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While we worked on this issue of Jahazi - Volume 7 – that focuses on Art for Social 
Change- Ngugi wa Thiong’o turned 80 and published a new book, Wrestling with the 
Devil. We honor him for his lifelong contribution to art and start the Volume with 
excerpts from his essays written in the 1970s in the book, Writers in Politics. His 
thoughts on literature and theatre and their place in the national culture are pivotal 
to Jahazi. When he articulated them in the 1970s, they became a key turning point 
in his life as a teacher, writer, playwright and theatre practitioner. At the time, he was 
transitioning from western practice and philosophy in his art to explore how language 
and literature could contribute in the decolonisation of the African continent. His 
questions and concerns about a democracy that defends the poor and marginalised 
and decolonisation of culture, remain valid not only for Kenya but the African continent 
and globally. 

A more recent ground breaking event was the High Court ruling in September 2018 
on the banning of the film Rafiki by Kenya Film Classification Board (KFCB) due to its 
gay theme. Kimani Njogu, the chairman of the artists advocacy group, the Creative 
Economy Working Group (CEWG), expounds on the processes of fighting to lift 
this ban and allowing a showing of the film to enable it enter as a nominee for the 
Oscar Awards. In the same spirit of capturing the continued struggle for human rights, 
freedom of expression and especially the artists fight against censorship, Joyce Nyairo’s 
speech at the launch Wahome Mutahi’s book The Best of Whispers, a compilation 
of the works of a satirical writer by his children, is a reminder of the importance of 
legacies to continue the work of ensuring freedoms from generation to generation. 
The critical question that arises with regard to humour is how to find the balance 
between the laughter and anger to enable people to action for better governance.

The Constitution of Kenya introduced devolution as a governance structure. Kawive 
explores necessary policy changes and practical activities county governments 
can undertake to advance a more vibrant, responsive and dynamic cultural sector 
by reclaiming old and creating new spaces of democratic engagement for cultural 
advancement.

The Issue converses with artists engaged in diverse genres from writing, film, 
architecture, dramatherapy, storytelling, photography and many more art forms, 
to explore how their practice has influenced society. There is a common vein 
and conviction among the artists of the power of their art to not only engage with 
community, but to change the lives of individuals and the larger populace. They discuss 
the specific impact of their art forms. 

Craig reminds us that the visual arts, through such platforms as the Sisi kwa Sisi 
exhibition, have been part of the protest movement in Kenya from the early post-
independence period under the first president, Jomo Kenyatta, through to the Moi 
“error” and post-election violence under Mwai Kibaki’s presidency. He emphasizes 
the overt and general sustained activism for good governance. Billy Mutu, a visual artist 
working with inmates in prisons, observes the changes occurring at the individual level 
including to himself as an artist, in this transformative process. 
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There is also a strong sense of the need to dare, for nonconformity to allow space for 
this transformation to happen. This can be seen in Wairimu Nderitu’s work in including 
women in peace processes, and Juliani’s challenging of the “Sunday only” Christian in 
his music. Christopher Odhiambo’s examination of the foul language used by hawkers 
at the Kisumu bus park to “besmirch and debase” customers seeks to remind us, as 
Mikhail Bakhtin’s analysis of ‘the language at the marketplace’ in Rabelais intended, that 
as humans, the basic functions we engage in make us equal and that we need to freely 
express ourselves. Venturing into film study, Edwin traces how film has been used as 
propaganda under colonialism in Kenya and around the world. Thus, while art can 
bring about positive change, it could play exploitative and oppressive functions too. As 
Abraham Ali the photographer states, as artists “we bear the responsibility to do right 
by whoever we encounter”.

As a practising artist, I noted with concern three recurring issues that we need to 
address urgently as a sector. One is the need to find ways to build self-sustaining artistic 
practice as there is  heavy reliance on external funding. How do we keep working 
without having to wait for resources from elsewhere? What models do we need to 
recreate, adapt or create to enable this? Secondly, is the limited documentation on 
past and on-going artistic work in the country. Perhaps, this work has been recorded 
in forms inaccessible to the public, but the key issue is that both the established and 
upcoming artists need to have reference to anchor their work. Jahazi has and continues 
to contribute towards efforts to document cultural work through conversations with 
both art practitioners and academicians. Last, is the growing trend to celebrate our 
art through competitive events. In Kenya, competition has tended to overwhelm the 
celebratory and sharing elements of artistic show-casings as is evidenced by the well-
established national schools and colleges’ drama and music festivals. How do we create 
a balance between celebration and healthy, affirmative competition?

Karibuni.
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Early on the morning of December 31, 1977, Ngugi wa Thiong’o was picked up by 
police officers from his home under the notorious Public Order Act and detained 
without trial for a year. The Act permitted the state to detain a person indefinitely and 
without charge or possibility of appeal, if his views were at variance with those of the 
government.

Prior to the arrest, he had published celebrated novels such as The River Between, 
Weep Not Child, A Grain of Wheat and Petals of Blood. He had also released the plays 
This Time Tomorrow and The Black Hermit. But it is his work in the theatre at Kamiriithu 
Educational Community Centre where he engaged closely with the workers and 
peasants of Limuru to stage Ngaahika Ndeenda (I will Marry When I want), that shook 
the political class. They saw Ngugi’s artistic productions and the embodying right 
to freedom of expression as subversive and an affront to the status quo.  The play, 
performed in Gikuyu to  multi-ethnic audiences for a month before it was banned, was 
viewed as inciting communities against the state as it questioned the emerging socio-
economic inequalities, greed and corruption among leaders, and the entrenchment of 
land governance policies and practices that favored the political elite. 

The state censorship of theatre in the 1970s and 1980s was buttressed by legislation 
derived from colonialism and used to clamp down on dissent. After detention, Ngugi 
continued working through the arts to ask fundamental questions about governance 
practices in Kenya. He was unrelenting in the use of theatre and was involved once 
again in the writing and production of the play Maitu Njugira (Mother Sing for Me), 
whose performance, though not permitted in theatres, was nevertheless watched by 
many Kenyan’s during rehearsals at the University of Nairobi. 

Together with many government critics, Ngugi went into exile in 1982 and returned 
in 2004. Although, I had met him briefly in the late 1970s, it is during his tenure in the 
Department of Comparative Literature at Yale University that I had the opportunity of 
working closely with him as a graduate student. It was a privilege to moderate his first 
public lecture at the Kenyatta International Conference Centre (2004) after 22 years of 
exile.  The world famous literary giant turned 80 this year and as we release this Issue 
of Jahazi, we ought to reflect for a moment on art, culture and change – an intersection 
that has engaged Ngugi for over six decades. 

Throughout his writings, Ngugi commits his works to social change and writes to 
articulate a position in defence of the poor and marginalised in society. This is as it 
should be. The arts have a critical role to play in society not only because artists and 
the products they create are bridges between individuals and the larger society but 
also due to their effect on society.  The arts contribute to the affirmation or negation 
of beliefs, attitudes and values.  They provide a window through which we can see 
ourselves, and the world around us. 

Products from the creative experience are shaped by social influences and, equally, 
influence society, sometimes in fundamental ways. The artist’s interpretation of 
their world is determined by a number of factors including the artist’s philosophical 
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orientation, history, and the context of production.  Their philosophical posture 
allows artists to interpret in varied ways the political, economic, social, and cultural 
experiences.  In the process, they have the power to move beyond artistic depiction 
of realities and to the suggestion that communities can transform their circumstances.  
When they encourage and prompt reflection and action, creative products become 
part of the struggle for equity and social justice.  

In Decolonising the Mind: The Politics of Language in African Literature (1986) Ngugi 
urges his readers to identify with the tradition of resistance and the needs of ordinary 
citizens. This identification would be a contribution to democracy and social justice. It 
is this role of the arts in liberation and freedom that permeate all of his works. Indeed, 
he observes in Globalectics: Theory and Politics of Knowing (2012) that “The arts are 
to the imagination what food is to the body and spirituality to the soul, but they have 
the added character of guiding all human activities” (p. 65). Recent national and global 
tendencies towards insularity and intolerance of difference are a signal that artists ought 
to articulate a position that is in harmony with social justice, inclusion and freedom. 
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These excerpts are published in this journal with permission from East African Educational Publishers Ltd.

Literature and Society1

 Ignorant of their country, some people can only relate tales of   
 ancient Greece and other foreign lands.
 Mao Tse-Tung
 If we want to turn Africa into a new Europe, then let us leave   
 the destiny of our countries to Europeans. They will    
 know how to do it better than the most gifted among us.
 Frantz Fanon

The subject of our three days gathering and discussion is the place and 
the teaching of African literature in our schools. I hope that the very title 
will provoke us to anger and protest: how come that it has taken ten 
whole years after constitutional independence, Uhuru wa Bendera, for 
us native sons and daughters to meet and to debate for the first time 
on the subject — the place of our literature in our education system? 
And why do we find it necessary to qualify this literature with the word 
‘African’, for what else should it be?

A Russian child grows under the influence of his native imaginative 
literature: a Chinese, a Frenchman, a German or an Englishman first 
imbibes his national literature before attempting to take in other worlds. 
That the central taproot of his cultural nourishment should lie deep in his 
native soil is taken for granted. This ABC of education is followed in most 
societies because it is demanded by the practice and the experience of 
living and growing.

Not so in Africa, the West Indies and the colonized world as a whole, 
despite the crucial role of the twin fields of literature and culture in 
making a child aware of, and rediscover his environment.

Let me give you three examples:
The other day I found my own son trying to memorize a poem by 
William Wordsworth. I contained my disappointment and held the book 
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for him while, with a face tortured with the effort, he recited:

I wander’d lonely as a cloud
That floats on high o’er vales and hills,
When all at once I saw a crowd,
A host, of golden daffodils
Beside the lake, beneath the trees,
Fluttering and dancing in the breeze.

I asked him: What are daffodils? He looked at the illustration in the book: 
Oh, they are just little fishes in a lake!

Three years ago on a sunny hot afternoon, Okot p’Bitek and I went to 
a school where one of our former students was teaching. The children 
hated poetry, she told us: Couldn’t we convince them that though 
poetry was difficult it was a distillation of human wisdom and thought? 
A gigantic request since we had only one hour between us, but we 
would do our best. For a start we asked them what poems they had 
already learnt. There¬upon they told us about a poem of fourteen lines 
called a sonnet written by one William Shakespeare comparing old age 
to Winter!

I know of a leading school in Kenya where, on top of Sheridan’s School 
for Scandal, Paul Gallico’s The Snow Goose and other literary vintages 
in the same vein, (not a single African writer, though they had possibly 
heard of Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart and no doubt of Charles 
Mangua’s Son of Woman — the latter through the girls’ own initiative) 
they have a text whose title I cannot recall which tells the story of Queen 
Victoria and how she used to cough and sneeze and eat pudding, and 
pull her dog’s ears and of course anglicize (or is it civilize?) her German 
husband.

These would be fit cases for jokes and laughter were they not the 
general practice in our schools. Indeed until a few years ago, the 
departments of literature (then called English departments) in Nairobi, 
Dar-es-Salaam and Makerere Universities would only teach British 
authors from Chaucer through Oliver Goldsmith to Graham Greene. 
That is how most of us were brought up under the old colonial system 
administered from the Uni¬versity of London: but is there any reason 
why our children in this day and age should be brought up on the same 
impoverished diet administered in the so-called English departments, 
often headed by some retired biology teachers or retired army majors 
or men of God, whose main qualifications for the posts are a white skin, 
long residence in the country, and of course an acquaintance with The 
London Book of English Verse, or A Penguin Book of English Verse’?

Why was this pattern so in our time? Why does it still persist? Has it all 
been an accident of content, time, place and persons?
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Let us not mince words. The truth is that the content of our syllabi, 
the approach to and presentation of the literature, the persons and the 
machinery for determining the choice of texts and their interpretation, 
were all an integral part of imperialism in its classical colonial phase, and 
they are today an integral part of the same imperialism but now in its 
neo-colonial phase. Cultural imperialism, which during colonialism often 
affected the population and the country unevenly depending on the 
colonial policies of the marauding powers and the degree of resistance 
in each country and in different parts of the country, becomes the major 
agency of control during neo-colonialism.

To support this claim, I must for a few minutes discuss: (1) literature in 
society, and especially the crucial role played by literature in a people’s, 
any people’s, cultural education and in their ordinary daily interaction and 
contact with other men; (2) how literature was used in the colonization 
of our people; (3) the role of literature in the anti-colonial national 
liberation process. Finally, we shall ask ourselves: What is to be done?

Literature results from conscious acts of men in society. At the level of the 
individual artist, the very act of writing implies a social relationship: one is 

Cultural imperialism, 
which during colonialism 
often affected the 
population and the country 
unevenly depending on 
the colonial policies of the 
marauding powers and the 
degree of resistance in each 
country and in different 
parts of the country, 
becomes the major agency 
of control during neo-
colonialism.
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writing about somebody for somebody. At the collective level, literature, 
as a product of men’s intellectual and imaginative activity embodies, in 
words and images, the tensions, conflicts, contradictions at the heart of 
a community’s being and process of becoming. It is a reflection on the 
aesthetic and imaginative planes, of a community’s wrestling with its total 
environment to produce the basic means of life, food, clothing, shelter, 
and in the process creating and recreating itself in history.

It is important to make that simple and obvious point at the beginning 
because the general tendency is to see literature as something belonging 
to a surreal world, or to a metaphysical ethereal plane, something 
that has nothing to do with man’s more mundane, prosaic realm of 
attempting to clothe, shelter and feed himself.

At the same time literature is more than just a mechanistic reflection 
of social reality. As part of man’s artistic activities, it is in itself part of 
man’s self-realization as a result of his wrestling with nature; it is, if you 
like, itself a symbol of man’s creativity, of man’s historical process of 
being and becoming. It is also an enjoyable end-product of man’s artistic 
labour. But more important, it does shape our attitudes to life, to the 
daily struggle with nature, the daily struggles within a community, and 
the daily struggle within our individual souls and selves.

It follows then that because of its social character, literature as a creative 
process and also as an end is conditioned by historical social forces and 
pressures: it cannot elect to stand above or to transcend economics, 
politics, class, race, or what Achebe calls ‘the burning issues of the day’ 
because those very burning issues with which it deals take place within 
an economic, political, class and race context. Again because of its social 
involvement, because of its thoroughly social character, literature is 
partisan: literature takes sides, and more so in a class society.2

All art aims to evoke; to awaken in the observer, listener  or reader 
emotions and impulses to action or opposition. But the evocation 
of man’s active will requires more than either mere expression 
of feelings, striking mimesis of reality, or pleasing construction of 
word, tone or line:  it presupposes forces beyond those feeling and 
form which assert themselves simultaneously and in harmony with 
emotional forces, fundamentally different from them. The artist 
unfolds these forces in the service either of a ruler — whether 
despot or monarch — or of a particular community, rank in society 

A writer after all comes from a particular class and race and nation. 
He himself is a. product of an actual social process — eating, drinking, 
learning, loving, hating — and he has developed a class attitude to 
all those activities, themselves class conditioned. A writer is trying to 
persuade us, to make us view not only a certain kind of reality, but also 
from a certain angle of vision often, though perhaps unconsciously, on 
behalf of a certain class, race, or nation:
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feelings and actions of the recipient’4 in a certain way toward certain 
goals and a set of values, consciously or unconsciously held by him. A 
nation’s literature which is a sum total of the products of many individuals 
in that society is then not only a reflection of that people’s collective 
reality, collective experience, but also embodies that community’s way 
of looking at the world and its place in the making of that world. It is 
partisan on the collective level, because the literature is trying to make us 
see how that community, class, race, group has defined itself historically 
and how it defines the world in relationship to itself.

How does this come about? We shall see this clearly if we place literature 
more centrally in a community’s cultural environment and look at its 
relationship to the totality of a community’s activities and experience in 
the struggle to live.

The basis of all human communities is the soil, land. Without the soil, 
without land, without nature there is no human community. Quite apart 
from anything else man is himself of nature. But man detaches himself 
from nature, observes it and studies its laws with a conscious aim of 
harnessing them to his service, to his strategy for survival. Unlike the 
beast that merely adapts itself to its habitation, man through the labour 
process, acts on the natural environment. In the words of Karl Marx, he 
‘regulates, controls the material reactions between himself and nature’:

He opposes himself to nature as one of her own forces, setting 
in motion arms and legs, head and hands, the natural forces 
of his body, in order to appropriate nature’s production to his 
own wants. By thus acting on the external world and changing 
it, he at the same time changes his own nature. He develops his 
slumbering powers and compels them to act in obedience to 
his sway.5

To harness those laws even more effectively to his sway and also as 
a product of the very development of his ‘slumbering powers’, man 
fashions tools, instruments of production, which together with his 
labour power (physical, experience, skill etc.), constitute his forces of 
production. He uses tools, technology, to wrest a living from nature. 

A nation’s literature 
which is a sum total of 
the products of many 
individuals in that 
society is then not only a 
reflection of that people’s 
collective reality, collective 
experience, but also 
embodies that community’s 
way of looking at the 
world and its place in the 
making of that world. It is 
partisan on the collective 
level, because the literature 
is trying to make us see 
how that community, class, 
race, group has defined 
itself historically and how 
it defines the world in 
relationship to itself.

or financial class; of a state or church, of an association or party; 
or as a representative or spokesman of a form of government, 
a system of conventions and norms: in short, of a more or less 
rigidly controlled and comprehensive organization.3

Seen in this light, the product of a writer’s pen both reflects reality and 
also attempts to persuade us to take a certain attitude to that reality. The 
persuasion can be a direct appeal on behalf of a writer’s open doctrine 
or it can be an indirect appeal through ‘influencing the imagination, 
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In the process, he enters into certain relations, certain arrangements, 
certain forms of cooperation with other men suited, of course, to the 
level of his knowledge of nature and to the level of his development of 
his material forces of production:

 In production, men not only act on nature but also on one   
 another. They produce only by co-operating in a certain way   
 and mutually exchanging their activities. In order to produce,   
 they enter into definite  connections and relations with    
 one another and only within these social relations does   
 their action on nature, does production, take place.6 

For our own purposes, we can simply say that in the process of man 
acting on his natural environment through a combination of his labour-
power and technology (tools), and his know-ledge of science, he 
creates a social environment, a social community. First it is an economic 
community: i.e. the social community expresses itself in terms of an 
economic arrangement, of certain economic alignments, with different 
groups standing in differing positions in the labour process, hence in the 
production process. The community develops a political structure (the 
state, government, administration, etc.), corresponding to the economic 
structure, to regulate and enforce those alignments in the economic 
structure. In the process, the community expresses itself in terms of 
culture. That is, the community develops a cultural environment in the 
economic and political processes, both as a product of these processes 
and simultaneously with them as a means of cementing the economic 
and political structures. Hence the community develops an education 
system, a legal system, a religious system, a language and literature, 
forms of dances and songs, in short all the intellectual, moral, ideological 
forces that give the social relations of production — what we call society 
— a unique character, a distinctive mark, a certain identity in a particular 
historical phase.7 It is the culture that a people have that embodies their 
values, those aesthetic and moral qualities that they consider basic and 
important in their contact and interaction with one another, and with the 
universe. A culture then embodies a community’s structure of values, 
the basis of their world outlook, and how they see themselves and 
their place in the universe and in relation to other com-munities. It is 
the values that a people have that are the basis of their collective and 
individual image of self, their identity as a people, since culture is an 
ideological expression of the totality of their activities.

As a people deepen their knowledge of nature, as they develop their 
instruments of production, and hence change their mode of production 
(i.e. what, and how, they produce and exchange),8 so will there occur 
changes in the political and cultural spheres and hence also in their values 
and how they look at themselves.9 Mark you, this is not a mechanical 
process: how people look at themselves, their values and images of 
self, will affect their cultural, political and economic structures, their 
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relationship to technology and ultimately their relationship to the soil, 
land and nature. It is a dialectical process with everything acting on one 
another to produce the ever changing complexity we call society.

Now a community’s knowledge of nature’s laws and their skill and 
experience in the production of tools with which to act on nature do not 
develop evenly: man’s action on nature’s space is not always uniform; 
he does not use nature’s laws at the same time, in the same way, in 
the same degree; the rate of growth and changes in technology are 
not uniform in time. Equally men’s social environment is subject to the 
same laws of uneven development: man has not always so organized 
his social environment as to meet the total needs of the members of 
that community equally with regard to both the quantity and the quality 
of those needs. The economic structure is at the same time a class 
structure so that at every level of a community’s being, that society is 
characterized by opposing classes with the dominant class, usually a 
minority, owning and controlling the means of production, and hence 
having greater access to the social product, social because it is the 
product of the combined efforts of men. It is the dominant class which 
wields political power, and whose interests are mainly served by the 
state and all the machinery of state power, like the police and the army 
and the law courts.
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There are two nations in every modern nation … there are 
two national cultures in every national culture… The elements 
of democratic and socialist culture are present, if only in a 
rudimentary form, in every national culture, since in every nation 
there are toiling and exploited masses, whose conditions of life 
inevitably give rise to the ideology of democracy and socialism. 
But every nation also possesses a bourgeois culture (and most 
nations a reactionary and clerical culture as well) in the form not 
merely of elements but of the dominant culture.10

This is clearly seen, for instance, in a feudal society like China, where 
a definite official literature approved by the ruling dynastic and landed 
aristocracy co-existed with an underground, unofficial people’s written 
literature. Or it can be seen in a colonial situation where, as we shall 
see, two antagonistic movements and literary tendencies co-existed. 
The two were antagonistic because a people’s literature, the literature 
of the exploited classes, no matter how rudimentary or how couched 
in images and symbols derived from the past, is struggling against the 
stultifying present and it embodies values and sentiments that look to a 
future society.

Writers in Politics11

 We cannot pose the problem of native culture without at the   
 same time posing the problem of colonialism for all    
 native cultures today are developing under the peculiar   
 influence of the colonial, semi-colonial and para-colonial   
 situations.
 Aimé Césaire

There is a dramatic poem of L. S. Senghor in which a white man is so 
overwhelmed by Chaka’s power and mastery over language that he 
exclaims: ‘my word Chaka … you are a poet …a politician.’

Such a class by its command of what is produced, how it is produced, 
and how that wealth is distributed, has the greater material basis to 
follow up, develop and control intellectual and ideological forces — 
education, language, literature, for instance — and hence control the 
values and the world outlook of the rest of the society. Therefore when 
we talk about culture, language, literature, ideas, and values of a nation 
group, a community, we are often talking about the culture and ideas 
and values of the dominant class in that society. In all economically class-
structured societies we would often be more truthful if we talked of two 
cultures: that of the exploiting class, usually the minority, and that of the 
exploited class, usually the majority:Therefore when we talk 

about culture, language, 
literature, ideas, and 
values of a nation group, a 
community, we are often 
talking about the culture 
and ideas and values of 
the dominant class in that 
society. In all economically 
class-structured societies 
we would often be more 
truthful if we talked of 
two cultures: that of the 
exploiting class, usually the 
minority, and that of the 
exploited class, usually the 
majority:
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The poet and the politician have certainly many things in common. 
Both trade in words. Both are created by the same reality of the world 
around us. Their activity and concern have the same subject and object: 
human beings and human relationships. Imaginative literature in so far 
as it deals with human relationships and attempts to influence a people’s 
consciousness and politics, in so far as it deals with and is about operation 
of power and relationship of power in society, are reflected in one 
another, and can and do act on one another.

There is no area of our lives including the very boundaries of our 
imagination which is not affected by the way that society is organized, 
by the whole operation and machinery of power: how and by whom 
that power has been achieved; which class controls and maintains it; and 
the ends to which the power is put. The class in power, for instance, 
controls not only the pro-ductive forces of the community — what is 
produced, how it is produced and how it is shared out — but cultural 
development as well. The means of life, and how they are produced, 
exchanged and shared out and the social institutions that the whole 
process gives rise to do move men, do profoundly affect the very quality 
of their lives: how they eat, laugh, play, woo and even make love. This 
universe — of moral significance of values and the quality of human 
life — is what imaginative literature is about. This universe is itself both 
a product and a reflection of the material process of living. Literature 
and politics are about living men, actual men and women and children, 
breathing, eating, crying, laughing, creating, dying, growing, men in 
history of which they are its products and makers.

The way power in society is organized can affect writers and their writing 
in three ways:

The writer as a human being is himself a product of history, of time and 
place. As a member of society, he belongs to a certain class and he is 
inevitably a participant in the class struggle of his times. As a writer in a 
given society, it does make a difference whether he is allowed to write 
or not, whether what he writes is controlled or not; and whether he is 
espousing this or that class outlook.

A writer’s subject matter is history: i.e. the process of man acting on 
nature and changing it and in so doing acting on and changing himself. 
The entire changing relations of production and hence the changing 
power relations consequent on mutable modes of production is a whole 
territory of a writer’s literary concern. Politics is hence part and parcel of 
this literary territory.

The product of a writer’s imaginative involvement — what Shakespeare 
called mirror unto nature — becomes a reflection of society.- its 
economic structure, its class formation, its conflicts and contradictions; its 
class power political and cultural struggles; its structure of values — the 
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conflict and tensions arising from the antagonism between those which 
are dying and those which are pointing to the future. Hence literature 
has often given us more and sharper insights into the moving spirit of 
an era than all the historical and political documents treating the same 
moments in a society’s development. The novel in particular, especially 
in its critical realist tradition, is important in that respect: it pulls apart and 
it puts together; it is both analytic and synthetic.

The relationship between the poet and politician, or between writers 
and politics, is particularly important in our situation where our cultures 
— our literature, music, songs, dances — are developing under the 
strangulating embrace of western industrial and finance monopoly 
capital and the fierce struggles of our people for breath even. The 
embrace of western imperialism led by America’s finance capitalism is 
total [economic, political, cultural]: and of necessity our struggles against 
it must be total. Literature and writers cannot be exempted from the 
battlefield.

In Africa the relationship has taken various forms. Often the writer and the 
politician have been the same person. In the very process of articulating 
a people’s collective consciousness, the writer is led into active political 
struggles. Léopold Sédar Senghor is a case in point. Or the politician 
steeped in active political struggle takes up the pen as a necessary and 
a most important adjunct to his involvement. Agostinho Neto12 is an 
outstanding poet and politician. For him the gun, the pen, and the 
platform have served the same ends: the total liberation of Angola. But 
whether actively involved in political struggle or not, many African writers 
have often found that the very subject-matter of their poems and stories 
has placed them on the wrong side of the ruling cliques. Most South 
African writers — Dennis Brutus, Ezekiel Mphahlele, Bloke Modisane, 
Alex la Guma, Mazisi Kunene, Lewis Nkosi — are now in exile, while 
those who remained, like Can Themba, were slowly strangled to death 
by the racist atmosphere and system of violent repression. Their books, 
need I say, have all been banned, and this is not surprising in a nervous 
fascist outpost of western imperialism and monopoly capital that bans 
Black Beauty, the story of a horse, because it might carry the implication 
of black being beautiful.

Even where the writer has not ordinarily been actively immersed in 
politics, i.e. in a situation where the writer does not consciously see 
himself in terms of political activism either as an individual citizen or in the 
subject matter of his literary concern, he may well find himself suddenly 
involved in the hot political power struggles of the day. Christopher 
Okigbo who once remarked that he wrote his poems for poets only 
and that anyway he would rather have lived fully than write, died for 
the Biafran secessionist cause. The others — Chinua Achebe, Gabriel 
Okara, Cyprian Ekwensi — who in an earlier decade of optimism had 
put African literature on the world map were ah1 active in Biafran politics. 
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The involvement was what prompted Achebe to write thus in 1969:
 It is clear to me that an African creative writer who tries to   
 avoid the big social and political issues of the contemporary   
 Africa will end up being completely irrelevant like that    
 absurd man in the proverb who leaves his house burning to   
 pursue a rat fleeing from the flames.13 

A very apt image that dismisses the case for non-involvement art for art’s 
sake approach to the writing of literature.

But while I agree with Chinua Achebe, there is a sense in which no writer 
of imaginative literature from the very best to the moderately significant 
can really avoid the big issues of the day, for literature to the extent that it 
is a mirror unto man’s nature must reflect social reality or certain aspects 
of social reality. How beautifully we get from Shakespeare, Marlowe, 
Jonson, Rabelais a feel of sixteenth century English and French societies: 
the emerging empirical spirit, the bourgeois individualism, the mercantile 
capitalist spirit struggling against feudalism for the freedom to move and 
conquer the seas, to colonize and christianize natives, crying in the same 
breath: my God, my Gold; my Gold my God. Unforgettable too is the 
frenzy, the trembling rage of the characters in nineteenth century Russian 
fiction reflecting the volcanic rumblings of the peasants’ and the workers’ 
struggle against tsarist feudalism and capitalism that later ushered a new 
socialist order in the world. On the other hand Jane Austen is often 
criticized and accused of insulating herself from the big upheavals of her 
day — but even she unwittingly gives a wonderful picture of a leisurely 
parasitic landed middle class in eighteenth century England. Or Emily 
Bronte’ isolating herself in the Yorkshire moors, setting her novel 
Wuthering Heights in the same moors, amidst the local howling wind 
and rainstorms, but giving us a most incisive examination of the limiting 
repressive and oppressive ethical values of an industrial bourgeois class 
with all its suffocating comforts derived from the exploitation of the 
working class and the people of the colonies.

But Chinua Achebe is more right in the basic sense of relevance, concern 
and the commitment of literature to society. What is important is not 
only the writer’s honesty and faithfulness in capturing and reflecting the 
struggles around him, but also his attitude to those big social and political 
issues. It is not simply a matter of a writer’s heroic stand as a social 
individual — though this is crucial and significant — but the attitudes and 
the world view embodied in his work and with which he is persuading 
us to identify vis-a-vis the historical drama his community is undergoing. 
What we are talking about is whether or not a writer’s imaginative leap 
to grasp reality is aimed at help¬ing in the community’s struggle for a 
certain quality of life free from all parasitic exploitative relations — the 
relevance of literature in our daily struggle for the right and security to 
bread, shelter, clothes and song, the right of a people to the products 
of their own sweat. The extent to which the writer can and will help 
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in not only explaining the world but in changing it will depend on his 
appreciation of the classes and values that are struggling for a new order, 
a new society, a more human future, and which classes and values are 
hindering the birth of the new and the hopeful. And of course it depends 
on which side he is in these class struggles of his times.

There are however two types of writers defined by their attitudes to 
society. There are those who assume that a society is basically static 
and stable either because they live in a period when society is generally 
assumed to be stable or because cocooned in their class or being 
prisoners of the propaganda of the dominant class become insensitive 
to basic structural conflicts. English novelists like George Eliot in the 
nineteenth century tend to assume such a stability of the basic static 
structure. Her world is vast, the issues she is dealing with are wide, 
but the intellectual and moral conflicts do not arise out of an awareness 
of a changing world — a world consistently in motion, always in the 
process of transforming itself from one form to another, and hence 
giving rise to new class alignments and possibilities of new social orders. 
What interests such writers is just the moral conduct of their characters 
whatever their class, race or religious origins. Such writers have often 
an ideal of conduct or human type to which the different characters 
approximate with differing degrees of success and failure. At their best, 
these writers can and do produce a literature of sharp social criticism. 
But such an attitude to society, such an abstraction of human types and 
moral ideals from their basis in the class structure and class struggle, often 
gives rise to a literature distinguished for its shallow dive into society and 
only redeemed from oblivion by those of our critics who have no other 
critical tools apart from the worn and meaningless phrases like ‘human 
compassion’ ‘timeless and universal’ etc. Haven’t we heard critics who 
demand of African writers that they stop writing about colonialism, race, 
colour, exploitation, and simply write about human beings? Such an 
attitude to society is often the basis of some European writers’ mania for 
man without history — solitary and free — with unexplainable despair 
and anguish and death as the ultimate truth about the human condition.
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But other writers, either because of the nature of the period in 
which they live, or because of their instinctive or conscious dialectical 
approach to life and society do not assume a static stability. The very 
conduct of their characters is firmly rooted in history and changing 
social conditions. Being aware of a changing world, great writers like 
Aesychlus, Shakespeare, Tolstoy, Conrad, Sholokhov, Chinua Achebe, 
place conflicts between peoples in differing classes with their differing 
and often antagonistic conceptions of world order: of who holds, who 
should hold power, the ends toward which the power is put, and of the 
possibilities of a new social order from the womb of the old. The tragic 
dilemma of Okonkwo and Ezeulu is so profound and encompassing 
because at the basis of their conduct and decisions are two world orders 
in irreconcilable conflict: Okonkwo’s world of emergent feudalism based 
on family and partly slave labour and that- European colonial capitalism 
and imperialism based on racism and ruthless ex-ploitation of African 
labour power by European capital. The old classes and social, economic 
and political order and its entire value structure is challenged by new 
classes and a new structure of values. In Joseph Conrad’s novel Nostromo 
set in a fictional Latin American republic the issues are not the simplistic 
ones of a Christian morality and that of America’s Wild West --absolute 
good (God) versus absolute evil (satan). Here in this Latin American 
republic where British and American mining interests hold power there 
is not universal-once-for-all-time ideals of conduct to which people 
conform or fail to conform. Here morality, religion, ethics are rooted 
in class: we can only adequately evaluate the characters’ conduct and 
alienation by recognizing the historical, economic, class and racial basis 
of the conflicting moralities and outlooks. Here, as in Achebe’s Nigeria, 
is no metaphysical evil versus metaphysical good. Imperialism and 
the exploitation of the labour power and the natural resources of the 
colonized peoples by international monopoly capital is at the root of the 
problems. Hence Conrad’s images of coal, ivory, silver that abound in 
his novels.

The African writer and Joseph Conrad share the same world and 
that is why Conrad’s world is so familiar. Both have lived in a world 
dominated by imperialism. They have known Hola camps, My Lai, 
Algiers, Sharpeville, the Arab mother and child driven from Palestine. 
They have seen the bowels of pregnant mothers ripped open; they 
have witnessed the artistic finesse of the colonial mercenary hewing the 
bodies of struggling peasants and workers as carcasses fit for the God of 
profit. They have seen the workings of justice in a social system whose 
base is capitalism so well described by Shakespeare in King Lear:

 … Plate sin with gold,
 And the strong lance of justice hurtless breaks;
 Arm it in rags, a pigmy’s straw does pierce it.
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They have witnessed mercenaries, coup d’états, and they know that 
Macbeth’s bloody dagger is not a figment of imagination from heated 
brains of starry-eyed idealists. Have they not seen imperialist dogs of 
war and oppression bathe in blood of the people in neo-colonial regimes 
and crying out in glee:

 How many ages hence
 Shall this our lofty scene be acted over,
 In states unborn and accents yet unknown.

Theirs is a world in which societies are demonstrably changing much 
of the time with the proletariat and the poor peasants with a section 
of the petty bourgeoisie and the lumpenproletariat struggling against 
a combination of local big business and foreign business interests and 
against the political and cultural system protecting the status quo. The 
economic, political and cultural struggle between the various classes 
finds itself transmitted into the writers’ work. The situation, especially in 
the colonial era, compelled many writers into a progressive ideological 
stance: they were swept off their feet as it were by the dynamic force 
and vision of a total national liberation. Hence much of African literature 
was anti-colonialist and anti-imperialist:

Much of this writing then was against a background of hope for better 
and more egalitarian black organized states. But like Conrad whose 
bourgeois position limited his vision making him, for instance, unable 
to condemn British imperialism, the African writer’s petty-bourgeois 
position could not allow him to see the nature of imperialism and the 
need for a continuous class struggle against it and its local comprador 
allies. I myself can remember writing in 1962 how I looked forward 
to the day when all the preoccupation of African writers with colonial 
problems and politics would be over and we would all sit back and 
poke sophisticated irony at one another and laugh at ourselves whatever 
that was supposed to mean: we would then indulge in the luxury of 
comedies of social manners (what a philistine hollow bourgeois ideal!) or 
explore the anguished world of lonely individuals abstracted from time 
and actual circumstances.

Often we never moved beyond blackness, beyond the racial aspect of the 
struggle for national liberation from colonial rule, to see what was basic 
to colonial oppression: the fact that we were part and parcel of a world-
wide system of production called capitalism: the fact that the colonial, 
political and cultural invasion was to make conquest in the economic 
sphere more entrenched and permanent: and therefore that the African 
people’s anti-colonial struggle was more than a racial struggle. It was 
also, and more fundamentally, a struggle against that system that for 
four hundred years had devastated a continent. It was Africa that fed 
capitalism from its beginnings in slavery, through the colonial phase to 

It was also, and more 
fundamentally, a struggle 
against that system 
that for four hundred 
years had devastated a 
continent. It was Africa 
that fed capitalism from 
its beginnings in slavery, 
through the colonial phase 
to the current phase of neo-
colonialism with all the 
intricate tubes leading from 
Africa to the metropolis of 
the western world.



20
Jahazi Issue 7, Vol. 1

the current phase of neo-colonialism with all the intricate tubes leading 
from Africa to the metropolis of the western world.

Even today the African writer has often refused to see that values, 
cultures, politics and economics are all tied up together, that we cannot 
call for meaningful African values without joining in the struggle against 
all die classes that feed on a system that continues to distort those very 
values. We must join the proletarian and the poor peasant struggles 
against the parasitism of the comprador bourgeois, the landlords and 
chiefs, the big business African classes that at the same time act in unison 
and concert with foreign business interests.

The fundamental opposition in Africa today is between imperialism 
and capitalism on the one hand, and national liberation and socialism 
on the other: between a small class of native ‘haves’ which is tied to 
international monopoly capital and the masses of the people. Within that 
fundamental antagonistic contradiction is the opposition between the 
urban and the rural, between relatively highly developed pockets of the 
country and others close to the stone ages. The cut-throat competition 
between the emergent native bourgeoisie of the various nationalities 
who try to identify their interests as the interests of the whole ethnic 
group (nationality) can often blind us to these more real, more basic 
contradictions which link us to the class straggles in Asia, Latin America, 
Europe and America.

Faced with these contradictions, the African writer can often retreat 
into individualism, mysticism and formalism: such an African writer who 
often can see the shortcomings of the neo-colonial economies, the 
consequent distortion of values, the fascism in so many neo-colonial 
ruling classes, is at the same time scared of encountering socialism 
as an alternative social system. He is scared of the possibility of the 
working class and the peasantry controlling the productive forces and 
consequently of their seizure and exercise of political power as the only 
route to that control of the means of production. To avoid the two 
alternatives — the continuation of a neo-colonial status quo and the 
violent overturning of that status quo by the masses — he makes a 
cult of Africanness, of Blackism, of the dignity of the African past, of the 
African approach to problems; or he simply becomes cynical and laughs 
at everything equally; at capitalism and its exploitative and oppressive 
social system and at the struggles of the people for total liberation: or 
he may condemn every effort and everything — gains and losses in 
the struggle — in the name of abstract humanism, abstract universalism 
without seeing that free unfettered human intercourse is impossible 
within capitalistic structures and imperialism: that true humanism is 
not possible without the subjection of the economy, of the means of 
production (land, industries, the banks, etc.) to the total ownership and 
control by the people; that for as long as there are classes — classes 
defined by where or how the various people stand in relation to the 
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means of production — a truly human contact in love, joy, laughter, 
creative fulfilment in labour, will never be possible. We can only talk 
meaningfully of class love, class joy, class marriage, class families, class 
culture.

What the African writer is called upon to do is not easy:

it demands of him that he recognize the global character of imperialism 
and the global character or dimension of the forces struggling against it 
to build a new world. He must reject, repudiate, and negate his roots 
in the native bourgeoisie and its spokesmen, and find his true creative 
links with the pan-African masses over the earth in alliance with all the 
socialisitic forces of the world. He must of course be very particular, very 
involved in a grain of sand, but must also see the world past, present, 
and future in that grain. He must write with the vibrations and tremors 
of the struggles of all the working people in Africa, America, Asia and 
Europe behind him. Yes, he must actively support and in his writing 
reflect the struggle of the African working class and its peasant class allies 
for the total liberation of their labour power. Yes, his work must show 
commitment, not to abstract notions of justice and peace, but the actual 
struggle of the African peoples to seize power and hence be in a position 
to control all the forces of production and hence lay the only correct 
basis for peace and justice.

In conclusion, I would like to single out one African writer who exemplifies 
the kind of commitment that I have been talking about. He is Sembene 
Ousmane, a Senegalese, and who gave us God’s Bits of Wood. Read it 
— an account of the Senegalese workers’ struggle in 1948 — and you’ll 
see how he analyzes and then synthesizes; how he is involved in the 
particular without losing time, you feel that he is with the people, that 
it is their fate and their eventual triumph in which he is interested. He 
also wrote a poem called ‘Fingers’ and it illustrates the vision informing 
his work:

 Fingers, skilful at sculpture
 At modelling figures on marble,
 At translation of thoughts
 Fingers that would impress,
 Fingers of artists.
 Fingers, thick and heavy
 That dig and plough the soil
 And open it up for sowing,
 And move us,
 Fingers of land tillers.
 A finger holding a trigger
 An eye intent on a target finger.
 Men at the very brink
 Of their lives, at the mercy of their finger
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 The finger that destroys life.
 The finger of a soldier.
 Across the rivers and languages
 Of Europe and Asia
 Of China and Africa,
 Of India and the Oceans,
 Let us join our fingers to take away
 All the power of their finger
 Which keeps humanity in mourning.14

Unless we as African writers embrace such a vision — a vision 
anchored in the struggles of the people — we shall succumb to self-
despair, cynicism, and individualism, or else we become mesmerized 
by superficial bourgeois progress which in the words of Karl Marx has 
never been possible without dragging individuals and peoples through 
blood and dirt, through misery and degradation. To borrow words from 
the same author, bourgeois progress resembles that hideous pagan idol 
who would not drink nectar but from the skulls of the slain.

The reign of that pagan idol in Africa is doomed. African writers must be 
with the people in burying the imperialist idol and his band of white and 
black angels, for ever.
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Over the years, the creative industry in Kenya has had space to enjoy 
artistic freedom by expressing it through different linguistic forms to 
capture changes in politics, economics, religion, technology and social 
relationships.  In the process, it is at times under siege from public officers 
who, in their overzealousness to advance their singular interpretation of 
the ‘good life’, undermine not just the right for artists to freely express 
themselves, but also the right to imagine another world. The Kenya 
Film Classification Board (KFCB) has used a law enacted in 1962 (with 
minimal revisions in 2012) to censor and undermine those individuals 
and institutions seeking to capture the human condition in its complexity 
and potential to emancipate individuals and communities.  

On 10th April 2018, award winning film maker Wanuri Kahiu, submitted 
her movie Rafiki (Friend) to KFCB for examination and classification as 
required by the Film and Stage Plays Act (CAP 222). Within the same 
day, the film was examined and marked ‘Restricted’ by a team of three 
examiners primarily because it had a gay theme. The producer was 
directed to edit and remove ‘offensive classifiable elements’ related to 
the gay theme of her story. In defence of her right to tell her story freely, 
the producer requested KFCB to classify the film without the requested 
editorial intervention.  The following day, 11th April 2018, a separate 
team of examiners reviewed the film and pointed out the classifiable 
elements as ‘crime and violence, coarse language and religion’ and 
rated it 18. In their justification for this rating, the examiners were of the 
view that ‘the impact of all the classifiable elements in the film as well as 
the gay theme could easily be tolerated by adults.’ Despite this second 
opinion, KFCB on 26th April 2018 notified the producer that the film 
had been banned from being exhibited anywhere in the Republic of 
Kenya.  This action meant that the film could not be viewed or entered 
to compete at an international competition, the 91st Academy Awards 
(Oscars) 2019 because of the requirement that all selected films be 
publicly exhibited in theatres for a period of at least seven consecutive 
days. 

Following these events, the Creative Economy Working Group (CEWG), 
an informal advocacy group based in Nairobi, met and deliberated 
the matter and its effect on artistic freedom. CEWG considered the 
actions of KFCB as a violation of artistic freedom to the extent that 
the institution sought to determine that artists cannot address certain 
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themes in their works. They decided to be enjoined in court if Wanuri 
Kahiu the filmmaker sought judicial intervention. They also chose the 
Katiba Institute (KI), a civil society organization established to promote 
the understanding and implementation of Kenya’s new Constitution, as 
their legal representatives in the matter.  Consequently, CEWG was 
enjoined in Petition 313 of 2018 not only to have the ban on the film 
Rafiki (Friend) lifted, but also to argue that certain sections of the Kenya 
Film and Stage Plays Act and the KFCB Guidelines contravene the 
Constitution of Kenya because they undermine artistic freedom. The 
matter was filed at the Constitutional and Human Rights Division of the 
High Court of Kenya. 

By banning the film Rafiki, ostensibly because the producer did not did 
not re-edit the finished film, the Board reintroduced censorship in a 
nation with an expansive Bill of Rights and guarantees. Although artistic 
freedom is specifically protected by the Constitution under Article 
33(1b), KFCB has on many occasions invoked the Film and Stage Plays 
Act to threaten the creative industry. 

But the perspective taken by KFCB over the years can be understood 
through the eyes of Frantz Fanon in The Wretched of the Earth. In this 
seminal work, Fanon is particularly critical of national bourgeoisie that 
is not engaged in production, invention or labour; all of which are vital 
for the advancement of society. Instead, having claimed governmental 
positions, they spend most of their time catering to their immediate 
interests and not provision of services as they are mandated. In their 
arrogance and misdirected sense of importance, they look down 
upon the people they are supposed to serve. Fanon asserts that these 
inheritors of the colonial state and its instruments of oppression use their 
position to perpetuate self-serving ideologies of a patriarchal tradition in 
order to maintain existing structures of exclusion. They are a shadow of 
the colonial state and its pernicious effects (pp. 149-150). In this vein, 
to undermine the arts and cultures, KFCB is propelled by a legislation 
assented in 1962, before Kenya attained independence. This Act has 
been kept in the statutes for activation whenever the creative sector 
challenges political, economic or social narratives of exclusion. Through 
this Act, the Board uses censorship as a political tool that serves the 
status quo and suppresses social change. 

But human beings are inherently desirous of freedom and autonomy. 
Even when they are silent and appear to agree on the surface they may 
harbour the desire to negate and resist forces that seek to stifle them. 
In the colonial era, practitioners in the creative sector challenged the 
excesses of colonialism through public performances of music, drama, 
oral narratives and visual arts. They created stories in their communities 
and used what the political scientist James Scott (1990) refers to as ‘arts 
of resistance’. Through reversal and ironic twists, Christian melodies 
were appropriated and used inter-textually to speak to the liberation 
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struggle. The disillusionment with post-independence and the nationalist 
agenda was captured in literature, music and visual arts. This is because 
art and politics are inextricably intertwined. They reinforce, sharpen and 
reenergize each other. Indeed, some of the most compelling works of 
art are a consequence of intense socio-political contradictions in society. 
This interaction often causes much anxiety among the political elite 
and their agents. In cases where artists activate a well-deserved radical 
political aesthetic, their works are either banned or censored, or the 
authors exiled. 

Looking at events in the late 1970 to the 1990s in Kenya, one notices 
the role of the arts in the democratization agenda.  Most artists stood 
on the side of freedom of expression, conscience and association.  In 
the 1970s, the University of Nairobi Free Travelling Theatre toured the 
country and challenged the political and economic choices that were 
being made by the post-independence regime. Political plays such as 
Betrayal in the City by Francis Imbuga and The Trial of Dedan Kimathi 
by Micere Mugo and Ngugi wa Thiong’o were performed at the Kenya 
National Theatre (KNT) and in many other performance spaces amid 
much controversy about the ability of KNT to advance Kenyan creativity. 
After all, the National Theatre was opened in 1952 under a colonial 
management. Between 1952 and 1958, it will be recalled, the Theatre 
served to entertain and boost the British soldiers who had come to 
suppress the liberation struggle.  Instructively, the Kenya Cultural Centre 
Act of 1952, which set up the theatre is still intact, over six decades later. 



26
Jahazi Issue 7, Vol. 1

It is because of the clamour for artistic freedom that Ngaahika Ndeenda 
(‘I Will Marry When I Want’) by Ngugi wa Thiong’o and Ngugi wa Mirii 
was banned in 1978, the writer detained and the Kamirithu Cultural and 
Educational Centre destroyed. The writers were later to live in exile, the 
former in the Britain and the USA and the latter in Zimbabwe from where 
he died on Saturday 3rd May, 2008 through a ghastly road accident. It is 
also the reason why the poet Abdilatif Abdalla, writer of Sauti ya Dhiki 
(Voice of Agony), was imprisoned after publishing and distributing the 
pamphlet Kenya Twendapi? (‘Kenya: where are we heading?’).  

Progressive Kenyan film makers, such as Wanuri Kahiu, use the film 
medium as a language to fulfil an emancipatory function in our society. 
They urge us to open our eyes to the myriad realities and possibilities 
around us. In her films such as From a Whisper (on violent extremism), 
Pumzi (on climate change) and Rafiki (on love and relationships), Wanuri 
promotes freedom, social justice and human dignity. She uses the oral, 
visual and performative language of film to articulate the complexities 
of our society, to urge for inclusion, equality and empathy in our 
understanding of the world, and to imagine alternative worlds. 

Artistic freedom is core to inclusive development and the pursuit of 
social justice. It not only contributes in transforming our view of society 
but also the projection of a new world driven by the principles of 
democracy, justice, equity and fairness. Architecture, sculpture, film, 
music, performing arts and literature can be marshalled to capture the 
image of our society and to suggest possible ways of elevating it to 
greater heights. Artistic freedom allows us to capture the present and to 
project the future through the power of imagination. Artistic works can 
shape the identity of a nation through its celebration of unity in diversity 
and the pursuit of inclusive politics.

But there is another function of art that is even more crucial; its ability 
to initiate changes in people’s thinking about political, economic, social 
and cultural life. In their works, artists draw attention to the need for 
change by raising the consciousness of a community to problems that 
are detrimental to its health and well-being. When artists use their 
imagination to question the behaviour of leaders, they are driven by 
the commitment to have a better world. Understandably, not all artists 
use their works for social change. Some commit their imagination to the 
creation of autonomous works for the celebration of art itself. This ‘art for 
its own sake’ approach is occasionally criticized for its non-involvement 
in social transformation. It is, however, legitimate and enriches our 
interpretative capacity. In its aesthetic depth, it forces us to pay attention 
to our world and to enjoy it. 

Other artists can, consciously or unconsciously, reinforce existing 
oppressive conditions and inhibit social change. The portrayal of 
oppression of people as inevitable and the celebration of inequality and 
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discrimination in society by certain artists could undermine the pursuit of 
freedom. All these representations of society are part of artistic freedom. 
The state, in its oppressive pose, often seeks to limit artistic freedom 
that is geared towards social change. This limitation is effected because 
state institutions such as KFCB using oppressive legislation like the Film 
and Stage Plays Act have power to ‘regulate the creation, broadcasting, 
possession, distribution and exhibition of films’.  

But works of art are best regulated by audience members in terms of 
their consumption behaviour; not at the level of the artist’s imagination. 
The artist weaves language to tell the story and audience members 
agree or disagree. The state regulator can provide guidelines on how, 
when, and where a work of art can be disseminated in order to cater 
for certain sensitivities.  The institution can rate the work in terms of age 
appropriateness. The problem occurs when the regulator ventures into 
the artist’s aesthetic terrain. Under artistic freedom the regulator cannot 
control the artist’s imagination. 

There is a history to this story of over-reach. In enacting the law on films 
and stage plays in Kenya, the colonial state viewed artistic expression 
as inherently subversive and disruptive of the status quo. Because the 
colonial government sought continuity of its political philosophy, it 
worried that a vibrant creative sector would disrupt it.  But recognizing 
the crucial role of the arts in social transformation, the drafters of the 
Constitution of Kenya at Article 33 secured freedom of artistic creativity, 
alongside academic freedom and the freedom of scientific research. The 
protection of these freedoms was informed by a history of systematic 
suppression of the arts and intellectual inquiry and the muting of voices 
that sought to question power relations and the excesses of the state.  

Artistic creativity, very much like academic freedom and scientific 
research, is driven by a ‘curiosity’; an urge to understand the relationship 
between phenomena that may appear to be disparate and unconnected. 
This curiosity is an expression of the search for a deeper relationship 
between human beings and the world. It is driven by the experimentation 
of ideas about what is possible. Like the scientist and the academic, the 
artist seeks to satisfy many societal needs. When we watch movies, 
listen to music, get engrossed in a painting, or go to theatres, we are in 
pursuit of something more than entertainment and relaxation. We are 
seeking a connection- to be more than our current state, to be whole. 
Our enjoyment of art is derived from the urge to break the shell of 
individuality and to reach out to the ‘other’. 

When the artist’s curiosity is controlled by the state, the whole society 
suffers because as Ernest Fischer tells us in his reflections, art “enables 
man to comprehend reality, and not only helps him to bear it but increases 
his determination to make it more human and more worthy of mankind.” 
Artists help us to become better human beings and their right to imagine 
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should not be curtailed or controlled. Only in circumstances where the 
freedom of expression degenerates into propaganda for war, incitement 
to violence, hate speech or advocacy to hatred, can it be restricted. 
Surely, artistic freedom cannot be denied if it aspires to reach out to the 
diversity of human existence as the Rafiki film seeks to do.  

There are those who believe that only the voice of the majority matters. 
Nothing could be further from the truth. All human beings have a right to 
be heard.  Artists use the raw materials in their immediate environment 
to create their products. They see, hear, feel and smell their context 
and then using language represent their interpretation of that context. 
The meanings assigned by the artist to elucidate that context need not 
be those of the majority members of society. Artists are capable of using 
language and symbols to represent the world of the minority as valuable 
and worth of attention. We are the richest if we pay attention to the 
voice of the minority as captured by the artist.

Artists entertain, educate and inform. They celebrate beauty and the 
interconnectedness of phenomena. But they also contribute to social 
debates and at times provide counter-discourses to existing power 
dynamics. Artistic creativity fertilizes cultures and inspires democratic 
practices. It contests meanings and revisits socio-cultural ideas. It 
encourages society to revisit its assumption about the world. Using the 
language of music, painting, film, theatre and literature, the artist can 
challenge societies to be more inclusive and egalitarian. 

In certain situations, artistic expressions and creations are attacked 
because of the messages they carry and the articulation of symbolic 
value they may attach to particular situations and ideas.  As they interact 
with their context, artists may challenge dominant assumptions and what 
may have emerged as the singular ‘truth’. Political, religious, economic, 
cultural, or moral interests may be invoked in order to restrict the right of 
the artist to imagine. These restrictions only undermine efforts to create 
a more humane and inclusive world.  It is only through nurturing the 
imagination of citizens and entrenching freedoms in the national psyche 
that nations transform themselves. A suppression of the imagination that 
thrives through artistic, academic and scientific freedom stunts a society 
and denies it the right to thrive. In a decaying, corrupt and unequal 
society, art has a responsibility of depicting this withering away. And 
when art is truthful and fulfilling its social function, it shows the world as 
changeable and helps in changing it.  It is in this way that art contributes 
to the creation of a socially just society.

International instruments have fairly explicit provisions protecting artistic 
expression and creativity. Some of these are found in the international 
Convention on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights Article 15(3) in which 
member states undertake to respect the freedom indispensable for 
creative activity. Further, Article 19(2) of the International Convention 
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on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) states that the right to freedom 
of expression includes the freedom to seek, receive and impart 
information and ideas of all kinds “in the form of art”. In addition, the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) at Article 27 provides 
that everyone has the right to ‘enjoy the arts’.  These instruments are 
clear on the status of the artist in society. 

In my conversation with artists, it is clear that they support restrictions 
which may be absolutely necessary, but these must be proportionate and 
non-discriminatory. In the Kenyan context, these limitations are found 
in the Constitution. Artists recognize that their creations often question 
our lives, perceptions, power relations, social practices and views about 
each other and the world.  They know that expressions sometimes 
elicit emotive and intellectual responses which may put the artist at risk. 
But they would like society to understand that the artist’s imaginative 
journey is valuable to social transformative. When this understanding 
is reached, communities become a critical refuge and sanctuary for the 
creative sector.

Inclusive societies are deliberately constructed through a contestation 
of beliefs.  We should, therefore, give ideas room to contest and 
enrich each other. Without doubt, children should be protected from 
content that is inappropriate for them. On TV in Kenya, for instance, this 
protection is done through a programming code that restricts certain 
content to watershed hours. But more needs to be done in supporting 
development of content for children and mainstreaming arts education 
so that learners understand how to interpret and critique media and 
entertainment content from an early age. The route to censorship has 
never worked in this situation, but the use of innovative technological 
and attitudinal interventions has.

After the Constitutional and Human Rights Division of the High Court of 
Kenya had heard submissions from both sides, Judge Wilfrida Okwany 
on Friday 21st September 2018 made a ruling that might turn out to 
be the biggest victory for freedom of expression, particularly artistic 
freedoms, in Kenya (http://kenyalaw.org/caselaw/cases/view/158712/.  
She suspended the Kenya Film Classification Board (KFCB) decision 
to ban the film Rafiki. There were two main issues before the Court, 
whether the court had jurisdiction to hear the matter and if the 
Petitioners had made out a case for grant of conservatory orders or 
had not done so. On the issue of jurisdiction, KFCB had argued that the 
court lacked jurisdiction because of the Petitioners’ failure to appeal to 
the Cabinet Secretary under Section 29 of the Films and Stage Plays Act, 
Cap 222. The Section provides that a person aggrieved by the decision 
of the KFCB may appeal to the Cabinet Secretary. The Petitioners had, 
however, contended that the issues before the court were outside 
the mandate of the Cabinet Secretary and therefore Section 29 of the 
Act could not be invoked. In its judgement, the Court held that the 
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Petition raised human rights issues relating to the freedom of expression 
and over which the Court had jurisdiction under Article 165 (3) of the 
Constitution. The Court also held that it was the Court, and not the 
Cabinet Secretary, that could determine the constitutionality of the 
ban as well as the law under which it was pegged. On the main issue 
before the Court, being whether the Court should grant a conservatory 
order suspending the ban on the film Rafiki, the court noted that Article 
23 of the Constitution empowers the Court to grant any appropriate 
relief to remedy violation or threats of violation of human rights.  The 
court further held that conservatory orders are provided for under the 
Constitution. All that an Applicant needed to do, the Court ruled, was 
to demonstrate an arguable case as well as irreparable loss in order 
to succeed in obtaining conservatory orders. The court held that the 
Petitioners had proved that they had an arguable case, that the Academy 
Awards (Oscars) nomination was a once in a lifetime opportunity and 
one which a successful Petition without conservatory orders could not 
compensate.

The court was not persuaded by the 2nd Interested Party, Mr Charles 
Kanjama’s argument that the Kenyan public could lose its moral values 
if the court lifted the ban.  The Court observed that the film has been 
watched in countries all around the world including being exhibited 
at the prestigious Cannes Film Festival and in South Africa where it is 
rated 16; meaning it can be watched by those over 16 years. The court 
also noted that KFCB had produced a report in court which showed 
the contents of the film could be tolerated by adults. Returning to the 
moral arguments, the judge noted that the issue before the Court was 
not whether homosexuality is right or wrong, moral or immoral, but 
whether an artist or film maker could make a film depicting a gay theme. 
The Court observed that gay themes or the practice of homosexuality 
did not begin with the film Rafiki. The judge noted that homosexuality 
is a subject that has sparked controversy and debate in many quarters, 
including in Kenya. In effect therefore, homosexuality is an issue that is 
a reality in the society and the question which then arises is whether a 
film should be restricted merely because it depicts a gay theme. The 
Court proffered a negative answer to the question because, according 
to the Court, “one of the reasons for artistic creativity is to stir societies 
conscience on very vexing topics, such as homosexuality”. 

The Court then resorted to the theory of a wholistic interpretation of the 
Constitution mainstreamed by the Supreme Court. The theory requires 
the Court to memorialize and remedy Kenya’s historical, social, political 
and economic context as well as experience, on any constitutional 
question. The court noted that the culture of censorship is not new in 
Kenya and that various works had in the past been banned for being 
subversive, only for the same works to eventually be celebrated and 
receive accolades, both locally and abroad. The court recalled that 
during the repressive KANU era before the new Constitution, Ngugi wa 
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Thiongo, Kenyan born world renowned writer, had to seek asylum in 
foreign countries simply because of his literally works which ran against 
the grain of accepted political thinking.

The court also recalled Justice David Majanja’s ruling in a case filed by 
Okiya Omtata to contest the ban of the play Shackles of Doom by Butere 
Girls during the 2013 National Drama Festivals. The play sought to 
address the unequal distribution of resources in Kenya. The Court held 
that plays are a medium of expression of ideas, which are sometimes 
subversive or contested ideas, and that plays may challenge long held 
beliefs and conventional wisdom. The judge argued that artistic creation 
is not merely intended to gratify the audience, but also to stir our 
conscience so that we can reflect on the difficult questions of the day.  

In lifting the Rafiki ban, Justice Okwany said, “I am not convinced that 
Kenya is such a weak society whose moral foundation will be shaken 
by simply watching a film depicting a gay theme as counsel for the 
second interested party appeared to suggest.” The court held that that 
the importance of the rights of freedom of expression in a democratic 
state such as Kenya cannot be taken for granted. Recalling the Second 
Liberation Movement, the Court opined, “There are Kenyans who 
paid the ultimate price so that we can enjoy the freedoms that are now 
enshrined in our constitution. In this regard, the duty of this Court is to 
give effect to the enjoyment of the fundamental rights and freedoms to 
the fullest extent. In doing so, this Court ought to consider and carefully 
analyse and scrutinise any action that tends to undermine these hard 
earned freedoms, in this case I find that the Second Respondent’s 
(KFCB)’s own experts had classified the film as tolerable by adult 
audiences”. 

On the other hand the judge noted that the Petitioners had submitted 
that the film needed to be exhibited in the country for 7 days, and 
that the Petitioners had requested the Court to allow them exhibit 
the film to adults for 7 days only so as to qualify for the nomination. 
The respondents’ position was that the film would have the effect of 
compelling Kenyans to curve their moral values.  Therefore, in weighing 
the interest of the petitioners, who have a right to freedom of expression 
and artistic creativity against the rights of the public, who are under no 
obligation whatsoever to watch the film or even associate with the theme 
it represents, the judge found that the Petition had merit. In balancing 
the competing claims, the judge remarked, “This court notes that the 
choice by an adult to watch a film cannot be directed by the applicants 
or anyone else for that matter. So as to justify the claim that the film will 
compel change of moral values in any event, the applicants have not 
stated that any Kenyan will be under any obligation to watch the film or 
that they be forced to watch it against their will”. 

The judge therefore held that the applicants had made out a proper case 
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for the grant of conservatory orders. The court issued “conservatory 
orders staying and suspending the respondent’s position to restrict the 
film Rafiki.”  The Petitioners were allowed to submit the film Rafiki to the 
Oscars Selection Committee in Kenya for consideration to the Oscars 
Award under the Best Foreign Language Film Category. The court 
went on to state “The suspension stay refers to a period of 7 days only 
from the date of this judgement and for clarity purposes, the suspension 
period will lapse on 30th September 2018.” The court further directed 
that during the 7 days suspension period, the film should only be open 
for viewing to willing adults.

The Creative Economy Working Group and Wanuri Kahiu moved 
quickly to facilitate the viewing of Rafiki to theatres in Nairobi.  Theatres 
in Kisumu and Mombasa also took up this opportunity to show the film 
to their audiences. Once again, the network had stood up in defence of 
artistic freedom in Kenya.

Kimani Njogu is the chairman of the Creative Economy Working Group
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Scripted Humour
in Modern Kenya

Joyce Nyairo

Published with permission from the author, this speech was delivered at 
the launch of Wahome Mutahi’s compiled works - The Best of Whispers by 
Wahome Mutahi

ROOTS
Ladies and Gentlemen, we are gathered here in celebration and in the pursuit of 
knowledge. We are here to commemorate the life, the discipline and the amazing 
talent, of a man whose incisive observations made it so easy for us to utter the adjective 
“Kenyan”, without stopping to explain what it means. Through a vast body of written 
and performed fictional work, he documented our everyday foibles; he described our 
values and he interrogated our aspirations. 

This is one of those rare moments in Kenya, when public memory is given tangible, 
accessible form and additionally, space in which to have a structured interrogation of 
that memory. But before I say a little more about the roots, routes and resting-places 
that we can associate with the work that we are here to launch, let me pay homage to 
the other people who have made this unique moment possible. 

Please join me in giving a warm round of applause for the family of Wahome Mutahi: 
his wife, Ricarda Njoki; and his children Caroline Muthoni, Evelyn Wanjugu and Patrick 
Mutahi. Thank you. 

It is not very often that children want to be associated with the legacies of their parents. 
That says something about the late Wahome. And it says a lot about the family that he 
and his wife nurtured. Thank you Muthoni, Wanjugu and Mutahi for seeing the need; 
for moving mountains of bureaucracy and funding to gather us close around you to 
immortalize the life and work of Wahome Mutahi in the conversations that will take 
place this afternoon, and thereafter, thanks to this collection, The Best of Whispers. 

As we celebrate the gift of laughter and those who make us laugh; as we interrogate 
its contours and the work that it does, let us underline this: Good art clarifies our 
thoughts and sharpens our arguments; it wipes away our tears; it gives us a bellyful 
of laughter and as it does all that, it defines our values past, present and future. As a 
literary tool, humour is made up of many parts. Today, we take particular note of 
satirical humour. A genre that exaggerates a viewpoint for the purpose of ridiculing and 
criticizing in a way that is ironic, entertaining and thought-provoking.

In post-independence Kenya, satirical humour has a long history in a variety of 
mediums. Its trajectory as social commentary and as political statement has many 
stop-overs, detours and interchanges all of which underline its inter-mediality - how 
easily it transfers from one medium to another in the places where we like to tell our 
“vernacular truths” as Mbugua wa Mungai terms them. For example, Issa Juma’s 1975 
hit, “Sigalame” crystallizes the urban legend of itinerant, loafers, “businessmen” with 
no visible work who nonetheless acquire reputations of endless affluence. Over time, 
this Sigalame character was given physical representation in bar-room murals in rural 
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Kenya and in rumours and matatu stickers that collectively work as cautionary tales that 
are used to socialize young men into a responsible work culture, and to warn young 
women about the sorts of fellows they might want to avoid. 

Those kinds of intertextualities and intermedialities lie at the core of our satirical humour 
before, during and after Whispers. Whispers is a giant that stood on the shoulders of 
giants. Wahome Mutahi’s path was illuminated by talented, bold, persistent, outstanding 
pioneers who risked the insecurities of self-employment to interpret our society and to 
pave the way for generations of humourists.

We remember Terry Hirst who taught many at the University of Nairobi including the 
songwriter, guitarist, prolific novelist, film-maker and Fine Artist, Sam Kahiga. Kahiga 
remembers Terry as the man who introduced him to satirical humour. He described 
Terry as “a true humourist, story teller and a pioneer in cartoon magazines which he 
combined with short stories from local writers.” 

Let us also salute Hilary Ng’weno, writer and editor. In 1967, Ng’weno started writing 
a socio-political column titled With a Light Touch, in the Daily Nation on Mondays.  In 
1969 when he left for further studies in the US, Ng’weno’s column was replaced by 
Brian Tetley’s Mambo. The big collaborative moment came the following year when 
Ng’weno returned and asked Terry Hirst to illustrate his weekly take on the country. 
Their first piece was published on January 4th, 19711. They would meet every Sunday 
to pore over ideas and sketches. Together, they birthed the character Joe, a newly 
urbanised man, “a survivor who has to laugh to keep from crying”. Terry Hirst once 
told me that “the purpose of ‘Joe’ was to comment on the news and to socialise people 
into being urban … to build a multiplicity of relationships … friendly but not involved 
emotionally.” Through subversive humour, Joe interrogated issues of transport, 
elections, medical services, religion and urbanisation.

When Joe magazine was launched in 1973, it brought on board a horde of Kenyan 
artistic talent penning jokes, comic strips, and short stories. They included David Maillu, 
Ngugi wa Thiong’o, Leonard Kibera, Sam Kahiga, Jonathan Kariara and Edward Gitau, 
who we remember fondly as the creator of the long-running Juha Kalulu, a comic strip 
that he started publishing in Kiswahili language papers in 1959. Joe magazine had such 
strong continental appeal that a Ghanaian medical illustrator by the name Frank Odoi 
packed up his bags in Accra and arrived in Nairobi uninvited and announced to join the 
team that was turning fine art into a compelling socio-political weapon. 
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It was Terry Hirst who first captured and typified in graphics the gluttonous pot-bellied 
“Bwana Mkubwa”. He was also the first cartoonist to draw Jomo Kenyatta. But only 
upon his death in 1978, capturing Jomo as a spirit hovering over the country from way 
up in the clouds. 
(The less said about that prediction the better!)

Let us also remember Kenneth Watene who premiered the Sunday Nation column 
Masharubu’s World in March 19762. Over the next ten years, a revolving cast of brilliant 
writers penned that column. They include Sam Kahiga, Francis Imbuga, Muthui Kariuki 
and Wahome Mutahi. Once again, Edward Gitau, the untiring cartoonist, provided the 
illustrations. 

We are fortunate to have here with us today, Paul Kelemba aka Maddo, through whose 
courage, incisive eye and deft hand we got the very first comic rendition of Daniel 
arap Moi with a dark, prominent gap between his teeth. Maddo’s collaborations with 
Wahome Mutahi were not unlike the union between Terry Hirst and Hilary Ng’weno 
or the one between Watene and Gitau, but I am sure Maddo will give us better insights 
into their working formula from 1986 all the way to the setting up of Views Limited.

Like creative writers and cartoonists, our popular musicians also have a long history 
of exploiting political satire. The work of D.O. Misiani in employing fabulization and 
animal fables to ridicule political leaders is particularly memorable3.  Misiani likens them 
to cunning cats, leopards, lions, wounded buffaloes and chimpanzees. The people they 
brutalize are eulogized as hapless chicken. Misiani’s 1989 benga hit, “Piny Ose Mer”, 
was a catalogue of political assassinations. Through repeated airplay, it became a shrine 
at which the public could pay homage to Tom Mboya, Kungu Karumba, Ronald Ngala 
and JM Kariuki, all of whom were eliminated in the name of creating political order. In 
this song, Misiani’s voice is plaintive. Like a dirge that carries dark humour as the only 
way to navigate doomsday.

Sometimes, the satirical takes in our popular music are the work of audiences interpreting 
songs rather than of musicians defining the politics.  In 1992 when Peter Kigia released 
an angry love song called “Reke Tumanwo” his comic portrayal of domestic strife was 
transplanted onto the people’s frustrations over the misallocation of resources by a 
leadership that continued to be defined along the lines of nepotism, pseudo-ethnic 
interests and elite capture. Thus it was said that Kigia was asking his people to walk out 
of KANU, to divorce President Moi.

The audacity of all these pioneering artists, their phenomenal incisive skill in knowing 
when to insinuate and when to lambast; how to defeat fear and when to test national 
security created the space for the Redykulass trio of stand-up comedians who lit up 
the late 1990s with malicious laughter. Their slapstick performances were audacious 
imitations of Moi and his coterie of ministers and handlers. The scrapping of Section 2a 
of the old constitution and an increasingly liberalized media made it possible for artists 
to employ such direct attacks and other modes of deflation where before they had had 
to master the art of innuendo through allegory, metaphor and religious idiom. 

Against this growing climate of naked protest in an age of political pluralism, Wahome 
Mutahi expanded his wings from Whispers’s side-eyed glances at “the man from sacho” 
to openly lampooning Moi in a series of stage plays that used regalia and symbols that 
were associated with him. Written together with Wahome Karengo, Titi Wainaina 
and Wakanyote, the plays -  Mtukufu Fimbo, Makaririra Kioro, Mugathe Mubogothi and 
Igoti Ria Mwingi, - used character names and traits that recalled real personalities and 
contemporary political developments. 

The fame of his Whispers newspaper column generated the audiences that supported 
Mutahi’s newly formed Igiza Productions. Wakanyote, Tirus Gathwe and Steenie 
Njoroge directed the cast. Though audiences were sometimes fearful of state actors 
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storming the venues, the age of such overt censorship was gone. Mutahi’s plays were 
not performed in the mainstream, on the biggest stages in the country, but they were 
nonetheless openly performed in hotels like Whispers Inn, Ngara. That led some 
academics to doubt whether audiences of “bar theatre” whose tables were littered 
with beers, were there for thought or for distraction, happy to escape their immediate 
problems rather than there to think through solutions.4

Today, in the realm of social commentary, Mwalimu Andrew continues in the tradition 
of Joe, Masharubu’s World and Whispers. Editorial cartoons have thrived, for the most 
part, and their political commentary has expanded to the point where Maddo and 
Gado grew their cutting two-dimensional editorial cartoons in newspapers to the 
three-dimensional work of political satire in the XYZ Shows screened on national 
television and via digital platforms online. 

Ever since Maddo, Gado and Redykulass, when our political satire entered the zone of 
what Mikhail Bakhtin terms as “crude contact”,  political leaders have been ruthlessly 
undressed through a variety of literary tactics that range from invective to paradox to 
wit and back. Over the last decade, the Internet has enabled the birth of the meme 
and the hashtag, as new vehicles of humour. It is important that we debate the work 
that this explosion of laughter on multiple social media spaces is doing. Do the times 
we are living in call for laughter or do they demand anger? Is there room for the art of 
persuasion?

In an age when government has moved from being the mere object of satirical 
attacks to itself employing laughter as a political campaign strategy, as a vehicle for 
communication, cooption and participation, are we, the public, gullible stooges in the 
hands of internet service providers who profit from the sale of data? Is there a state-
owned shop of dirty tricks that specializes in distracting us from sustained scrutiny and 
questioning? When we spend all night circulating memes on WhatsApp, who really 
has the last laugh, all the way to the bank? How organic is our laughter as a regime of 
protest as an embedded culture of dissent? Are our protests and conflicts controlled 
from elsewhere? And most important of all: has our laughter on social media killed our 
long overdue reformation? 

ROUTES
Whether or not we now have a regime that knows how to manipulate humour to 
exert control, we must ask ourselves what the key elements of Kenyan humour might 
be. We revel in mimicry, parody and hyperbole in ethnic humour; we are given to 
gallows humour that finds comedy in tragedy; the competition for state power is now 
read through brutal invective and derisive laughter; wit and scorn fuel our gender 
politics and, we turn every social moment into a political statement in an excellent 
brand of comic farce. For example, in the just concluded World Cup tournament, we 
wore the best lenses of geo-politics and colonial history to evaluate the competing 
teams. From unopened IEBC servers to the politics of contaminated sugar and dubious 
maize, we thrust our recent political history into debates about which team had the 
moral authority to deserve the support of Kenyans. 

Our acquisitiveness in hijacking global moments to advance local debates is not an idle 
pursuit. Our silliness actually strengthens public participation. Through these jokes, we 
keep a careful score of political developments and more than that, our humour sets a 
low bar for entry into political activism, the kind of activism that demands change while 
all the time appearing to be innocent fun. 

This hijacking or piggybacking is what Wahome Mutahi was so adept at enacting in his 
column Whispers. But aside from building up on our stock of cultural references, what 
else did Whispers achieve? One can argue that being loosely based on the structure 
and characters within his own family, the Whispers column was rife with the authorial 
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presence of Wahome himself. But did he lecture his audience? What power did he give 
his readers to claim interpretation, to decode inference and to deduce rather than to 
merely listen and take home? 

Study Wahome Mutahi’s tone and his word-play and you will find that despite the 
authorial presence, he was never self-righteous or entitled. As the title of his column 
confirms, he never found a need to shout or to chest thump. He suggested, he 
illustrated, he provided tangible familiar analogies and ultimately, and with a belly-full of 
self-deprecating humour, he persuaded rather than commanded or ordered. 

We read fiction for the story, but we also read fiction to enlarge our knowledge and 
expand our perspectives on both character and situation. Whispers persuaded us 
because he avoided a God-like omniscient knowledge and additionally, he made it 
known that this world, this country in all of its misalignments was not about him or his 
to fix alone; he was merely a contributor of one more way of seeing things and finding 
solutions. That is why we were never afraid to enter his sitting-room every Sunday, to 
listen to his observations and delight in his wit.

Whispers is critical to both the history and the fantasy of Kenyan citizenship. But if 
we re-evaluate that column by today’s standards of liberal democracy, does it still 
measure up to the progressiveness it was associated with in the late 1980s and 
throughout the1990s? What sense of belonging does Whispers craft? To what extent 
is its Christian discourse alienating, even though, Wahome exploited it mostly to show 
up the hypocrisy of religion and its connivance with public administration?5 How well 
does his rural setting, rife with farming tales of cross-bred cows and napier grass, gel 
with the many other populations that make up Kenya? The same can be asked of his 
portrait of the family – husband, wife, son, daughter. What conservative politics and 
hierarchies does this notion of the nuclear family present? What of his gender politics, 
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was Thatcher an act of empowerment or an echo of the typical bar-room resentment 
that rains on the growing voice and visibility of women? Did Whispers illuminate our 
citizenship(s) or did it underline our alienation? The answers to these questions might 
suggest the balance of the work after Whispers.

Humour, as Jenny Davis reminds us, can “detract from substantive conversation and 
foment cynicism and apathy in the democratic system”.6 It can undermine public 
participation. But I think that the kind of humour Wahome employed in columns like 
“Why Jethro’s Review Team is Still Divided”, did not engender cynicism, it invited 
one to show affiliation or to discredit the other side. To that extent, the ethos of a 
progressive politics of change dominates our memories of Whispers. 

Certainly, laughter is not a uniform, seamless landscape of hilarity and freedom. 
Laughter can signal various states of mind, different objectives. Sometimes, we gain 
relief when a heavy moment is handled with levity. Other times, what is familiar is cast 
in such strange terms that the incongruity wakes us up to a perversity or an injustice 
that we hadn’t seen before. At other times, we laugh with a sense of superiority, 
when the mighty are deflated and made common in ways that give us a heady sense 
of power. We laugh for different reasons just as much as we laugh in different ways. 
That is why we must increasingly question the political work of humour; both its 
imperative and its efficacy in achieving the essential goals of positive change: a change 
in the thinking, a change in the status quo rather than a shrugging of the shoulders, a 
mirthless acceptance that life is like that, or a woeful smile that seems to say bora tu 
uhai, as the joke rages on. 

But then again, how do you write comedy in a country where electric power goes off 
in the courts as the senior management of the power distribution company are in court 
facing corruption charges? Kenya must be the headquarters of irony. In such a republic, 
artists must have exceptional imagination and word-craft to take us beyond cynicism, 
to get us to imagine difference or, alternatively, to take us from mere ironic laughter to 
the kind of mwisho wa lami anger that launches reformations.

RESTING-PLACES
This launch of The Best of Whispers is a celebration of an archive that will now survive 
the terrible culture of erasure in our country. It is also bold because it dares to establish 
the validity of popular public memory as history, whether or not official history agrees 
with it. 

When we remember Whispers we remember both the man and his work with a 
feeling of warmth and a measure of comfort. What the family of Wahome Mutahi 
has given us is something that we in my household call, “consumable sentimentality”.7 
In this age when the location of the printed word has shifted, when we read off little 
screens that create two levels of separation between us and the printed word, a book 
is something of an ornament. There is something especially seductive, intimate and 
nostalgic in the act of holding printed paper; of remembering a time when we dared 
not hope for more than these weekly doses of domestic wit. 

When we get down to re-reading some of these columns we might ask ourselves “wait, 
why was this funny then?” or we may stop and think: “when I read the Whispers take 
on Ghai back in 2001, why didn’t I see the our katiba-making exercise as a catalogue of 
irreconcilable needs”? The correct answer to both questions is “context”. That is why 
I argue that the foremost value of this collection is its evidence that popular memory is 
a site of history. More than nostalgia, what we have here is an accessible documenting 
of the past and through it, an opportunity to realign the future. 

Those who police emotions and see them in the negative light of weakness, those 
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who see emotions as an absence of critical thinking – will be quick to frown on our 
sentimentality this evening. If we are seen to be nostalgic and whimsical, happy in 
reliving the past, we are told that we do so because we are not sufficiently aware of 
the architecture of oppression that in and of itself makes nostalgia a necessity. Better 
governance, without economic oppression and political control, would guarantee a life 
in which nostalgia would have no place and celebration would be a permanent state 
of grace! 

But as I have tried to demonstrate, laughter is not uncritical; nostalgia is not useless. 
Our joy in commemorating the work of Wahome Mutahi is in and of itself, a call 
to strengthen and consolidate the Kenyan tradition of sustained and informed public 
criticism.  One of the things we are challenged to do in this decade is reckon with the 
variety of laughters, humour, pains and angers and find from amongst that variety, the 
ground that moves us towards greater humanity; better governance; public morality 
that upholds honesty, and government that respects all of the above. 

To do that, in my opinion, to find the lowest common denominator amongst these 
varieties, calls for two things that Wahome Mutahi demonstrated so well:
 • The first is listening. To comment usefully, to intervene in the morass of   
  poor governance and moral confusion, you have to start by    
  observing in silence and listening actively. The age we live in calls for   
  continuous and instantaneous performances all over the streets of   
  social media to the point where you can’t hear anybody. Listening has   
  to become an art.
 • The other thing we might learn from Wahome Mutahi as we wade   
  through the din that envelopes us, a din across which people shout at   
  each other with convenient truths, impatience, abuse and fury,    
  is how to master the language of persuasion over the language of self-  
  righteous knowing. The other name for self-righteousness is    
  entitlement and entitlement is the one thing that we must urgently   
  dismantle if we are to build an equitable Kenya.

Securing Wahome Mutahi’s archive in this collection is a critical moment for the 
production of knowledge in and about Kenya. Too often, the intellectual labours and 
inspirational insights of wordsmiths like him are limited to scattered remembering in a 
magazine here and a newspaper there; poorly lit libraries where print is rarely secured 
in digital formats; a postgraduate thesis or two and maybe even a book that the majority 
in our country will never have access to. 

Along with you, the Mutahi family and those who have seen to the publication of this 
collection, we should salute those like Dr. George Ogola and Morris Kiruga8 who 
have studied and documented the value of Whispers. We must also salute the Kenya 
Publishers Association which has tried to keep the writer’s legacy alive through the 
Wahome Mutahi Literary Prize.

At this point, I think we should squint with side-eyes at the University of Nairobi 
because it is not too late for them to award Wahome Mutahi that posthumous Master 
of Arts degree in Literature. Clearly, in their inflexible notions about “great literature”, 
“the perfect sentence” and other such rigidities of the canon of creative writing, the 
University of Nairobi never understood Wahome’s brand of genius when he was their 
postgraduate student. But, the fullness of time and developments in both methodology 
and practice should have taught them something about the value of “vernacular truths” 
and the place of Whispers in our modes of protest and our national imagining.

Too often, we starve the production of knowledge in our country and miss numerous 
opportunities to consolidate our culture through acts of recognition and sites of 
remembrance. We are the net losers when the thought, practice and influence of 
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artists like Wahome Mutahi is subjected to appalling disregard from the state. It bears 
saying on this occasion that thanks to that misnamed and misconceived Ministry of 
Sports and Heritage, the government’s chronic lack of sustained institutional support 
through progressive policies and articulate visionaries with robust acumen, the bust 
of Wahome Mutahi that was made by the sculptor Omega Ludenyi and installed at 
the Kenya National Theatre’s Wasanii Bar in October 2007 is no longer there. It was 
carted off by auctioneers when the man who had commissioned the bust, and who 
had leased Wasanii from the Kenya National Theatre, fell back on his rent. 

Such acts of dishonouring and dismembering, of subjecting public memory to the 
ruthless vagaries of commercial enterprise are the reason why I say we have an 
anaemic Ministry that has refused to come to terms with its core mandate: creating 
the conditions that are necessary for artistic and cultural creativity to thrive. Unless we 
engage that ministry cleverly, the arts will remain a low priority in government purse-
strings, at the very bottom of national conversations on the economy even though, 
as I started by saying, the arts sharpen our perceptions, they define our dreams, they 
consolidate our values and they spark our humanity. 

Long Live Whispers!

Thank you.

Dr. Joyce Nyairo is a cultural scholar based at Santuri Media. She is author 
of Kenya @50: Trends, Identities and the Politics of Belonging
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In Kenya, people tend to think of culture as something of the past, remembered 
with nostalgia or dread. This conjures the image of culture as a vestige of history - 
objectified and mummified, thus dead. That is why people talk about a resurrection a 
of culture. Resurrection presupposes a reengineering, a remembering, a revitalisation, 
a rebirth. But culture is a living thing and its celebration can only be realised through 
living narratives. For instance, in September 2008, I attended a Kenya Oral Literature 
Association (KOLA) symposium in Mombasa and presented a paper which was titled 
“Refocusing the Nation: Cultural Diversity and the Construction of the Dead Narrative.” 
In this paper, I differentiated the “living narrative” from the “dead narrative.” The living 
narrative is one where evil, violence, corruption and ethnic hatred is condemned as 
“ogrenic” and, just like the ogre in the oral narratives of our people, it is speared to 
death or its small finger is cut and the good things it had swallowed emerge. The 
dead narrative is the opposite – where people celebrate the death of all the virtuous 
attributes of a great nation. The gist of my argument was that as a country we had been 
overrun by the “dead narrative” spun by our leaders. – A narrative of ethnic jingoism, 
political aggrandizement, the “virtue” of silence even in the face of injustice and 
plunder, fatalism, of the elimination of values in social-cultural, political and economic 
enterprise: the death of our soul as a nation. I have since been vindicated. The more 
time passes, the deeper we fall into abysmal inertia.

Something great happened after the phase of blood-letting as a result of the dead 
narrative of 2007 elections. It was inevitable for the country to get a new constitution 
and this was realized in 2010 with the first elections under it held in 2013. These are 
the elections that created leadership at the county level. In this paper, I would like to 
discuss the role that county governments can play in the recreation of living narratives 
and cultural emancipation. 

What are the key issues?
A Definition
Etymologically, the Latin root of the term culture is “colere” meaning anything from 
cultivating to inhabiting, protecting or worshipping (Muller 2005: 1). Edward Burnet 
Tylor in his book Primitive Culture is credited by scholars as having given the most 
comprehensive definition of culture (Muller 2005: 7). Tylor thinks of culture and 
civilisation as synonymous and defines it as follows:

 Culture or civilisation, taken in its wide ethnographic sense, is the complex  
 whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any  
 other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society.

The problematics of this definition was that it was used to define the presence of 
culture as Eurocentric and to justify the colonisation and pacification of any other 
community – to civilise and “culturalise” them to the European ideal. The further 
one was from Eurocentricism, the further one was from “culture.” This perverted 
conception, that has unfortunately stayed with us for a long time - it’s a problem of the 
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colony and the colonised.
If we ignore the consequent “locale of culture” (and its tying in with civilisation) meaning 
that this definition was wrought by the colonization agenda, Tylor’s definition represents 
a clear delineation of what culture is. For purposes of this paper, we will treat culture 
as the collective lived experiences of the individual in communion with others. In the 
Kenyan context therefore, a discussion on culture will be referenced to the ethnic, 
social, economic, geographical and national frames – singly or together. In each frame, 
a culture emerges, a “repeated instance of thought and behaviour” (Brumann, 2005). 
The basic problem with any discussion on culture is what Okot p’Bitek called the 
conception of culture as a “thing”: 

 …something separate and distinguishable from the way of life of a people,   
 something that can be put in books and museums and art galleries,   
 something which can be taught in schools and universities for examination   
 purposes, or enjoyed in leisure time in theatres and     
 cinema halls…” (1986:14)

The problem that p’Bitek identified is worsened by the current social construct of 
culture  as a throwback to the past as imagined by some or a chthonic essence visible 
in manner, dress (more often the adornment of oft meaningless paraphernalia bought 
in roadside kiosks and the Maasai market). This bastardization is worsened by a 
crusade against the negative aspects of traditional practices and beliefs. Although this 
is acceptable, it is done in such a way as to erode anything else that is positive. An 
artist who is a kilumi dancer is today considered uniquely dressed, too deep in their 
diction, eccentric, a social misfit and therefore, tired of defending themselves, relapses 
into solitude and personal musings. Society then labels them a witch and the rest is 
predictable. A counter argument is that culture is adaptive and the said kilumi dancer 
should adapt kilumi to a church hymn. There are many perspectives, but the problem 
remains - our culture has been silenced.

This then begs the question- what is Kenyan culture? Is there a distinguishable, known 
or predictable way of life of the people called Kenyans? Outside of our common 
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symbol encapsulated in our flag, coat of arms and national anthem, do we have a 
common history, a heritage, collage of rituals, language, music, literature, dress, 
religion, demeanour, character, psyche, food, cuisine, an architecture, code of ethics, 
a collective memory – , a philosophy that we celebrate? The obvious answer to these 
questions is no. We have motley cultural practices and material items that vary from 
one ethnic community to another. The failure of the much touted 2003 experiment 
on a national dress is testimony of our inability to have a coherent national cultural 
agenda and identity. 

It is important that we look at these questions from the point of view of heterogeneity; 
that Kenyan communities were geographically determined by colonialism and therefore 
our collective identity is a patchwork of cultures melting together within the borders of 
the country. Whether or not there is a Kenyan culture as a result of this “melting” is not 
going to be a concern in this paper however. I take the “easier” route that focuses on 
celebrating the cultures of the diverse communities that constitute the Kenyan nation, 
and discuss the ways in which county governments can enhance these.

An interesting perspective has arisen recently in a WhatsApp group called “Errant 
Natives.” The group has been discussing the threat to the culture and livelihoods 
of the northern Kenya communities in view of what they call “CONservationists” (a 
dispossession of the people of their land and livelihoods to pave way for game hunting). 
The discussion came around to reclaiming their own, and reference was made to 
resurgence of a Mau Mau kind of insurrection. Bertha Rinjeu, one of the “errants” was 
categorical that “before guns, we need drums. Remember the first thing the white man 
did was to silence our drums.” Her argument was that the white men, who are now 
setting up conservancies in the north of Kenya “call us third world and their museum is 
full of things they stole from across the world and their empire was built on the backs 
of our fathers and mothers.”(27/4/2018: 2005hrs)

In my view, cultural resurrection is an “unsilencing of our drums” so that they talk to us, 
so that we talk through them, so that we raise our voices and encode our treasures, 
our ways and our relationships. This is the job the Constitution of Kenya anticipates as 
the forte of the County Governments. 

What Does the Law Say?
Culture as a Basis for Nationhood
The Constitution of Kenya has a number of key references to culture. In the preamble, 
ethnic, cultural and religious diversity (and how these foster peace and unity) are 
recognised as the basis of our nationhood. Article 11 is dedicated to culture and 
specifically talks about the promotion of “all forms of national and cultural expression,” 
recognition of “the role of science and indigenous technologies” and the promotion 
of “intellectual property rights of the people of Kenya.” The role of parliamentary 
legislation in the protection and promotion of cultural heritage, indigenous seeds and 
plants is a directive principle. 

Culture as a Right
In Article 27 (4), culture, dress and language are referred to as a basis upon which 
freedom from discrimination is anchored. Article 33 (1) (b) avers to freedom of artistic 
creativity as a critical form of freedom of expression. Article 44 importantly captures 
three issues related to language and culture – the right “to use the language and 
participate in the cultural life” of one’s choice, “to enjoy ones culture and language” 
and to “form, join and maintain cultural and linguistic associations.” The same Article 
also prohibits the compelling of a person to “perform, observe or undergo any cultural 
practice or right.” Articles 53(d) and 55 (d) protect children and youth respectively 
from “harmful cultural practices” and exploitation. Article 56 behooves the government 
to put in place affirmative action programmes to ensure minorities and marginalized 
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communities1 “develop their cultural values, languages and practices.” Article 69(1) (c) 
also mandates the state to “protect and enhance intellectual property in and indigenous 
knowledge of, biodiversity and the genetic resources of communities.” 

Culture as a Functional Governance principle
Article 159 (2) (c) recognises the place of “traditional dispute resolution mechanisms” 
promotion in the exercise of judicial function on condition of compliance to justice, 
morality and the bill of rights. Article 174 (c) (d) & (e) recognise people’s self-governance, 
the right of communities to manage their own affairs and the protection of rights of the 
minorities and marginalized as key objects of devolution.  In terms of responsibility, the 
fourth schedule of the constitution makes libraries, museums and cultural activities and 
facilities a function of the County Government. The National Government has the role 
of developing policy and promoting local languages, radio and television broadcasting, 
fishing, hunting, gathering, protection of animals and wildlife, ancient and historical 
monuments (of national importance) and tourism policy and development.

A History of Neglect
Since independence, and especially in the last four years, Kenya has been trying to 
develop a bill for the protection, promotion and development of culture2.To date, 
there is no legislation3 that gives effect to, and operationalises the directive principles in 
the Constitution of Kenya. The situation is so bleak that in the 2018 Cabinet portfolios 
named by Uhuru Kenyatta, “culture” is not a factor – unless we assume it is subsumed 
in “Tourism” or “Sports and Heritage.” 

In major towns in Kenya, spaces for rehearsal and performance have been prohibitively 
expensive. In Nairobi, Mombasa, Nakuru and Kisumu, there are no spaces provided 
by the government for the promotion of artistry. Artists use social halls, community 
halls and church halls to practice and perform. But these spaces have contracted over 
time and are hardly available. There is little support from development partners that 
goes to culture and the arts. Foreign missions have promoting their country’s culture 
and arts as a priority and therefore promoting Kenyan culture comes second.

Since independence, culture has been seen as an “object” for entertainment in the 
national government’s plans. Prof Kimani Njogu in his article “Kenya should Pay 
More Attention to Culture and Creative Industries” carried in the Daily Nation of 8th 
February 2018 posits that: 

 For too long, culture and arts have been made marginal to national   
 development due to conservative attitudes of what they entail. Limiting   
 culture to tradition and ethnography denies the nation the opportunities   
 provided by the imagination, technological advances, rapid urbanisation and  
 the energies released by cultural interconnectedness.

Clearly, the government does not see the potential for development or growth in 
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making culture central to nationhood. Before devolution, cultural officers in districts 
had no budgets for research or promotion of culture and the arts. Their key function 
was to mobilise “traditional” groups to entertain dignitaries. Most of these groups bore 
allegiance to government and their artistry was “cannibalized” by its leadership. They 
got no artistic input or structured opportunities to grow their artistry. Unfortunately, 
openings to showcase their creativity were limited as the other available occasions 
were political meetings which until the 1990s, were banned or even unpredictable. 
Artists who remained in the limelight in rural and peri-urban areas, were those who 
became sycophants of political supremos. Inevitably, their art degenerated as they 
tried to keep up with the need to belittle their benefactors’ enemies. The rendition of 
history, employment of lofty language and nuanced ritual in performance died in the 
throes of artistic demagoguery. 

County Governments’ Drum Rolls
The County Governments came to be in 2013 and their establishment was marred by 
transitional challenges. They mostly inherited the offices and infrastructure of defunct 
councils and their roles were stipulated in Schedule 4 of the constitution. These include 
“cultural activities, public entertainment and public amenities.” The particularities of the 
roles are problematic as they are dispersed between the two levels of government 
and the use of the word “including” in an attempt to delineate functions does not help 
matters as it causes conjecture and ambivalence. For example, “sports, cultural activities 
and facilities” is a County Government function but it’s the National Government’s role 
to promote “sports and sports education.” This lack of clarity and the carryover of 
planning practices have relegated culture to the periphery of County Government 
planning. This can be reversed if counties debunk the retrogressive thinking that has 
hitherto been practiced. Some of the functions and actions of counties include the 
following:
 
 a) Budgeting and Planning
Primarily, a county should develop budget lines and codes for culture as an important 
aspect of all its plans. The delineation should be such that culture is a department that 
has capacity to procure – that is, it becomes an entity of the County Government. This 
is important in ensuring allocation, portfolio and development of plans - the County 
Integrated Development Plan, the Annual Development Plan - and thus inclusion in the 
County Fiscal Strategy Paper. 
 
 b) Promotion of Languages
The mainstreaming of culture as a major part of government business is a key 
deliverable for counties. The main challenge is the demonization of culture due to 
the current westernization of our society. Learning and speaking English is a mark 
of achievement, and speaking or knowing local languages is seen as backward and 
foolish. The school system and the “slaker”4 system reiterate this. In my opinion, the 
primary work counties can do revolves around language. Language is the carrier of 
culture, the medium through which culture can be celebrated. The development of 
dictionaries, story books, pamphlets, charts, children’s’ games and songs for learners in 
their local languages is a great beginning. More particularly, ECDE teachers should be 
given materials for and courses in the teaching of language. 

Development of  indigenous languages will be a key step in decolonising the individual. 
Mukoma wa Ngugi, in his paper “What Decolonizing the Mind Means Today” referenced 
Ngugi wa Thiong’os Decolonising the Mind and argues for linguistic decolonisation.

 The work of linguistic decolonization cannot be done by writers alone.   
 Governments must change their policy towards the teaching of    
 African languages and create economic opportunities in     
 those languages—whether it’s agricultural extension     
 officers trained in the languages of the communities they serve, or teachers   

“sports, cultural activities 
and facilities” is a County 
Government function 
but it’s the National 
Government’s role to 
promote “sports and sports 
education.” This lack of 
clarity and the carryover 
of planning practices 
have relegated culture to 
the periphery of County 
Government planning. 
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 trained in teaching African languages, or interpreters for national    
 and international organizations, and so on. African languages have to move   
 from being primarily social languages to vehicles of political, cultural, and   
 economic growth.

I agree with Mukoma wa Ngugi that our languages have to become languages of trade, 
instruction and political mobilisation. This can only be if counties make deliberate efforts 
towards promoting them.
 
 c) Support to Artists
The arts are a diverse genre of creative enterprise. Music, sculpture, writing, theatre, 
painting, graphic design and many other types of cultural expression, constitute 
specialized artistic forms and persuasions that should be developed independently and 
professionally. The support lent to artists should therefore be based on the motivation 
to enhance excellence as well as to incubate talent. This requires establishment of a fund 
appropriated by the County Assembly and administered by a committee appointed for 
this purpose. This committee will receive and evaluate proposals and award grants 
based on developed criteria for different categories of artists. . An established gospel 
musician who wants to enhance their brand and increase their publicity will obviously 
get more funds than a budding artist who wants to produce a single song.  Counties will 
need to take into consideration the needs and challenges of the different genres when 
awarding grants. This fund should not have less than 10 million Kenya shillings annually.

 d) Radio, Television and Recording Studio
One of the critical infrastructure facilities that artists struggle to obtain is recording 
equipment and promotion channels. County Governments should establish state of 
the art recording studios and open radio and TV stations where artists can record their 
productions promote their work. Airtime should be provided for exclusive county arts 
programmes without costs to artists.
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Kenyan communities have diverse music and sound that can be used in movies and 
music. A key activity of the recording studios should be the development of a sound 
bank that can be monetized to benefit both the artists and the county. 

 e) Annual Cultural Fetes
Some forms of culture have been commoditized and are only used as a product 
for the entertainment and benefit of tourists and other guests . This has cheapened 
the artistry and celebratory aspect of culture and the “living” conception of dance, 
music, sculpture, painting, dress and ritual. Nowhere has this had such devastating 
effects as with “traditional dancers.” This group of artists have been used by leaders 
and government agencies (especially the previous provincial administration) to provide 
distractions and cheap entertainment during national days and other official meetings. 

Counties have the responsibility to humanize this facet. This can only happen where 
genuine platforms for celebratory performance are created. This should be done 
through cultural fetes organized at the ward level, sub-county and county level. At each 
level, all categories of cultural activity should be presented and a panel of specialists 
should select teams to compete at the next level. Creativity, depth of respect for 
traditional forms and innovation should be the basis for such selection. Naturally, the 
infusion of new emergent forms (referred to often as “modern”) should be encouraged 
and separately adjudicated. 

As a matter of course, all groups presenting at the ward level (or at least a big number of 
them) should be rewarded in a way that encourages them to improve themselves. The 
awards should be given during a graduation ceremony so as to promote excellence. At 
the sub-county level, awarding should be limited to winning teams and two runners-
up. Logistics for groups to participate in the sub-county and county levels need to be 
organized. By the time the fete is happening at the county level, the whole county 
should be fully mobilised for the event. It is important for it to be covered live on 
local radio and TV – not in the commercialized Nairobi based stations. The intention 
is to promote the cultural celebration within the whole populace. Schools, learning 
institutions and religious institutions should not be allowed to participate as institutions.

The department responsible should use the opportunity presented by the ward based 
platforms to identify persons with traditional culinary skills, knowledge of indigenous 
medicine and to identify cultural historians. These should be invited to the County’s 
cultural festival to discuss elements of culture and to teach others. These processes 
should be well documented. 
 
 f) Preservation and Documentation of Cultural Sites
The destruction of forests and the expansion of agriculture and infrastructure have 
affected sacred and other cultural sites. One of the main reasons for this is that the 
sites are not documented or the land they sit on is not protected and preserved by 
government. In most rural counties, shrines and sacred hills and valleys have been 
turned into farmland, markets, churches or public institutions. Since the protection of 
community land is a function of County Government, they should repossess all the 
said sites, rehabilitate and restore them. The lands should be surveyed and title deeds 
lodged with the government. Secondly, the County should document the narratives of 
the sacred sites and publish them.

 g) County Cultural Centres
Counties should develop social halls in every ward to provide space for creation and 
curation of artistic work and also a venue for artists gatherings.. At the County level, it 
is prudent to have a cultural centre that has a performance space with a sitting capacity 
of at least one thousand persons and the requisite infrastructure. This should include 
, sound, lighting and other technical equipment, rehearsal spaces, changing rooms, 
offices and exhibition rooms. 
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In my opinion, these are the basic requirements for any county. A forum should be 
established to enable dialogue with county cultural enthusiasts and artists on follow 
up action and support necessary to enhance cultural celebration. Additionally, an 
independent association, board or council should be to established to ensure that 
the work of promoting culture and arts is carried out impartially and that the required 
resources are allocated. 

Kawive, Wambua is an artist, researcher, writer and governance expert 

End Notes
1Defined in Article 260 as communities of “small population”, traditional group with “unique 
culture and identity” that it preserves from assimilation or indigenous community that maintains 
its “lifestyle and livelihood”, nomadic or geographically isolated communities

2A Draft Bill has been developed and is now in the Legislature

3There are a number of legislations in this regard:
 a)  The Kenya Cultural Centre Act no. 60 of 1950 – CAP 218
 b)  The Protection of Traditional Knowledge and Cultural Expressions Act  no. 23 of   
     2016
 c)  The National Museums and Heritage Act no. 6 of 2006
 d)  The Copyright Act no 12 of 2001 and the Copyright (Amendment) Acts of 2012   
  and 2014
 e) The National Policy on Traditional Knowledge, Genetic Resources and Traditional 
   Cultural Expressions 2009
 f) TheNational Policy on Culture and Heritage 2009 
 g)  The National Music Policy 2015

4A “slaker” is a wooden or metal slab that a student who speaks a language other than English or 
Kiswahili is made to carry and display as punishment. Literature available about it states that this 
demeans the learner and the language
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“There have been great societies that did not use the wheel, but there have been no 
societies that did not tell stories.”- Ursula K. Le Guin1

Since film technology emerged in the early twentieth century, it has been recognized 
as a powerful medium in social life as a whole and a formidable tool in social 
transformation.2  Cinema, also called films, motion pictures or movies, communicates 
through story-telling, in either documentary or feature formats. It has evolved over 
time to combine its artistic qualities and its business potential to emerge as one of 
the world’s most formidable cultural industries. It’s hard to imagine life without films 
today. According to David Bordwell et.al (2010: 3), the audio-visual medium is widely 
recognized as a powerful form of communication, entertainment and by design, films 
have a massive influence on their audiences.  

As art, film is a combination of different art forms that include writing, dramatic 
performance, cinematography, music, editing, audio track design, motion graphics, 
and sound effects, all based from the cultural milieu of society.  Using simple stories, 
films ‘represent’ and at the same time ‘signify’ through their unique cinematic language. 

In their narrative style, they create their own reality;  remix it with the unreal, the 
present, the past, truth, lies, the future, real life, surreal imagination, memory and 
dream in a spell binding magical way. Films can make the unborn and the living exist    
visually together in a world of their own. Anything real or imagined, so long as it can be 
given a visual form and fitted within a storyline, is employed to achieve the ends of the 
‘auteur’, the director - story teller.
 
Cinema as a tool or medium of communication evolved at a time when the colonialists 
were subdividing Africa during the Berlin conference of 1884. According to Ngugi wa 
Thiong’o (2014: 67-80), for the empires, the cinematic icon came at a time when 
colonialists as well as literary and journalistic voices were already painting Africa in 
the darkest of colors. Henry Morton Stanley who combined the roles of journalist, 
Christian emissary and trader, had set the tone of a tradition with such sensational titles 
as In Darkest Africa. Cinema then as a visual medium became a very convenient tool to 
paint this darkness of Africa on the silver screen.   

According to Ngugi (ibid),  because “cinema has more surface realism, the cinematic 
image could outdo the journalistic and the literary voices in the depiction of the 
barbarity, savagery, infantilism, docility and all the dark otherness that made white 
civilization more luminous. Whiteness became more visibly splendid especially when 
juxtaposed against blackness.”  Ngugi asserts that cinematic icons could conclusively 
give visual credence to the racist assertions of the voice, oral or literary, that preceded 
it. Cinema brought home to Europe  the visual evidence of barbarity at a time that 
‘seeing is believing’ was the mantra of the times.

According to Stanford M. Lyman(1990)3, in most films about Africa in those early days, 
its peoples are depicted as inhabitants of fetid, vine-and-snake infested jungles. The 
early documentaries based on Roosevelt’s and other big game hunter’s adventures 
such as Tuaregs in Their Country (1909); Theodore Roosevelt in Africa (n.d.); 
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Theodore Roosevelt’s Camp in Africa (n.d.); Paul J. Rainey’s African Hunt (1912); 
Capturing Circus Animals in the African Wilds (1913); African Natives (n.d.) - pictured 
jungle settings filled with wildlife  as the African norm. 

This provided a fitting contrast to a populace who had been moved through industrial 
revolution into fetid and bewildering concrete city jungles. Within a very short time, 
the popularity of  these jungle documentary stories gave birth to  exotic feature films;  
Missionaries in Darkest Africa (1912); The Terrors of the Jungle (1913); Voodoo 
Vengeance (1913); The Loyalty of Jumbo (1914); Forbidden Adventure (1915); and 
A Night in the Jungle (1915) - exploiting such soon-to-be-standardized themes as 
“darkest” Africa, jungle “juju,” African “primitivism,” the tragedy of miscegenation, and 
heroic if unavailing missionary endeavor. 

Another cinema-in-Africa researcher  Femi Okiremuete Shaka (1994), also states that  
association of Africans with savagery and bestiality began with documentaries such as 
Tuaregs in their Country (1909), Big Game Hunting in Africa (1909), Missionaries in 
Darkest Africa (1912), The Military Drill of the Kikuyu Tribes and Other Ceremonies 
(1914), and other  films such as, How a British Bull-dog Saved the Union Jack (1906), 
which deals with the British-Zulu war of 1906-1907, and D.W. Griffith’s The Zulu 
Heart (1908), in which a Zulu turns on his fellows in order to aid the whites, etc. 

According to Lyman(ibid),  a leitmotiv established by African movies settled on four 
basic themes: 1) the inherent superiority of Euro-American civilization, the white race, 
and colonial rule; 2) the sorrow and tragedy of interracial sex and/or marriage; 3) 
the loyalty and devotion of the African servant; and 4) the altruistic service of white 
missionaries, doctors, engineers, and wildlife conservationists, who serve as models of 
civilization and tutors of modernity to grateful African natives. These four themes are 
the foundation upon which colonial cinema in Africa was built upon.
Film tells its story and reveals its characters in a series of simple, beautiful, active 
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pictures, with as little talk as possible. Early film in fact was without sound. Film 
emerged  during the colonial era to become the perfect medium to deliver back to 
Europe the evidence of what early explorers had  proclaimed about the primitivism 
and the gory backwardness of the occupants of the ‘dark continent’  in vivid black and 
white cinematic detail. 

Just as words are the building blocks of a written language, individual shots are the 
building blocks of the film language. Different shots become different parts of speech, 
serving different purposes and answering different questions. The same shots evoke 
different meaning with change of lighting, change of colour, hue, alteration of angle of 
view, and even the juxtaposition of one shot preceding or coming after another.

According to Shaka (ibid), most film historians now cite Griffith’s The Birth of a Nation 
(1915), as the film which codified the stereotypical images of blacks, in general, in the 
cinematic medium. Though the film explores and exploits white fears and anxieties 
about the black presence in America and in this respect, can be considered as dealing 
specifically with an African-American experience in colonialist filmic representation, in 
the opening sequence, the film traces the problem of the black presence to Africa and 
the slave trade. Through this association, metaphors of African savagery and bestiality 
are transposed to African-Americans and vice versa. 

Shaka (ibid) goes on to argue that the colonialist films deny Africans their individual 
identities and social values, and Africans are also made victims of European psychic 
projections and fantasies. ‘Africans are cinematically represented as sexual perverts, 
cannibals, sadists, despots, idlers, indolent, gutless, timid, superstitious, and barbarous.’ 
Just about any social practice which European and Hollywood film producers and 
directors consider uncivil is projected upon Africans. When they are not being portrayed 
as childish and harmless, they are depicted at the other extreme as heartless despots 
and sadistic murderers; when they are not gutless, they are portrayed as irrational and 
bloodthirsty warrior stereotypes. 

And the power of the stereotype over the psyche of the audience was not limited 
to only Africa. According to Daniel O’Brien, discussing a popular film, Trader Horn 
(1931),4 critic Loren Miller noted, in a 1934 piece for NAACP journal ‘The Crisis,’ 
how both working and middle-class black patrons in the US cinemas applauded when 
the white heroine was saved from a black villain. He concluded that Hollywood artifice 
had normalized and naturalized the triumph of white virtue over black vice to the 
extent that African Americans would effectively cheer their own denigration.  And the 
cinematic denigration established with colonization has continued to this day.

Cinema shows in Colonies   
According to Rosaleen Smyth (1979)5, after the end of the First World War, the 
British government sought to manipulate the powerful new propaganda weapon of 
the cinema to the advantage of the Empire. Cinema was believed to have a profound 
influence over the illiterate people of the empire. There was a belief that if it was 
properly controlled, it would yield a beneficent influence. Some people had hoped 
that cinema would inculcate British values into the colonial communities and help sell 
British products.6

The initial impulse to regulate the influence of the cinema in British territories resulted 
from the perceived threat to British interests by the commercial cinema, especially 
Hollywood. Rosaleen Smyth has noted that in the African colonies the concern 
of the Colonial Office was how the cinema affected British economic and political 
interests, and how Britain might use the cinema to promote what it determined to 
be the economic, social, and moral welfare of the colonial peoples. Britain felt that 
both her economic and political interests in Africa were threatened by the stranglehold 
which the American film had gained on the commercial cinema circuit in the 1920s. 

in the African colonies the 
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Hollywood cinema came out of the 1st world war as a formidable force and like an 
eagle, it  cast a shadow over the global screens.  

Attempts made to break the influence of Hollywood in the colonies failed however, 
because many colonies, especially those in Southern and Eastern Africa, had already 
entered contractual agreements with South Africa based film distributors for supplies 
of commercial films. This stranglehold proved hard to break even after countries like 
Kenya got her political independence.7    

In 1931, in supporting the expansion of film use in Africa, J. Russell Orr told a meeting 
of the African society, ‘a successful film has a wider circulation than any newspaper and 
any book except, the bible.’ In 1932, the pioneering propagandist Sir Stephen Tallents 
also proclaimed that the cinema was the greatest agent of international communication, 
and that its moral and emotional influence was incalculable.8  

But the British sensed a danger in creating change with uncensored feature films.  
Cinema was exploding the myth of white supremacy and  moral superiority which 
had been perpetuated by colonizers, especially the missionaries. White people had 
been made to appear as emblems of holiness, purity, virtue, civilization, and superior 
mannerisms. The new films shown to the African colonial subjects were seen as 
undermining and contaminating the well established white image by representing the 
white characters as ordinary humans prone to be  immoral, adulterous vagabonds or 
drunkards, murderers, criminals with loose morals and coarse mannerisms, and other 
plethora of human vices.   

In this regard, Notcutt L.A. (1937: 23), founder of the Bantu Educational Film 
Experiment, argued the following:  “With backward peoples unable to distinguish 
between truth and falsehood, it is surely in our wisdom, if not our obvious duty, to 
prevent as far as possible the dissemination of wrong ideas. Should we stand by and 
see a distorted presentation of the white race’s life accepted by millions of Africans 
when we have it in our power to show them the truth?”

But this was easier said than done. The train had already left the station. In any case, 
maintaining a false image wasn’t sustainable in the long term. The Africans came face 
to face with the fallibility of the British when they fought alongside them against the 
Germans during the 2nd World War.

British Propaganda against the Mau Mau
After the end of the 2nd World War, Africans started agitating for their independence. 
According to David Anderson (2003), prior to resorting to film use to quell the Mau 
Mau rebellion in Kenya, the British  had just done a similar job in Malaysia only a few 
years earlier where the tactics had worked, and the memories were still fresh in their 
mind.  

Faced by an insurgency that proved impossible to stamp out in a hurry as initially 
thought, propaganda became a key strategy both internally, between the fighters 
and their supporters so as to break the backs of the rebels and dislodge them from 
the collaborators, and externally to hoodwink the international community about 
what was really going on in the colony and which was proving a great international 
embarrassment to the Queen and the British Empire as a whole. Cinema became an 
invaluable tool in this enterprise in a propaganda technique referred to by experts as 
Ad hominen.9   

There have been several researches done in this area and there’s general consensus that 
the British colonial government’s use of propaganda played a key role in its suppression 
of the Mau Mau rebellion. The government used propaganda to justify the repression 
being used against the Mau Mau and to turn national and international attention away 
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from other political issues. One of the key studies was David Anderson’s Feature: Film 
and History in Africa, Mau Mau at the Movies: Contemporary Representations of an 
Anti-Colonial War.10   

Locally, the colonial government was anxious to put a wedge between the Mau Mau 
and the communities that had succumbed to their rule. More importantly, they had 
to isolate the Kikuyu from the other tribes who were seen as having no opposition to 
colonial rule. This was done through mobile cinema vans that circulated throughout 
the country. If they hadn’t isolated the Kikuyus soon enough, the entire country would 
have been ungovernable.  

Internationally, it was necessary to cover up the gross violations of human rights and 
the crimes against humanity that Britain was committing in Kenya even before the ink 
that had been used to sign the 1948 Declaration of Human Rights had dried. Many of 
the articles of the declaration were being grossly violated including Article One which 
categorically stated, “All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. 
They are endowed with reason and conscience and should act towards one another 
in a spirit of brotherhood.”11 

Britain, coming from winning the 2nd World War against fascism alongside the USA, 
was posing as an exemplary world leader, and she took a leading role in solemnizing 
the General Assembly of the United Nations to proclaim the ‘Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights’ as a common standard of achievement for all peoples and all nations, 
to the end that every individual and every organ of society recognize the role of 
inalienable human rights.  

Only four years down the line, none of the thirty articles of the lofty ‘inalienable human 
rights’ was being upheld in colonial Kenya as Britain desperately tried to use all means 
possible to stifle the Kenyans’ fight for their rights, their land and their freedom. An 
interesting point to observe is that as the world was adopting these humanitarian 
principles, it looked the other way when South Africa’s white racist regime established 
apartheid which was a gross violation of human rights and one of the worst cases of 
human rights abuses in the civilized world. 

In Kenya, the atrocities that Britain was committing were illegal at the time under British 
and colonial law12 and even more importantly under international law. In Kenya and 
Malaysia, the government went to great lengths to conceal the truth about how the 
liberation conflicts were being fought.  

According to Michael Paris (2002), given the close connections that had always existed 
between British governments and the film industry, films produced at this time “offered 
contemporary audiences a more or less officially-sanctioned view of decolonization 
and a channel through which audiences could negotiate the loss of empire.”  

Resorting to film for propaganda wasn’t a new venture. According to Michael Paris 
(ibid), even in the early days of its existence, British cinema had been a significant 
channel for the propaganda of empire. Many of the earliest empire films were ‘simplistic 
adventure stories reflecting heroic moments in the empire story.’ These apparently 
innocuous stories, together with newsreels celebrating all manner of imperial 
occasions, “promoted the imperial idea, glorified the qualities of colonial administrators 
and soldiers, and emphasized the benefits of British rule for subject peoples.” 

Paris argues that while these films emerged spontaneously from the deeply held 
imperialist convictions of the filmmakers, the First World War ensured that such material 
became “part of a government sponsored propaganda campaign. And because the 
British war effort depended so heavily upon the dominions and colonies, the cinema of 
empire became even more pervasive.”
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According to Paris (ibid), The First World War had considerable impact on the film 
industry and convinced filmmakers that patriotism was profitable, and government that 
the cinema was a powerful ally that would help shape public opinion. ‘The Great War’ 
as it is sometimes called was the first to be fought before the motion picture camera. 
According to Stuart Klawans (2000), during the war in the field, reconnaissance became 
airborne and cinematic while at home, propaganda leapt from the page to the screen. 
According to David Anderson (ibid), like most wars, Mau Mau was as much about 
propaganda as it was about reality. The Colonial Office used very strong language 
to describe the Mau Mau as “dark,” “evil,” “foul,” “secretive,” and “terrorists.”  The 
colonial forces, as opposed to Mau Mau, were “white” and “enlightened.” It was a clear 
case of good versus evil, black and white, and light versus darkness scenario. These 
descriptions spilled over into the Kenyan and British press, where the sensationalist 
accounts juxtaposed white heroism with African, or Mau Mau terrorism and savagery. 
This tied in with the early films made about Africa, most of which were shot in Kenya 
colony.

Because the Mau Mau story was a leading news story internationally in the early 1950s, 
in the United States, the contrived depiction had pro-British images and avid audiences 
watched motion pictures on the subject such as the 1955 Simba, where the Mau Mau 
were depicted as murderous hordes or betrayers who murdered their white masters, 
friends, and children in their beds in cold blood. 

According to David Anderson (ibid) making films about a conflict when it is in the 
process is not usual.  “….independent feature films about wars have rarely been made 
in the midst of conflict, least of all when that conflict is an anti-colonial struggle by 
poorly armed rebels against the might of an empire. It is therefore remarkable that no 
fewer than three full-length, independent feature films were made between 1954 and 
1957 about Kenya’s Mau Mau rebellion - Simba (1955), Safari (1956) and Something 
of Value (1957).”  

Each of these three films was shot on location in Kenya while the British campaign 
against the rebels was still in progress. Each center their stories on the conflict between 
the freedom fighters (referred to as terrorists) and the Colonial government soldiers 
and they take the state of emergency in the colony and the rise of African anti-colonial 
nationalism as essential elements of the plot.  They down play the original conflict of 
fighting for liberty and land stolen by white settlers and instead show the struggle as an 
effort to tame psychologically deranged men who were fighting against Christianity and 
civilization so that they may return to their bestiality. 

According to Anderson (ibid),  none of the three films shot during the Mau Mau war 
was shown to the Kenyan public during the period of the emergency (1952 to 1960). 
The target audience was the Europeans and Americans who flocked to the cinema 
theatres during the 195Os.  As much as they used the outbreak of the Mau Mau war 
to make sensational stories that could attract huge audiences to the movie theatres, the 
British-made movies especially had a propagandist agenda to mislead audiences about 
the real cause of the uprising.  Where there was a freedom fighter, the cameras saw 
a blood thirsty terrorist.  

Edwin Nyutho is a lecturer in Film Journalism and Media Studies at the School 
of Journalism, University of Nairobi

End Notes
1http://www.womenmovingmillions.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/2016-Documentary-
Film-Guide.pdf

2http://www.jackizehner.com/resources/film-as-a-tool-for-social-change/

3Stanford M. Lyman, International Journal of Polities, Culture, and Society, VoL 4, No. 1, 1990 
Race, Sex, and Servitude: Images American Cinema.
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4Trader Horn was partly filmed in Kenya and  some of the communities in one of the scenes   
speak in Kikuyu language,

5The Development of British Colonial Film Policy, 1927-1939, With Special Reference To East 
And Central Africa Article in The Journal of African History 20(03):437 - 450 · July 1979

6Cinema and Society in the British Empire, 1895-1940 By James Burns

7The attempt by the Kenya government to localize distribution of films in Kenya in 1968 
through a newly created Kenya Film Corporation was met with high resistance by Hollywood. 
which operated a vertically integrated cinema business across the world. American movie 
studios have dominated the world through Motion Picture Export Association of America 
(MPEAA) that controls all US film exports. Edwin Nyutho 2015.

8Journal of African History, 20 (3) 1979, pp 437-450

9A Latin phrase that has come to mean attacking one’s opponent, as opposed to attacking their 
arguments.

10Film And History In Africa, Mau Mau at the Movies: Contemporary Representations of an 
Anti-Colonial War South African Historical Journal, Volume 48, Issue 1, 2003 pages 71-89, 
Published online: 14 Jan 2009, accessed on 13/6/2014

11Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/UDHR/Documents/UDHR_Translations/eng.pdf, accessed on 
18/9/2015

12A Witness to Britain War Crimes in Kenya, http://ciceromagazine.com/interviews/huw-
bennett-on-the-britishcoin-experience-in-kenya/ September 11, 2014, accessed on 23/6/2015
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Unravelling Film Distribution
The audio-visual industry in Kenya has been identified as a key growth industry with 
great potential for income generation (Kenya Film Commission, 2012). This industry 
comprises of film and broadcast (TV and radio) and their existence is anchored on 
two connected and complementary elements - production and distribution. Any active 
filmmaker is aware that these two are very interdependent as distribution is only 
possible after production.  Further, for new productions to be developed regularly, 
filmmakers need to be motivated by the successful distribution of earlier work. This 
enables the growth of a self-sustaining industry.  Efforts towards achieving this in Kenya 
are hampered by poor distribution and exhibition management. 

The establishment of Kenya Film Corporation in the early 1980s was timely as it served 
to address some of the problems facing the industry at the time. Cognizant of the 
significance of the industry’s two key components, the mandate of the corporation 
was to oversee film production and distribution in the country. With the collapse of the 
corporation, these two elements were adversely affected and though film production 
gradually picked up, distribution still remains a problem more than 30 years later. The 
key question is what the underlying issues are with regard to film distribution in Kenya 
Film distribution is often confused with film exhibition thus it is important to clarify that 
while film distribution covers everything that takes place between a film’s production 
and its exhibition. Filmmakers work on the film up to the end of production or post-
production while audiences work on the film from exhibition onwards. The activities 
in-between relate to distribution and promotion. A largely unheralded yet significant 
aspect of the film industry, distribution may start long before a film is completely out of 
production and postproduction phases as the distributor can provide valuable opinions 
to help attract an audience. Thus, distribution and promotion simply aim at connecting 
films to audiences at various times, places and on different exhibition platforms. The 
core interest of every film distributor is to make as many such connections as possible. 
Film distribution is not a one-time event, but a continuous one, spanning years some 
times, as long as there are audiences to be connected to the film.  

Turning Around Film Distribution in Kenya 
As the film industry in Kenya is growing, a key challenge has been the distribution 
of films to target audiences. This has led to low pay for those involved in various 
productions, losses for production houses or individual producers and slow production 
of films, among other unfavorable effects. An initiative of Royal Media Services (RMS) 
which houses Citizen TV, (one of Kenya’s leading TV broadcasters), VIUSASA is a 
video on demand (VOD) platform that entertains users and offers them information 
about video content at their convenience.  Only a year or so into the market, VIUSASA 
has introduced a new dimension to Kenya’s audio-visual industry. It promises much 
in an industry whose distribution mechanisms have been struggling for so long. Since 
it was introduced in 2017, the industry has seen significant advancement in film 
distribution. Many people may argue that VIUSASA is not the only platform in Kenya 
offering distribution services to filmmakers. Of note, it is the only platform that is 
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known to many people living in rural and urban areas, and is available to smart phone 
users.  RMS has a strong following for both their television and radio stations and has 
invested heavily to ensure popularity of their initiative as is seen in the intense, ongoing 
advertising campaign on various media.  With a population of about 45 million people 
in Kenya where approximately 65% are youth, there is great potential in the film 
market.

VIUSASA has had significant impact on distribution of local films in all regions of 
the country and beyond. What makes it unique is that it has created opportunity 
for audiences to view local content through distribution of local films in indigenous 
languages. For producers in this genre, key challenges have included the high cost of 
distribution to target audiences, which VIUSASA now aptly addresses.   When users log 
in to the platform they are able to access films made in their language as well as select 
from a variety of content that has been uploaded onto particular channels. Producers 
are, by result, able to save a huge chunk of money that could have been spent in 
efforts to distribute their films. Consequently, the supply and demand for films in local 
languages has increased gradually with the multiplying rural and peri-urban audience.
Accessibility of films is fundamental in film distribution. For instance, before the 
introduction of VIUSASA, producers would use cinema halls to launch their films. 
The largest cinema hall in Kenya has a capacity of not more than 600 people, and 
in reality, most will not be filled to capacity because many Kenyans do not have a 
cinema-going culture, particularly when it’s a local film. This means that the film will 
not reach majority of the targeted audience. But VIUSASA as an online platform has 
been able to change this and increase distribution. With advancement in technology, 
more spaces are getting connected to Wi-Fi services thus increasing access for many 
people, especially youth with smartphones or computers. Content is therefore easily 
and promptly accessible.  . 

It has been difficult to connect Kenyan audiences to Kenyan films and consequent to, 
most Kenyans watch more foreign films than local productions. But with VIUSASA 
viewing of local content is made easier since it offers a variety consisting of drama, 
action and comedy. This has helped in getting locally produced films aired here at 
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home and abroad. When RMS started VIUSASA, many doubted its potential to 
succeed or have any impact in the film industry. They have been proved wrong, as its 
impact has been felt to the extent that media houses are now competing to air locally 
produced content. 

Piracy is the entertainment industry’s greatest enemy from Hollywood to Nollywood 
to Bollywood and to Kenya’s film industry. Some think that piracy helps with distribution 
but my perspective is that it kills distribution. There are many production houses and 
filmmakers in the country yet most people have only watched only a few local film 
productions. In my opinion, the reason for this is that piracy has created a culture 
of fear for many producers and production companies. There are hundreds of films 
produced monthly if not weekly, but due to fear of piracy, most of these remain on 
laptops or end up being shown to a select few. VIUSASA has helped in fighting piracy 
by providing a safe platform for filmmakers and in addition the cost of watching films is 
very low making it affordable for people from all income levels. 

Distribution of a film depends on its quality in terms of picture, acting, editing, sound 
and other technical aspects. With VIUSASA, film production quality has improved 
noticeably This can be attributed to the rules  set on video quality that have to be 
adhered to for any film to be accepted. This enhanced video quality has increased 
distribution as the targeted audience appreciates and values the films more. 

At a panel discussion during Kalasha International Film Festival (2017), one of the 
principal areas of concern was the distribution of Kenyan films in and out of Kenya. 
Some of the panelists based their arguments on the impact that VIUSASA has had 
on local content, encouraging filmmakers to embrace the use of Internet technology 
to sell their films. One cannot ignore technology and succeed in this information 
era. VIUSASA has harnessed internet technology and connectivity to bridge the gap 
between local producers and consumers in Kenya’s film industry. 

Like any other invention, VIUSASA is not devoid of challenges. VIUSASA is limited to 
those who have access to the Internet and electricity. The platform relies heavily on 
Internet connectivity and electricity yet most rural areas, where the larger population is, 
lack these facilities. In addition, not every household in Kenya has the luxury of owning 
a smart phone. Another key challenge is that many stakeholders are now working 
towards investing in online applications that will help distribute their films to a wider 
market. This begs the question whether it is advisable to invent more applications or 
simply opt to form a partnership with VIUSASA. 

In conclusion, VIUSASA has significantly improved film distribution in Kenya. In my 
opinion, in the coming years the quality of films shall continue to rise resulting in better 
remuneration and decent livelihoods for those engaged in the film industry.

Rachael Diang’a teaches in the Department of Cinematic Arts, United 
States International University - Africa
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One of the ways through which filmmakers communicate events in society is by use 
of figurative language which serves many purposes. It can be used to ‘decorate’ a 
language, indicate language proficiency, include or exclude some audiences and to add 
‘flavor’ or at other times, to reduce the ‘harshness’ of words or events as a euphemism 
would. 

This article seeks to identify figures of speech in Steven Kanumba’s films from the 
period 1984-2012. More particularly, it examines the use and applicability of words 
or phrases that contain other meaning besides their literal meaning. Kanumba was a 
renowned Tanzanian actor, director, producer and screenwriter whose use of figures 
of speech was central to the dialogue in his films. In an interview conducted behind the 
scenes of the film Moses (2011), Kanumba admitted that he enjoyed using figurative 
language as his style, because it represented his ‘wisdom.’ Kanumba began his acting 
career by joining Kaole Art Group in 2002 after completing his secondary school 
education. By 2006, he had gained a strong footing in regional film productions.  In 
2010, he established his own film company, Kanumba the Great Films and produced 
a total of fourteen films. He set a record in the country for producing these many films 
in such a short time given that he was the main actor, director, producer and creator 
for most of them. Kanumba contributed to transforming Tanzania’s Kiswahili film sub-
sector into a vibrant enterprise. 

This article uses a feminist lens to analyse Kanumba’s use of language and how this 
changed over time. The Feminist Film Theory examines how women are presented 
to the world, their place in society and the influence of gender stereotypes. Kanumba’s 
use of figurative speech provides insight into his perception of “the other”, particularly 
women and wealthy people. His primary target audience is Kiswahili speakers in Tanzania 
and across the region, including those in the diaspora. The common themes in his films 
include relationships, the status of women, patriarchy, witchcraft, money, wealth, and 
power. These themes are not necessarily apolitical.  In most cases he portrays women 
derogatively using the common stereotypes of women as helpless, poor and gossips 
who bewitch others (Shule 2017:66-67). Most of Kanumba’s fans were women and 
youth as well as unemployed persons of low socio-economic standing. All his films tell 
of urban city life and are located in the capital city, Dar es Salaam, except for Kijiji cha 
Tambua Haki/Village of Justice (2011) which was commissioned by the Policy Forum 
organization. The films portray Dar es Salaam as a beautiful town that young and poor 
people should long for (Shule, 2017).

Kefa Otiso’s overview of figurative language provides a framework (Kefa Otiso 
2013:17) that might be useful in analysing Kanumba’s films.

 “In Tanzania and many other African countries, one’s mastery of language,   
 intellectual amplitude, and breadth of knowledge is best shown by skillful   
 use of language including riddles, proverbs, and other complex sentence   
 structures.”
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A filmmaker can use figurative language to express their inner feelings about an evolving 
situation perhaps with less ‘pain.’ According to Olivier Barlet (2000: 143)

 

Thus, figures of speech used in films are not only verbalized but are also present in the 
actor’s actions, props and costumes - mise en scene.

In Kiswahili, there are two types of figures of speech, those used in the language itself 
and those used in works of art (Gafkosoft, 2014). Those in the language itself are 
proverbs, code switching and code mixing, reverberation, imagery, simile, hyperbole, 
symbolism and colloquial expressions which include idioms and sayings. In the works 
of arts, there are songs, dreams and premonitions, irony, suspense, flashback and 
foreshadow, coincidence, mockery and sarcasm, climax and anticlimax. 

Kanumba’s films contain irony. In the films Young Billionear [sic] (2011), Deception 
(2011), Devil Kingdom (2011), Because of You (2012), and Moses (2011), he paints 
women as glamorous but also as devils and gold-diggers with little intelligence.  In 
Moses (2011) for example, Kanumba depicted women as weak characters with ‘plastic 
hearts.’ Patriarchal structures have created a world where women are seen as stupid 
and of little value while men are the opposite (Mbilinyi, 2015; Mbilinyi & Shechambo, 
2009; Tanzania Gender Networking Programme, 2011). Kanumba’s presentation of 
women perpetuates the notion that women should allow themselves to be demeaned 
as entertainment for the audience. Kanumba’s stereotypical portrayal of women might 
be generally based on what he experienced growing up in Shinyanga. This region is 
predominantly patriarchal with many incidents of murder of elderly women accused of 
being witches and killing of albinos for use of their body parts as charms (Mesaki, 2009).  

Reverberations are not as common in films as in literature because film includes both  
the visual and sound. The audience is expected to predominantly use their senses of 
sight and hearing as opposed to reading text. Kanumba used reverberation however. 
In Moses (2011) for instance, Moses (Steven Kanumba) talks to Joyce (Shaz Sadri) in his 
office after she has brought him flowers as a gift. He insults her over the gift and forces 
her to leave his office with her flowers. Moses implies that Joyce is trying to seduce 
him and further suggests that a woman should not express sexual interest in a man. 
Combining reverberation, similes and imagery, Moses continues to abuse Joyce even 
after she leaves the office, “Women are like chicken. They have a memory that is as 
poor as a chicken’s. They forget as easily as chicken. They are chicken, real chicken - ko 
ko ko kooo [imitating the sound of the chicken].” 

Kanumba’s films all incorporated music and in some, songs are part of the figures of 
speech.  In Big Daddy (2012), Salengo, (Abdul Ahmed) the guard, starts singing after 
quarrelling with his boss, Big Daddy (Kanumba). He is singing when Big Daddy comes 
back home on foot after his car has been ‘stolen’ by his daughter Sophia who is not 
even ten years old. Since Salengo expects to hear Big Daddy hoot, he continues singing 
instead of opening the gate which makes Big Daddy furious. The song is about the hard 
work he puts in as a guard. Characters such as Salengo appear in several other films 
such as The Shock (2011), Devil Kingdom (2011) and Ndoa Yangu / My Marriage (2012).

Salengo’s character is presented as mentally challenged, with a limited capacity to 
understand issues and situations. It is this limitation that allows Kanumba opportunity 

Kanumba’s films all 
incorporated music and in 
some, songs are part of the 
figures of speech.

The films of Black Africa deliberately mingle between the esoteric and 
the sociological gazes. Symbols invade the images. These take form of 
gestures, attitudes, rhythms, colors, local or western objects, rituals, 
and soon, combining with the words – or even with proverbs. By an 
analogical process or reasoning, they invite the viewer to participate. 
Symbols do not merely represent, they suggest a meaning and ultimately 
create a unity, a participation in the play of vital forces which rule the 
world.
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for creating humor. In general, he debases the mentally challenged and women 
equally, depicting them as poor and not very intelligent. This is ironical because most 
of Kanumba’s target audienceare drawn from the underprivileged rural and peri-urban 
areas. According to Bandura’s social learning theory (Bandura, 1997), the image one 
paints of a character tends to influence people’s behaviour towards such characters in 
the real world.  

With the exception  of Kijiji cha Tambua Haki, thirteen out of Kanumba’s fourteen films 
end with  - ‘watch out for part 2’ to maintain suspense. Each film runs for 150 to 200 
minutes and is divided into two parts. There are many reasons for creating a film in two 
parts. In a previous study (Shule, 2014) I explained how distributors exploit filmmakers 
by dividing the films sent to them into two and therefore making double profits from 
their sales. This figure of speech is therefore not intended as a stylistic feature, but for 
business purposes for the distributor.

Kanumba use flashbacks more than foreshadowing. One of the reasons for this might 
have been that this was his preferred choice in style but also that he was not very 
conversant with foreshadowing. As a key resource person in all his films, and with 
the dynamic nature of the industry, he did not make time for formal training in film 
production and learnt through practice.  The story in the film Big Daddy is told almost 
entirely as flashback while it could have been told in a linear style without repetitive 
flashbacks. The account of his separation with his wife is repeated several times using 
the same shots and angles making it tedious. Thus, one questions his level of language 
mastery. 

An example of Kanumba’s use of similes is in the film Because of You where the lawyer 
advices Hilda (Rose Ndauka) on how to be cleared of Magreth’s (Grace Mapunda) 
murder. Hilda insists that her(Hilda’s) husband Godwin (Kanumba) is behind the crime. 
The lawyer just replies, “Jambo usilolijua ni kama usiku wa giza” [literary translated -The 
thing that you don’t know is like a night of darkness). The implication here is that there 
are many underlying issues that she had no knowledge of and therefore needed not to 
make rash decisions. The lawyer could simply have told Hilda that she is too naïve to 
understand crime scene investigations and criminal law. 
Described as ‘words of wisdom,’ idioms present coded information which can be 
decoded by people within the same ‘cultural’ background. In Moses, following a 
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discussion where Moses explained that flowers and other plants provide oxygen to 
humans and therefore should not be cut, we see Joyce apologizing for cutting flowers 
without knowing it was ‘bad.’ Moses responds boldly and in English saying, “Ignorance 
of the law is not a defense” (sic). This is a common idiom in English and Kanumba made 
use of such to imply the intelligence of the character.

Like many other video filmmakers in Tanzania, Kanumba has used code switching and 
code mixing in his films (Shule, 2011). In Moses and Devil Kingdom, he incorporated 
English in the dialogue and in the latter we meet Ramsey Nouah, a popular actor from 
Nigeria playing Jerome a.k.a Master Prince. Jerome’s dialogue is in mainly in English 
with a few Kiswahili lines included. The use of English in this film is perhaps largely 
because Ramsey does not speak Kiswahili. Part of the complexity surrounding the 
use of English in Kiswahili films is how to justify using it as the main language while the 
setting, story and characters require Kiswahili as the principal language. 

Conclusion
The figures of speech used in most of Kanumba’s films have consciously or 
unconsciously perpetuated stereotypes which paint women as inferior. Though 
Kanumba’s films are easily seen as simple and straightforward, an analysis of language 
use reveals their complexity. Though the use of figurative language sometimes fails 
to deliver the intended meaning, this presents Kanumba’s efforts towards mastery 
of Kiswahili. This article has presented two opposing ideas derived from Kanumba’s 
work. For him, the use of figurative language presented him room to be seen as a 
filmmaker who was creative, committed and eloquent in Kiswahili. The use of figures 
of speech remains a symbol of knowledge and shows Kanumba’s mastery of Kiswahili. 
Yet another perspective could show him as rejecting Kiswahili since all his films have 
alternate English titles and sometimes carried subtitles. 

Vicensia Shule works in the Department of Creative Arts at the University of 
Dar es Salaam, Tanzania
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Nestled like a pristine bird’s nest in a long forgotten tree trunk, Africa Hall rests on the 
edge of a rocky incline towering above Ethiopia’s Imperial Palace across the road on 
Minilik II Avenue. Between these two edifices – the palace and the Hall - lies Africa 
Park, a fenced manicured patch of flourishing greenery that divides the vast Avenue 
into two. Both edifices boast thick protective walls. One is host to the United Nations 
Economic Commission for Africa and appears foreboding. The palace has a shroud 
of thick tree cover within its mysterious walls. Coupled with the unused park, the 
entire area has a hint of the primeval - suggesting one must hurry past and move 
along. In general, no one dares hang out here as there is no reason to. With a bit of 
patience, however, Africa Hall and the deco that define it may offer an opportunity 
to contemplate Africa’s quest for dignity and its search for an alternative narrative. It 
invites you to query its builder, Emperor Haile Selassie, who declared at its opening 
in 1961: “Africa Hall, which has been built at our command to serve as headquarters 
of the ECA stands as a permanent and inspiring symbol of the noble aspirations of the 
African people.”1

Architecturally, Africa Hall was designed to suit the needs of guests accustomed to 
modern amenities in western conference halls and cemented Addis Ababa as a city 
capable of hosting international conferences. To critiques, it was an ivory tower, with 
little linkages, if any, to the needs of the priorities of the peasant population struggling to 
eke out a living to sustain the empire. And, although the labor force of approximately 
800 was Ethiopian, the project would not have been sufficient to sustain employment 
over time as the construction started in July 1959 and completed in February 1961.

Notwithstanding the criticism, however, it is possible to step back in time and 
appreciate both the building and the artwork within its walls as an extension of the 
freedom, dignity and poise of the artists of the 50s and 60s in Addis Ababa. There 
was a rich exploration and subversion of swing, jazz and R&B that over time, evolves 
a new distinct sound that would come to be known as Ethio-jazz. Notables, such 
as Alemayehu Eshete, the late Getachew Menkuria, Bahta Gebre-Hiwot, Mahmoud 
Ahmed and Mulato Astatke tapped into the wealth and breadth of traditional sounds 
and innovated or reinterpreted Latin rhythms, James Brown, Fela Kuti, Duke Ellington, 
among others. In Azmari Bets (local bars), Tej-infused Tizita ballads and spontaneous 
prose made light of the complexities of Ethiopia’s social or political landscape. 

‘The total liberation of Africa’ Afework Tekle’s Tryptich
Seen in this context – as part and parcel of the wider artistic exploration of the city, 
Africa Hall does not look that isolated after all. As one of several modernist architectural 
projects commissioned by Haile Selassie that dot the Addis Ababa and Asmara 
landscape, it has a distinctive enduring quality, pulsating with rich rhythms imbued with 
old and new narratives from within its walls. This quality is enhanced by the extensive 
artwork in and around Africa Hall and in particular, a 150 square meter triptych – an 
imposing stained glass study conceived, designed and executed by the late Afework 
Tekle - one of Ethiopia’s celebrated artists. 
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The stained glass mural is a three-part study entitled Africa then, Africa now and the 
future, Africa then and now. Africa then represents the struggle against colonialism 
and its impact. Here, one sees a number of images, including a disunited family with 
a lost child, Africans burdened by the continent and colonialism and struggling against 
a dragon. With its predominant red color, thunder, fire and a black unbroken chain 
symbolizing slavery, there is a violent quality to the first study. The second study, Africa 
now and the future has immense figures. There is a child advancing forward, carrying 
a burning torch. A dominant yellow color has a more hopeful quality that symbolizes 
the elimination of “ignorance and illiteracy”. Ethiopian costumes on the figures position 
Ethiopia as one that is standing behind the advancement of the Continent’s ideals. 
Various costumes from around Africa are also represented as well as a knight with a 
scale of justice, a UN emblem and a rising sun. Africa then and now is green; an African 
is destroying the dragon of colonialism and slavery. Africans are seen watching a large 
rising sun; a horrific red-clad skeleton is leaving. The narrative is a monumental work 
culminating in the ideal around the title of the tryptich – The Total Liberation of Africa.  
It is an ambitious and extraordinary monument to the despondency and frenzy of a 
Continent that is rendered on the one hand, tragic and hopeful on the other.  

Seventy years on, it continues to mesmerize with its play on light. The morning sun 
gently strums a thousand shades of colors that in turn, reverberate across the cold 
marble floors of Africa Hall. In the afternoon, the sun directs the patterns of light 
through a choreographed set of interchanging movements – a light staccato here and 
a hint of crescendo there. Stay long enough, ignore the amused glances of UN staff 
(who walk past it so often, they even forget it exits) and by nightfall, you might just be 
witness to this ethereal beauty as it traps the dying rays of the sun to sparkle the moon 
as it transverses the night sky. 

Its narrative and position in the foyer of Africa Hall is a reminder of Africa’s struggle 
for dignity, which it must first find within itself. Both the building and artwork bring the 
word Tewesta – remembrance to mind. Its creator invites the viewer to meditate and 
experience the mural in torrents of misery and idealism.

Like the Ethiopian sounds of the Kebero (traditional drums) and Massinko, or the Kirar 
(lyre), which been repurposed and combined with Gashe Mamo’s mandolin, or the 
horn, the guitar, the piano, the double bass and numerous other percussions, the maître 
artist, Afework subverts the rules of stained glass art, liberating it from the confines 
of temples and churches. He uses it to depict the pandemonium of the Continent’s 
struggle for freedom from subjugation. With its enduring play on light and color, 
violence and hope, the mural is an art form that remains unrestrained and resonates 
with the subversive pentatonic piano played by the reflective Emahoy Tsegue-Maryam 
Guebrou a 93-year-old Ethiopian Nun.  Standing in its imposing presence raises many 
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questions. Africa Hall and its stained glass mural is perhaps a temple to the conversation 
on the liberation of Africa. 

 “Only a few years ago, meetings to consider African problems were held outside  
 of Africa, and the fate of its peoples were decided by non-Africans. Today, the   
 tradition of Berlin and Algeciras has been repudiated, and it is thanks   
 to the Conference of Accra and now of Addis Ababa that the peoples of Africa   
 can, at long last, deliberate on their own problems and future.”
 Haile Selassie I.

Haile Selassie was no stranger to the convening power and control of the Bretton’s 
Woods institutions over the global politics of the time. As a full member of the League 
of Nations, his plea for help, centred on the moral role of the international community 
against colonial subjugation, although well-articulated and galvanized anti-colonial 
movements fell on an unwilling body of member states and it would take five years 
of a brutal occupation before Haile Selassie returned from exile in England, where 
he was hosted by another monarchy. Despite the betrayal, Ethiopia’s commitment 
to multilateralism would lead to its participation in the San Francisco Conference that 
drew the United Nations Charter. Ethiopia fought in the Korean War, contributed 
financially towards medical aid as part of the UN command and sustained a presence 
in the Congo in response to the UN’s call for troops and medical aid.  Then there 
was the country’s activism on the liberation of Italian colonies and at the global level, 
issues of disarmament and the nuclear arms question. On the Continent, Ethiopia 
was present in the Accra and Monrovia conferences with resolutions on the Congo, 
Rhodesia and Nyasaland, as well as apartheid in South Africa. Practically, scholarships 
schemes for 200 African students and children of those who died in the Sharpeville 
Massacre were launched, as well as a cultural exchange program between Ethiopia and 
other African countries. 

Hosting a regional UN body in Africa Hall where decision makers could meet on his 
turf was a useful strategy to influence and push key agendas. This could be done closer 
home. Furthermore, a western conference hall was not the place to stand strong and 
proud and make declarations with dignity. Africans needed the space to construct their 
own future, their liberation.

Thus, his modernization ambitions and the construction of Africa Hall projected a 
personal drive to restate Ethiopia’s independence and resistance from colonialism.  
In embedding Africa Hall in the United Nations system it was clear from his speech 
at the opening that he was cementing the building within the context of a continent 
undergoing the onslaught of colonialism, where colonial investment in major buildings 
was far from altruistic. Grand homes, schools, parliaments, government buildings 
all aimed to serve colonial needs and interests. In stating the need to publicly and 
permanently demonstrate that “it is possible to construct grand buildings here too”, 
he was underscoring the need to construct a future without the presence of western 
powers. His Italian architect, Arturo Mezedimmi had been even more grandiose in 
his interpretation of the task at hand, which he described as “a futuristic step towards 
the ideal of global liberation of Frantz Fanon’s wretched of the earth.2 Mezedimmi, 
who had no formal training in architecture would have understood the building as an 
important symbol for the emperor and in embarking on the project, took advantage of 
local products for much of the construction work. 

It is therefore no coincidence that one of the most significant decisions made in this 
Hall was the signing of the birth of the Organization for African Unity – OAU (now 
the African Union), which cemented Addis Ababa as Africa’s diplomatic capital. Painted 
portraits of the heads of states that signed the birth certificate are enshrined on a mural 
inside the Assembly Hall. 
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But there is a hint of fatigue with keeping pace with the rest of the Addis Ababa.  With 
age, it has grown frail. The new light rail is an earshot away and towering buildings 
have long taken over its former significance on the Addis Ababa landscape. With the 
completion of much-needed repairs in the next two years and the creation of a visitors 
Centre, its story will be told in new ways for a new generation. And, there is no doubt 
it will continue to mesmerize.

Mercy Wambui lives and works in Addis Ababa. She is often seen having 
coffee at Tomoka, hunting for books or checking out the Ethio Jazz scene.

End Notes
1Africa Hall, Addis Ababa, Ministry of Information, 1961.

2Aspirations and Contradictions in Shaping a Cosmopolitan Africa: Arturo Mezzedimi in Imperial 
Ethiopia
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In Kenya, national dialogue is a continuous discourse that has been shrouded in fear 
and suspicion. As such, it is dialogue in undertones and when we speak, we chose our 
words carefully saying what we believe others need to hear, and then we applaud 
the speakers and depart with false hope of togetherness.  We live in falsehood in the 
name of nationhood yet the journey to a cohesive and integrated nation begins with 
truthfulness. We must face what divides us. One way of exploring the truth is through 
the use of culture drama.  

 The Indigenous Knowledge Systems extant in many societies in all   
 continents establish how the arts have always been at the heart of   
 humans’ attempt to encounter, and possibly transform, their relationships   
 with other humans, their social structures, nature and the “world beyond.”   
 …… the arts were a key factor in the making of a culture; in the    
 humanizing of the world. (Babu, 2008)

The colonialist established Kenya not as a nation but a company, a place to get cheap 
raw materials and labor and make high profits. Since nationhood would threaten their 
economic interests, they implemented their divide and rule policy. Tribalism was 
encouraged and stereotypes depicting other communities as pariahs led to division and 
mistrust. Unfortunately, the fabric of the nation continues to be threatened by a political 
class that engages in negative ethnicity so as to capture or retain political power. This is 
a major hindrance in establishing a democratic space for a cohesive nation. 

There is urgent need to activate citizen action in the current socio-political environment. 
Culture drama is a powerful tool for establishing a platform for continuous communal 
dialogue for national cohesion. It is an action-oriented process based on the belief 
that people learn best if they can be involved in exploring issues from a variety of 
perspectives, engaging both their values and feelings. The process of culture drama 
provides a safe space for participants to express themselves interactively. Role playing, 
as one of the key elements in this process, enables participants to experience different 
perspectives of their world allowing them opportunity to create a new role that befits 
their shared world. According to Kirby & Shu (2010), it provides space or a place for 
society to be refined through imagination.  

Through role training, culture drama takes individuals on a journey that involves insight 
into action and dialogue for action which causes one to undergo a “conversion” such 
that they embrace the perspectives and worldview of members of a different cultural 
group (Kirby & Shu, 2010). Communal narratives help participants to script their 
problems and arguments and to provide alternative solutions.  Ultimately, participants 
explore their past, present and future thus establishing the kind of society they want 
to live in. 

The culture of defining others through stereotypes is very strong in Kenya. One is 
judged by their surname and is quickly labeled as thief, arrogant, terrorist, lazy and 
so on, depending on their region of origin. In my opinion, it is difficult to address this 
mindset through a conventional dialogue conference so there is need for participatory 
approaches in a free and non-judgmental environment.  Culture drama makes use of 



69
Jahazi Issue 7, Vol. 1

bottom-up dialogue where there is no central authority and provides an environment 
in which converging cultures in a nation can address issues of both the dominant 
and marginalized communities. To improve relationships, genuine conversations are 
essential. Culture drama facilitates this through role reversal to develop empathy. 
A people who are empathetic are willing to understand and embrace others and 
their world view thus building nationhood. Negative stereotypes cause fear and fear 
propagates tension and conflict within communities. Role reversal in culture drama 
provides a platform for individuals to explore their fears by examining their roles as 
both victims and perpetrators in conflict. This process therefore enhances national 
healing and reconciliation.

In participatory storytelling which is a part of culture drama, a narrator goes on a 
journey that involves unraveling metaphors to facilitate understanding of the different 
views communities hold when in conflict. A village elder in Lanya, South Sudan, for 
instance, sought to engage young participants in addressing what ails their community 
with regard to the long standing conflict in their country. He narrated the story of 
convergence under the ‘tree of life.’ In the story, a wood cutter carrying poles in the 
scorching sun was so exhausted that he placed the poles on the side of a tree trunk and 
took a nap. A mother came by with her little baby and put him to sleep in the shade.  
Next came a shepherd with his goats. He tethered them to the poles and also rested 
under the shade. Lastly, a hunter with his dogs came along. The goats scampered for 
safety causing the poles to fall on the sleeping baby who died from the impact. When 
asked to give the story an ending, participants depicted a scene of bloodshed. The 
reaction to the tragedy was that of blame and anger leading to more deaths. There 
was more violence. As Nellhaus (2010) highlights, metaphors often establish genuine 
knowledge of both the world outside the mind, and the world within it.
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Dilemmas drawn from the story: 
 • Why do we react to a painful situation violently?
 • What does the story imply about a community in relation to individual and   
  collective responsibility?
 • Who is responsible for the child’s death?

As Babu (2008) puts it, the exploration of such narratives offers the symbolic tools and 
space to indirectly explore both personal and social narratives of pain and conflict. 

In recent years, elections in Kenya have been marked with disputes leading to violence 
across the country. Are our problems elections per se, or do we have deep seated 
issues that we need to address? These are some of the questions that should inform 
the national dialogue. Culture drama is an excellent tool for establishing dialogue that 
can help to reflect upon the following:
 
 • What kind of society do participants strive for?
 • What problems do they encounter in this context? 
 • What ideas can help to indicate where to seek solutions? (Gustavsen,1992)
 • What possible steps can be taken now and in the future as representative of  
  progress  towards the vision of a cohesive and progressive Kenya 

Oliver Mbayi is a lecturer in Theatre Arts at Kenyatta University and the 
director of Tendeti Applied Arts
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In September 2013, a few weeks after my term at the National Cohesion and 
Integration Commission (NCIC) of Kenya ended, I arrived, via a connecting flight in 
Lagos, at Jos, in the Plateau State of Nigeria’s Middle Belt. My task was to ensure 
women’s inclusion in an ongoing community based peace process called the Jos Peace 
Dialogue (later referred to as the Inter-Communal Dialogue and Conflict Mediation 
and named for the City of Jos). I would also be responsible for strengthening the 
cooperation between women and men in Plateau State towards peace building. 

In my experience, many peace processes have been led by male elders and have kept 
women out of decision-making roles in spite of their capabilities. Research has proved 
that peace agreements are sustainable only if everyone is involved in drafting them. 
Yet war making is considered men’s business and therefore peace making becomes 
their business too. ‘How can women not involved in planning the war plan the peace?’ 
they ask. Yet, repeatedly, research has proven that most peace agreements fall apart 
because they do not involve key segments of society such as women, civil society and 
youth during the planning stage. This means that frameworks developed to implement 
peace agreements usually include only male elders yet the people left out of the 
framing are expected to implement them. The exclusion of other groups of people 
in this process cements systemic inequalities and discrimination that resultantly create 
differences which can be mobilised  to incite violence.  I was therefore headed to 
Nigeria with the message that resolving the conflict required the ability to recognize 
and confront these exclusions and bring women on board. 

As the plane hovered over Plateau State, I was struck by the beautiful rocks that dot 
the landscape, shaped by centuries of existence into forms that looked vaguely familiar, 
one, like an old man holding his chin and another, a massive crocodile. I was struck 
too, by the arrangement of villages clearly discernible from the air. People there live 
in villages, the houses forming a protective circle.  This is not the case in Kenya where 
individual homes are becoming the norm and communal life is on the decline as 
Kenyans embrace the Western model of life. Everyday people in the environs of Jos 
City walk to their farmlands and back. I also saw cows, many of them, eating the grass 
that grew on the roadside with what looked like a Maasai family herding them. It all 
looked very tranquil from the air. 

On the ground, heavily armed men behind massive sandbags at military checkpoints 
slowed traffic down in Jos City. I saw remnants of burnt buildings including a massive 
and deserted market. These transported me back to the scenes in my own country 
in February 2008 after the disputed elections and swearing in of presidential candidate 
Mwai Kibaki. The driver pointed out “Muslim streets” and “Christian estates.” He 
explained that Christians could not cross over into Muslim areas and neither could 
Muslims cross over to Christian areas because they were “no-go zones”. A scenario 
comparable to that in Northern Ireland between Protestants and Catholics. I was 
headed to work in Plateau, Kaduna and Benue States among other areas that  had 
suffered from decades of violent clashes arising from ethnic and religious tensions. 
In these areas, tens of thousands of people have died and property destroyed 
over the decades. The eruption of hate and violence was now focused increasingly 
between farmers and grazers due to ethnic and religious differences. The farmers 
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are predominantly Christian, and the grazers Muslims. Something as simple as a cow 
straying into a farm and eating a few stalk of millet sparked off waves of violence. It 
had not always been this way.  In the olden days, the grazer and the farmer lived 
peacefully, where at the end of the harvest, the farmer would allow the grazer onto 
his farm as the cows would eat and leave manure behind to fertilize the farm. In the 
event that the cows destroyed the crops, amicable solutions would be negotiated.

I was slightly apprehensive about the value I would add as a gender inclusion advisor to 
a peace process in a country I had only visited once before. David Lambo, a Nigerian 
who had lived in Kenya, was the lead mediator. David had modeled the Jos Peace 
Dialogue after a similar process we had carried out in Nakuru town in Kenya that had 
entailed a bottom-up approach towards the peace agreement. The Nakuru County 
Accord1 was signed by 10 ethnic communities represented by 100 male elders as 
negotiators. David and I had discussed the design of the Jos process intensely while I 
was still at the NCIC.  In Nakuru, there were three mediators and I had been the only 
woman involved in the process. I had tried to include other women, but to no avail. 
One male elder at the helm of an NGO, had asked a group of women professionals 
that included professors, doctors and lawyers, to ask their husbands to represent 
them.  He said this politely and it was shocking to all of us, the women present, to 
realise that he actually meant it and saw no indiscretion in this request. The only reason 
that the male elders accepted me in Nakuru was that I held the title of Commissioner 
which to them superseded my identity as a woman. I was also skilled in my mediation 
approach, and they respected that2. This was how, for sixteen months, I ended up 
being the only woman sitting with 100 male elders and two male mediators in the 
Nakuru peace process. 

It was not just in Nakuru that as a mediator, I had failed to bring women as participants 
in the peace building process. I had worked with male colleagues to lead similar 
initiatives among cross border communities in Kenya’s Northern and Upper Eastern 
regions such as El- Wak, Mandera and Moyale with Somali clans such as the Boran, 
Burji, Rendille, Gabra and Ethiopian Oromo. I had also facilitated community dialogues 
between ethnic communities in conflict such as the Luo, Kikuyu and Nubians in Kibera 
informal settlements in Nairobi. None of these fora included women. In theory, 
women’s participation in peace processes is acknowledged and promoted at the 
international and national policy levels, yet in practice, women’s representation is rare. 
The reality is that peace processes world–wide, are understood as security issues 
dominated by men. 

David Lambo led the Jos Peace Dialogue engaging with the five main ethnic protagonist 
communities-the Afizere, Anaguta and Berom (mainly Christian) and the Hausa and 
Fulani who are Muslim. Representatives of other ethnic communities residing in Plateau 
State - the Yoruba, Igbo and the South-South people came on board later.  When I 
got to Jos, I found that the women had already begun to mobilise to participate in the 
Jos Peace Dialogue by preparing to set up a steering committee consisting of an inter-
ethnic and religious group of women leaders with influential constituencies in Plateau 
State. The process was led by three dynamic women, Khadijah Hawaja Gambo the 
convener, Dr. Sumaye Hamza and Pastor Esther Ibanga co-chairing . 

I immediately set about designing a process to ensure inclusion that had the steering 
committee play a supportive role as well as act as a moral compass to the Jos Peace 
Dialogue. The women’s steering committee reviewed everything discussed, giving 
feedback particularly on the integration of gender issues into the process. To do so 
effectively, Khadijah and I built the capacities of the women’s steering committee as a 
gender-working group supported by a group of friends that included men such as Phil 
Ostien, the enigmatic Professor of Law in the University of Jos. We designed thematic 
focal points that would facilitate grassroots-based fora for women’s discourses around 
the peace process. 
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On the social front, the Nigerian women were quick to adopt me, inviting me 
often to their homes. They took charge of my wardrobe, frequently making hissing 
mmmmssscheww noises with their mouths as they talked about how absolutely 
colonized Kenyans are by the British in regards to dressing. They, especially Khadijah, 
either took me to buy or gave me colorful African fabric. I was introduced to the best 
tailors and seamstresses in Jos. Then, I struggled as they taught me four ways to tie 
a headscarf, which they called head-tie. The significance of the head-tie in Nigeria 
regardless of religion is not to be underrated, as I was to discover when I visited the 
museum in Jos. A whole section is dedicated to the importance of headgear, caps for 
men and head-ties for women. I was advised never to speak in front of a gathering 
without a head-tie. Soon I discarded my British look and fitted in among the local 
communities. They were also horrified by my choice of food; bread and eggs for 
breakfast and potato chips and chicken for dinner which they quickly replaced with 
bitter leaf, egusi and ogbono soup, cassava, pounded yam and okra. Potato chips, they 
said sternly, was a light meal, fit for breakfast or a snack. They constantly talked about 
how Kenyans had lost their “Africanness” and said, not in jest, that they must colonise 
my dressing and palate.  They succeeded. I was a good and willing student. I even 
learnt how to break Kola nut - whose bitter taste brought tears to my eyes- to begin 
dialogue sessions. 

Soon, the women’s steering committee was moving at a speed that threatened to 
overtake the Jos Peace Dialogue. We had meetings with the Police Commissioner 
and the Local Government Chairmen to brief them and ask for support in meetings 
at the grassroots level.  We had a significant breakthrough when four of the initial 
five protagonist ethnic communities, the Berom, Afizere, Anaguta and Hausa allowed 
women to join the negotiating teams. Each group had been allocated space for six 
representatives, one of whom we requested should be a woman. When eventually 
the South-South, Igbo and Yoruba communities joined the dialogue as negotiators, 
they too included women.  One of the communities, the Berom, appointed two 
women. So in total, among the 54 negotiators, there were nine women whom we 
immediately incorporated into the women’s steering committee3. 
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The women in the negotiating teams faced an immediate identity challenge. Did they 
represent women, their religion or their ethnic communities? This was not a challenge 
the men in the peace process faced. It was clear for the men that they and society 
viewed them as representatives of religious and ethnic communities. Men as gender, 
were not a category to be represented. Men were perceived to represent women, 
children and themselves. The second challenge was the fear that the inclusion of 
women in the negotiating team would create the assumption that their presence was 
a guarantee that all gender inequalities and issues on women had been addressed.  
The third challenge was the fear that the women’s participation in the negotiating 
team would be seen as mere tokenism with their presence legitimizing decisions that 
could affect women negatively. A fourth challenge was that the integration of women’s 
perspectives into the peace process could not be left to the discretion of the ethnic 
communities that the women represented or to their individual discretion.  

The women’s steering committee worked to strengthen the capacity of the women 
negotiators to better grasp the issues being discussed, represent the views of women 
from the wider Jos community and analyse the issues from a gender perspective. The 
results of all this preparation would be seen in the outcome of the dialogue process 
being more gender aware. 

Strengthened by the inclusion of women as negotiators in the steering committee, 
we began facilitating women-to-women dialogue among ethnic and religious mixed 
groups at the grassroots level within the respective localities of Jos North and Jos 
South, Barkin Ladi, and Riyom Local Governments. We listened to their perspectives 
on the causes of the violence, asked for solutions and shared the agenda of the Jos 
Peace Dialogue forum for their contribution. In turn, we ensured that the Jos Peace 
Dialogue formally considered the information from these women. 

The women’s steering committee held more sessions at the grassroots  involving 
homogenous groups of sixty to one hundred women from the ethnic communities 
participating in the initiative. Finally, we held an emotional, first of its kind dialogue 
session bringing together more than a thousand women, from all ethnic communities 
in Plateau State. We gave feedback from all the women’s dialogue sessions and this 
was incorporated into the peace agreement that was then being drafted by the Jos 
Peace Dialogue. 

So, what made the Jos Peace Dialogue agreement different for women?  Foremost, 
there was use of inclusive language. For instance, gender was listed alongside ethnicity, 
religious, and other social dimensions to be addressed in the mediating peace. 
Secondly, reference was made to both men and women rather than to people or 
groups. And third, there were monitoring systems equipped to detect gender related 
challenges and opportunities in addition to gender sensitive indicators for success such 
as entrenching joint participation with men and youth. Overall, sexual violence was 
included both as an act of war and as a crime.

This was however not enough for us as women. In addition to the Jos Peace Dialogue 
peace agreement, we decided to draft our own women’s declaration in which we 
summarized the issues raised in the women’s grassroots meetings.  This was presented 
for discussion and ownership.  We then drew up a gender sensitive action plan based 
on conflict risk assessments and mapping, that created space for women to jointly 
implement the peace agreement. 

The Jos Peace Dialogue Process took 18 months. We immediately embarked on the 
planning of a similar dialogue process in the neighbouring Kaduna State4. The Southern 
Kaduna process was extremely complicated and involved 29 ethnic communities as 
protagonists. Unfortunately, David Lambo the lead mediator fell ill. I was asked to 
take his place and lead the mediation of these communities. This was not easy. For 
a mediation to succeed, the parties in the dispute have to be defined, and agree to a 
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mediator who can  bring about reconciliation. If they do not accept the mediator, then 
nothing can move.  The parties have to trust the mediator. This became my first test. 
Would the parties accept me as a lead mediator? They did. 

As a mediator of armed conflict, I spend more time in the preparation and design of 
a peace process than at any other stage. I approach my role as a mediator spiritually 
and so I told myself that it was not by coincidence that a Kenyan would be in Nigeria 
mediating conflict. I reflect deeply, meditate and write about any biases I may have 
towards the parties involved and how to overcome these. I also write down what I 
hope to accomplish. I work alongside a planning team who provide local expertise. I 
ask the team to reflect on their biases too. I rely on them to advise me on not only the 
dynamics involved in the conflict but also my dressing. Professor Joseph Jemkur, Al Haj 
Salim Musa Umar and Al Haji Baba Bala have been instrumental this. A rule I go by is 
to dress in such a way that people remember what I said, not what I wore. Initially, I 
largely relied on the team’s input regarding what to say, but with time I came to know 
my audience and how to communicate without any contextual inaccuracies. I had, as a 
small child, always admired the ease with which adults could engage on difficult topics 
using proverbs. In preparing to mediate, I develop a mental image of what I plan to 
say all day as sprinkled with ingredients that include a short story here, a proverb there 
and a riddle too for good measure. I try to make the dialogue I lead as interesting as 
possible, making it seem unrehearsed though I prepare every single story I tell and 
practice it before every gathering. I work with people facing life and death in very literal 
ways and this method helps all of us communicate without direct accusations or hurtful 
words. It is however, the stories I tell that the communities remember me for and 
that has made me earn the title “young grandmother.” It is extremely important that 
I earned the title grandmother because, this  acknowledged the ability and function of 
woman to provide wisdom, in this case, to the process of mediating peace between 
communities. 
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Sixteen months after I took over as lead mediator, the 29 ethnic communities signed 
the Kafanchan Peace Declaration in the presence of the Governors of Plateau and 
Kaduna States, Barrister Simon Bako Lalong and Mallam Nasir El-Rufai. I proceeded 
to Southern Plateau, again as lead mediator, and mediated an agreement between 56 
ethnic communities resulting in the Southern Plateau Peace Agreement. This particular 
peace process was so immense that we held the signing process at a football stadium 
witnessed by Governor Barrister Simon Bako Lalong. The Kaduna process involved 
six people from each of the 29 ethnic communities totaling 174, of who 34 were 
women negotiators (some of the members of the 29 ethnic communities sent more 
than one woman). In Southern Plateau there were 336 drawn from the 56 ethnic 
communities, of who 58 were women negotiators supported by a steering committee 
of 300 women.  By the end of the processes, I had told two hundred and twenty two 
stories, documented in my notebooks. I had called home often, asking friends and 
relatives for stories. 

Despite our accomplishments, the occasional relapse into violence in Southern 
Kaduna and the passing on of David Lambo, the pioneer Jos lead mediator, made 
us sad and brought us down. The two State Governments of Plateau and Kaduna 
heavily supported work towards sustainable peace and the implementation of the 
peace agreement. The continued spurts of violence as we dialogued and even after 
the signing of the peace agreement in Kaduna, was not a strange phenomenon. The 
withdrawal systems at the end of violence usually include more violence.  Further, 
it was necessary to follow up these fora with Disarmament, Demobilization and 
Reintegration (DDR) of ethnic and religious militia and hold perpetrators to account 
which caused more violence. The big peace process initiative in Southern Plateau 
involving 56 ethnic communities held and there was no return to fighting. One year 
after the signing of the Southern Plateau peace agreement, the communities invited us 
back to the football stadium for a massive celebration. 

I have since facilitated similar fora in Benue State with  farmers and grazers.  In all these, 
women have played a central role, participating in all stages of the peace process. I 
have observed gender roles become less fixed and seen women situating themselves 
as influential decision makers. 

We faced several challenges in including women in these peace processes. The 
women included are always conscious that having gained entry into the peace process, 
they will ultimately have to prove what changes the increased participation of women 
signifies or contributes to. Boko Haram attacked Jos severally during these fora with 
some of the attacks perpetrated by female suicide bombers. These developments 
made us reconfigure the focus of women as victims in war, although few women were 
willing to come forward as combatants. Another challenge was when the Jos Peace 
Dialogue male elders declared that they would not accept women in traditional elders’ 
councils where key decisions on security were made. 

Although the inclusion of women has largely contributed to sustainable peace in Plateau 
and Kaduna States, there has been a resurgence of violence. The sustainability has 
been partly due to women’s participation and government commitment to support 
the implementation of the agreements. 

As a lead mediator, my work has provided critical opportunities to reshape gender 
aspects in peace processes in situations of conflict. I ensure that women join and 
contribute to peace processes by involving them in decision-making situations. 
Their perspectives get heard and their human rights concerns get considered. I have 
documented other women’s stories and mine by authoring four books 
 
 - Kenya: Bridging Ethnic Divides, A Commissioners Experience on Cohesion   
  and Integration. (Chronicling my experience working as a Commissioner of   
  NCIC)

The continued spurts of 
violence as we dialogued 
and even after the signing 
of the peace agreement 
in Kaduna, was not a 
strange phenomenon. The 
withdrawal systems at the 
end of violence usually 
include more violence. 
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 - Beyond Ethnicism: Exploring Ethnic and Racial Diversity for Educators,   
  approved by Kenya Institute for Curriculum Development for use   
  in Teacher Training Colleges. (It’s the only book available in    
  Kenya’s curriculum on the subject of ethnic and race relations) 
 - Múkami KÍmathi, Mau Mau Freedom Fighter, the authorized biography.   
  (Mukami is the wife of Kenya’s most famous independence freedom fighter  
  Dedan Kimathi)
 - Catherine Ndereba, the authorized biography.  (Catherine Ndereba broke   
  the world marathon record in 2001. She is also the only four time   
  women’s winner of the Boston marathon in the world). 

I have also had some of my thoughts published in books where I have written chapters 
and I have written policy papers and opinion pieces. 

In my work I have realised that I get sustainable results in solving ethnic and religious 
conflicts because of accepting people’s culture. I do not seek to erase their identities 
because I try to ensure the inclusion of all, not just women. In addition, I focus on 
commonalities while recognizing that differences are a source of strength. I did not 
know what to call this approach.  It was only when I received the Global Pluralism 
Award that I knew the approach was called pluralism. With funds from the award, I am 
building the capacities of women mediators in armed conflict like myself. My deepest 
hope is to make the statement “only woman mediating at the peace table” obsolete. 

Wairimu Nderitu is a former Commissioner of the Kenya National Cohesion 
and Integration Commission and co-founder of the Uwiano Platform for 
Peace 

End Notes
1The Nakuru elders were, coordinators Maina Muhia, late Dr Solomon Wanguru and Andrew Yatich; 
the women`s chair (women had separate dialogue sessions) Professor Mary Kariuki, the community 
chairmen, John Amukoye (Abaluhyia), Dr. Andrew Isse Ochoki (Abagusii), Phillip Malonza (Akamba), 
John Muyuri (Ameru), Charles Ochieng Dullo (Luo), Joseph Maetea Ole Naimunyi (Maasai), Athman 
Masood (Mijikenda), Charles Rono (Ogiek), Abdulrehman Mohammed (Somali), Mr Wilson Leitich 
(Kalenjin), and committee members Joshua Toroitich and Ndung’u Gaithuma. 

2I documented the experience in From the Nakuru County Peace Accord (2010-2012) to Lasting Peace

3Members of the women’s steering committee: Dr. Sumaye Hamza, Permanent Secretary, Ministry of 
Women Affairs, Khadijah Hawaja Gambo, Women Without Walls Initiative (WOWWI), Pastor Esther 
Ibanga; Women Without Walls Initiative (WOWWI), Rose Agur, Christian Associations in Nigeria (CAN) 
Women Wing, Mairo MK Sani President, Federation of Muslim Women Associations in Nigeria, Ngo 
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Suleiman, the President, Islamic Counseling Initiative in Nigeria  (ICIN), Ngo Tabitha Dayuru, President, 
Plateau State Market Women Association, (PMWA), Mrs Serah Pam, Chairperson, National Council of 
Women’s Societies  (NCWS), Professor Funmi Para-Mallam, President, Christian Women for Excellence 
and Empowerment in Nigerian Society (CWEENS), Lantana Abdullahi, Search for Common Ground 
(SCG) Program officer, Jessica Vonkat, Country Women Association of Nigeria (COWAN), Micro-credit 
organization, President, Barrister Ladi Madaki, International Federation of Women Lawyers (FIDA), 
Chief Magistrate and President, Anna Yakubu; Plateau Yoruba Women, Representative, Pastor Jane 
Edmund Egbo Plateau South-South Women, leader, Binta Muhammad Kabir; Plateau Hausa Women, 
Representative, Arashi B. Pada; President, Anaguta Women Association, Mary Afan; Afizere Community 
and Cultural Development Association (ACCDA) Women’s Wing; President, Chundung Da Boro,  Berom 
Women Association; Leader, Hajara Adamu; Plateau Fulani Women; Representative, Cynthia Onyeachom; 
Plateau Igbo Women; Leader.

4The mediation and advisory team I worked with in Jos, Southern Kaduna and Southern Plateau included 
Khadijah Hawaja Gambo, Prof. Joseph Fazing Jemkur, Prof John Dung Gwom, Joseph Atang, Dr. Yakubu 
Sankey, Alhaji Salihu Musa Umar (Salim), Alhaji Baba Bala, Alhaji Ibrahim Saleh Hassan, Gloria Thomas, 
Chrisantus Lapang Defuna’an, Igomu Emmanuel Igoche, Olufemi Ellison Domkap, Ojo Michael Emmanuel, 
and Susan Leo Akueze. 
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For many years, African literature has been viewed as, and also accused of, projecting 
a stereotypical image of Africa as a continent burdened with pain, disease and suffering. 
This exotic view has extended to many forms of art on the continent. Graham 
Hugganin (2012) talks about the postcolonial exotic arguing that postcolonial literature 
is produced and marketed mainly for Western consumption where, he argues, 
postcolonial writers participate in their own marginalization by allowing themselves 
to be defined by international literary institutions such as publishers and award 
organizations. Countering this argument, other critics such as Sarah Brouillette (2007) 
bring in the concept of ‘authorial self-consciousness’ in which the artists are given 
agency and are viewed as conscious actors. In her view, contemporary postcolonial 
literature is a body of work that involves different literary strategies shared between 
the reader and the author aiming to place a work of art at a vantage position in the 
global literary scene. In this piece, I look at Binyavanga Wainaina’s literary essay in the 
online literary magazine, Jalada, in the volume Jalada’s Afrofuture(s) (2015). The aim is 
to read the various ways in which the creative producer is conscious of the position of 
the African creative piece being read as an exotic commodity.  

Wainaina’s piece in Jalada Afrofuture(s) is titled: “Wangechi Mutu wonders why butterfly 
wings leave powder on the fingers, there was a coup today in Kenya.”1 From the title 
of the work to the actual content, it is evident that the writer consciously and constantly 
is engaged with experimentation with language, form and style. This is made especially 
easier by the versatility of the internet as a publishing outlet which has allowed for the 
presentation of literature not only in print but in audio, video, drawings, paintings and 
photographs, among other mediums. Wainaina’s creative essay provides an excellent 
example of the experimentation with form, style and language. 

The piece is a profile of Kenyan artist, Wangechi Mutu. In the essay, Wainaina relies 
heavily on Mutu’s art and images which go hand-in-hand with Wainaina’s narration 
throughout the essay. Mutu as a visual artist consciously adopts multimodality as a 
representational strategy. She relies on different media such as paper, paint and wool, 
incorporating different senses like smell and sound. In general, Mutu’s art presents 
a conglomeration of different media and styles of artistry. Writing in the Guardian 
newspaper (2004), Teju Cole says of Mutu: 

 She credits her American experience – particularly the exhausting task of   
 attempting to evade foolish stereotypes – for how she finally found a way to   
 incorporate African imagery in her work. If many Americans know little    
 about African culture beyond images of Maasai warriors in National Geographic,   
 this ignorance became fertile ground for Mutu’s explorations. The resulting   
 images are visually arresting, both easy and difficult to look at, seductive in their   
 patterning, grotesque in their themes.2 

By relying on the image of the grotesque and therefore inhabiting the exotic codes, 
Mutu succeeds in destroying the stereotypes about the continent. For instance, the 
artwork Uterine Catarrh (2005) reprinted in Wainaina’s essay, is a collage made from 
different ethnographic photos on Africa and uses “glitter, ink and collage on found 
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medical illustration paper.”3 It shows a medical procedure to remove a third eye from an 
African patient’s forehead. However, on the image are pasted luscious full lips, drawing 
attention to the exoticization of beauty, despite the stereotypical representation of the 
African body as grotesque. Wainaina writes:

 103uterine catarrh by Wangechi Mutu: This yellowing paper is an important   
 piece of medical history. This young man has a third eye – a wisdom to offer? A   
 possible insight? He too is a recipient (knowing or unknowing) of this knowledge   
 – if only from a straight-laced high school lecture about syphilis. Ricord is   
 an early, and substantial, original source about gynecological [sic] disorders.   
 Part of our casual knowledge about this has filtered down from him. Our   
 young man has magazine lips too: cutout pink lipstick lips, large and lush:   
 the sort of lips some pay for collagen to get. How lucky, Wangechi seems to   
 suggest somewhat wickedly? That lips are the one territory we have that   
 are wanted by the magazine perceptions of How You Must Look. A bit of the lip   
 is red, lipstick again. The lips are pasted on, and slightly out of place – and it starts  
 to arrive that what seems grotesque here is not. 

Wainaina recreates Mutu’s profile in a style of poetry and prose that easily merges 
with visual presentations of her art. The Afrofuturistic art, effortless, coalesces with 
Wainaina’s Afrofuturistic literature within a piece that traces Kenya’s and Africa’s political 
history, diasporic identities and the pan African vision. Wainaina relies on the biography 
of Mutu to comment on the power of the archive in defining the self, acknowledging 
in line 2 that “[t]his is A Short Biography of Us Inside Wangechi Mutu.” Wainaina further 
deploys one of Mutu’s painting titled Beneath Lies the Power (2014) to comment on 
the nature of power and domination. In this art work, Mutu uses visual images to urge 
the audience to view an object in numerous dimensions in order to understand its 
complexities. Wainaina complements this idea in line 116 noting that Mutu “is an early 
African provoking the season of Afro-futures […She] releases us from ugga booga 
fears of the hegemony that makes these magazines, and freezes us as one-dimensional 
agents of their glossy spectacle.” 
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Jalada as an independent and locally based literary platform, through such pieces, 
demonstrates that investment in local literary publications, which are increasingly 
gaining global recognition, is indeed important and helps to write Africa from different 
perspectives without being confined to the exotic glare that comes with economic and 
political domination especially in the area of literary publishing in Africa.

Borrowing from Sarah Nuttall and Cheryl-Ann Michael’s argument in Senses of Culture 
(2000) within the context of South African cultural theorisation, I postulate that such 
a literary magazine, and such an essay as Wainaina’s, “argue less for an erasure than 
for a re-imagining” and that this re-imagining “involves a rethinking of intellectual and 
artistic work” (13). This process of ‘de-exoticisation’ is not, therefore, an effort to 
invert the structures of power and domination by bringing the margin to the centre. 
Rather, it is an effort at destroying the binary differences of centre and margin within 
the spaces of literary and cultural production. By choosing to embrace the ‘exotic’ 
through claiming and inhabiting the marginal spaces, pieces such as “Wangechi Mutu 
wonders why butterfly wings leave powder on the fingers, there was a coup today 
in Kenya” the literary frameworks within which they belong as alternative cultures 
engage in deconstructing the structures of power and domination in the literary and 
cultural field. Occupying and owning the marginal space, the writer and artist engage 
in levelling hierarchies and structures of power and domination. This, I argue, is as 
a result of a conscious effort by not only the writers but the local publishing outfits, 
aiming to present a literature that deconstructs the image of African literature as an 
exotic commodity. The content in these local literary publications depicts a conscious 
awareness of the position of the African writer as tour guide for consumers of the 
exotic literary commodity.

Doseline Kiguru is based at The British Institute in Eastern Africa
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Background
Scholars unanimously agree that Sheng began in the informal settlements of Nairobi’s 
Eastlands and that it serves diverse functions  including acting as a badge of youth identity 
(Githinji 2006, Samper, 2004),mediating popular culture (Mungai 2004, Samper 
2004), disseminating health messages (Ogechi, 2005) and for commercial advertizing 
(Kanana, Kariuki & Kebeya). Its use in the informal economy has been acknowledged 
by various scholars. Mungai (2004) for instance wrote about its widespread use in 
the matatu industry while Samper (2004) noted its use by Kenya rappers. Its use 
amongst commercial sex workers in Sinai slums and car washers from Shauri Moyo 
has been mentioned in Githinji (2009). From the onset therefore, everything about 
Sheng denotes informal - from its origins, casual mixing of languages and unrestrained 
borrowing, to currently being the dominant transactional code in the informal 
economy. Its use in these multiple domains notwithstanding, it remains a marginal 
code whose role in youth identity and the creative industry are often ignored by policy 
makers. A language with such important functions, that is acknowledged by scholars 
such as those mentioned above, definitely deserves more visibility. Furthermore, any 
debate on the language of economics in Kenya that ignores Sheng especially how it is 
appropriated in the creative economy and the informal sector in general, cannot claim 
to provide a comprehensive picture of the interface between economy and language.  
This paper highlights the interconnections between Sheng and the informal economy 
and advocates for its recognition as a tool for empowering the youth who form the 
bulk of contributors in the informal economy.  

The language of economics in Kenya’s 
informal sector
The informal sector embraces a broad spectrum of enterprises including self-employed 
initiatives with a guaranteed income, unregulated activities, and any employment that falls 
outside the formal economy (Mayieka, 2003; Olang, 2017). Self-employed initiatives 
usually comprise transportation (for instance, boda boda, tuk tuks, matatus, lorries, 
push carts etc.), barbers and salons, small scale shops and stalls, eateries, hawking, 
washing cars, car repair, entertainment, garbage collection and urban farming. Other 
informal activities include employment as casual labor across diverse sectors such as 
security (guards and goons), while commercial sex work would incorporate prostitutes 
and many others along the value chain. 

According to Muteti (2017), Kenya’s informal economy contributes about 18.5% 
of the country’s GDP and employs about 74% of the country’s population. This 
informalization of employment in Kenya can be traced back to the introduction of 
Structural Adjustment Programs in the 1980s when jobs in the formal sectors fell from 
77.5% in 1988 to 20.2% in 2007 (Wamuthenya 2010). Proportionally, the informal 
sector showed a sharp increase from 20.0% to 79.1% over the same period. 

Essentially, unemployment in Kenya has been called a youth problem with youth 
unemployment standing at 67% (Kaane, 2014). This group is made up of primary 
school leavers who did not transition to secondary school, secondary school leavers, 
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and college and university graduates who were not absorbed into the formal economy. 
Nonetheless, the informal economy should not be equated with desperation and 
hopelessness when compared to the formal sector, as the reverse may sometimes be 
the case. For instance, a food kiosk owner can make more money than a university 
graduate employed by the government (Olang, 2017), hence the need to avoid 
stereotypes and simplistic characterizations. Some people join the informal sector out 
of choice because of guaranteed independence and the promise of higher returns. 

To underscore the interconnections between Sheng and the informal economy, it 
is important to invoke the sociolinguistic distinction between official and vernacular 
languages in a multilingual speech community. Official languages are associated with all 
that is formal and prestigious while vernacular languages are associated with informal 
and solidarity functions. In Kenya the formal sector enforces the use of official languages 
especially English and to a lesser extent Kiswahili, while the informal sector has for a 
long time been associated with non-standard languages. In rural areas the languages 
that drive the informal economy are indigenous languages (Mwaniki, 2016), while in 
urban centers this task falls to mixed languages such as Sheng. Recalling that the formal 
economy has been on the decline, it logically follows that official languages as the 
normative means of communication in the workplace have been fading. Contrariwise, 
the rise of the informal sector has raised the profile of non-standard languages in the 
workplace since the informal sector by its very nature thrives on informality and non-
adherence to mainstream norms. No one dictates the language to be used as long as 
it does not inhibit transactions. In urban areas, indigenous languages are not optimal as 
they are numerous and restricted to particular ethnic groups. Instead, Sheng acts as an 
efficient and neutral vernacular that empowers users and affords them benefits parallel 
to those of official language users in the formal sector. 

How Sheng has empowered the informal 
economy
All activities associated with the informal economy, whether occurring in informal 
settlements or the city center, bear the stamp of informal settlement. Most of 
the activities in the informal sector that are listed above are conducted in informal 
settlements. Here, the vendors master Sheng as the common mode of communication 
in their residential areas and then through their activities, take it to their workplaces 
and spread it around while picking up new elements and taking these back home. 
Thus, they inadvertently become key agents in the innovation and dissemination of 
the language.

Different enterprises in the informal economy have devised their own specialized 
Sheng vocabulary. Whether in exhibitions or markets in Kenya’s major urban centers 
or rural centres, Sheng is an indelible language in countless types of transactions. It is 
used in Mombasa and other coastal towns considered bastions of normative Kiswahili, 
albeit different from that spoken in Nairobi and other upcountry towns. Prices for 
different items are normally shouted out in Sheng while nuanced words and phrases 
are used to communicate specific messages. Bei ya leo for instance, is an ordinary 
Kiswahili phrase meaning ‘today’s price’, but its nuanced meaning is ‘you better grab 
this item today before supply runs out or before the price shoots up tomorrow.’ Sheng 
vocabulary also pervades the names of different denominations of money when asking 
for matatu or bus fares (see Githinji, 2009)
 
The creative industries in Kenya are also part of the informal economy. The sprouting 
commercial radio stations, television and online media are unapologetic in their use 
of Sheng indicating its growing significance within the creative economy. In addition, 
its use by MCs, DJs, road shows and others in the entertainment industry has given 
Sheng prominence as a medium through which popular culture is consumed. One will 
have a difficult task in searching for hip-hop music or stand-up comedy in Kenya that 

Bei ya leo for instance, is an 
ordinary Kiswahili phrase 
meaning ‘today’s price’, but 
its nuanced meaning is ‘you 
better grab this item today 
before supply runs out or 
before the price shoots up 
tomorrow.’ 
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is not delivered in Sheng. Similarly, the success of Nairobi Half Life, a film that has won 
local and international awards, can mostly be attributed to its use of Sheng. The best 
performing and dancing groups according to Olang (2017) are based in the slums. A 
section of the fashion industry is inspired by Sheng-mediated popular culture whose 
consumption involves transactions that take place in Sheng. It also appears prominently 
in advertising products in sectors such as banking and telecommunication (see Kariuki, 
Kanana & Kebeya, 2015), in addition to providing brand names to major companies 
including Safaricom, Sportpesa and Betika, to name a few.
 
In spite of Sheng’s prominence in key domains of the Kenyan society, it is surprising that 
it is neither mentioned nor alluded to in the 2010 constitution. Chapter 2 paragraph 
7 section 3(a) of the constitution for instance, affirms that “the state shall protect and 
promote the diversity of language (sic) of the people of Kenya…”, however, there is a 
glaring lack of clarity on the meaning of the phrase “diversity of language”. The fact that 
nothing has been done to promote Sheng implies that it was not considered by the 
framers of the constitution. On the contrary, the focus is constant condemnation about 
its adverse effects on youth morals and detriment to learning of language. Perhaps 
its sins are its erasure of ethnic boundaries and their intrinsic linguistics products, 
something that negates the very notion of the ‘diversity of language’. It should have 
become obvious by now that the more Sheng is vilified, the more it thrives. If its 
psychological and sociological functions are not adequate to give it prominence, then 
its function in the economy should flag this to policy makers. 

Promoting Sheng is Kenya can only be in the nation’s interest since it has already proven 
its resilience and relevance in a hostile environment. Attempting to delegitimize Sheng 
is not only an exercise in futility, but also a waste of time that could be better spent 
harnessing its potential so that it can serve other important functions. For instance, it 
could be a medium of instruction at lower educational levels in informal settlements.

Peter Githinji is a professor of Kiswahili at Kenyatta University, Nakuru 
Campus
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Introduction
In this essay, my attention is drawn to the similarities between the language of hawkers 
found at the Kisumu Bus Park and Mikhail Bakhtin’s analysis of ‘the language at the 
marketplace’ in Rabelais. The language of the marketplace or billingsgate that pre-
dominates Rabelais’s works is described as coarsely abusive - language that is obscene 
and vulgar. Bakhtin states that the language of the marketplace or billingsgate as used 
by vendors is meant to besmirch and mudsling their prospective customers or clients. 
Bakhtin goes on to explain that, “To besmirch means to debase. But grotesque 
debasement always had in mind the material (lower) bodily stratum, the zone of the 
genital organs” (Bakhtin 1984:147). 

The Kisumu Bus Park encodes the elements of billingsgate and the marketplace in 
many ways. The Bus Park is not only surrounded by markets such as the Jubilee 
and Fish Markets but is also in many senses, a marketplace in itself with numerous 
hawkers peddling merchandise both inside and outside public vehicles. The Bus Park 
alà Rabelaisian marketplace or billingsgate exhibits a carnivalesque mood marked 
significantly by its chaotic aura - people shouting, buses and matatus hooting, hawkers 
and vendors shouting as they sell their merchandise and different genres of music being 
played loudly in both Dholuo and Kiswahili. The Bus Park plays host to the folk culture 
of the Luo people who are the dominant community in this lake region. But more 
important, the Bus Park is a place in which …“the exalted and the lowly, the sacred and 
the profane are levelled and all are drawn into the same dance” (Bakhtin 1984:160). 
In fact, the Bus Park, similar to the Rabelaisian marketplace, is a constellation of diverse 
genres and forms, all filled with the same unofficial spirit (Bakhtin 1984:154). 

Kisumu Bus Park: The liminal Rabelaisian 
market place
Kisumu Bus Park is centrally located making it the ideal place for people to board vehicles 
taking them to many other parts of the country. Kisumu is situated on the eastern shore 
of Lake Victoria and is strategically positioned as a centre for trade, commerce, industry 
and communication both locally and internationally. Besides housing the Bus Park, it 
has a port, railway terminus and airport. Historically, Kisumu has been associated with 
trade and was originally called Kusuma, the place for exchanging or bartering goods. 

The focus of this article is the popular verbal exchanges of the hawkers or vendors 
who walk around with their merchandise within the Kisumu Bus Park as a marketplace. 
These are akin to Rabelais’ billingsgate. Bakhtin calls the market place vendors language 
a ‘world of utterances that can be characterised as grotesque realism.’ As such, 
according to this characterization, images created by the hawkers are meant to debase 
and degrade those who receive them by causing laughter or being humorous.  This 
laughter or humour, however, conceals a lot of truthful insight. This “laughing truth” as 
Bakhtin calls it, is dressed in profanities and provocations meant to both demean and 
deflate its victims. In Rabelais’s language of the marketplace, Bakhtin observes, “such 
elements of familiar speech as profanities, oaths, and curses were fully legalized in the 
marketplace and were easily adopted by all the festive genres…” (Bakhtin 1984:153). 
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The kind of cynicism that Rabelais exhibits belongs to the marketplace, town fair and 
the carnival square of the renaissance.

At the Bus Park, hawkers have characteristics that are similar to those of Rabelais as 
described by Veselovsky: 

 (If you like) Rabelais is cynical but as a healthy village boy who has been let   
 loose from a smoky hut into the spring air, he rushes madly on, across the   
 puddles, besmirching passers-by with mud and laughing merrily when lumps of   
 clay cover his legs and face, ruddy with sprinkle, animal gaiety.”    
 (Bakhtin1984:146) 

Metaphorically speaking, this is precisely the same way the hawkers at the Bus Park in 
Kisumu treat their customers.  

Advertisement or Abuse?
In this segment, I undertake a breakdown of the form and content of the language of 
the hawkers at Kisumu Bus Park. This is characterized by street cries, shouting and 
verbal advertisement. Each cry, shout, chant or song praises certain merchandise for 
sale. Sometimes, however, the shouting is just provocation targeting innocent persons.  
I will use a number of short scenarios and anecdotes to show how these hawkers’ 
language at the market place relates to Rabelaisian colloquialism. Their utterances 
distinctly address three issues - edibles, non-edibles and medicinal. 

Edibles
Example 1: 
A hawker selling groundnuts comes along and finds you talking to someone that 
you really respect and begins to  advertise his merchandise as follows,“Owadwa med 
mach, aneno ka iyudo mbas mer. Muod njugu ma Oyugis omedni teko.” [Translated - My 
brother, increase your virility. I can see that you have found your mother’s age mate. 
Chew some groundnuts from Oyugis to give you more sexual power]. 

Here, reference is made to food as a source of sexual energy. In this case the hawker 
advertises his groundnuts by insinuating a sexual motive between the two persons 
whose relationship he has actually not established, thus besmirching a potential buyer. 
In addition, he gets extremely abusive when he refers to the man’s female companion 
as the age-mate of his mother and therefore the reason he should eat groundnuts 
that as per popular folklore, enhance virility and potency. The hawker implies that 
the man needs extra sexual energy to match the woman’s sexual experience. As 
Bakhtin observes about vendors in Rabelais, this one too pretends to be a doctor and 
prescribes for his clients what they need to solve their purported sexual flaw. 

Example 2: 
In this scenario the groundnut seller says, “Nyiew token, mach chiegni sim.” [Translated 
- Buy a token (to recharge) as your electricity is about to go off]. Once again we draw 
a connection between the item being sold and the materiality of the lower bodily 
stratum since the advertisement of merchandise is tied to sexual function. There is a 
deliberate connection between food and sexuality that links the eating of groundnuts 
to sexual prowess. This is compared to electricity where, if one does not buy tokens 
to recharge supply, then they will be switched off. What I find interesting here is the 
use of metaphor. The hawker uses commercial language related to selling and buying 
of electricity tokens to lead one to his subtle sexual message.  
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Example 3: 
A hawker selling sticks of sugar cane comes along and finds a man talking to his mother-
in-law then tells him “Omuga oki inyem.” Literally translated it means “rhino, chew”. 
However rhino connotes a big and strong man and in Dholuo “nyem” means to chew, 
but here implies to have sex or make love. If the man was alone it would not really be 
awkward or obscene but he is sitting next to his mother-in-law so the subject is taboo. 
The implication is that he should desire to have sex with her. The hawker is therefore 
figuratively indicating sexual relations between the two thus degrading and besmirching 
both the man and his mother-in-law. This is what Bakhtin refers to us urinating or 
farting at someone and then running away. 

Non-edibles
Example 1: 
A hawker comes and finds that you have bought a mattress and are waiting to get into 
a matatu then he comments - “kawuono ngato nyaka chuer e mattressno.” [Translated 
- Today someone must flow/bleed on that mattress]. The images that he uses are all 
sexual. Implied is that the owner of the new mattress will “launch” the mattress with 
some vigorous sex that will leave it with stains from either virginal blood or vaginal 
discharge. Again, reference is made here to images of the lower material bodily stratum. 
The mattress, according to the hawker, is not just for sleeping on, but for making 
love, especially since it is new. At this juncture he is not advertising his merchandise 
but commenting on merchandise already bought. He assigns the material a particular 
role associated with the lower bodily material stratum, in this case, vaginal discharge 
and penile semen which are associated with sexual intercourse. This is obviously 
provocative and falls within the ambit of what Bakhtin refers to as mudslinging.

Example 2:
A manamba (bus conductor) responding to a traveller who has just arrived from 
the city with a bicycle on the carrier of the bus and wants to be assisted to bring it 
down states,”koro idwa ni olorni gikoni...’we wuondri obed dhako diluongo nga ni olorni? 
[Translated - Stop pretending. If it was a woman/your wife, would you have called 
someone to help you get her down?] Once again there is oblique reference to sexuality. 
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Example 3: 
You are in a matatu seated next to your mother when a hawker comes by the 
window and shouts,”Telo nyiew wembe mar “Panda”. Nyiew “Panda” jawar mawaro 
yier..! [Translated- “Boss (sarcastically implying respect) buy a “Panda” razor blade!” 
Buy “Panda” the trimmer (saviour) that trims (saves) pubic hair)].” This is a play upon 
words - a pun where the hawker proposes that one can gain salvation by shaving while 
making reference to the lower bodily stratum. “Panda”, the name of the razor, is also 
a pun as it means to climb or mount which is sexually connotative. 

Example 4: 
A Hawker selling padlocks declares, Omera nyiew kiful idhi ilorgo ot, kionge ot to ilorgo od 
chieth jokuoye kik kwal chieth [Translated - My brother (conviviality) buy a padlock and 
go lock your house, but if you don’t have a house then go lock the toilet so that thieves 
won’t steal the excrement]. Once again reference is made to the lower bodily material 
stratum. Defecation is one of the tropes of debasement and besmirching.

Medicinal
Example 1: 
A hawker comes along selling permanganate soda and finds a lady seated next to 
her boss in a matatu. She is traveling to the burial of a colleague. The hawker tells 
her, “madam nyiewuru yadh nyach, dhi konyoumbele.  [Translated - Madam, buy this 
medicine for treating venereal diseases, it will be useful to you wherever you are 
headed]. This reminds us of when quacks sold medicine at a market in Rabelais. They 
were pretending to be doctors prescribing medicine for their patients. This instance 
once again insinuates that this ‘couple’ will probably end up having sex and contract 
venereal diseases, a situation the hawker aims to prevent. Once again the hawker 
reduces relationships to the functions and materiality of the lower bodily stratum.

Example 2: 
A hawker selling a toothache reliever tells the customer: “Lak maremo ing’amo dhogi 
taolee, timwonyo, tinang’o wiye”.  [Translated - For toothache, open your mouth wide 
so that I can pour the medicine in, then you swallow and lick the top of the container]. 
The opening of the mouth, pouring, swallowing and finally licking the top of the 
container infers sexual intercourse. 

Example 3:
A hawker selling what he purports to be medicine for treating one’s back bone or 
pelvis, finds a woman waiting for a matatu and tells her, “mama nyiew yadh onding,’ 
wenego jaduong’ gi kech”! [Translated - Mother, buy this medicine for your pelvis 
and stop starving your husband to death]. The hawker suggests that the woman has 
a problem with her backbone which makes it difficult for her to have sex with her 
husband. He assumes that the only way to sell this medicine is by amplifying its ability 
to enable sexual intercourse. This implies how important sex is in a marriage.

Conclusion
What deductions does one make out of these utterances at the market place other than 
their besmirching tone and reference to the body material of the lower stratum? These 
images of debasement are linked to deliberate use of language invoking coarse humour 
and laughter. The hawkers know how to use puns, ambiguities, allusions, analogies, 
metaphors, similes and verbal travesties. In addition, they have perfected the art of 
praising (pakruok) and deflation. They also play around with ‘perceived’ conviviality and 
distancing. All this is a style of advertising their merchandise. They also play around with 
principles of regeneration, procreation, fertility, renewal of life and death. This genre 
is structured in such a way that it consists of invitation and abuse which oppose each 
other, as witnessed in the examples above. 
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Of what social value is this genre? In a very explicit way they create humour and 
laughter and therefore are therapeutic. Encoded within besmirching and degrading 
utterances, are cautionary statements, advice and creative thoughts. Human beings 
are also reminded that they are all alike because they all engage in behaviour such as 
defecating, urinating and sex, activities that are functions of the lower bodily stratum 
and natural to all human beings.

The hawkers’ language at this market place, like some other unofficial speeches, 
uses abuse, curses, profanity, and improprieties and refuses to conform to what is 
conventional to etiquette, civility and respectability. It represents elements of freedom 
and liberty. As Bakhtin aptly remind us:

 These elements of freedom, if present in sufficient numbers and with a precise   
 intention, exercise a strong influence on the entire contents of speech,    
 transferring it to another sphere beyond the limits of the conventional language.   
 Such speech forms liberated from norms, hierarchies, and prohibitions    
 of established idioms, become themselves a peculiar argot and create a special   
 collectivity, a group of people initiated in familiar intercourse, who are frank   
 and free in expressing themselves verbally (Bakhtin 1984:187-188)

*This is part of a larger research undertaken during Alexander von Humboldt Senior Researcher 
Fellowship at University of Bayreuth.

Christopher Odhiambo Joseph (CJ) is a Professor in the Department of 
Literature, Theatre and Film Studies at Moi University, Eldoret
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How can participating in and producing hip hop music be a creative medium through 
which to explore and critique multiple practices and meanings expressed within 
contemporary Christianity in Kenya? I answer this question by focusing on the music 
of Julius Owino, popularly known as Juliani. These thoughts are drawn from my book 
titled The Street is My Pulpit: Hip Hop and Christianity in Kenya, in which I show the 
close connection between Juliani’s experiences of Christianity through “Church” music 
and sermons and his desire to represent a more nuanced representation of Christianity 
based on his life as a resident of a low-income neighborhood. When Juliani committed 
himself to Christianity by owning his own faith, he wanted his faith to seamlessly 
navigate him through the facets of his life. Juliani articulates the reason for this approach 
to gospel music when he notes, “growing up as a ghetto boy gospel music was just 
Sunday music, it never made sense the rest of the other 6 days”. The music that 
dominated the gospel scene at the time was, in his view, “about Sunday things that 
seemed disconnected not only from the general but also individual daily realities”. He 
was not convinced that what people expressed during church service needed to be 
separate from the realities of their every day life. This made him wonder, for instance, 
why a singer in church would often sing things about God that were removed from 
his/her life such as

Tumshukuru Mungu but amelala njaa  Praise God but he/she slept hungry
Tumshukuru Mungu but amedhulumiwa Praise God but he/she is oppressed
Tumshukuru Mungu but hana kitu  Praise God but he/she has nothing

His understanding of spiritual expressions in Church and around him seemed to be 
in conflict with his social realities. Statements about God and the spiritual life of those 
around him did not align with the socioeconomic circumstances the ones around 
him seemed to be living in. He did not see the experiences congregants faced every 
day being reflected in the service on Sunday. How could they be saying God is so 
good and yet they were being abused at home?  Why were the sentiments expressed 
about life while in church not reflective of what he was observing of these people’s 
socioeconomic circumstances? These questions led him to prefer a different kind of 
Christian music.

As he found his own footing as a musician he decided to sing gospel music that was 
different, the kind that reflected the realities of his own life and of his immediate social 
environment. As I studied his work and his life I realized that what drew Juliani to 
gospel music was not just his personal decision to commit his life to Christianity and 
make these important personal choices but also a desire to make a socioeconomic 
difference in his community. But as he started performing as a musician, however, 
Juliani quickly realized that he did not have the power or resources to make the kinds 
of social changes he desired, leading him to wonder how his spiritual life reflected his 
lived experiences. He could not just sing about these matters. He had to find ways to 
pursue them and bring others along. It is what led him to commit the resources he was 
gaining from his music to projects that sought to empower other youth economically. 
This he did through a project he called Kama Si Sisi. He wanted not only to see 
Christians as part of every aspect of life but also challenge Christianity to go beyond 
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personal salvation or piety and engage in the everyday “messy” life experienced by 
adherents. Instead of, for instance, focusing on Christianity as seeking to stand outside 
of the everyday “world of sin,” he advocated for an engagement with the entirety 
of the world within which Christians live every day. He does so through his own 
identity (keeping long dreadlocks that are often associated with uncouth and rebellious 
youth), his performance of hip hop music (often associated with secular music), and 
the lyrics that accompany the music (most of which neither use what would be termed 
“Christian” words nor focus on piety). Such a combination of music and identity amplify 
Juliani’s own lived experiences, some of which compelled him to ask God serious 
questions such as, “Hey, Mungu wewe bwana kwani mi nitakuwa na shida everyday [Hey 
God am I going to face trouble everyday]?” Given the reverence given to God in many 
Christian identities in Kenya, such question of God (even though it is widespread in 
the Bible) is often avoided or frowned upon in Kenya. His music seeks to make sense 
to many youth who are caught up in a world interspersed with a growing focus on 
prosperity gospel that often promises that Jesus is the answer amidst a lived reality of 
unemployment, disease, political manipulation, insecurity, and hopelessness. Further, 
by performing music that engages with the world of “every day of the week,” Juliani 
provides his fellow youth a frame through which to embrace Christianity and reject a 
dualistic construction of Christian life into sacred and secular, or one that is conceived 
of as “gospel” and “secular.” When asked why he moved from “secular” to “gospel” 
music, Juliani says 

There is no music genre called gospel; it is just a message. I got born again in 2005 and 
everything made sense after that. I got direction and I was welcomed in the gospel circles 
not only because I had made a name for myself as a secular Mau Mau artist but also 
because my music was detailed, descriptive, humorous, poetic and had depth. I brought 
to attention some of the things people do from Monday to Saturday. Most of the gospel 
music at that time was all about Sunday.

To emphasize that there is no genre of music called “gospel” is to acknowledge the 
need to see the gospel as necessarily pervasive in all aspects of life and not just restricted 
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to one corner of life. The compatibility Juliani sees between hip hop and Christianity is 
expressed through his own style of delivering his music as seen in such songs as “Rimz 
and Timz” from his Mtaa Mentality album in which he says

Hamwamini Christ alikuwa DJ   You don’t believe Christ was a DJ
Aliingia Church imegeuzwa soko akaturn tables He entered a Church that had been   
     turned into a market and turned tables
Ameremix maisha yangu mapepo nazipatia notice He has remixed my life I have given evils   
     spirits a notice

Juliani is here seeking to connect Christ’s life with hip hop in a play of words but offers 
us an opportunity to see how musical expression can reflect actual practices. Juliani 
sees Christianity as fully connected to all aspects of life, as part of the broader world he 
experiences daily beyond the confines of the Church. 

When broadly conceived, Christianity would not be limited to any one aspect of 
life but lived in full public engagement and able to speak into every aspect of human 
existence. This is not the way much of the gospel is presented or perceived in Kenya 
as exemplified by the questions Juliani is asked in various interviews cited in my book. 
The assumption is that the world exists in dualities of sacred and secular or gospel and 
secular music. When conceived of as part of a special category of music, gospel music 
and by extension Christian faith, can just be limited to Sunday or to a church context. 
This is the danger Juliani rightly identifies here seeing such a dichotomy as leading to 
“Sunday music” that seems irrelevant for the other days of the week. Some of the 
songs that Juliani composes and performs as a Christian are, therefore, opportunities 
for a critical analysis of the social realities of the everyday in ways that transcend the 
limitations that would otherwise be generated by songs only focused on themes 
relevant to Sundays. And what would happen to Kenya if those identifying themselves 
as Christians removed these dichotomies and lived their faith everyday and in every 
sphere of life? Juliani’s music is a good place to start looking for such opportunities.

Mwenda Ntarangwi is the Chief Executive Officer of the Commission for 
University Education

All citations from, Ntarangwi, M. 2017. The Street is My Pulpit: Hip Hop and Christianity in 
Kenya. Urbana, Illinois: University of Illinois Press.

When conceived of as part 
of a special category of 
music, gospel music and by 
extension Christian faith, can 
just be limited to Sunday or 
to a church context.



92
Jahazi Issue 7, Vol. 1

There is an intriguing relationship between society and art as artists, through their 
work, are often described as agents of change. In Kenya this has been mostly discussed 
in relation to literature, theatre and music while the visual arts have largely remained 
in the periphery of such debate until fairly recently.  This essay will consider significant 
examples of the role that visual arts have played in creating change. The cases chosen 
come from different periods of Kenya’s recent history, relate to diverse concerns, 
and employ an array of actions and artistic approaches. They do nevertheless share 
common ground, the innovative use of public space and its contribution to enriching 
a lively public sphere. Positioning art in accessible and meaningful spaces which fall 
outside of traditional institutions and commercial interests provides opportunity for 
engaging the populace. It is here I believe, where art’s potential to contribute towards 
the circulation of alternative discourses, to awaken critical consciousness, to open 
political space, and to stimulate society and its citizens to action, is best realised. 

The arts have the ability to effect and influence change but are also affected by the 
ever shifting conditions in which art production and distribution take place, as well as 
being shaped by local and global happenings. Following Kenya’s independence and 
faced with the effects from colonialism, artists began the work of carving out their own 
cultural spaces. A convergence of likeminded people was eager to explore the role 
of visual art in response to the conditions of their time. The failed materialization of 
a national art gallery continued the status quo of cultural spaces largely controlled by 
non-indigenous Kenyans. A consequence of this and still a matter of issue today is that 
formal art spaces do little to cater for, or reach the majority of Kenyans. 

During the same period, seeds of an autocratic state were planted and despotism as a 
form of government took root in Kenya. Protesting these circumstances, a group of artists, 
later to name their movement  ‘Sisi kwa Sisi’, initiated a series of visual art exhibitions 
(Sukuro 1990, 1995). Taking place principally in Nairobi’s informal settlements and 
appropriating social halls and open outside areas, the exhibitions rejected the idea that 
art must be shown in the city’s galleries, museum or other “official” cultural institutions. 
The process of taking art to the people enabled engagement with the larger population. 
Additionally, the exhibitions provided platforms where artists experimented with the 
role art played in public space and amongst an urbanizing people. More significant 
was the embodiment of spirit-building and intellectual discourse which occurred in 
the face of growing repression and a culture of silence following the 1982 attempted 
coup. Artists such as Kibacia Gitau, Kang’ara wa Njambi, Etale Sukuro, Gikonyo Maina, 
Kahare Miano and Zarina Patel, were loud and fierce through the idiom of visual art, 
creating work deeply imbued with socio-political references to the struggles of the day. 
Authorities sometimes questioned the intentions of Sisi kwa Sisi and censored some art 
works, even shutting down exhibitions such as the one held at Kangemi Market. There 
was discomfort over the content of the exhibitions and possible concerns regarding the 
undertones of the movement and individuals involved. 

After a short period, and for numerous reasons, Sisi kwa Sisi discontinued. Consider 
that the artists worked in an environment of real or perceived censorship in the national 
space, with a dearth of cultural spaces operating outside the parameters of foreign 
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influence. This story highlights the role of art during periods of repression situating Sisi 
kwa Sisi amongst other cultural activists, artists and intellectuals who redefined the role 
of art in Kenya’s early post-colonial society. 

This article does not have the breadth to cover all relevant artistic endeavours 
across decades but will highlight two more recent novel examples of approaches to 
participatory art practices and creative acts of civil disobedience. 

Over the years, Nairobi’s art-centres became critical in the development of 
contemporary art practice. Kuona Trust, which began in 1995, is one such space for 
visual artists. In the late 1990s Kuona started implementing outreach programmes. 
One of these (dubbed the ‘Daily Billboard Project’ run by Dutch artist Rene Klarenbeek 
alongside Patrick Mukabi and Thom Ogonga), saw a mock billboard erected along Aga 
Khan Walk in Nairobi’s city centre. The general public were encouraged to leave 
comments and drawings on issues of their choice which the artists would respond 
to. During the project, the horrific August 7th 1998 United States embassy bombing 
occurred. The billboard quickly became a platform where close to 1500 passers-by 
expressed their raw emotions and feelings. The participatory manner of the project 
resulted in a communal act of creatively expressing condemnation, grief, compassion 
and patriotism. The result was a spontaneous inclusive memorial of the attack, which 
was later displayed at Nairobi National Museum. (Lagat 2014: 86-91)

The other example also deals with memorialization, though on a much grander 
scale - monuments.  Important to note, these were first used in Nairobi as a cultural 
tool of imperialism and control, then the Kenyan elite further perpetuated this with 
monuments commemorating the first president Jomo Kenyatta, and later Daniel 
Arap Moi, Kenya’s second president. On 12th October 1988, the Nyayo Monument 
was unveiled. Situated in Nairobi’s Central Park, it marked a decade of Moi’s rule. 
On 10th October 2004, a group of human rights activists painted slogans all over the 
monument, drawing attention to the violation of human rights, economic crimes, and 
other injustices committed during Moi’s 24-year presidency. One slogan read, ‘the 
Moi Error’ (Larsan 2011). The activists involved were members of the Release Political 
Prisoners pressure group and this mischievous act aimed to raise public attention to 
the government’s unfulfilled promise to set up a Truth, Justice and Reconciliation 
Commission. Though tactics employed might at first come across as nothing more 
than futile vandalism, deeper reflection notes the timing of the event which occurred 
on a public holiday known as Moi Day honouring the then president. The location, 
frequently described as a ‘monument of shame’, also elicited memories of pro-
democracy struggles and acted as an important reminder for non-complacency. As 
one activist stated, the spirit of activism had faded with the end of KANU government 
and the swearing in of Mwai Kibaki in 2002. By incorporating graffiti, performance and 
spectacle, this deed demonstrated a creative side of activism to be regularly exercised 
again, though not for another decade or so. 

The Truth, Justice and Reconciliation Commission of Kenya (TJRCK) was set up in 2008 
following the 2007/8 post-election violence which saw the death of approximately 
1,300 men, women and children and displacement of up to 600,000 people. Nairobi 
was one of the areas severely affected, with the bulk of the violence taking place in the 
city’s poorer suburbs and informal settlements. In Kibera a group of artists from the 
collective Maasai Mbili grew restless.  The artist Solo 7 armed himself with a tin of paint 
and a brush and began painting hundreds of peace messages on roads, walls, gates, 
electricity poles, buildings and fences, all over Kibera. Solo 7 claims the short and clear 
visual slogans were powerful because they “speak louder than our voices” and have 
a persuasive quality, forcing people to stop and think before acting. These messages 
stimulated a discourse of peace when political negotiations ended in failure. 

The violence lasted for two months and only ended following a power sharing 
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agreement between the President and leader of the opposition. However, people 
were left traumatized, their homes and businesses destroyed. Kevo Stero, Otieno 
Goma, Ashif Malamba and other artists from Maasai Mbili felt compelled to do 
something for their community using what they know best, art. They worked with 
young people affected by the violence using painting and the process of creating as 
a form of healing. The project also transformed a number of devastated buildings in 
Kibera, turning them into museums where the artists and children created murals 
(Coombes et al. 2014). This, according to the artists, returned a sense of harmony and 
value to the neighbourhood through a process of re-humanizing these spaces. Their 
various projects in, and with the community were essentially a peace building effort of 
the time. Local and international media reported both stories widely, not only creating 
new audiences but also presenting alternative viewpoints to the narrative of Kibera 
as a slum filled with violence and as a ‘no go area’. The work of Solo 7 and Maasai 
Mbili exemplifies localized, art-based and socially sensitive approaches which provide 
alternative tools to the more formalized peace-building processes. 

In 2012 a campaign called MaVulture saw graffiti murals appearing overnight in Nairobi’s 
central business district. The works were an act of resistance, first as a result of their 
illegality in the space they occupied and second, the content publicly displayed society’s 
unrest. Imagery depicted a vulture, satirically representing the scavenging political 
class feeding on the weak, while text spoke of corruption, land grabbing, oppression, 
injustice, electoral violence, tribalism and poor governance. The work was executed 
by a group of graffiti artists including Bankslave, Kerosh, Swift 9, Smokillah and Uhuru 
B, all based at Pawa 254 which was a new centre for artists and activists. Swift 9 
recalls how he and other artists spent days and nights sketching ideas, and drawing 
inspiration from the work and tactics of other street artists such as Banksy. The Arab 
Spring in North Africa, a revolutionary act predominantly initiated by young people was 
also a source of inspiration in the role of protest and demonstrations, where graffiti 
played its part. Though many of the murals lasted only a couple of days before being 
painted over by the City Council, they had already been widely reported on, captured 
and shared online, reaching local and global audiences.  While the artists opted for 
anonymity, Boniface Mwangi, founder of Pawa 254 came forward, took responsibility 
and indeed the limelight. The hashtag #LetMwangiDraw started trending as support, 
though also as opposition, to this form of expression grew.

Artists through time have expressed a deep faith in art as a platform for freedom of 
expression. Following the post-election violence, and as 2013 marked 50 years of 
independence, Kenya as a society took a moment to reflect with sincerity and to look 
forward without delusion (Nyario 2015). For some artists and individuals, art became 
a tool for protest. What made this period markedly different from past decades was 
increased internet access and the growing popularity of social media sites which linked 
people like never before.
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While on the one hand virtual spaces are sites for entertainment, they are also 
reconstituting the public sphere and offer new forms of civic engagement (Tully and 
Ekdale 2014). Multiple actors vie for our attention online, including traditional platforms 
such as newspapers. Recognizing the power of an image for a story, Boniface Mwangi 
has continued to work alongside artists and activists bringing creative effigies, placards 
and performance to protests and demonstrations, which at times create hard hitting 
forms of spectacle (Ombati 2014). The results of these have been wide media coverage 
and fierce online and offline discussions long after these artistic acts of resistance are 
staged. 

Visual art has continuously played a meaningful role in catalyzing action through 
influencing attitudes, prompting reflection and generating dialogue. The creation and 
distribution of artwork in public space extends the possibilities of art’s engagement with 
society, where certain truths can be challenged, alternative viewpoints provided, and 
different voices heard. The power manifested in creative expression can surely be a 
tool for change to occur.  

Craig Halliday is Postgraduate Researcher based at the University of East 
Anglia, UK
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Almost a decade ago, neither a brush nor a set of water or oil paints could have found 
its way behind bars. The idea of initiating a training workshop on drawing and painting 
within the prisons was perhaps implemented first in January 2009 by Ms. Rebecca 
Shraner, a Swiss missionary with a background in fine art. This process was inspired 
when she came across an inmate with some drawings he had done on paper. At the 
time, she was working with Faraja Trust, a local NGO which offered spiritual care 
and support to inmates. The drawing and painting training began as a pilot project at 
the Nairobi Remand and Allocation Prison in Nairobi and started with group of about 
twenty five inmates, working two days a week for three to four hours. After running 
the art workshop for six months, the inmates had acquired substantial skills in fine art, 
producing artworks using different medium. She managed to organize a successful 
exhibition of the finished artworks at the Ramoma Art Gallery. 

This initiative was well received by the Prisons Department and towards the end of 
that year, the NGO which was the custodian of the program had to source for local 
expertise to run it. I learned of the opportunity from a friend and responded to the 
call advertised.  At the time, I was engaged in training disadvantaged children from 
the slums on visual art skills. I joined the project in January 2010 and developed a 
training program for the inmates. My goal in undertaking the project was to push my 
artistic capacity to a different level through interaction with inmates within the prison 
environment. 

In the initial stages, I found the prisons environment very intimidating and limiting, 
bearing in mind that strict rules and regulations have to be followed to the letter. The 
fact that art was a “foreign” activity being adopted by the prisons meant that some 
materials and equipment necessary to execute a work of art were deemed illegal thus 
could not be allowed within the prisons walls. Sharp tools could not be allowed in the 
space and I could only bring in paint brushes made from wood. Incarceration reduced 
the inmates’ freedom of expression and room for experimentation with their newly 
acquired skills therefore challenging me to be innovative within the training program. 
The visual art forms I have focused on are painting using acrylics, wall murals and 
mosaic art using ceramic tiles. I ran this program from 2010 to 2015, working in most 
prisons in Nairobi. 

As the art program developed over time, so did the interest, and more inmates began 
enrolling to learn fine arts skills. This prompted the management to increase sessions 
with inmates from an initial two days to three-day weekly sessions. I was working with 
an average of 15 inmates in each of the prisons. The program did not only provide an 
activity to keep the inmates busy, but also offered a space to express themselves, vent, 
and think positively.  

Transfer of inmates to other prisons, especially at the remand prison, caused a bit of 
a setback especially where an inmate had portrayed artistic potential. Given that the 
Kenya prison system had slowly been embracing and implementing a reform agenda, 
more organisations were allowed to carry out activities inside prison walls. Therefore, 
there were times when I had to cancel classes because other activities were given 
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priority. In other cases, this was due to visits by the big brass and so with beefed up 
security, inmates had to stay in their cells. In general, there were various challenges I 
had to adapt to in this new space. 

After running the art workshop for a year, two exhibitions were recommended to 
take place, one inside the prison, and another at a public art gallery in the city. I was 
to oversee the organization of exhibitions as the facilitator partnering with the prisons. 
Also, as reward for completing the art workshop, inmates were to be granted a special 
certificate of merit. The first major Prisons’ exhibition to honour graduates who had 
successfully gone through the program was held at Nairobi Remand and Allocation 
Prison in September 2010. The joint exhibition and graduation event was such a 
success that it was featured by a local TV station and later published in one of the 
daily newspapers. This later opened more prison doors when I got support from 
other NGOs and corporates to extend the visual art workshop to other prisons within 
Nairobi. As the project expanded, more inmates were empowered. Some became 
self-sufficient as they were able to gain a little income from sales of their products 
through the prisons administration. The income also gave them a sense of hope and 
boosted their self-esteem. 

Others used the workshop as a channel for inner healing. One such case is of an 
inmate condemned to a life sentence who spent most of his time in solitude. I learnt 
from other inmates that he was good at drawing and I asked the authorities to allow 
me to invite him to the class. Thus far, such prisoners (considered high risk) had not 
been included in this and other programs within the institution. When he first joined, 
he would simply take instructions, collect and return all materials, paint and leave 
without talking to anyone – his colleagues or even me. After a few weeks he began 
interacting with other inmates and the wardens. He was eventually relocated from the 
high risk section to the general prison population section where he could mingle with 
others, bringing about notable change in his life inside the prison. 

Among other success story resulting from the art project is one of an inmate who, upon 
his release, was able to use art as his source of income instead of slipping back into a life 
crime. He sold his artworks to family and friends and was eventually commissioned to 
produce artworks for a hotel’s guest rooms.  In addition, the prisons have experienced 
physical change through beautiful mural paintings done by the artists. This has helped 
reduce the stigma associated with prisons as they open their doors to visiting families 
who marvel at the art as they spend time with their loved ones.  

By interacting with the inmates in the different prisons, I now have a different 
perspective to life and my art work. I spent a lot of time in the prisons, yet the rules of 
engagement did not allow me to portray this prison life in my artwork. I have had to 
be more creative in finding other ways to express my experience. Also, while previous 
work had been inspired by the need for the art itself, I find that I now also consider 
what the viewer will see in it. If my art is seen in Turkana or other parts of the world, 
what message will the viewer get? I guess I have become an activist with my visual art 
practice.

I am currently running an art program with inmates at Mathare Mental Hospital in 
Nairobi though I still continue work with a few prisons, when I manage to raise funds 
to support the work. 

In future, I would like to source for good art literature and donate these to prisons 
libraries for inmates practising or interested in art to improve their ability.

Billy Mutu is a visual artist based in Nairobi. He uses diverse mediums to 
share his experiences.
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Graffiti art is changing the way Kenyans think and view the visual arts. It’s also changing 
the way they look at walls - outside Muthurwa Market, scattered all around Eastlands, 
from Jericho and Eastleigh to Kibera and Kariobangi, or even a wall that an individual 
commissions to have painted by graffiti artists in and outside their private homes.

Perhaps the most notable event that confirms the arrival of graffiti art as the new visual 
aesthetic appreciated especially by a younger generation of Kenyans is the recent art 
exhibition at the Nairobi National Museum. But it wasn’t just that the exhibition by the 
popular trio team of graffiti artists best known as BSQ was given the entire Creativity 
Gallery to exhibit their artwork. It wasn’t even that the show seemed to suggest the art 
form most often equated in the West with vandalism and defacing of public or private 
property now had gained a sort of respectability in Kenya. What was more significant 
was the large audience of youth, most of whom had never been inside the National 
Museum before, except perhaps during a primary school bus tour, who appeared at 
the exhibition. 

The opening day of the show, the Museum curator, Lydia Galavu, had provided a 
huge sheet of hessian cloth to cover one section of the Gallery wall specifically for the 
youth to also try their hand at creating graffiti. And this they did in droves. It is a key 
reason why I am suggesting that graffiti art is offering Kenyan youth a whole new way 
of understanding visual art. Indeed, it’s apparently becoming the aesthetic they can 
most easily relate to.

Another recent exhibition held in Nairobi also seems to reflect that same insight, 
that Kenyan youth who may not have felt any connection with the visual arts before 
(especially since the subject was removed from the national syllabus) now feel fully 
identified with graffiti. It was several months after the National Museum show, at the 
Alliance Francaise in the Central Business District. This exhibition sought to integrate 
reggae music, spoken word poetry and graffiti art in one show. The opening night was 
packed to overflowing with young people who clearly felt at ease with their senses 
being bombarded with bright colors, blaring rap music and rasta-men blending in as if 
they were an integral part of the sights and sounds.

But these are not the first places where graffiti art has played a positive rather than 
transgressive role on the Nairobi youth scene. In fact, it was the British Council in the 
first years of the new millennium who invited Kenyan youth to come to their car park 
and paint preferably in a graffiti style. The event was called WAPI! and it didn’t last that 
long but it was long enough to initiate a number of young aspiring artists into the scene 
where painting walls with powerful colors and creative ideas was not just acceptable 
but highly encouraged.

Most of the artists who came out of WAPI! were young men who eventually got 
together  and quickly got nick-names to operate with. There was Bank Slave, Swift, 
Uhuru B, Smokey and many more. These four started creating graffiti art right after 
WAPI! They seemed to spray-paint everywhere they could find a wall or slab of cement 
that hadn’t been branded by Safaricom or Fresha milk or Omo soap. They were also 
quite irreverent given that they did get to spray walls of some churches.
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The general narrative from WAPI! space is that the few women who had made their 
way there didn’t follow up. It would take several years before we would see young 
Kenyan women such as Joan Otieno, Chela, and Sebawali Sio come on the scene 
and allow themselves to be known as not only graffiti artists but artists who worked in 
recyclable and ‘junk’ art.

The venue that took up the slack once the British Council closed WAPI! was the 
GoDown Art Centre. Like the BC, they encouraged graffiti artists to get to work 
not just to paint any abstract idea or design, but rather to paint iconic figures from 
African and African American history and culture. That is how Lupita Nyong’o got to 
be painted by Bank Slave on the front entrance of The GoDown. It is also how Miriam 
Makeba, Michael Jackson, Barack Obama and many other icons got there as well. The 
GoDown also had a hand in organizing one of the first Graffiti workshops held at the 
Kenya Cultural Centre and run by Uhuru ‘B’ Brown. And like the graffiti that continues 
to cover the walls at the GoDown, the paint that was sprayed on the wall separating 
KCC (formerly owned by the British Council) from the University of Nairobi is still 
there.

Since then, one of the most revolutionary graffiti murals to be painted in Nairobi was 
on Muindi Mbingu Street, in the dead of night, by four graffiti artists who were advised 
at the time, not to let their identities be known. Their advisor was the activist Boniface 
Mwangi who was probably right in believing that the foursome could get in serious 
trouble for spray-painting their intended imagery in the core of the CBD, so strategic 
a location as the entire wall situated right next door to Nairobi City Market and kitty-
corner from the popular Tusky’s Chap Chap grocery store. The times were ripe for 
political unrest since it was a few months before the 2013 General Election. The 
country had not yet recovered from the Post-Election Violence of 2007-2008, so the 
artists’ plan to paint a Vulture version of corruption in Kenya could have destabilized 
the country (it was feared).
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So Bank Slave, Swift, Smokey and Uhuru B agreed to remain anonymous, even when 
international media came to film and photograph the event as well as the aftermath of 
the graffiti mural-making. Mwangi had agreed to be the fall guy, but nobody seemed 
to know that he’d also be the one to claim all the credit for creating the graffiti. None 
of the artists have subsequently complained publicly that they were overlooked or 
neglected for their creative genius. Nor was much made about the fact that neither the 
Kenya government nor the politicians made an issue about the mural. They all seemed 
to ignore it and several months later, the owner of that wall painted over the mural and 
constructed a new building right there. So only the photos, films, international news 
stories and memories remain of that historic graffiti mural.

But graffiti art, sometimes known as Street Art, continues to flourish. Virtually all those 
graffiti artists have had opportunities to travel abroad and attend workshops and artist 
residencies elsewhere in the world. Many have become globetrotters since graffiti 
is indeed an international phenomenon. Further, a team of German artists came to 
Kenya several years back and conducted a graffiti workshop with local artists where 
they eventually spray-painted interiors of the Village Market with graffiti art which still 
remains.

One venue where graffiti art has been warmly welcomed in recent times is Uhuru 
Garden at a spot where where the NGO, The Trust for Indigenous Culture and 
Health (TICAH), has carved out a niche called Dream Kona and invited established and 
upcoming graffiti artists to come and paint all day on the eight foot tall wall specifically 
built for such occasions. BSQ have been the most consistent graffiti artists on that 
scene, and their emblematic style is visible in every edition of the mural-making that 
TICAH regularly conducts. 

“BSQ stands for Bomb Squad,” says Brian Masale (Msale), one of the three members 
of BSQ.  The other two are Bebuto Thufu and Kaymist (Ken Otieno). The three artists 
met at Dust Depo Studio which was established by Patrick Mukabi, one of Kenya’s 
leading mentors of young aspiring visual artists. It was Patrick who organized the first 
and second edition of ‘Nairobi Street Diaries’ which were spray-painted along the very 
long wall of the Railway Museum. 

The one great misfortune about graffiti art is that it may never be recognized as world-
class art because it usually follows the same fate as the Vulture mural that briefly 
occupied the minds and hearts of many Kenyans. But whether graffiti art is short-lived 
or indelible like the murals and portraits painted at the GoDown, it’s unlikely that graffiti 
is going to lose its appeal to young Kenyans anytime soon. What’s more, graffiti is likely 
to continue bringing Kenyans around to a greater appreciation of the visual arts and the 
beauty and artistic expression that they have the capacity to create themselves.
  

Margaretta wa Gacheru (PhD) is a freelance journalist
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Naitiemu Nyanjuom has a great deal in common with Jean-Paul Sartre. In a parallel 
universe, they might have met, as we did, in a coffee shop in a capital city somewhere 
and talked about existential aesthetics or the philosophical conviction that art must do 
more than fulfil the artist’s need for expression. They might have agreed that freedom 
– defining, finding and striving towards it − is the ultimate goal of human existence, and 
that art was one way of attaining that goal. “If we know that we are directors of being,” 
Sartre might say − echoing reflections from his treatise ‘What is Literature?’ - “we also 
know we are not its producers.”

To which Nyanjuom would agree with her characteristic certainty, “art is not meant 
to be beautiful. It’s meant to make you feel something. My art is not about aesthetics. 
It’s about the message in it.” 

At 24 years old, Nyanjuom is shaking up Kenya’s art world with her edgy political 
pieces, confronting the routine absurdities of Kenya’s public life. She follows in the 
footsteps of well-known provocateurs like Michael Soi and Patrick Mukabi, unsettling 
audiences with stark depictions of a society riddled with hypocrisy and ill at ease with 
itself. Her paintings force the viewer, and particularly the Kenyan viewer, to delve 
deep into the corners of the public psyche that they might hide or try to escape from. 
She wants you to look at her paintings and feel discomfited. 

Her two best-selling works, Power I and Power II, capture the banalities of the 2017 
general election. The mixed media paintings take the viewer through various stages of 
the bloody election, culminating in a pseudo-peace between the two major political 
players that does nothing for those who have lost lives and livelihoods in the process. 
In the series, she set out to unsettle. “I focused on the chaos that was triggered by 
the parties,” she says “People actually turned out in numbers to vote but there was so 
much havoc. Police brutality was very clear. The division in the people was very clear 
and I just wondered – at the end of my piece they are shaking hands. It makes you 
wonder is it really worth it… to fight for these people.”

Nyanjuom is part of a growing community of contemporary Kenyan artists putting 
their talents in the service of triggering broader social and political change. Soi and 
Mukabi have already built international reputations with their challenging bodies of 
work, and Nyanjuom is eager to claim her place alongside them as a painter who is 
unafraid of controversy and keeping an often-prudish audience ill at ease. “Artists have 
a political role in their societies,” she says, “they have a voice. Politics is a part of life and 
you have to address it. You cannot be comfortable as an artist.”

Nyanjuom’s path to art has been indirect. She grew up in Nanyuki, a small town at 
the foot of Mount Kenya popular with European immigrants and small-scale farmers, 
but several hundred kilometres away from Nairobi, the centre of Kenya’s nascent art 
market. Smart, driven and supported by a hardworking mother, she joined Moi Girls 
High School, Eldoret, a prestigious boarding school that more or less guaranteed her 
a place at university at the end of her studies. 
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Attending Moi Girls, Eldoret would be a transformative experience for Nyanjuom. In 
Kenya, as part of broader cost saving measures, many schools have ended their arts 
programmes and discourage students from pursuing them as extra-curricular activities. 
Moi Girls, Eldoret has the distinction of being one of a handful of girls’ high schools 
in the country that runs a vibrant and well-loved programme that Nyanjuom took 
full advantage of during her four years at the school. “That’s where I really learnt the 
basics,” she recalls, “I did a lot of pencil work and water colours, even though I wasn’t 
really sure if I wanted to be an artist by then.”

Nyanjuom excelled at school and was invited to join the university in 2013 to study 
civil engineering, one of the most prestigious and competitive programmes in the 
country. But by this time, the paintbrush was calling. Like all other Kenyan students 
facing a mandatory break between high school and university, Nyanyuom had needed 
something constructive to do for several months. She moved to the big city to live 
with her sister, hoping that there would be more opportunities for her here than in 
Nanyuki. “My mother gave me money to study computers,” she laughs, “but I used it 
to buy painting supplies.” 

Luckily, by this time, her mother was no longer surprised by her daughter’s passion. 
Nyanjuom would take the supplies from her sister’s home in Kitengela to the Godown 
Arts Centre in Nairobi’s Industrial Area, a hub for Kenya’s working artists. It was here 
that Nyanjuom began to see a possible path towards pursuing her passion as more 
than a hobby. She worked in Patrick Mukabi’s studio, meeting other artists and refining 
her technique, while putting together her first small collection that would set the tone 
for her work.

“My first piece was called Desire,” she shares, showing me a realistic waist-up painting 
of a woman seemingly in the throes of passion, grabbing her own breast and with 
her head tilted towards the heavens. Her second painting, Thoughts, continues along 
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similar lines albeit less provocatively. Here, the tension is in the tilt of the woman’s 
head, at perilous angle, as if trying to decide her future after risking it all to pursue an 
uncertain career. 

Raised by a single parent, Nyanjuom had to eventually find a compromise between 
her ambitions and her passion. She joined the university and has been pursuing a 
degree in civil engineering that she should have finished a year ago but hasn’t because 
of the constant labour unrest at the university. The uncertainty doesn’t make it easier 
for her to make art. She says, “I had to put art away for some time. [I was] in a 
confused state – am I an engineer or an artist? I am growing but at the same time I had 
all the other issues.”

Thankfully for audiences in Kenya and further afield, Nyanjuom eventually found her 
way back. Towards the end of 2015, she decided to ignore the chaos and throw 
herself completely into her art. “I’ve been producing shows,” she says, “and it feels 
good to be constantly producing. I’m so focused on my art right now. I am able to do 
both engineering and art. All you need is focus and you’ll find time.”

Her productivity is slowly paying off. She has participated in showcases in Kenya and 
abroad and has sold many paintings to both local and international buyers during the 
period. She has moved closer to the Nairobi Central Business District and established 
her own home studio where visitors can browse and immerse themselves in her art. 
McKinsey, a global management consulting company organises a quarterly showcase 
of local art and invites many of its high net worth clients to browse and possibly buy. 
“I’ve sold many pieces through that,” Nyanjuom says, “and I wish more companies 
would do that. I think almost 90% of the paintings exhibited there sell on opening 
night.”  

For Nyanjuom and other artists in the country, opportunities like this are rare, 
cherished moments. As with many other creatives in Kenya, the gap between her 
dreams and her reality is only as vast as the support that she is able to get, which at 
the moment, is vast. “Kenyans don’t take art seriously. It’s better these days than it 
was back in the day but it’s still not good enough. We need more companies to take 
art seriously,” she insists. 

The lack of seriousness is reflected in the lack of spaces that incubate and support 
artistic talents. Aside from the failure of arts programmes in schools, Nyanjuom cites 
the lack of funding for studio space and for exhibitions. “Most of the galleries only want 
to exhibit work done by foreign artists, and it’s very hard for us young artists to get 
opportunities to show our work,” she says. As a concession to pragmatism, several 
working Kenyan artists resort to painting stereotypical images of wildlife and sunsets 
in order to appeal to the kitschy end of the art market, which further drives down the 
attention − and prices − that Kenyan artists are able to demand. 

Curators also fail to understand the power of visual arts. The largest gallery space in the 
country by far is the Nairobi National Museum, but with its focus on anthropology and 
biology, there is barely any room left for contemporary artists. The most recent efforts 
to share provocative artwork was thwarted when the gallery belatedly discovered 
that nudity features prominently in the works of Michael Soi and Patrick Mukabi – that 
event was promptly cancelled. “We need more cooperation between the artists and 
the gallery spaces. If we had more cooperation we would see a more vibrant art space. 
If we had art programmes taken seriously on television or have more hotels with 
artwork in them, we would see a huge difference in the art scene,” says Nyanjuom.

These challenges have impact beyond the inability of artists to make a living. Kenya’s 
visual arts scene is struggling especially for a country of its size on the African continent. 
In neighbouring Uganda, for example, the Kampala Biennale is becoming a feature of 
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the regional arts calendar and the KLA Art Fair is one of the most sought after markets 
outside South Africa. In contrast, the Nairobi Art Fair struggles to attract even Kenya’s 
more prominent artists who feel that it is not value for time or money. Nyanjuom is 
applying to participate in her first KLA art fair later this year because “Uganda takes art 
seriously”. 

In response to these challenges, Kenya’s artists are trying to organise. A welfare 
association has been in the works for some time but the challenge of having so many 
members dependent on unpredictable incomes has complicated that effort. Nyanjuom 
believes that there are less complicated things that can be done in the meantime. “I’d 
love for artists to help artists − it’s not that hard,” she says, “Patrick Mukabi opened his 
own studio where he teaches people. I worked at his studio for a while. It’s free. You 
get to interact with young artists who are just getting started. Why don’t other artists 
who have been twenty or thirty years in art think about opening up such spaces?” 

Funding also remains a key challenge – one that keeps Nyanjuom shuffling between 
lecture halls, galleries and her studio while she waits for her career to stabilise. There 
is no government funding for the visual arts in Kenya, where recent controversies 
surrounding the Venice Biennale have revealed the extent to which corruption and 
lack of interest prevent even the most talented artists from achieving international 
recognition. “The government does nothing for artists,” says Nyanjuom, “If there had 
been some pathway for me to focus more on my talent I would have started much 
younger. How many more people are going through the same thing?”

Nyanjuom wants philanthropists in Kenya to jump into the chasm, offering fellowships 
and other opportunites for artists. “They should offer programmes for artists that offer 
them funding for projects, she says, “there are so many artists who have big projects 
− I want to investigate police brutality from the beginning to now. If only there was a 
programme that would offer funding for such projects imagine what we would see?” 
she wonders. But projects like this are expensive and require a great deal of time 
and money. Fellowship funding, Nyanjuom believes, could make a huge difference 
in Kenya’s art scene and we might see a lot more compelling and provocative work. 

The lack of these resources and other opportunities doesn’t deter Nyanjuom – it only 
inspires her to keep using her art to challenge society to make room for her ambitions. 
She remains in conversation with Sartre’s existential aesthetics, using her art to change 
social and political conversation in Kenya in the hope of changing it for the better. “The 
worst thing an artist can ever do is to be in their comfort zone,” she says, “or to find an 
escape where you can create works but fail to do something meaningful”. 

Nanjala Nyabola is an independent writer, researcher and analyst focusing 
on refugees and migration
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As a form of expression, photography is one of the most powerful tools as it can create 
or shape people’s perceptions by just looking at an image, regardless of what story is 
told beyond that moment. Photography is a universal language and as story tellers, 
with just a click, we are privileged an exceptional opportunity to shine light on people 
and places, breathing to life their stories in the way that they would love the world to 
perceive them. In essence we are in many ways the mirror to society because through 
our timeless images, when words fail, society can still see itself through our images. 
How we capture our images can spur people into action or evoke a sense of empathy 
even for those who we don’t know or never related with. 

The joy of what we do as photographers is in the interaction with people and places 
that we would not ordinarily have a chance to engage with. The world seems to open 
up for us in such a big way and it is our playground to embrace and enjoy. We have 
this whole new canvas to play with every time we set out on a new assignment. The 
greatest joy however, is when the camera is on and the lens is up - there is a sort 
of equalization of subjects regardless of who they are - all a photographer looks for 
and what goes on in their mind in that instance is “how can I get the very best shot 
of my subject?”, “Is my frame right?”, or “do I have sufficient light to do justice to this 
moment?” Creed, race, class, tribe, never comes into play at that moment, just a quest 
to get the very best shot that brings out the best moment or depicts a subject in the 
best light possible for the world to see their story. For the world to be welcomed into 
their world. 

Like many others, our style has evolved with time but one thing that remains true 
is the strong portrayal of people and places that always sparks a conversation. Every 
time we step out with our cameras we gain a new layer to our souls as we gain new 
experiences. In a sense, for us photography is a spiritual affair. That’s why it is critical 
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for those of us in this field to have an open mind and heart to enable us to truly see 
the world in through the purest eyes possible, and embrace the unexpected – there is 
always the unexpected in this field. 

Travelling for work can sometimes be a lonely affair as one is away from family and 
loved ones for days on end, and at times going through challenging and unpredictable 
scenarios. However, the most delightful and memorable moments have been as 
simple as meeting people who are friendly and willing to share their world with us, 
breaking bread with strangers in their homes or just a smile from a stranger. . These 
simple acts of humanity remind us that people are people, and we ought to look at 
each other as such without prejudice. It is important to rise above misperceptions of 
others to appreciate the beauty of this life and one another. As curious as we may be of 
those we encounter, they are equally curious about us and once we cross the barrier 
of unfamiliarity, the magic that happens is inexplicable. The valuable lesson for us is that, 
our spirits are intertwined, our purpose in this world somewhat connected though it 
may not appear obvious. 

While photography seems to freeze moments, what is beautiful about life is never 
stagnant; it’s exciting to go back to some of the places we have visited. It’s refreshing 
to reconnect with places and people who we’ve interacted with before, and always 
humbling and an honor to get to hear their new stories. 

We see ourselves as influencers who beyond beautiful imagery that fill our libraries, 
are able to contribute to discourses that shape our communities. Thus every time we 
pack our bags and head out to the unknown, we bear the responsibility to do right by 
whoever we encounter and are obligated to bring home the most authentic stories 
possible. For authenticity is the true essence of why we do what we do in the way we 
do it. As they say, a photo can carry a thousand words, yet it is the beauty of photos is 
that outlives generations.

Abraham Ali is a self-taught, award winning photographer and film producer 
with a strong passion for telling stories from the continent. 
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Manjano, the visual arts exhibition and prize, is a program of the GoDown Arts Centre. 
Now in its 7th year, it has gone on to become one of the staples of Nairobi’s arts 
calendar. It is held every year, and is the most prestigious Nairobi visual arts award. 
The inaugural, and 2nd exhibitions were held at the GoDown, but since then the 
Village Market in Gigiri has partnered with the GoDown to host it five times, twice 
as a shared exhibition hosted successively by each venue. This years event was held 
in March. It is the artists who voted for this alternative location as part of a strategy to 
broaden appreciation of their work, and make it more accessible to a buying public. 
The exhibition has defied an uncertain beginning and established itself as a robust 
platform for up and coming visual artists in the city, to imagine Nairobi. 

Manjano started in 2010 as the Nairobi Province Exhibition, and was conceived as 
part of a larger national vision for the arts. According to Judy Ogana, then Managing 
Director of the GoDown, the program officer at the time, Agatha Ndambuki, must be 
credited for her open approach, which brought a Ministry of Culture once reluctant 
to relate with arts practitioners into meaningful engagement. Says Ogana, ‘Agatha was 
special. She saw opportunity to go beyond.’  And go beyond she did. Her overture 
at the Nairobi Gallery when she visited the GoDowns ‘Kenya Burning’ Exhibition 
‘broke the mould’, and started what was to become a steady relationship that has 
gradually percolated down to the rest of the sector. Although the Ministry’s budget 
was extremely limited, and Agatha very alone (it must be noted that the Ministry did 
have a substantive Provincial Officer for Culture), the GoDown felt strongly that the 
Ministry should maintain ownership of, or have a substantive stake in Manjano, at the 
time the only event for the visual arts. Most other genres, such as Film or Music were 
as yet a thing of the future. The first exhibition was supported by The Provincial Office, 
Nairobi, Buru Buru Institute of Fine Arts (BIFA), Rahimtullah Museum of Modern Art 
(Ramoma), and the GoDown Arts Centre.  The GoDown has stayed the course, 
continuing to work with the Department of Culture, Nairobi, for another year, and 
now solo, to provide this platform. 

The exhibition has grown. It has also improved in terms of its organization, and the 
quality of the works selected, and displayed.  Although the works submitted vary from 
year to year, the artists now prepare better as they have come to anticipate the event, 
and scope of the competition. This is a vindication of one of the initial purposes⎯to 
not only encourage experimentation and new approaches in their work, but to also 
provide the artists with a testing ground that might further hone their skills. Lima Mbai, 
who spearheaded Manjano from 2011 observed that seasoned artists have felt the 
pressure to not only produce work, but also to up their game as new artists emerge. 
The judging is anonymous as the artworks carry numbers, not names − and already 
there have been unexpected upsets. According to Lima, ‘it’s a true competition where 
anybody can win.’ The judging happens in two stages, a preliminary sifting, followed 
by a more detailed scrutiny. The judges’ choices are final, and the Godown, which 
plays a facilitative and administrative role, does not interfere in the process. The prize 
money is an added incentive, and great motivator. It is awarded in 2 categories; that 
of practicing artists, as well a section for students. The student category has proved 
popular, and provides a critical platform for the timely nurture and development of 
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quality art. Manjano has awarded 6 cash prizes in the past 5 years, 3 for each of these 
2 categories. 

Crucial to any prize is the choice of judges, and Manjano continues to pay close attention 
to this detail. So far they have pulled together an impressive team each year, carefully 
selecting for broad knowledge and outlook as well as diversity in terms of gender and 
artistic eye, and engagement with the local arts scene. The panel might, for instance, 
comprise a visual artist, an art critic, and a collector. They discuss candidly through 
the process, and give a report as part of the award ceremony. After several years of 
the prize, it is possible to note the fortuitous coincidence through which Manjano has 
opened up the space for artistic critique by setting up a platform from which work is 
evaluated, and from which standards might be set. Joy Mboya, Executive Director of 
the GoDown has noted with pride the ways in which Manjano has grown to the point 
that one can almost discern a common thread, a trend in the output, with submissions 
ranging from derivatives of the classic, to creatively original, innovative pieces. Peter 
Walala, whose work is relatively unknown has, for instance, been selected as runner-
up for two consecutive years by different judges. This years winner who was relatively 
unknown submitted two pieces, and has provided the inspiration for the following 
poem.

*Additional information was provided by Mutheu Mbondo and Catherine Mjomba.

Garnette Oluoch-Olunya is a literary scholar and a member of Jahazi editorial 
board.
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Dandora Dumpsite
‘All of Nairobi dumps here’
Right on my doorstep
 -a gift
 Tons of steaming quality trash
Rich seams oozing, defying decay to yield
glossy inflight magazine, a courtesy 
        -crisp chrysalis/pata potea – 
eclipsed by wifi- powered on-board entertainment
 −innovation new-
 releasing 
A galaxy of glamour—Chanel, Givenchy, Lancôme
Haute couture pastiche 
worked into multimedia masala
richly, darkly drowning in deep pools
Eyes
everywhere eyes
recessed, mysterious
veiled, shrouded in sonic wave
alien, skull, draped in cancerous deathmask
    deep blue-gray, green, yolk yellow -black lighting up to yield
a nose?
The vagueness of it
The detail of it
Random rare mouth,
Cavernous −the Scream
Pursed 
 Contemplative
Colour delicately suffused 
Barely breaking through ghoulish eyes
A haunting 
speaking impenetrable depth
Close-up, shallow cut-out
glint
of found objects… broken off, gilt-edged, cheap…
flashes of red square; fortune cookie wrapper—
Chinese!
Lustre once lost, now a burnished soft pewter
Deep-as-night purple
Drawing in, spitting out
-the soul of Nairobi. 

©G Oluoch-Olunya / The Artists Palette 3

Reading with Wallace Juma, Winner, Manjano 2018 
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