains in late October and early November. The latter are  called "Miratho" 
(beginning of the year) because traditionally this is the beginning of the Tharaka new 
year.  What happens in the rainy season sets the pattern for the whole year, known as 
"Muratho".

   Comments (Geography & Environment) Tharaka is semi-arid with short trees. Forests are found on the mountains only.

Language & Linguistics Group Description
   Comment (Language) Tharaka speech is influenced by other languages in different areas, by Kikuyu in the 

south, by Makandune in Central Tharaka, by Imenti in the north and by Kamba in the 
east. The main dialect is Ntugi though there are fewer speakers.

Alternate Language Names Kitharaka,Bantu

Attitude Towards Mother Tongue Indifferent

Percent Monolingual (%) 40

Second Languages 60

Other Mother Tongues Of This Group SWAHILI

Other Mother Tongues Of This Group SWAHILI
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   Comment (On Other Mother Tongues) About 20% of those who only speak Tharaka, can understand but not speak Swahili. 
English is also spoken.

Literacy Group Description
Adult Literacy Percentage 60

Literacy Attitude Very receptive

Active Literacy Program Yes

   Comment (Literacy) Very few adults, especially those from rural areas, are literate.  But they want to learn.

Economics Group Description
Subsistence Type Agriculturalists

Average Annual Income not known

Occupation Most are farmers, but some own shops, matatus, or work in government.

Income Sources Farming in cereal crops, cotton, and sunflower. The Tharaka are also pastoralists 
keeping cows, goats and sheep, which they use to trade for other goods. Donkeys are 
used for carrying water and goods to the market.

Products / Crafts Basketry, pottery, carving, carpentry

Trade Partners The Tharaka trade with people all over the nation.

Modernization / Utilities Matatus

   Comment (Economy) The economy has developed a lot in the last few years.  Maize and cereal crops are 
improving the economy in Tharaka.

Community Development Group Description
Health Care  (Quality) Poor

   Comment (Health Care) There is no district hospital, only clinics and dispensaries.

Diet  (Quality) Fair

   Comment (Diet) Poorer families drink gruel made from millet for every meal with ugali occasionally 
for variety. Those with more money can afford vegetables and eat maize and beans in 
addition to the millet products (porridge and ugali).

Water  (Quality) Fair

   Comment (Water) Some people drink borehole water.

Shelter Description Most houses are made from mud or grass. Some have iron sheets  for roofs.

Energy/Fuel (Quality) None

   Comment (Energy) The main fuel is firewood and charcoal.  Paraffin is used for lamps.

Clothing Western style

Transportation A few homes have a bicycle or use donkeys.  Some can afford vehicles like 
landrovers, but the majority walk.

Infant Mortality Rate Low

Life Expectancy 50 to 60 years

Leading Cause Of Death Malaria, childbirth

   Comment (Community Development) Transport problems make emergency care difficult.  Sometimes more money is spent 
on transport than on medical costs.

Society & Culture Group Description
Family Structures The nuclear family exists, but after marriage the wife's clan has close relations with the 

husband's though the clans may not live near each other. Fathers have the greatest 
authority. Divorce is not common because the husband's father has to pay back a high 
bride price if the wife returns to her father's home.

Neighbor Relations The Tharaka can visit the Chuka and Kamba areas safely. There has been fighting with 
the Imenti, but relations are good now. Border disputes with the Mwimbi make it 
unsafe for the Tharaka to visit this area.

Authority / Rule Now the Tharaka  follow the Government system, though in the past, they had a 
Council of Elders.
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Social Habits/Groupings Traditionally there were four age groups. The first stage after childhood is for 
uncircumcised boys and girls. They are taught good moral behavior. Next the Kirimo 
is said to swallow up the younger boy (at 10-15 years) and he leaves home to live in a 
Kibuuru where he learns to fight and shoot and sing traditional music. At 20-25 years 
boys are circumcised and become Nthaka (warriors). They stay in a Gaaru and learn to 
defend the community and take care of their families. Girls also go through these 
stages but stay with their mother and learn domestic tasks and how to look after the 
Nthaka. In the final stage (about 40 years) the men and women are elders who live at 
home and can give advice and settle disputes. These groupings still apply, but the boys 
live at home and the age groups are more flexible.

Cultural Change Pace Rapid

Identification With National Culture Similar

Self Image Prestigious

Judicial / Punishment System Same as national Government system.

Celebrations In marriages there is much celebration and beer drinking; in the harvest months, June 
and January, women sing and praise the god of Mount Kenya; on birth of a child the 
friends of the mother give 8 ululations for a boy and 4 for a girl;. There are also 
celebrations for circumcision and more recently for successes, birthdays and 
anniversaries.

Recreations Playing football, going to bars, drinking, sitting around the fire at night to share things.

Art Forms Drawings, clothes made from animal skins, jewelry from beads

Media Radio is available, though not every family has one.

Local Language Broadcasting < 20 minutes daily

Attitude To Outsiders Very receptive

Attitude To Change Somewhat receptive

   Comment (Culture) Some people say that the Tharaka are hostile because they are offended by aggressive 
people. This is not true though they do react if provoked. The people are often willing 
to change if they understand the benefits.

Youth Group Description
Labor and tasks (6-12 year olds) Most young people go to school and help their parents with farm work. Girls also help 

with kitchen work.
Youth Problems (Teens) The parents must pay fees and buy a uniform and textbooks to send a child to school.  

Young people want to go to school, but rising costs may lead to higher drop-out rates, 
especially for secondary schools and universities.

Youth Greatest Needs (teens) Supply of materials and adequate buildings.

   Comment (Youth)  

Education Group Description
Primary Schools 200

Primary School Enrollment 2,000

Teacher To Pupil Ratio 44

Language Of Instruction Early Years Swahili (specific)

Language Of Textbooks Early Years Swahili (specific)

Language Of Instruction Later Years English

Language Of Textbooks Later Years English

Number Of Schools > 90% Homogeneous 8

   Comment (Education) In lower primary school, children are educated in the vernacular language and some 
Swahili. There are no textbooks in the vernacular language except Imenti. All Primary 
schools are mixed except for a few boarding schools. The number of eligible children 
attending school is greater in villages where the people understand the importance of 
education.

Church Growth Status of Christianity
Reached Status Engaged

Christian Clinics/Hospitals 2
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   Comment (Church Growth) There are at least 10 different groups of churches, the biggest group being the East 
Africa Pentecostals. Plans have been made for a Christian literacy center. The Church 
is growing rapidly and changing some of the views of traditional religion.

Religion & Response Status of Christianity
Religious Practices & Ceremonies Sunday worship, Christian ceremonies and holidays. In the traditional animist religion, 

there are sacrifices in groves when there is an epidemic or no rain and for outcasts who 
survive beyond birth.

Attitude To Christianity Very receptive

Attitude To Religious Change Somewhat receptive

Resistance / Receptivity People are willing to listen to preaching even in market-places.

Spiritual Climate And Openness People are open to religion, especially Christianity.

   Comment (Religion) The majority of people attend church and call themselves Christians. Some are 
atheists.  About 40% practice traditional religion which is still strong enough to 
decrease the influence of Christianity.

Recommended Approaches By having trained and supported pastors and preachers in the area and by house to 
house evangelism, open-air meetings, camps and seminars.

Current Needs Better transport, communication, education, finances and more Bibles. Greatest need is 
among the older people because they do not go out much and must be reached in their 
own homes.

Items For Prayer For all the gospels to be completed in Tharaka, for a means of communication and 
transport to reach the people in villages, and for public relations.

History Of Christianity In Group Status of Christianity
Year Began 1948

By Whom Roman Catholic Church

Significant Events The arrival of Norwegian Pentecostals in 1960 made a big impact on Tharaka. Printing 
of Gospel of Mark in 1993.

   Comments (History of Christianity) After Independence, Christianity increased because mission schools were able to open. 
At first people who were seen to be Christians were outcasts, but now they are 
respected.

Scripture Status of Christianity
Translation Status Definite

Available Scripture Portions

Form Of Scripture Available Printed

Scripture Use Majority of churches

Scripture Use 5

   Comment (Scripture) More money is needed for publication and communication of the Scriptures.

Missions and Churches Status of Christianity
Organization Name Roman Catholic Church

Main Ministry Medical

Year Started 1948

Number Of Expatriate Workers 20

Language Used By Workers Tharaka

Organization Name Pentecostal

Main Ministry Church Planting

Year Started 1960

Number Of Adherents 500

Number Of National Workers 500

Number Of Workers Using Local Language 500

Language Used By Workers Tharaka
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Organization Name Methodist

Main Ministry Church Planting

Organization Name African Inland Mission

Main Ministry Church Planting

Organization Name Bible Translation and Literacy

Main Ministry Bible Translation

Year Started 1988

Number Of Adherents 500

Number Of National Workers 500

Number Of Workers Using Local Language 500

Language Used By Workers Swahili (specific)

Christian Literature And Media Status Status of Christianity
Literature Available There is no Christian literature in Tharaka.

Audio Recordings Available None

Films Available None

Radio Programs Available None

Videos Available None

Audio Visual Available None


