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Introduction 
 

This book is ‘per formative’; that means that the book itself is (at least in part) the 

answer to its research question. Or in other words, one of the research questions 

I have posed is can a book (such as this one) be written about community 

development in Mwingi? As I will explain in Chapter 7, I assume based on 

Foucault three layers of ‘truth’, which are related but nonetheless separate. The 

first is ethos, which is the realm of individual subjectivity and ethics. In 

development work there is occasionally a moment of engagement where the 

researcher emerges as a person who cares, wrestles with poverty and 

circumstances and has an individual history and ethics, but it is exceptional. Too 

often development work is written up in so much dead consultancy language 

wherein no one and nothing ever comes to life. I point to Belinda Straight’s 

(2007) description of a little girl dying in the backseat of her car as a moment of 

passionate scholarship on Kenya that is authentic, successful and points as well 

to major issues. Kenyan scholarship written by Kenyans, what little there is of it, 

tends to lack ethos. It tends to rationalize all events and make processes 

impersonal, abstract and emotion-less. Why the writer wrote is normally hidden: 

was s/he engaged, passionate, involved? Did the writer really care and if so 

about what did s/he care? And because the writer’s reflexivity or own position is 

totally hidden, we loose all contact with motivation, purpose and ethics. I believe 

that too often Kenyan scholars feel they have to write as if they were white (neo- 

/ postcolonial) observers of Africa. I want to write as a Kenyan. I want to produce 

text that you the reader will feel is grounded in my community and identity. Thus 

Chapters 1 and 4 are intentionally statements of ēthos.  

 

The second knowledge form developed in this book is politeia. This is a political 

book; it is about local change, community development and trying to make 

economic aid projects work. Thanks to the Dutch Achmea Foundation, I was able 

to initiate some rural community development work in rural community Mwingi, 

where I grew up, and where subsistence And I have been able hereby to address 

the economics and social problems of a community where HIV-positive persons 

and AIDs has been a very major challenge. There are just too many AIDs 

orphans, and there is a lot of suffering. Thus, is it possible in such a context to 

make productive interventions and make things happen leading to more self-

reliance and local wellness or even flourishing? The plans and interventions, 

actions and their results are described in Chapters 2 and 5.  

 

Finally there is alētheia or truth-telling. This is the level of academic thought and 

work. Here concepts are developed, tested and sometimes played with. In 
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Chapters 3 and 6 my text is juxtaposed with engagement with two scholars of 

African studies Jean-François Bayart (Ch 3) and Mahmoud Mamdani (Ch 6). My 

overall conceptual grounding in Foucault is discussed in Ch. 6 by juxtaposing 

myself to Michael Sahlins’ defense of ‘Africanism’ and contrasting that to 

Foucault’s critical thought. Chapter 7 is generally my personal reflections on all 

the key themes combined and has worked / not worked and what in my opinion 

needs to be done in Mwingi in particular and the Sub-Saharan Africa in general 

to make development and better livelihoods a reality. 

 

I realize that, there are all sorts of paradoxes in this book. It was written almost 

entirely during my study breaks in Holland. To try and write a Kenyan book I had 

to write it in Europe. The hurly-burly of Nairobi life --- and my work in consulting 

and politics --- made writing in Nairobi almost impossible. And it took Europeans 

to keep insisting that I write as a Kenyan and that my ‘authentic’ voice emerge in 

the text. I only saw Kenya from the outside. I only fashioned a Kenyan voice 

looking in from the outside. And this book is an act of research. But its research 

question has been is the book do-able? Thus the book is its own performative 

evidence. My claim is that the three levels of investigation each comes to its own 

right in this book and thus that it is a successful ‘experiment’ in social studies. Of 

course I am proud that the development work in Mwingi (see Ch 2, 4 and 5) has 

been successful. And I am happy to write-up how that success was achieved and 

to claim co-responsibility for what we have done. And perhaps even more 

important I think that the lessons learned and demonstrated in Mwingi are 

transferable to other sites and this book should make that possible. But I am 

even more proud that I believe I have written an academic book stating my 

Kenyan identity. I believe that, Kenyan social scholarship needs to show its roots 

and to demonstrate a clearly local style of awareness and writing. And I believe 

that this book has taken steps to develop and demonstrate such a form of writing. 

And finally, linking our observations and practices to European thinking and 

scholarship revealed a lot to me. I have a lot to thank to European supervision 

and reading; but perhaps most of all that I have not been asked to become a 

European! 

 

This book is organized in three sections. In each section there are three different 

research dimensions. These are the examination of the theme at that moment 

under discussion from an: (i) auto ethnographic, (ii) interventionist, and (iii) 

theoretical stance. The order of the three elements is the same in the first two 

sections. The third or theory chapter in the first two sections reflects from a 

conceptual perspective on what has gone before. The first chapter in the third 

section explores the theoretical background to the book and the second chapter 
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in that section forms the book’s conclusions directed to further understanding, 

action and intervention.  

 

I make use of these three perspectives because I believe I need all three of them 

to make my way to an authentically Kenyan form of social studies. Why auto 

ethnography? Auto ethnography asserts that individual experience is crucial to 

knowing. Knowledge is situational, circumstantial and social. Social studies, is 

about shared existence and human inter-relatedness. Those processes take 

place in our social consciousness. Objectified social knowledge may (or may not) 

have strong capabilities of prediction and control, but it does not directly reveal 

the subject’s awareness of self and other, circumstances and actions. I need 

auto ethnographic texts to make the implicit explicit. In Europe the common 

social, political and intellectual assumptions may be so self-evident for writers 

and readers alike that they do not have to be made explicit. But in Kenya, that is 

definitely not the case. Why anyone does research, for what goals, with what 

cooperation from others and what context is very uncertain in Kenya. And 

intervention or action learning research, which is what I have done, is even less 

self-evident than designing and administering questionnaires. I have to describe 

my choices to do research, in order to clarify in what values, assumptions and 

acts doing research was, in my case, embedded. This is not to claim that others 

do research for the same reasons as I did. But it is to assert that deciding to do 

social research is really in Kenya something fairly exceptional that requires 

explanation, exploration and clarification. Why and how does an individual come 

to do research in the context involved here? Answering that question proves to 

be very demanding and to open many issues. The choice to do research is not at 

all self-evident in Kenya. Secondly, as already indicated I did action 

learning/intervention research. That is, my research involved trying to make 

changes, understanding the society and I through what happened when I tried to 

make those changes. This is, of course, classical action research and I accept its 

adage that, one only really gets to know the system one is studying when one 

tries to change it. And there were many surprises for me! Thus my research effort 

has strengthened my belief that this tradition of research is meaningful, effective 

and needed in the Kenyan context. And finally academic research does not exist 

only to change and examine a case; it also exists to bring the specific into 

dialogue with others and one does that by discussing what one does and 

discovers with what other texts have had to say. Thus each section to the book 

needs to have a dialogue with theory. We are far too isolated in Kenya and far 

too apt to only see the immediate. Current research done elsewhere is often little 

or not at all available and even more critical, most of the time; we do not hear 

what is being written outside of our boundaries. Research as dialogue with the 
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wider world and all that is thought and reflected upon is an enormous challenge 

for us. We lack the community of discussion, debate and work that research 

needs. We often have no idea what to read or where to start with reflection. 

Thus, each of the three elements is crucial to this project. 

 

Section One is called ‘Beginnings’ and it explores how I decided to do research 

(auto ethnography of my sister’s death, my coming to Holland), what I concretely 

did and how in the beginning it was framed (setting up Omega, its development 

philosophy), and how in dialogue with Jean-Francois Bayart’s reflections on 

postcolonial research, I comment on my start position.  

Section Two is called ‘In the midst’ and it describes my own socialization in 

Mwingi (youth and chimps, running for parliament,) and the core to the 

interventions (the health workshop, community organizing, mango and aloe 

farming and post harvest handling, sisal baskets and confronting the HIV/AIDs 

stigma). Here the reflection is in dialogue with Mahmoud Mamdani. 

Section Three is called ‘Endings’ and here, I explore my theoretical positioning to 

Foucault, using Sahlins as my foil. Thereafter, I detail the why and how of my 

conclusions and point to future research and interventions. 

Mwingi at a Glance  
 

Geographically, Mwingi is generally plain with a few isolated rock outcrops in 

Mumoni, Nuu, and Migwani District the highest point of the district is Mumoni Hill, 

with an altitude of 1,747meters above sea level. The landscape is generally flat, 

with a plain that gently rolls down towards the east and northeast where altitudes 

are as low as 400m. The highlands namely Migwani, Mumoni, Central and 

Mui Districts receive more rainfall compared to the lowlands Nguni, Kyuso and 

Tseikuru District. The drier areas experience severe droughts, which have led to 

livestock deaths and food shortages. The district has red sandy soils, loamy sand 

soils and patches of black cotton soils. River valleys have saline alluvial soils of 

moderate to high fertility. 

 

Otherwise in most parts of the area, the soils are of low fertility and prone to 

erosion. Most hills are covered by shallow and stony soils unsuitable for crop 

farming. On the other hand, the climate of the area is hot and dry for the greater 

part of the year, with maximum mean annual temperature in the area ranging 

between 26º C and 34º C, and a minimum varying between 14º C and 22º C.  
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Mwingi has two rainy seasons, i.e. March – May (long rains) and October – 

December (short rains). Rainfall ranges between 400 mm and 800 mm per year, 

but is erratic. In Migwani, Mwingi Central and Mui Districts, crop farming is more 

prominent than livestock keeping because there is a better agricultural potential 

in these areas.   

 

The population of the greater Mwingi is somewhat homogeneous, mainly 

inhabited by Kambas. According to the 2008 population census, the area had a 

total population of 244,981, of which, 115,671 are male and 129,310 female. Of 

this total population, a very significant number is either completely illiterate or 

barely literate.  Again, due to the harsh climatic conditions, unreliable rainfall, 

very low levels of livelihoods, high unemployment rates, and no known cash 

crops have all conspired to ensure that about 60% of the district total population 

live on less than a dollar a day, thereby making it one of the poorest regions in 

the entire country. 
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Section 1 The Beginnings 
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Chapter 1 
 
In this Chapter, I have tried to critically reflect on the sudden death of my young 
sister who had been ailing for some time, but I was not in the know. The shock, 
emotional swings, the burial and the awaking to action. It is also in this chapter 
that I also try to go through a journey of reflections about my early childhood. 
Looking back, the same has a serious but sub-conscious influence on my later 
life. 
 

 The Burial  
 

“It looks like the air conditioning system in your car is not working. Please open 

the windows a bit otherwise someone is going to suffocate in here,” my wife said 

to me. Opening the widows will mean allowing the dust to come in, and with it, all 

the inherent consequences, particularly for the kids,  I retorted, as I tried to 

navigate the car on a stretch where the entire road was now covered by a layer 

of very fine red volcanic soil.  

 

We are now about 10km from Mwingi town along the Mwingi – Kyuso road, about 

100km to the east of Nairobi, the capital city of Kenya. And from the look of it; 

this particular section was recently graded with a bulldozer. However, instead of 

making it more memorable, they made a real fine mess of it. We still have close 

to 50 km to cover and already the underbelly of my car is taking a real beating 

from the rough edges of the unevenly graded road. 

 

It’s over a year since I last used this particular road and I have a lot of difficulty in 

balancing my car. Outside, we are now almost completely engulfed by a cloud of 

very fine red dust, thereby reducing visibility to zero. If I only had an idea that this 

section of the road was this bad, I would have borrowed a four wheel drive car 

from one of my friends or simply hired one from the car hire companies in 

Nairobi.  I silently think this to myself. However, right now it is too late for me to 

do anything about it. 

 

The mood in the car is sober, except for the occasional rattling of the now 

malfunctioning vents of the air conditioning system. It is refusing to allow some 

fresh air come through, and is instead making some occasional squinty noise like 

the needle of an old gramophone stuck on a turntable. My son, Daniel is seated 

on her mother’s lap in the front seat, and is now sweating profusely, while 

Cynthia my first-born daughter is sandwiched between my mother and my father 

on the back seat. All dredged in sweat, but none uttering a word. We are 
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traveling in a convoy of nine vehicles and under normal circumstances, I would 

have somehow maneuvered and looked for a way to either overtake the three 

vehicles ahead of me or simply pulled aside and allowed the vehicles behind me 

to pass. I would then follow from some safe distance. However, this was not a 

normal convoy of vehicles. It is a convoy escorting my little late sister Carol on 

her last journey on earth, to her final resting place at her rural matrimonial home 

in the Ndovoini location of Kyuso district. Kyuso is located about 90 km to the 

North of Mwingi town. 

 

The car carrying my late sister’s nine-month-old baby girl and the parents in law 

will lead the way, said the man assigned the task of coordinating transport during 

the trip. The hearse carrying my late sister’s remains is to follow. Under normal 

circumstances, I would have questioned; even rebelled against these 

arrangements. However, on this particular day, I found myself sheepishly 

standing there and saying nothing.  

 

It’s now getting to midday and the tropical March scorching sun is now becoming 

unbearable.  I try to shake off to concentrate on navigating my car on the rough 

dusty road ahead, to no avail. There are several voices cris crossing my mind. All 

of them at the same time, and about the life and times of my late young sister 

Carol. Carol was the second from last born in our family of four boys and four 

girls. I am the first-born. However, our third born sister, Mwende passed on when 

we were all still  very young, leaving my mother with four boys and three girls. 

But that was then, I was too young to comprehend what had happened and for a 

very long time, my siblings and I would occasionally ask my mother where our 

young sister had gone and when she was going to come back home.  My mother 

would tell us that, my sister had gone to be with her maker and that she was sure 

that she did not need to come back to play with us because, wherever she was, 

she was happy and in very good hands. “No, it’s not possible for her to visit us,” 

she would say upon our further inquisitiveness. “However, one day, we shall all 

join her, where she is now,” she would add with a distant look on her face. Slowly 

we grew up, finished school and pursued different careers. The boys got married 

and so did the girls. As a way of keeping the bigger family together, we formed a 

family self-help group, and named it Mutia Sons and Daughters (MUSODA 

Enterprises); though there was a commercial element in the Enterprise; its main 

objective was social. It was designed to be a forum for all of the Mutia sons and 

daughters. The mission of MUSODA was to ensure that the family would come 

together, socially, and for the cousins to know one another. 
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Carol was a founder and very active member of MUSODA. When she got 

married, she immediately got her husband to become a member.   Her wedding 

was one of the most colorful in the village. My wife, Tabitha, and I had mobilized 

the rest of the family members and friends in organizing the wedding. My other 

two other sisters, Agnator and Fancie served as Carol’s as flower girls. Agnator 

is older, followed by Carol, then Fancie. Both Agnator and Fancie had been 

married earlier. None of the two through a church wedding. My young Bothers 

David, my immediate follower, Ndambo and solo were still bachelors. Agnator 

was the first to be married amongst the girls. She had got married to Francis 

Mwengi, an economist turned accountant. Fancie, the last born was next. She 

had gotten married even before her “O” level results were out. Munywoki and 

Fancie would later become business people and set up a number of small 

business outfits in our local shopping center. Carol’s church wedding, was thus a 

very special one to our family in very many ways. 

 

About a year after the wedding, Carol and her husband were blessed with a 

beautiful baby girl. Looking back, this was also the beginning of her tribulations. 

Both the newborn and her young Mother were constantly in and out of hospital.  

Initially, it all looked fairly normal, until one time, the small girl was hospitalized 

with a bout of pneumonia. Within three days, she was gone. After that, every one 

hoped that the couple would be blessed with another child, which will eventually 

help them overcome their loss. That was one year ago. That was the last time I 

used this road. Now I am back on the same road for a similar mission. The burial 

of a loved one. 

 

Hardly a year after the baby’s funeral, the couple was blessed with yet another 

baby girl. And you can imagine the joy that it really was. However, the second 

birth came with quite a number of health challenges to my sister. She was 

constantly seeing her Doctor for a myriad of small ailments. I never thought much 

about it, until one day in early 2003. As usual, she had gone to her usual Doctor, 

complaining of a chronic headache, high fever and a dry cough which was 

resistant to nearly all the medication she had been given so far.  The Doctor 

decided to admit her at the Nairobi Women’s Hospital for what he called an 

“overnight observation.” But the one night turned into two nights, then three and 

finally a whole week. Initially, I thought these were complications related to 

childbirth and that soon she would be able to overcome them and get 

discharged. 

 

But three days after she was released from her first hospitalization, she was back 

in the hospital. This this time, she was complaining of extreme migraine. She was 



 21 

  

in pain throughout her entire stay in the hospital. No medication seemed to make 

her feel any better. On her third day in hospital, I could not take it anymore. I 

confronted Dr. Wangai, her Doctor. I wanted to hear from him, first hand, what 

my kid sister was truly ailing from. The good Doctor was somewhat taken aback 

by my question. What is your relationship with the patient? He asked. I am her 

blood brother, and the oldest in the family. I had to introduce myself beyond nay 

reasonable doubt. I was fully aware of the fact that, Doctors do not discuss their 

patient’s ailment, except with very close relatives. 

 

In most African cultures, the first-born boy in a family is also supposed to serve 

as the “Father” figure to the rest of the siblings. Dr. Wangai was very much aware 

of this cultural fact. “Please come with me to my office,” Dr. Wangai said to me as 

he handed Carol’s file to the nurse who had been accompanying him in the 

morning ward rounds, and who, all this time had not uttered a word. Dr. Wangai’s 

office is located on the 3rd floor of the Nairobi Women’s Hospital, is more of an 

observation room than an office. It has a simple desk, a semi executive seat with 

two visitors’ chairs.  To the extreme left of the room is a patient’s observation 

coach covered with white linen; while to his immediate right is a sink with two 

protruding tabs. As I made myself comfortable on one of the visitor’s chairs, Dr. 

Wangai headed straight to the sink and started washing his hands. Dr. Wangai is 

a very jovial slender Man with long dark and bolding hair. He is of medium height; 

dark skin and has sharp prodding eyes and a thin pointed nose.  Dr. Wangai is 

also an ordained Pastor. As he washed his hands, he engaged me in an array of 

issues contemporary at the time. The day’s weather, the 2002 general elections, 

my views about the new government, and the euphoric optimism of Kenyan after 

the general elections. I avoided the issue about the general elections and the 

optimism of Kenyans because I had a different opinion. Besides, I was beginning 

to get the feeling that he was deliberately delaying discussion the issue which 

had brought me to his office in the first place. 

 

Then suddenly, he dropped the bombshell. “Your sisters CD4 count is extremely 

low and the last time she was hospitalized, I advised her husband, that you 

needed to discuss this as a family because under the circumstances, there was 

no need of keeping her in hospital and that the best care for her condition is to 

take care of her at home. I have tried all kinds of combination therapy, but she 

has been responding to none of them.” 

 

“Daktari, (Swahili word for Doctor) I do not seem to understand what exactly you 

are talking about. Could you please explain?” 
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“Mr. Mutia, your sister has AIDS; her CD count is extremely low. It stands at 4 

and her condition is deteriorating by the day.  None of the drugs I have been 

giving her seem to be helping her at all.” 

 

I cannot remember how long I sat there, or any of the other words Dr. Wangai 

said to me. My mind had gone completely blank. My world completely collapsed. 

My sister was suffering from AIDS? No, this cannot be true; there must be a 

mistake. I had read very many stories in the local newspapers and seen many 

documentaries on TV of people living with AIDS, or dying of AIDS, and thought 

that I understood what AIDS was all about. But nothing, nothing in the whole 

world had prepared me for the kind of news Dr. Wangai had just given me.  I was 

dazed, confused, and frightened, all in one. Mr. Mutia, why are you surprised? 

This is something I have been discussing with your sister and her husband since 

the time they lost their first child.  

 

“Dr. Wangai, I am sorry. I have all along been of the opinion that ours is a very 

close family, where we openly share all the good news and all the bad news. 

However, this is the first time that I learn that my sister has AIDS.” 

 

“Then I am sorry, because, all along, I thought you were aware of what we were 

dealing with. As I have said, you need to discuss this as a family. In my opinion, 

bringing her to hospital is not going to help her much. Right now, what she 

needs, most, is emotional support. And there is no better place for this than at 

home, where she is surrounded by her loved ones. Keeping her in hospital is 

only going to leave you with more bills, and no one knows how long she may 

need to stay in hospital.  This is what I told her husband last week when I 

discharged her, and I am a bit surprised that my advice was ignored.” 

 

“Okay, Daktari,” I murmured as I slowly stood up and we shook hands. I was 

confused, and still dazed. Instead of taking the lift, I took the staircase, hoping 

that, somehow I would be able to “walk away” the issue. Is my wife aware?  Are 

my other sisters aware? Are my bothers aware? Do my parents know what we 

are dealing with? And why is that no one has told me about it? Why? Of all 

people why has Carol herself never deemed it necessary to tell me about it, yet 

for slightly over a year, I was her employer in my media agency company with my 

wife, where I saw her, almost daily. 

 

I had read very many articles in the newspapers of people living with AIDS who 

had been victimized by their employers and even close relatives once they were 
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diagnosed as having AIDS. Could these be the reasons why she chose not to 

disclose her status to me? 

 

I was a complete emotional freak. I was angry with myself, and everyone else in 

the family for keeping me out of the family communication loop. At least, on this 

particular issue.  I was angrier with Carol. I wanted to confront her at once. But 

another part of me advised me to wait until she was out of hospital and a bit 

better. Right now, she was too ill to give me any meaningful answers. Besides, it 

was likely to end up confirming my fears as to why she could not trust anyone in 

the family with her health condition. . Either way, as soon as she was out of the 

hospital and stable enough, I was definitely going to try and discuss the matter 

with her and assure her that, no matter her condition, I would always be her 

brother, that I loved her and that I would always be there for her. 

 

“Are you using a matatu (shared taxi van) today?” I looked back to find my young 

brother Solo, and the last, among the brothers, trying to catch up with me. In my 

confusion, I had walked past my car, at the hospital parking yard, and to the main 

road; almost 200 meters away. Why did anyone among you, deem it necessary 

to tell me about Carol’s condition? I asked him, as I ignored his earlier 

comments. Why? I only learned about it yesterday, and was thinking that, since 

she was one of your employees, all along you were aware. He replied, as he kept 

some distance away from me.  No, I was not aware, I retorted, as I walked back 

to the hospital parking area and to my car. “After you have seen Carol, please do 

not take very long. I want us to go out together”.  I said to him as I opened my car 

and sat in the passenger seat. Too dazed to drive. 

 

That evening, I asked my wife and my other sisters about the issue. Each one of 

them said that she/he had not been aware and only learned about it very 

recently. That night, I lay in bed all night, full of thoughts and emotions. Why 

Carol? Why now? Is she going to pull through?  What is going to happen to her 

six month old baby? The avalanche of emotions in me kept coming through like 

ocean waves during a stormy night. The following morning, I called a family 

meeting during which we discussed at length about the fast approaching storm. A 

ferocious storm, which appeared to threaten the very basic existence of us, as 

mortals and as a family. Real, but completely unstoppable.  I was still upset that 

someone in the family should have put me in the know. I had many friends 

working with NGOs dealing with HIV/AIDS, and in the health sector who could  

probably have given some advice before things got to the level at which they 

were.  However, in the end, I reasoned that, what Carol needed the most was not 

our quarrelling, but our total emotional and material support. Two days after our 
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family meeting, Carol’s condition somewhat improved and was discharged from 

the hospital. She was given an appointment to return after two weeks. As we 

drove her to her Nairobi house in Huruma, we were all one extremely happy 

family. God had started answering our prayers. On the third night after she had 

been discharged, she was suddenly taken ill. A very severe headache and high 

fever. Her husband called Agnator our other sister and her husband Francis 

Mwengi. This time round, they took her to different hospital. The Mariakani 

Cottage Hospital, in South B, where she was immediately admitted.  

 

At Mariakani Cottage Hospital, the Doctors and nurses were very friendly and 

supportive and gave her all the medication and attention she needed. The whole 

family also constantly kept on visiting her and gave her a lot of encouragement. 

By the third day, she was much better, and was even able to sit on her own, and 

feed herself. That night, I visited her at about 9.pm and she was in very high 

spirits. She told me that she was feeling much better and that she was looking 

forward to resuming her work in the office the following week. We charted till 

around 11.00pm in the night. And for the first time, I left her, feeling that, she was 

now, on her way to full recovery.  It was the lull before the real storm.  

 

The next day, as usual, I dropped my two children, Cynthia and Daniel to their 

respective schools, and then headed to my office in town. Brining up children in 

Nairobi is one hell of a task. Nairobi has no public transport and its working 

population of close to two million people has to do with the few private transport 

buses or the chaotic mini- buses (commonly known as matatus). The matatus 

were first allowed into the public transport business in the late sixties by the 

founding President of the newly independent Country. Independence meant that 

any local person was free to move to and out of the city as their will. This saw an 

avalanche of barely literate and completely unskilled labor force move into the 

city in search of greener pastures. They could not afford the fair charged by the 

public transport buses run by the city Council of Nairobi. When the mini buses 

were first introduced, they were charging three cents regardless of the length of 

the journey. Three in Kiswahili is tatu. Soon they where christened three cents. 

Matatu. Today, the bulk of those initially targeted to use matatus simply walk to 

and from work. They still work as casuals at industrial area in factories mainly 

owned by Asians or in construction sites dotted every where in the city. They can 

hardly afford the Kshs.20/ charged on most routes. Many middle class families 

do not like the idea of their young children using either the over-crowded private 

transport buses or the matatus to get their children to and from school. Instead, 

they pay for private school transport services. However, the chaotic and heavy 

traffic jams in all the roads in Nairobi often force the private school transporters to 
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pick the children from home as early as 5.30 am; otherwise they would be late for 

school. In the evening, the children would not be home until mostly after 8.30pm. 

Because of this, many parents prefer to drop their children to school as they drive 

to work. This way, they have some time to bond a bit with them. In the evening, 

they would also pick them or pay for one way school transport. My wife and I had 

very early in our marriage decided that one of us would be dropping the children 

to school in the morning and the other picking them in the evening. Today was 

my turn to drop them. 

That morning, the first phone call, I got that day came through at around 8.30 am. 

“Someone is calling from Mariakani Cottage Hospital. He says he is your brother-

in-law and that it is urgent,” my secretary said to me as she apologized for 

interrupting a senior management meeting, I was chairing. “Please put him 

through,” I said as I stood up, and walked towards the window. “Bro, Carol’s 

husband said to me, Carol did not sleep very well last night. Things are not good. 

Please come to the hospital at once.” “Bro, just tell me the truth and stop beating 

about the bush,” I angrily retorted back. “Bro. Carol went to be with her maker, 

early this morning. We want you to come to the hospital, so that we can make a 

decision, as what to do next.” 

 

Outside hospital gate, I found Carol’s husband and a few other relatives and 

friends, standing in small groups and talking in low tones.  None tried to 

approach me. I went straight to the wards and to the bed where I had left Carol, 

the previous night. She was still there. Only she was completely covered with a 

white bed sheet from head to toes. I uncovered her face. She was still in the blue 

hospital gown I left her wearing the previous evening.   She looked relaxed, as if 

she was just sleeping and soon was going to wake up and call out my name. I 

touched her arm and her fore head. Her fingers were still very flexible. However, 

they were cold. So, when did it happen? I asked the nurse who all this time was 

standing next to me but had not uttered a word.  “Around 3.00 am this morning. I 

am sorry for the loss. We tried our level best,” she said as she tried to gently 

move me aside from the deathbed and fully covered Carol once more with the 

white bed sheet. I have, always considered myself a very brave man, capable of 

handling any kind of situation. But in all my entire life, nothing had prepared me 

for what was unfolding before me.  I could not believe it. Carol, my sister? Gone? 

Forever?  I had been here just a few hours earlier and we had such a hearty 

chart.  I cannot remember how long I stood there. The loss was simply too heavy 

and painful for me to bear. Someone had called for a hearse. And we made a 

decision to take her body to Chiromo, the University of Nairobi Mortuary.  At the 

time, there were just a couple of funeral homes in Nairobi. 
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In our community, as is the case with most communities in Kenya, funerals are a 

community event, where, just like weddings, a lot of planning, organizing and 

fundraising is a must. Over 95% of all the people in Kenya, who die in the urban 

areas, are transported back to their rural homes, for burial. A funeral committee 

is usually formed and it meets daily, in the evenings after work, usually in a hotel 

in the city center, or its suburbs. Relatives and friends would meet to plan and 

also to contribute money for the burial. Such committees, though informal and 

temporary, are usually structured in a very formal way, complete with a chairman, 

a secretary; who records all the proceedings of every meeting, and a treasurer; 

who receives and accounts for all the funds collected.  The funeral budget 

usually takes care of such things as the casket, transport for the body and the 

mourners, video coverage and still pictures to record the event for posterity. 

Other expenses include: the cost of posting the deceased’s photograph in the 

obituaries section in one of the main local dailies, announcements in the national 

and regional FM radio station Other expenses include the cost of hiring tents and 

chairs for use during the burial ceremony and feeding the mourners. In some 

cases, and where the budget allows, the funeral committees also meet the cost 

of embalming the body, buying new clothes for the diseased, wreaths and at 

times new clothing for close relatives, all of which must be in uniform. Thereafter, 

any money remaining after all the expenses are paid is usually handed over to 

the immediate family members as some sort of a consolation token for the loss.  

 

Amongst (the Kamba) community, nearly all burial rites take place on Saturdays. 

The idea being that, burials in the community are a communal event, whereby, 

every one known to the deceased, relatives of the deceased, their friends, their 

friends’ friends, and neighbors are expected to attend and pay their last respects. 

Hence, holding a burial during any other day of the week denies a lot of people 

the opportunity to “escort” the body of the departed soul. To be prevented from 

attending the funeral because it is held on any other day is not taken very kindly 

in the community. At the burial site, a church minister, specifically selected and 

invited by the immediate family members presides over the ceremony. However, 

before the actual internment, many eulogize the departed soul. This is usually 

done through speeches, poems and Christian songs and dance. The order of 

eulogies starts with the immediate family members (a spouse, brothers, sisters, 

parents) then followed by speeches by a representative from the uncles, aunts, 

grand parents, friends, a neighbor and even a representative from the employer. 

The local administration and the local politicians are also never left out, and are 

usually given an opportunity to say something. On average, burial ceremonies in 

our community are usually a full day’s event, and can take anything from four to 

five hour sat the very least. In some instances, they take longer, particularly if the 
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bereaved person is a politician or a close relative of a politician. Depending on 

the social status of the deceased, organizing a burial in our community takes a 

minimum of one week, particularly where there is a heavy hospital bill which has 

been left behind by the deceased and the family and friends are not very well off. 

For the more affluent and influential people in society (mainly politicians, and 

senior government officials) a church service is usually held in Nairobi a day or 

two before the burial after which the body would be returned to the mortuary to 

await transportation on the burial day. The Nairobi service is usually aimed at 

giving those friends and colleagues who are unable to travel to the rural home of 

the diseased and opportunity to eulogize his/her departed soul within their 

convenience. The final church service for the departed soul is then usually 

performed at the gravesite after the eulogies, testimonies and speeches are 

made. It took us one week to arrange and raise money to foot the hospital and 

funeral expenses, transport for the mourners who were to escort her from Nairobi 

and the purchase of assorted foodstuffs enough to feed all the mourners on the 

burial day. That day had come. It was today. We were now just a few more 

kilometers to the end of the journey. The end of our journey from Nairobi;  The 

end of a journey for a dearly loved one.  

 

We arrived at my late sister’s rural home around mid-day. Her casket was 

removed from the hearse into her matrimonial house. It is the tradition in our 

community to give a departed soul a last opportunity his/ her rural house. If the 

deceased person had one. If she/he did not have a rural house, then the parent’s 

house would serve the purpose. Over 90% of members of our community who 

live in Nairobi have a rural home. Depending on ones social status, it could be a 

grass thatched mud house. It could also be a very modern stone house roofed 

with ether corrugated iron sheets or with clay tiles. About half an hour later, the 

completely white casket with brass handles was moved from her matrimonial 

house and brought outside. The mourners had requested if they could view her 

remains as a sign of saying goodbye to her. This is yet another common practice 

in our community. The request was granted. She had been dressed in her white 

wedding gown; complete with its veil. The mortuary people had preserved her 

remains exceptionally well. She had been dressed in her white wedding gown 

and was lying in a white casket. It was an extremely emotional moment for the 

majority of those who filed past her casket to pay their last respect. In a way, it 

was also a scene to behold. The entire compound was awash with mourners, 

who only about three years earlier had come to this same compound to celebrate 

her wedding; then one year ago to bury her first born daughter, and hardly a year 

later are now here to bury her. Her grave had been prepared next to that of her 

late daughter, which was still looked fairly fresh. A church choir was busy 
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entertaining the mourners with Christian songs at one corner of the compound. 

The crowd was estimated at around 2, 000 mourners. It comprised of people 

from all walks of life. Friends of the diseased, friends of her husband, friends of 

her parents-in-law (who are church Ministers), my friends and friends of all my 

other brothers and sisters, all combined brought the usually dull village of 

Kamuwongo to a near standstill. There were very many messages of 

condolences, with Carol’s eulogy being read by Agnator, her older sister. Due to 

the very large number of people who wanted to eulogize her in person, we had 

requested the committee to ensure that their tesmonies were written down, well 

in down in advance. The ceremony started around mid-day. By 4.30 pm the 

presiding Pastor uttered these words.  Ashes to ashes and dust-to-dust. …..and 

with those words the burial ceremony was over. After the internment, the 

mourners were served with food and some light refreshments. The food had 

been purchased by the Nairobi organizing committee and wascooked and served 

by the local organizing committee. By 5.30pm, most of the mourners had left. 

After bidding our in-laws goodbye, my wife, children and my parents got into my 

car after which I drove to our Mwingi rural home, in Migwani. We have a house in 

Migwani and stayed there overnight and travelled back to Nairobi the following 

day. 

 

Slowly, days turned into weeks, and weeks into months. Before I could realize it, 

six months were over. But they were horrendous six weeks of anguish, emotion, 

and occasional depresional moods, all revolving the life and times of my late 

sister. Almost a decade earlier, my wife had lost both her parents within a span of 

two years. The Father through a tragic road accident and the mother through 

sickness, largely as a result of depression. Largely occasioned by the sudden 

death of her husband. In both occasions, I had mourned with my wife and the 

rest of the family. Five brothers and two sisters now orphaned. However, looking 

back, I can say for a fact that, I never got to quite understand, mourn, or 

emotionally empathize with them. Losing a young sister was emotionally bad for 

me. Losing both parents must have been twice as much depressing as I was 

probably going through.  

 

During my last night with Carol ,I has assured here that we all loved her and that 

I was prepared to do all that what I could to see her though her present 

circumstances, however bleak. I had promised her that I was even ready to set 

up an organization for people with similar circumstances and that I was going to 

not only train her but was prepared to let her run it. All that was now water under 

the bridge. However, in those six months, Carol would appear in my sleep and 

tease me. You promised to set up an organization in circumstances similar to 
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mine. Its six months now since you made that promise. Why???? I would 

promise that I was going to do it only to realize in the morning that it was a 

dream. With time, the visits became more frequent. I did not know what to do. By 

the fifth and sixth month, the visits were almost daily.  This is when I finally made 

a decision to fulfill my promise to my late sister. I had made it at her hospital bed 

that fateful night. My plan was to try and made every orphaned kid my demised 

niece and nephew; and every ailing adult a replica of my departed sister or 

brother, as I will be discussing in more detail under chapters 2 and 5. And with 

that, the dice was cast.  

 

Early Childhood  
 
As I did mention in the section above, I am the first born in a family of four boys 

and three girls, all of who are married with families. However, my father had 

another child, an only child, called Lesa from an earlier marriage, as I was to 

learn from him later.  At the time of Lesa’s birth, my father was working as an 

army officer with the then Kings African Rifles (later renamed Kenya Army). He 

was based at the infantry battalion of the Kenya Army in Nanyuki, about 300km 

North- West of Nairobi. After his second annual leave, he decided to take his 

recently wedded and expectant wife back with him. It would be a good idea to 

have their first child, born in a good area with good medical care, so he thought.  

Travelling by bus those days was a real nightmare. The buses were very slow 

and the roads made of murrum, ungraded and uneven like horse trucks.  It would 

take a whole day’s journey from our village to the capital city, Nairobi, a distance 

of less than two hundred kilometers. It would then take another one and half days 

from Nairobi to Nanyuki, if it was not during the rainy season. Occasionally, the 

buses would also make several stop over on the way, to let the engines cool, my 

father would say, as an afterthought.  

Within a week of arriving in Nanyuki, Lesa’s mother developed labor pains, 

following which; my father took her to the military hospital within the barracks as 

per his earlier plans. He was very excited that, pretty soon, he was going to 

become father, he sub-consciously thought, as he went about with his daily today 

chores. If it is a boy, then he was going to name him after his father, and if a girl, 

he will name her after his late mother as is the tradition in our culture.  

 

He won’t dare leave the compound just in case the baby came when he was far. 

The first day passed and nothing happened.  On that day after working hours, he 

visited his wife at her maternity bed where they charted till it was time to leave. 

Am doing well, and may be, by the time you come in tomorrow, your baby will be 

right here, waiting to receive you. The next morning, he was the first one to arrive 
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at the hospital and was immediately allowed to see her wife. Not much had 

changed, even though, the labor pains had significantly increased, his wife told 

him. Relax young man; there is nothing to worry about. The nurse on duty teased 

him. Very soon, you are going to be a proud father, she said as she served his 

wife with breakfast. In most public hospitals in Kenya, including the military ones, 

visitors are only allowed to see their patients during lunch hour and in the 

evening. He would later come back during lunch hour and in the evening. The 

following day, overly prolonged labor pains had started slowly taking a toll on his 

young wife. Still everyone in the hospital continued to assure him that everything 

was going to be okay. 

 

On the third night, he never slept. What should he do? Would it have been better 

if he had just left her expectant wife in the hands of traditional birth attendants, 

back in the village? He wondered as his anxiety slowly started to build into deep 

agony. After the crow of the first cockerel, he would know that yet another day 

had begun. He had just retuned from the hospital on the third night. He was too 

exhausted and dozed off, on the sofa set still in full uniform. During the day, he 

would be too busy at his place of work. In the night, he would be worrying about 

his wife in labor over the last 48 hours and more.  He didn’t hear the knock on his 

door. Then the second knock. He opened the door to find one his solder friends, 

at his door steps. You are wanted at the hospital urgently. He checked his watch. 

It was a few minutes past mid night. This is when he realized that his dozing off 

must have graduated into full sleep lasting several hours. The solder in him came 

into full alert. Instantly, he knew that, the hour of reckoning, had finally come. 

During the previous occasions he had visited his wife at the hospital, he had 

noted that, he would need about ten minutes to cover the distance between his 

house and the hospital. On this particular occasion, it must have taken him less 

than five minutes to get to the front reception of the maternity wing.  

 

At the reception, he was a bit taken aback to find his commanding officer of the 

rank of a major and the  Doctor, a white man who had been attending his 

expectant wife. Both were of the rank of Major. Both casually returned his salute 

and continued slowly phasing up and down the dimly lit reception. Behind the 

large reception desk were the matron and the nurse on night duty. Both were 

talking in low tones, but stopped abruptly as he came to attention to salute his 

two superiors. Anthony, please take a seat, the Doctor said as he ushered my 

father to his small office, which also served as his consultations room. 

 

Anthony, the Doctor began, as human beings, there are things in life, which we 

are able to explain and others which we only leave to God. We expected your 
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wife’s delivery to be a normal one. And indeed everything went on quite well, and 

your dear wife got a baby girl about nine this evening. Unfortunately, after the 

delivery, the bleeding did not stop as was expected. About two hours later, I was 

called in after which I ordered for immediate blood transfusion. Unfortunately, 

when the nurses went to get the blood from the blood bank, there was none 

which could match her blood group. The next logical thing was to either transfer 

her to the Nyeri provincial general hospital, or send our ambulance to go for the 

blood. I chose the latter.  So, where is my wife? Is my wife OK? My father roared 

back, no longer interested in the details, which were now getting into his nerves. 

Anthony, I am very, very sorry to let you know that, about thirty minutes ago, we 

lost your dear wife. However, your daughter is fine and she will be brought to you 

as soon as you feel you are ready to see her. To this day, he never got to know 

what happened after those words, or how he got to his house. He was too 

stunned for life. In one swoop, the young, tough and well trained military man in 

him, trained to face all kinds of adversaries, imaginable and un-imaginable, had 

been reduced into the real teenage village boy he was. For nothing, nothing in 

his short life had prepared him for the kind of situation now unfolding before his 

very own eyes.  It was like a horror movie or an extremely bad dream, gone 

horribly wrong. A military career which no longer made sense to him. A less than 

one day old infant to bring up, without its mother. ….all by himself. Possible 

professional negligence on the part of the medical team which only a few weeks 

earlier, he had complete faith in the military, including its medical team. He could 

even have entrusted the lives of his entire village on them. Now this notion had 

been irredeemably been shattered. As he was to tell me, later.  

 

In the ensuing weeks, he had to learn not only how to change his baby’s diapers 

but also how to feed her with bottled milk. On some of the days, at extremely odd 

hours at night. Several suggestions were floated to him. Re-marry immediately. 

However, he was too much in pain and shock to even dare think on those lines. 

Give her away and move on with your life, others would advice. Get some 

relatives to stay with her, at your rural home. Employ a house girl for her. A 

house girl? He would wonder, and how would a young Man stay in a one bed 

roomed military house with a young house girl and an infant?   

 

After the burial, days quickly turned into weeks and weeks into months, in the 

end, hard choices had to be made, a young sister to his father, who never got 

married, was blind and had one teenage son offered to stay with the young 

toddler, as my father pondered on his next move. He accepted the offer.  
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In the military during those days, a non commissioned officer was allowed to 

serve on contract, renewable after every nine years. My father was on his sixth. 

However, he was now very certain about one thing. He was not going to renew 

his contract after its expiry. In the military, he had tasted an extremely humbling 

defeat, from the most unexpected battle front. The loss of his first love in the 

hands of military medical Doctor. And with it, his passion for the job, which only a 

few years earlier, he so deeply admired, had completely evaporated. He simply 

wanted to serve his time out, and hopefully move on, to do other things. He 

would possibly move on and seek a career in big game hunting or simply 

become a tour guide. And indeed he made an attempt on both careers. Pretty 

soon, he would find both much more demanding than he had previously 

imagined. Each of the two jobs had kept him further and further, away from his 

now growing daughter. At some point, he thought of a career in nursing. 

However, his education was just too low and this was highly unlikely. In the end, 

he chose to join the ministry of health, but this time, not as a nurse, but an 

ambulance driver, a job he did with a lot of passion, possibly in honor of his 

departed first love. Then one day, as he was driving out from the hospital parking 

yard, he saw this petite, young, beautiful looking lady, walking into the hospital 

compound, with a group of about half a dozen other women; the majority of who 

seemed much older than her. There was something about her. He was later to 

learn that, her name was Margret Mutave, that she was newly posted to the 

hospital as a community health worker, and that her work was to inter-alia involve 

training mothers on general basic family hygiene, basic training to young mothers 

on pre and post natal care and balanced diet for their young babies and their 

families for a better health. He decided to approach her to be advising him on the 

best way to handle his only child, and for that matter, an orphan. Later, the 

advices graduated into new heights. Ultimately, the petite young lady would 

become his new wife, now my mother. He would add this bit of the story with a 

chuckle and a very broad smile on his now ageing face.  

 

Thus, even before I was born, my mother was already a mother of one. Then, I 

was born. Then the others. My Fathers first posting was at the Kenyatta general 

hospital in Nairobi. Later, he was transferred to Garissa Provincial General 

Hospital in Garissa. Garissa general hospital is located about 400 hundred 

kilometers from Nairobi and about 200 km from Mwingi. My father could not be 

home with his young family as he would have wished. Hence, most of the 

responsibility of bringing up the family was left to my mother. By this time, our 

now growing family had been joined by two other teenage children. John 

Mwangangi and Jane Mutuo. The two were in their teens and orphans. They 

were the children of my father’s oldest sister.  Their parents had passed on when 
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they were still very young. By that time, both of them were still in school.  

However, after the demise of their parents, their paternal uncles decided to 

remove the two teenagers from school and make the boy a herder for their fairly 

sizeable cows and the young girl, a house help. Later they would look for a suitor 

and give her out as a wife in return for more cows.  “Why should anyone bother 

to pay for labor, when he is so much endowed with free labor?” One of the Men 

was overhead bragging in a village drinking place as he enjoyed his traditional 

beer with other men. And true to his word, for two consecutive school terms, the 

two teenagers never stepped into the inside of a class room. When finally word 

reached my parents, both unanimously agreed to not only take both the 

teenagers under their care, but also to put them back to school at once.  And so, 

John and his young sister Jane became part of our now fairly sizeable family. 

 

Unlike in many families in our area of the time, there were no specific tasks for 

boys or for girls.  On most occasions my mother would assign us tasks in pairs. 

Two of us would be assigned the task of collecting firewood, with another pair 

being assigned the task of fetching water from nearby the water wells. Yet 

another team would be assigned the task of cooking dinner, and yet another 

team the task of cleaning utensils. During weekends, there would be general 

cleaning, while going to church on Sunday was nonnegotiable.  These roles 

would then be revered after every other week. Looking back, to this day, and 

unlike many men of my time, these early trainings on doing domestic chores 

have had a lasting impact on me and the way I approach life.  

 

On the other hand, just like was the case with most of the other boys in the 

village at my time, I had the privilege of looking after goats in the nearby forests 

and at the nearby Ikoo valley. Indeed, these were extremely exciting moments 

particularly during the month of August, when schools would be closed. August is 

usually a very dry month, with pasture and water for the animals being very 

scarce. Our parents would then ask us to take the animals to the nearby Ikoo 

valley, where we would not only get fodder for the animals, but also enough 

water to drink. 

 

Ikoo valley is a scene to behold. At the top, the valley has a diameter of about 

five kilometers, with most of its sides menacingly stretching downwards to 

between two and three kilometers on average. The bottom of the valley is flat 

and has a width the size of a football pitch, giving it a sort of a V-shape. The 

valley then majestically adulates eastwards in a zigzag manner and is said to 

stretch all the way to the Indian Ocean. At the bottom, there is a river, which has 

water and mudfish most of the year. During the August school holidays, this was 



 34 

  

the only grazing and watering place for nearly all the livestock in the entire 

village. In the morning we would all assemble at the top of the valley and let the 

animals graze downwards on their own. Then we would dash to the bottom of the 

valley to fish and swim. Other times we would make special “cars” from tree 

trunks and we will compete in a row by riding on them downhill. My “car” was 

quite fast and would always be first downhill. However, I did not know how to fit 

the tires and quite often one of the tires would come off, bringing it to an abrupt 

stop. Then I would have no time to get out of the way and the other cars behind 

me would all pile up on me. To this day, I still have scars on the lower part of my 

back as living testimony from those escapades. Quite often, we would get 

injured, however, the biggest casualty were the back parts of our short pants. 

Due to the extreme friction from the hard seats of our cars, the back parts of our 

pants would only last intact for only a couple of days. They would then give way. 

Thus, it was quite normal to see boys with unusually large patches, unevenly 

patched on the rear parts of their pants buttocks. In most cases the patch work 

would be very haphazard dome and of different colors. Early every morning 

before going out to graze the goats, my mother would read the dos and the 

don’ts of the day, particularly to me and David, and my follower. . When you go to 

the valley, there is no cart riding, and there is no swimming or fishing. We would 

both say “yes” in unison. Occasionally, at the valley we would be joined by boys 

and girls from others villages. By then, all the dos and don’ts would have 

evaporated. At the bottom of the valley, all the prohibited activities would soon be 

in full swing.   

Ikoo valley is home to quite a large number of monkey species and other small 

animals: dik-diks, antelopes, snakes, tortoise and lizards are all quite common.  

One time, a maternal cousin of mine was visiting and we invited him to join us in 

our world of fun. After the usual cart rides and lots of fishing, it was time to swim. 

Those days we all swam naked. We kept our cloths on a small rock and moved 

down stream jumping from one pond to another. Suddenly, it was getting late and 

we had completely forgotten about the goats and the cows. We dashed to where 

we had left our clothes. All the other cloths were there except those of my cousin. 

It was a new pair of short trousers, with an equally new shirt to match. We tried to 

look for them everywhere without success. It was now getting dark and we did 

not know what to do. How was he going to walk back home, naked?  Finally, we 

could not stay there much longer. Since it was now getting very dark. Finally, 

after it was slightly  dark so that someone could not be clearly recognized within 

a distance of about 20 meters, we decided to walk up to the top of the valley, 

after which once of us would dash home and get him a fresh set of clothing. As 

we were climbing the valley, we saw two monkeys, patched at the top of one of 

the tallest trees. One of them was wearing his trousers and the other his shirt. 
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The more we tried to shout at them to drop the clothes, the more they climbed 

higher and higher. W could do nothing about it. We had to give up and go home. 

The following day, at around mid-day, a neighbor, who the previous day had 

seen my cousin in his new clothing, came home with them. He had found them 

hanging nicely on a low-lying tree at the top of the valley. “How could you forget 

such nice clothing at the valley, or you people have too many clothes to waste 

when other kids are going half naked?” he asked, as he handed over the clothes 

to us. However, what we simply could not tell him or anyone else in the family 

was that we had not only lost the clothes to some naughty monkeys, but the 

previous night, one of us had walked home covered with only a shirt without 

pants, and the other one wearing a pair of shorts and a vest, but no shirt. The 

good monkeys must have decided to be kind to us after they were through with 

their monkey business with my cousin’s new clothes.  The story of the monkeys 

and the clothes remained one of our most guarded secrets for a very, very long 

time. And today, the gentleman is a Colonial in the Kenya Navy, based in 

Mombasa.  

 

But, if looking after goats and cows was fun, looking for water, particularly during 

the dry season and during times of drought, was the exact opposite. Water in the 

greater part of Mwingi is rare and an extremely treasured commodity. Each year, 

during the months of June to October, nearly all the rivers would be dry, leaving 

only one shallow well in the entire village, where all the villagers would get water 

for all their domestic chores. Each day, at around 3.00 a.m. in the morning and 

before going to school, my mother would wake us up to go to the shallow well 

and fetch some water for the day. At the shallow well, we would find a long 

queue of other villagers who had got there earlier than us. Then we would be 

forced to wait patiently until it would be our turn to fill the two, twenty liter plastic 

containers with the precious liquid, strap the containers onto the back of our 

donkey, and then go home. By the time we reached home, it will around six 

o’clock in the morning and hence time for going to school. We would then 

prepare for school very quickly and go to school. In most of the afternoon, the 

sleep would be too much and we would doze in class most of the time.  

 

When I was in class five, myself and a number of other boys devised an 

innovative but mischievous way of not dozing in class. We would sneak from 

class and disappear into the nearby bushes where we would play with money for 

money. The game, (commonly known as Kamari) involved digging a round hole 

on the ground, big enough to fit a ten cents coin. We would then do a toss, with 

the one able to throw his coin closed to the round hole being the first one to start 

off the game. He would then be followed by the next one nearest the round hole 
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with the one who whose coin was furthest from hole being the last to play. It was 

a pre-condition of the game that all the coins were to be of the same 

denomination. Mostly five and ten cents coins. In most cases, a team would be 

made of between five and eight players. The first player would then throw each 

coin into the round hole; one after the other. The coins which get into the round 

hole would automatically become his money. He would then be shown one of the 

coins he did not manage to put into the round hole and asked to hit it with an 

extra coin, thrown exactly from the same distance as the rest. If he managed to 

hit it, all the coins would become his money. If he did not, the next player would 

continue with the game, but with less money. The money won by the earlier 

player. The game would continue until either all the coins are put into the round 

hole by one of the players or one of the coins is hit with the extra coin.  

 

I would play and earn an average of two to three shillings per day. Those days, 

ten cents could buy a cup of tea and one barn. Five cents could buy ten sweets. I 

was becoming a real expert in the game. On average, I was sneaking out of 

class twice or thrice per week. Some of the bigger boys, including one of my first 

cousins were smokers. They had started teaching us how to smoke. We had 

money. We could afford to buy sweets, tea and cigarettes.  

 

Mati wa Katembu, one of my best childhood friends since the time we were in 

class three did not like the idea of the game. This game is like gambling and you 

can very easily get addicted to it.  You know Mutani and Karui, they have been 

expelled from school because of this game and other anti-social behavior which 

came about as a result of this game. If you do not stop, you are most likely going 

to follow the same route. Previously, he had also tried the game and lost all his 

money. Then I lent him some money which he also lost in the game. The only 

reason you are discouraging me from this game is simply because every time 

you play, you lose money. Please keep off. I would tell him. I would then give him 

some sweet or buy him barns and tea and tell him to keep his mouth shut. 

Occasionally, I would entice him with a cigarette which he would flatly refuse.  

He did not give up on me and went and told our class teacher what was 

happening to me. Then one Friday afternoon, the class teacher, Mr. Kyenzeku 

Mbusya and our PE teacher Musyoka wa Kithungu, laid a trap, at the edge of 

Ikoo Valley, where we used to play. As we were half way with the game, they 

pounced on us. The bigger boys managed to run away. A few other small boys 

and I were not that lucky. Mondays were usually the assembly days for the whole 

school. The Principal and the discipline master had been told about our money 

game. That day, they were all present during the morning assembly. The small 

boys caught red handed we were asked to name the bigger boys, who had run 
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away, otherwise we were going to be permanently expelled from school. We had 

no choice but to name the he big boys were then suspended from school for two 

weeks. Each of the smaller boys, including myself got five very strong strokes of 

canes on our buttocks. The entire week I could hardly seat. However, I could not 

tell my mother because that would have attracted a more serious beating.  It was 

the end of my money game and attempts to smoking. I have never tried smoking 

again ever since that time.  

 

My first contact with formal education was in 1969; when I joined class one in 

Migwani AIC primary school. In 1971, my parents transferred me and my other 

siblings to Migwani DEB primary school, also nearby, where they felt that the 

quality of education was a bit better. And even in those formative days, I had 

started becoming subconsciously aware of the myriad of challenges our 

community had to contend with. In 1974, there was a very big drought and 

famine, and almost the entire community had to contend with relief food, yellow 

maize which we nicknamed “Katokelele.” The yellow maize and maize flour, we 

were told, had been donated by the American People.  My family, though not 

rich, was slightly better off than many others. We never went for the relief food. 

However, the white maize was also very scarce.  On a number of occasions, we 

had to contend with buying the yellow maize flour. I sat for my primary certificate 

exams in 1975 and passed very well, to join St. Charles Lwanga School in Kitui, 

the most prestigious boy’s school in the region of the time. In 1979, I sat for my 

Ordinary Level examinations and again I passed very well and was called to join 

Kangaru high school, in Embu, where I sat for my Advanced Certificate of 

education in 1981. In 1983, I joined the University of Nairobi for a course in 

Business management, specializing in insurance, where I graduated in 1986, and 

went on to work in the Insurance Industry for the next two decades. Then in 

2002, through a combination of several factors, I quit the private sector to try a 

hand in elective politics. I will be discussing my involvement in active politics. 

(how, during the sunset days of KANU, I got recruited as KANUs parliamentary 

candidate for Mwingi South Constituency, my first hand encounter with Daniel 

Moi, the former head of state, and the electioneering process) are all covered in 

much more detail in chapter 4. 
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Chapter 2 
 

The Omega Initiative  
 
But, even as I plotted my journey into the world of community development, from 

both a practical as well as a scholarly perspective, my literature review on 

previous work on sustainable community development in Kenya turned out to be 

both perplexing and discouraging. Works undertaken by Chitere and Mutiso in 

Kabras in Western Kenya and Mwingi in Eastern Kenya, for example  had 

established that, participatory-action research was not readily possible in Kenya, 

mainly because educational institutions like universities, as is the case in  most 

other former British colonies in Africa, are isolated from the development 

process, with agriculture and other forms of rural development being entrusted to 

government ministries, research institutions and parastatals, and in the process, 

completely ignoring the people. Chitere O. etc. (1992). Indeed, long before a 

centralized form of government and formal organizations came into being in 

Kenya to assume responsibility for planning, people in their various cultural 

communities had already evolved highly differentiated mechanisms for meeting 

basic needs and solving at least some of their problems. Hence, if people are not 

waiting for governmental or any other form of outside assistance, then what they 

set themselves to work on must be what they really think is important and, in this 

context, what constitutes for them “development”. On the other hand, 

spontaneous development has been defined as collective actions initiated and 

carried out by people who are aware of a common problem or problems related 

to the social or economic conditions of their lives, who have come together 

voluntarily to do something about their problems(s) with minimum of outside help. 

It thus has something to do with autonomy, with “development” in turn being 

generally viewed as ever-widening opportunities for real choice, coupled with 

greater mastery over one’s circumstances.  Mutiso R. (1988:197). Equally, in his 

pioneering work on Rural Reconstruction in the Philippines Dr. James Yen, 

contrasts shapely with the approach used in Kenya since the colonial days. He 

contends that, development involves a process leading ultimately to self-

sustaining human development, with the rural people participating in each and 

every step of the implementation in such a way that, ultimately, it becomes their 

activity, their accomplishment, their development. Mayfield (1985:44) 

On almost similar work Robert Chambers (1985) avers that, rural poverty is often 

unseen or misperceived by outsiders, and researchers, scientists, administrators 

and fieldworkers rarely appreciate the richness and validity of rural people's 

knowledge or the hidden nature of rural poverty.  
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Thus, in most of the social science literature we have today, it seems that an 

impasse of sorts has been reached as far as conceptualizing development is 

concerned. Modernization, Marxist and dependency schools of thought have 

each had their ascendancy, and whilst they have contributed much to our 

understanding of development, at the end of the day, there is still a profound 

dissatisfaction in every meaning of the word. As a consequence thereof, a project 

titled “New Paradigm in the study of African Development” was initiated in Kenya 

under the premise that, available theories of development as formulated largely 

by social scientist in the West have largely failed. Hence, there is a real need for 

new theories on development which can help us break out of this impasse; 

indeed, where development theories are concerned, we may have been relying 

too much on deductive approaches as opposed to inductive processes, which 

might have yielded much more authentic results. Himmelstrand (1988:3-5) 

 

Based on the afore stated background, conceptualizing a truly grassroots 

community development intervention initiative, to me, was never really a very big 

challenge. What has turned out to be the real challenge was actualizing the 

same. Firstly, it downed on my team and I that we had to craft a name for the 

new organization. We named it Omega Child Shelter. Or simply put, the Shelter 

for children in difficult circumstances of last resort. Next, it occurred to us that, it 

was not going to be easy to be meeting with the targeted beneficiaries just 

anywhere, and discussing their issues. We had to have a physical office. We 

identified a suitable office space at Nzeluni shopping center, about 15km to the 

South of Mwingi town. Nzeluni and its immediate environs have a generally hilly 

hind land, beautifully adulating to the east, south and south west, and ultimately 

giving way to deep gullies and ravines. And just like in many of the shopping 

centers in the rural areas in Mwingi, nearly half of all the shops in Nzeluni are in a 

state of total disuse and hence closed. Many working elite invest in commercial 

buildings at their shopping centers, hoping that, one day, when they retire, they 

can put up a groceries shop to earn something for upkeep in their twilight years. 

However, pretty soon, the stocks would dwindle and the business unviable, thus 

forcing the owner to close shop and look for a tenant, so that he could be getting 

some monthly income in the form of rent. There is no innovation in the way the 

shops are designed and constructed. Indeed, except for the paint and the 

writings on the front walls, nearly all the shops in most rural parts of Kenya are 

identical, a situation which has been in existence since the colonial times. A 

typical rural shop measures some 50ft wide by 100ft long, with those facing the 

main road serving as two shops with a corridor, going to the rear side of the 

building, being constructed in-between. At the back side, on either side would be 
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a continuous row of single rooms, which are leased out mainly to either primary 

school teachers from nearby schools or other salaried workers, who pay monthly 

rent. Then at the end of each building is a set of pit latrines and a bathroom. It 

was in one such building that we leased a front shop at a monthly rent of 

Kshs.500.00, donated a couple of chairs and a table from our homes, wrote the 

name Omega at the front and our office, we even put a notice, stating what our 

office working hours were going to be like. 8.00 am to 1.00pm and 2.00pm to 

5.00 pm during weekdays, and 8.30 am -1.00pm on Saturday. However, the 

office was to be closed on Sundays and on public holidays.  With this, we were 

ready for business. 

We spent the better part of 2003 and 2004 moving from one school to another, 

talking to head teachers about the plight of the most vulnerable children in their 

school and how Omega could be of some help to them. Occasionally, on 

Sundays, one of us would take the occasion after church to talk to the 

congregation about HIV /AIDS, and how as a community we could all get 

involved in dealing with it.  I would get documentaries on AIDs, short in Uganda, 

the first Country in the region where its people were the first ones to go public 

about their HIV status. We would then hire a projector, after which Geoffrey and 

Phillip would move on a bicycle from one school to another showing the 

documentaries. 

There was always a lot of curiosity and in some cases, disbelief about the 

scourge mostly amongst the pupils and their teachers. HIV/ AIDs, was still a myth 

amongst the community. In some of the evangelistical churches, we were out 

rightly refused permission to show the documentaries. This thing you are calling 

AIDs is a creation of Satan. We do not want Satan’s work in the house of God; 

we would be told.  

As these things were happening, another different kind of storm was slowly 

beginning. The storm of negative energy, all directed at me behind my back. Very 

negative talk about me and the community development initiative I was trying to 

put together was slowly gaining momentum. What had started in whispers was 

now being talked openly.  Temi is doing this because, he has been funded by 

outsiders with a lot of money, and otherwise, no one in his right senses would do 

these kinds of things, merely to help. This is a total waste of time. Jesus tried to 

help mankind and failed. Even this initiative is going no where. Just wait and see, 

others would say. It’s a very good initiative; but are the local political dynamics 

going to allow the initiative to get anywhere? For the first time, ever, in my life, I 

felt like an outsider amongst my community. Very few people were trusting or 

believing in what I was asking them, we do.  
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By 2004, it was obvious to me that, there was need for change of Strategy. 

Luckily, by this time, I had managed to get some funding from the Hope for 

African Children Initiative (HACI) Kenya, a joint effort of some international NGOs 

(including, World Vision, Plan International, and a few others) . These NGOs who 

had come together at the time, and put in place a joint basket fund as their first 

ever, national response to the now devastating scourge in the rural areas, in 

nearly all parts of Kenya. 

As an entry point, I decided to organize a charismas party for all the orphaned 

children and children from single parents from the entire Nzeluni area. The 

children were in turn to be accompanied by either their guardians or their single 

parents. I send the invitation letters to all the primary schools in the area, and 

requested every head teacher with the invitation to read it out during the school 

parade day. I also did similar letters to churches, where again, the letters were 

read out to the congregation by their pastor. 

The day of the party was on a Saturday, two days to charismas. We slaughtered 

two goats, which were to be eaten with rice. There were sweets, biscuits and 

fresh refreshments to the fill of very one present. In total, we had over five 

hundred pupils from nearly all the nine primary schools in Nzeluni location, and 

about one hundred parents’ ad guardians. It was during this party that for once, I 

tried to explain myself. I decided to get involved in HIV/AIDs because, the 

previous year, I had lost a loved one to the scourge and I felt that it was my duty 

to do something about it. I also wanted others in similar situations to also start 

doing something about the disease. People were dying. People who need not 

die. Children were being orphaned at an extremely alarming rate. The mantra of 

silence and denial were not making things any better. Did those present, belief, 

like me that HIV/ AIDs, was no longer an issue only happening in the big cities? 

Did anyone present belief that, AIDs was now with us right down up to the 

villages? Was there anyone amongst us, who was willing to break against the 

stigma of silence and start openly getting involved in the fight against the 

scourge?  

Sadly, however, for close to two years, I have been struggling, together with my 

two friends seated here with me, this afternoon, to try and set up this initiative for 

your sake, and the sake of your children, without much success. I have been 

called all sorts of names, and I do not think that, I deserve this kind of unfair 

treatment. I have therefore, called you to this end of year party, which is also 

going to be my end of involvement in your area. From January next year, we are 

going to close the offices, and relocate to somewhere else.  As I concluded my 

speech, I could read from the many faces present that, for once, I was 
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connecting with them, I was talking to them, not at them. There body language 

could tell me that, we were communicating. 

It was now time for reactions from the invited guests. And speaker after speaker, 

they all lauded the good work which the organization had been doing, and urged 

me to reconsider my decision to pull out of the area. Others admitted that, indeed 

there were people with a different political agenda who did not want the project to 

succeed, and were the ones behind the negative propaganda. After, very candid 

discussions, we resolved to have a fresh beginning. However, each village was 

to form its own grassroots committee of care givers. The group was supposed to 

ensure that it met at least once per month, during which time; the members 

would visit a family with orphaned children and fellowship with them. The 

committee was also supposed to counter every negative talk that may be present 

in their village. The top officials of each group would then be holding a monthly 

meeting with me, in the office, during which time, they will be updating the office 

on the needs of the orphaned children and also lay out plans, for the following 

month.  

To qualify, for support, each guardian was expected to demonstrate evidence 

that, indeed, the child in question had been orphaned through AIDs. Such a child 

will then be entitled to a set of two new school uniforms per year, monthly food 

rations, and support for trips for medical attention to the public hospital in Mwingi. 

Once, in a while, we also promised to be corroborating any information we got, 

with head teachers of the school where the child would be attending, the local 

church leaders and where deemed necessary, the local chief. 

My first meeting with the elected village care givers was towards the end of 

January of 2005. It was during this meeting that we learned that, many of the 

orphans could not do many remedial evening learning, because, in most 

households, the guardians had no money to buy paraffin. A sizeable number had 

no uniforms, and yet others had no blankets and mattresses at home.  

However, as it was to turn out, the single biggest confront, was that of perpetual 

fear of dying amongst those living with the scourge. To them, contracting the 

disease was an instant death warrant. They lived in fear, believing that, it was 

just a matter of time, and they would be dead. This was particularly more evident 

amongst those who had already lost one spouse and were now sickly as a result 

of the disease. They would worry about death. Then, about the plight of their 

children after they were gone. They would experience extreme emotional swings 

and serous depression, particularly when they are attacked by secondary 

infections. The stories we were hearing were many and diverse. There were 

those who believed that they had been bewitched, and had refused to take the 
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anti retroviral drugs, instead, opting to consult with witch doctors. Then the witch 

doctor would not only carry out the diagnosis of who was bewitching them and 

what hey needed to do to stop it. Neighbours and relatives, who were best of 

friends for many years, had suddenly become worst enemies. Families, 

previously modest in incomes were increasingly becoming poorer and poorer.  

Cows, goats, chicken and even land were all being sold at an incredible rate to 

finance the demands of the witch doctor. These were real stories, being told by 

real people. Looking back, I think some of those telling us these stories were 

actually talking about themselves.  

By the middle of 2004, we had managed to persuade those living with the 

disease to form their own group. We would then be supporting them with some 

extra food and special porridge, not only as an incentive to positive living, but 

also, after we learned that, it was impossible to take the anti-retroviral drugs on 

an empty stomach. During that year, there was a big drought and famine in the 

area, and food was very scarce. It was also during this time that, we mooted the 

idea of holding a medical camp, which is discussed in detail in chapter 4. 

During those early meetings with the community care givers, one the group of 

reported an incidence where they had found an orphan who had lost all hope of 

ever getting paraffin for his remedial evening learning and was lighting an old 

motor vehicle tire for reading. I discovered that he was a very bright boy and if 

supported, he had the potential to make it in the academic world.  We organized 

regular purchase of paraffin for him; and after he did very well in his class 8 

national exam, we got him a four year secondary school scholarship. In 2011, the 

boy joined one of the local universities for a degree course in education. The lack 

of paraffin amongst many rural households was the eye opener which made my 

team and I, to starting thinking on the possibilities of A starting solar lighting 

project in primary schools in the area.  

Omega, original objective was thus, to be regularly giving material and emotional 

support (food, school uniform and medical support) to orphans and venerable 

children (OVCs) and also, people living with Aids (PLWAs). I spent the next 

couple of weeks researching on organizations in Mwingi District, which focused 

in giving assistance to orphans and venerable children, as well as people living 

with AIDS. I was very shocked to learn that, there was none at the time. Not even 

the churches were doing anything about the scourge, commonly known in 

Kikamba as Muthelo, it was a disease allegedly, only contracted by the unholy in 

society, and who, according to many, must be condemned at all costs. Yes, 

everyone in the village knew of someone else who had died of AIDS but no one 

was willing to openly talk about it.  AIDS related deaths were becoming too 

common, and the community was beginning to get overwhelmed. To some of the 
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lazy villagers, attending burials was almost becoming a full time occupation. After 

all, after the burial, there would always be the free meal for everyone in 

attendance. Still, no one would openly talk about what the deceased had been 

ailing from, but should anyone enquire, they would be told that, it was as a result 

of a short, but very strong bout of pneumonia or malaria, bravely born. 

I was also very shocked to learn that, there was a fellow from an area called 

Nzeluni, just about 18km from Mwingi town, who used to work in the hotel 

industry in Mombasa, for many years. However, about two years ago, he was 

suddenly laid off under unexplained circumstances.  When he arrived in this 

remote rural village, the follow was awash with cash, and was very generous to 

anyone who crossed his path, particularly the women. He would buy beer for 

everyone in every bar he went for a drink. However, after some time, the fellow 

started getting sick quite regularly, and was in and out of hospital quite often. He 

also started losing weight and hair at a very astonishing rate. Later, people were 

to learn that that the fellow had been laid off at his place of work, in a five star 

hotel in Mombasa after he went for his annual medical checkup and was 

diagnosed as being HIV positive. His services were terminated, and was 

immediately paid his terminal dues and escorted out of the hotel compound, 

complete with all his personal belongings. But the fellow was a sadist to the core. 

Instead of picking  the issue with his employer whom he felt had sacked him 

unfairly, he chose to not only go home to die, but also to take his revenge to his 

very own people. In his death bed, he wrote a note, sealed it and asked that it 

should only be opened by the Pastor during his burial. But how he could be so 

sure about his death, people wondered. And sure enough, within two weeks of 

being in hospital, the fellow passed on.  And one week later, his burial.  

However, what was more shocking beyond words, were the contents of the note 

he had written before his death.  In it was a list of 72 women he had slept with, 

since the time he was prematurely retired. They ranged from school girls, village 

celebrities, married women, bar maids, business women, house helps, you name 

it. He had even indicated against each name the amount of cash he had paid 

every woman he had slept with, as well as   the expensive gifts he gave to some 

of them, in lieu of cash.  

As the fellow was being buried, the whole village was in shock and self-denial at 

the same time. The seeds which this fellow had planted in this tiny, remote 

village had started manifesting themselves in the community. Nearly in every 

homestead, there was mourning, agony, hopelessness and death. Too many 

able people were being lost every day. Children were being orphaned at an 

extremely alarming rate. People did not know what to do, or where to start. Yet, 

still no one was willing to speak openly about the scourge. 
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All the above helped us in arriving at our decision of where we were to base our 

operation. It was going to be at the Nzeluni shopping center. 

Our first two years were particularly very trying. We had no external funding. We 

were relying on our own contributions, and some small occasional donations 

from well-wishers, as well as the community, we were purporting to assist. We 

had written several proposals and none were yielding any positive results. Then 

one day, I received a phone call from an old friend of mine, Enoch Nguthu. In the 

late 90’s Enoch used to work with action Aid- Kenya, as an auditor and he used 

to audit another local NGO, where I was a board member. He had moved for 

greener pastures, and joined the Hope for African Children Initiative- Kenya 

(HACI-Kenya), as Finance and Administration Manager, and was now calling me 

to find out whether there were credible organizations in Mwingi, which HACI- 

Kenya could partner with. I told him about the situation in Nzeluni, how Omega, 

was started, its objectives and how it was planning to deal with the situation, and 

the challenges we were facing.  

After some several meetings and visits by its top executives, HACI formally 

agreed to support our HIV/AIDS initiative in the area. However, the funding was 

to be for two years and was meant to cover only two administrative locations. 

(Nzeluni and Mumbuni). However, the HACI funding could not have come at a 

much better time. Funding a community development intervention from own 

sources, without a well thought out sustainability component can at times be both 

demanding and stressful. 

Omega agreement with HACI was thus, to be in the following four core areas: 

 Community Mobilization: First and foremost, we felt that, the community 

needed to be mobilized to appreciate much more that HIV/AIDS was a 

condition facing humanity today, and that, they could not run away from it 

and that, they also needed to take it as one of the myriad of societal 

challenges they had not only content with, but also, deal with. 

 Regular food rations and school uniforms for the most vulnerable HIV/ 

AIDS orphans: Findings from the preliminary research we had carried out 

showed that, most of the orphans and vulnerable children (OVCs) were 

living in extremely deplorable conditions, with very little and in most cases, 

nothing to eat at home, went to school in torn uniforms, and were in most 

cases, laughed at by the other children, thus seriously affecting their self-

esteem.  

 Medical Support for the OVCs and parents living with AIDS: Some of the 

OVCs, in addition to being orphaned were also HIV positive, having been 
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born with the condition. These, together with some of the parents, needed 

constant medical support, yet the same was not very much forthcoming 

from the nearby government dispensary. In some occasions, the OVCs 

and people living with aids (PLWAs) were denied treatment in public 

hospitals, or would simply did not go to hospital for fear of stigmatization. 

 Training of Trainers (ToTs): We lacked internal capacity and expertise to 

professionally handle the issues we were facing. Even to us, they were too 

complex and traumatizing to handle, while on the other hand, the 

resources we had were too few to enable us recruit professionals to run 

the show. Our first decision therefore was to scout, identify and organize 

trainings for trainers (ToTs), who were exclusively volunteers, with no pay.  

Between 2002 and 2004, a total of 80 ToTs, drawn from nine administrative 

locations in Mwingi were trained in such community development key areas as: 

community mobilization, local resource mobilization, use of condoms, emotional 

and psycho-social support, family tree of life, etc. They were in turn expected to 

act as trainers to the community care giver groups within their villages. Because 

no one at the time was courageous enough to come forth and publicly admit that 

they were living with AIDS, we had to hire two people from Nairobi, to carry out 

the trainings. Once the basic operating guidelines were accomplished, the next 

thing we did, was to formally register the initiate with the government, and open a 

physical office in Nzeluni shopping center. We simply did not wish to be 

perceived as a brief case self help initiative, and dismissed, even before getting 

started. Out all of our early interventions, the most visible and also, most popular 

intervention amongst the local community were: The issuance of school uniform 

to the orphans in school and the regular food rations to the orphans and the 

HIV/AIDS infected. There was a big famine and most families were sleeping 

without food. The orphans, most of who, were under the care of their ageing 

grandmothers were some of the most affected. Under our programme, every 

child on the programme was getting a monthly food ration and two pairs of school 

uniform per year. Each child would take home 20kgs of maize, 5kgs of beans 

and half kg cooking oil. We had about 150 orphans, of whom, about 60% still had 

one parent alive, of whom, a good number were living with AIDs; too scared to be 

associated with the HIV/ AIDs stigma.  

Occasionally, I would ask some of them   about their spouses. The majority of 

those who came for support were women. Their stories would be only too 

familiar.  He was working in the Mombasa, she would tell me. Then about three 

years ago, he started getting sick quite often. First the Doctors said it was 

Malaria. Later they said it was Typhoid. The previous year, he had been treated 

for amoebiosis; and later he was diagnosed with TB. Then he became too weak 
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and the Doctors advised him to come home to be taking his medication in 

Mwingi. He only told me that he was suffering from TB, and that I should not 

worry, because, pretty soon, he was going to be OK and go back  to work. But he 

continued getting weak and weak, until he could no longer walk. He started 

losing his hair and developing rushes all over his body. Then towards the end of 

last year he left us.  

…. no, I will never go for testing. ……I am afraid of knowing the truth. I am still 

young. If I get a man willing to take care of me, I will think about it, the younger 

women would say, with a distant gaze on her expressionless faces, every time I 

tried to enquire as to whether they had gone for HIV testing and what their plans 

were for the future.  

The majority of the orphans, who were brought for support, were mainly brought 

by their grandmothers. They would be children of their daughters who, for one 

reason or another dropped out of school at a fairly early age, and went to the 

major urban towns, mostly to work either as bar maids or house helps or both. 

Others were married away, but mainly due to one reason or another were unable 

to cope, they would had walked out of their marriages and gone to the big cities 

to vent for themselves. Such was the story of Kamene Kasevi, who had been 

married in Mutomo in Kitui South. However, about three years ago, she has lost 

her husband of twenty years through strange diseases. They had lived in 

Mombasa most of their married life, where her husband worked with one of the 

international bank and her as a housewife. However, following her husband’s 

demise, life in Mombasa became unaffordable. They all had to shift to their rural 

home. But within a few months after her husband’s burial, her husband’s brothers 

ganged up and kicked her out of her matrimonial home accusing her of 

bewitching him. After pleading with her in laws to reason to no avail, now in her 

early 40’s, but looking almost as old as her own mother, she and her seven 

children finally moved back to her parents’ home in Nzeluni to start life afresh. 

She was devastated. But the worst soon to come. Her children, initially 

accustomed to town life in Mombasa, found it extremely difficult to adjust to the 

rural life. After a few years, her first born daughter, Kamene, named after her 

own mother ran away from school and went back to Mombasa, ostensibly to look 

for a job. And after about two years, she returned home, with a five month old 

baby boy. As if that was not bad enough, she had a persistent dry cough, and 

rushes all over her body, and an almost permanent high fever. Her mother, 

Katunge and grandmother, Kamene now in her late 70’s had no choice but to 

take up the task of taking her to the local hospital for medical attention. However, 

at the local hospital, they were asked to buy everything. From exercise book for 

writing prescriptions, latex examination gloves, to bandages and syringes. All 
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these things were the responsibility of the patient or their guardians. Regrettably, 

however, the HIV/ AIDS condition of the young kamene had reached a point of 

no return. Not even the anti-retroviral drugs could help her. And within a few 

months, she was gone, leaving the burden of bringing up her young son, 

Samson, with her equally ailing mother and aging grandmother. However, before 

she succumbed to her illness, she had big dreams for her son. She wanted him 

to grow up and be strong like Samson of the Bible. She wanted him to go to 

school and never run away from school like she had done. …..and wanted him to 

grow up into an obedient, God fearing brave young man.  

I learned about the sad demise of the young Kamene from her grandmother, 

when she brought the boy to our office seeking for assistance. In the five or so 

months we had been running the programme, this was the first time, ever; 

anyone from the village had candidly talked to us about AIDS.  Samson’s case 

was that of extreme resilience, determination and courage. Samson, now in class 

two in a nearby primary school; looked half his age. He was malnourished with 

brown hair and a rather sad, distant look on his face. He never used to play with 

the other kids, opting instead, to seat somewhere alone. As I was to learn later, 

owing to opportunistic infections, he was in and of hospital, most of the time. 

Following the demise of his mother, his great grandmother had taken him for 

testing, where her worst fears were confirmed. Samson was HIV positive. He 

was to live on anti-retroviral for the rest of his life. However, there was one major 

challenge; there were no antiretroviral drugs for children. Only for adults. The 

only way out for him was, thus, to have the drugs, manually split, into two half, 

then administered to him. It was also the first time, that I was coming face to face 

with a very young kid, living with AIDs.  For Samson, life was indeed a struggle. 

A real struggle. Yes, we will try our level best; I answered her, trying to put a 

brave face, but quite frankly without the faintest idea on how to go about it. 

After our conversation, Samson and his great grandmother, together with the 

other kids got their usual regular food rations. Samson was also taken 

measurements for his school uniform, to be ready in a few days. Once ready, the 

uniform would either be taken to him in school or the grandmother would be 

asked to collect it. We also agreed to be supporting both Samson, his 

grandmother and great grandmother with bus fare, during their trips to Mwingi 

district hospital for CD4 count and anti-retroviral drugs.   We also offered to be 

supporting the trio with bus fair any time Samson and his grandmother got 

opportunistic infections and needed urgent medical attention. Shocking as it may 

have been, the case of Samson was not an isolated, one. Certainly, there were 

other cases out there, similar to that of Samson, which also needed medical 

attention.  We had to come up with a strategy of reaching out to them. 
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However, not withstanding the support I so desperately needed to jumpstart the 

Omega operations, my philosophy in development was and still is, premised on 

the basic assumption that, given an opportunity, every human being has 

something to offer; and that, the development model, so often used by most 

charitable organizations in many developing countries is both unsustainable and 

in most cases undignified. I am a firm  believer of a development model where 

every party involved has a chance to get something in return always ends up  

people would in return be getting reliable and dignified return on an economic 

activity they will have undertaken. The marketing initiative could then display an 

appeal, advising potential buyers that, for every purchase they make, there is a 

family they are helping out of poverty. A parent they are helping make decent 

money for food or school fee or simply to pay hospital bills for their loved. 
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Chapter 3 
 

In the Belly 
 

Sub-Sahara African social theory has been dominated by modernization and 

postcolonial theory. Modernization theory, which was most popular in the 

immediate post-independence period of the 1960’s, asserted that progress would 

follow set steps, from traditional to modern society, from primitive to intense 

agriculture, from light industry to heavy industry, from the export of raw materials 

to local processing, etcetera. Sub-Sahara Africa was understood as being in the 

periphery of the international capitalist order and needed to insert itself more into 

international trade and commerce to develop. Self-government would bring 

improved education, healthcare and the needed development of the physical 

infrastructure, providing the base for rapid development.  Postcolonial theory 

sees all sub-Sahara Africa’s ills as a product of European colonization. The 

Europeans supposedly destroyed the prior social order, sold large numbers of 

Africans into slavery and created dependent economies incapable of standing on 

their own feet. If African economies do not develop, if African politics are corrupt, 

if African states are near collapse; it is all the European’s fault. In both cases 

local conditions and circumstances were more or less irrelevant. The logic of 

modernization and/or colonial rule supposedly determined what happened. Jean-

François Bayart (2005, 2009a, 2009b; Bayart, Ellis & Hibou, 1999; Bayart & 

Brown, 2007) has spent his whole career attacking the two dominant theories 

and arguing that specific circumstances and concrete actors are active in sub-

Sahara African events. Africa should not be seen merely as an object of 

European theorizing, but as a living series of situations wherein people have 

agency, are creative and all sorts of things happen.  

 

While sub-Sahara Africa does show some similarities there are one billion 
Africans who amount to 15% of the world’s population (in comparison, there are 
750 million Europeans or 11% of the world population). And there are fifty-four 
African countries; again to compare, there are forty-four European ones. Africa is 
big and complex. From here on out, I focus on Kenya, a country of thirty eight 
million people and +/- 2% of the continent’s landmass. To further position Kenya: 
it has urbanized somewhat (from under 10% urban population to +/- 15%) since 
independence (1963), but is still one of the least urban countries of the continent. 
Further, according to Diez, life expectancy in independent Kenya   has over the 
last +/- twenty years risen (from +/- 25 to +/- 55), outing it in the middle range.  
Literacy (from +/- 25% to 85%) and primary school attendance (from +/- 45% to 
+/- 85%) has grown dramatically, one of Africa’s more successful jumps. 
Economic performance from 1960-2000 was in the 125-200% range, putting 
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Kenya in the same league as Togo, Cameroon, Nigeria --- i.e. better than Ghana, 
Senegal and Zambia, and weaker than Botswana or Gabon. Since 2000 (2000-
2009), Kenya has had some growth (100-125% range); it was again an average 
performer (Dietz, 2011).   
 

The Kenya Colony existed from 1920 to 1963; the East African Protectorate 

preceded it from 1895. British settlers did not arrive in inland Kenya until the 

beginning of the twentieth century. Before the British arrived, inland Kenyans 

lived in small communities wherein ‘big men’ ruled, with ‘small men’ as their 

‘agents’, and the rest of the population more or less politically unorganized. The 

span of control of the ‘big man’ was quite limited. Rule was personal, immediate 

and highly relational. Funerals and weddings are still today celebrated in the 

traditional way, only that they are presided by a Pastor, mainly from a Christian 

church. Direct presence and contact are essential. Everyone attends, from 

immediate to distance family, and close neighbors to local officialdom. 

Community is direct, immediate and palpable. Society is not an abstract concept, 

but an experiential occurrence.  

 

In the past, Kenyans lived in rather unstructured small-scale communities, with 

little contact between the one and the other.  It was an oral culture, with weakly 

developed productive forces, extensive agriculture and pastoral activity without 

private ownership of the land, and little polarization or centralization; and it was 

characterized by “the civilized art of living fairly peacefully together not in states” 

(Londsdale, 1981: 139 quoted in Bayart, 2009: xxxii).  Dividing Kenya up into 

ethnic identities or tribes was an effect of colonization. ‘Tradition’ was invented by 

in the relationship between the colonizers and the colonized. The ‘big man’ rulers 

of local communities co-created their legitimacy by taking on the imaginary 

quality of representing a local ‘culture’. There was no such idea of reification of 

social practices until the colonial period. Whatever the local communities 

experienced before 1900, it was not thought of by them as a culture, tribe or 

identity. Identity became an issue as the colonizer brought the communities into 

contact with one another and indirectly with the motherland. Colonization did not 

happen all at once. It was a gradual process of relationships and dependencies. 

The colonizers had very few soldiers or bureaucrats. They lacked any real ability 

to directly conquer their colonies.  They did have some social and physical 

technologies that the to-be-colonized lacked: the bureaucratic ability to keep 

records, guns and a connection to international capitalist production and 

consumption. Colonization required co-opting local power --- that is, the ‘big 

men’. This occurred because the colonizers could display a style of living --- 

cloths, manners, pleasures, domesticity, etcetera that appealed to the ‘big men’. 

It was colonization by ‘imaginaire’. The social imaginary is very real --- it includes 
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all the models of social life, wealth, prosperity and success that motivate people, 

are objects of their desire and define what is thought of as possible in life. The 

colonizer defined a new ‘imaginaire’ and it conquered. Of course there was also 

use of repression and violence; but Bayart’s analysis leads one to conclude that 

the ideological or imaginaire conquest of sub-Sahara Africa was crucial.  

 

The ‘big man’ could place himself under some sort of protection of the colonizer, 

but was then in need of local legitimacy. Prior to colonization, the social-political 

horizon of the community was very limited. The ‘big man’ had no relationship to 

any other political rule. He was the chief in his village with his supporters and 

inhabitants. But in the colony, the ‘big man’ was just one amongst very many. 

Thus for the first time the ‘big man’ needed an ideology to defend his legitimacy. 

Ethnicity or tribal identity was invented to meet the need. Thus before 

colonization tribal awareness of identity was more or less nonexistent. Life was in 

one’s village --- that village was neither local, regional nor national --- it just was. 

But colonialism brought wider perspectives. Colonialism intensified the contact 

between inland Africa and the rest of the world. Coastlines had long been in 

active contact with the rest of the world. The Kenyan coast had centuries of trade 

contact with Asia and a different cultural history and identity from inland Kenya. 

After 1900, British colonizers arrived in numbers, intensifying the tensions, 

conflicts and issues about legitimacy. Most of the best land was seized by the 

colonizers, forcing local leaders to loose-out or appropriate land elsewhere. This 

produced a domino effect of social-economic conflict, destabilizing many a ‘big 

man’.   

 

Beyart asserts that in post-colonial Kenya that the political model of the ‘big man’ 

has been restored with the first President (Kenyatta) and his successor, Moi, 

playing the traditional role. But on a local level, the ‘big man’ plays the neo-

colonial role of embodying a local ethnic or tribal identity. The ‘big man’ on the 

local level represents a cultural identity or his ethnic group in flesh and blood. 

This produces a double political system. On the national level there is a 

President who represents the archetype ‘big man’. But the President functions in 

an urban fairly developed and sophisticated situation He ‘extraverses’ his power 

on a global scale. Bayart argues that sub-Sahara African power operates via 

extraversion. This term refers to using dependency to gain power. The President 

owes his power to the funds he commands --- i.e. the principle of the belly. The 

more bellies you can fill, and the better you can fill them, in principle the more 

successful you are. But this is a hierarchical system. The ‘small men’ have to 

remain clearly inferior, dependent and poorer than the ‘big man’. Thus the 

President would not survive equality of welfare. The ‘big man’ has to stay a point 
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of dependency, out of reach from the rest. He rules via his favors; and for his 

favors to count, he has to possess wealth that is qualitatively different from 

everyone else’s. Since the domestic economy is really quite weak and the ability 

to collect taxes is limited, the big man’s wealth has to come from the outside. 

Mostly economic aid, corruption, and foreign investors, etcetera. For instance, 

recently Kenya intervened in the conflict in Somalia on the side of the United 

States. It is to be expected that the ruling elite will be well rewarded directly or 

indirectly for the assistance. Hereby the key ‘big men’ in the national government 

have the ability to grant privileges to lower level local leaders.  

 

Bayart asserts that Kenyan politics is the politics of the belly. The question is who 

feeds who and how. European ideologies, such as Marxism, socialism, and free 

market economy, etcetera are really irrelevant. These discourses are used when 

handy in relationship to outsiders, but really do not count for much. The reality on 

the ground is who is dependent upon whom, and what are the networks of 

dependence along which the society is constructed and via which outside funding 

is distributed. The social networks of relatedness are the key lines of political 

order. Elections are subsets to these network effects. Via elections it becomes 

apparent who has the larger or stronger network. Free elections do not 

jeopardize the system, quite the opposite they strengthen it. Thanks to elections 

there is a weeding out of the ‘small men’. A problem in the system is that too 

many ‘small men’ can develop, making it impossible for the ‘big man’ to function 

successfully. Via elections the ‘big man’ can control how many ‘small men’ 

remain relevant. Those who are allowed to loose, loose their ability to deliver and 

are eliminated. The competition between the ‘little men’ strengthens the system --

- only the ‘little men’ who are capable of amassing a faithful following who will 

vote for them survive. Thus the little men have to fight for legitimacy and to prove 

their ability to organize a following on the local level and to deliver enough 

patronage locally that the locals will vote for them.  

 

It is fascinating to see that nowhere in sub-Sahara Africa has there been any 

really successful opposition to the system. Ideologies come and go, but the flow 

of income via patronage and the big man / little man pattern continues. It is a 

system of distribution of wealth wherein a certain level of funding reaches the 

local level. Obviously, too many ‘big men’ taking too much of the limited 

resources can strangle the system, leading to revolt. But up to now revolt takes 

the form of the replacement of one ‘big man’ with another and not a call for 

system change. There is some opposition, but it is not as yet system threatening. 

The major sources of opposition are: local women’s groups and the youth. Local 

women’s groups can demand better funding at the base and can take political 
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protest action. And male youths can refuse, as they often do, to work. Passive 

resistance is far more common than active. And on occasion, the poor youth go 

one a looting rampage. In Kenya this is ideologically linked to ethnic conflicts 

around the tribal identities and how they play themselves out in elections. In 

Presidential elections the question of which tribe will supply the ‘big man’ plays a 

central role. The tensions around this question can and have exploded. Instead 

of waiting for your own candidate to initiate a trickle down process of wealth 

distribution, the crowd can take the economic reality in its own hands and go on a 

rampage of looting. One has to note that is only reinforces the social imaginaire. 

The issue is not that poor youths want a different political or economic order; the 

question is that they want the fruits of clientalism now and in a greater degree 

than they would normally get. Fear of mass instability and collapse of the state 

leads to increases in outside aid. Thus the big man’s power to deliver was 

probably strengthened by the post-election riots in Kenya in 2007.  

 

Against the background of Bayart’s analysis, what is there to say about what has 

been presented so far in section one? Firstly, how do we assess the role of 

colonialism in my father’s history? When the colonizer did not provide the care 

his pregnant wife required, my father ended his service. Here we see the classic 

political structure. The persons in the superior and inferior positions have the 

right to certain expectations; if one or the other does not keep his side of the 

(social) deal, the relationship and in effect the society disintegrates. Thus the 

society is just as strong as are the links in the networks. If the lines of mutual 

responsibility are maintained it is a very strong social order, if they are not 

maintained then the social network goes adrift and social order seems to become 

fluid and instable. Europeans tend to find this mechanism very threatening and 

think constantly that the African social order is on the verge of collapsing. But 

actually it is far from it. But the order spits out the ‘big man’ who does not 

adequately perform his role. Questioning how far the British had to loose out 

because they were not really capable of keeping their side of the political bargain 

takes this discussion too far from its focus. But the Moi government did get into 

such a crisis. Beyart postulates that below the President (ultimate national ‘big 

man’) there are always two pretenders to the throne, who are constantly battling 

it out. After the post election violence of 2007, the battle was institutionalized in 

Kenya by having one successor to Moi as President and the other as Prime 

Minister. We have had a sort of double government where two fractions have 

shared the power since 2008; 2013 elections will or will not fragilize matters. 

Thus my father’s personal history imprinted the social-political tradition strongly in 

my and my family’s consciousness. The responsibilities of the inferior/superior 

structuration entered into our lives as literally a life or death issue. Mutual 
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relatedness and responsibility should have saved my father’s first wife’s life and it 

did not. This is a knowledge that plays an enormous role in our lives. 

 

My sister Carol’s identity raises other aspects of contemporary politics and 

culture. Carole worked in Nairobi. She accepted the modern imaginaire. She was 

expected (by herself and others) to dress well, to have the social skills of an 

urban culture and to share in the modern consumer society. But she, as all of us, 

lived at the cross roads of two cultures. On the one hand she worked for the 

oldest child of the family --- i.e. the family ‘big man’. And indeed I have funded 

the education of siblings and helped in various ways. As the family ‘big man’ I 

have my responsibilities, but the others have their responsibilities to me. On the 

other hand, Carol worked for me in Nairobi --- that is, she had a modern labor 

relationship with me. She was an employee and in that role she was expected to 

loyally serve her employer. Thus she and I had two dependency roles --- a 

traditional one and a modern one. When I discovered that she had been sick and 

had not confided in me, my traditional identity took over. I found it appalling that 

she had not confided in me and had not acknowledged me as the ‘authority’ --- 

that is, the person who with wisdom and compassion will address himself to her 

problem. It seems that she in the crucial moments of her crisis related to me in 

the urban employer/employee duality and not as a traditional head-of-family. The 

double role and identity is something all urban Kenyans wrestle with. I am middle 

class urban person, living in a terraced house, doing consulting for foreign 

agencies. My children have urban identities and up-bringing. They attend modern 

schools, seek contemporary careers (IT, public relations, radio/TV, etcetera), but 

I feel myself deeply traditional in my sense of justice and responsibility.  

 

And what happened after Carol died? My traditional and urban imaginaire came 

into fundamental conflict with one another. Going for wealth, status and 

consumer Nairobi was suddenly in total opposition to respect for family, identity 

and origins. I found myself in the position that I had either to ignore my traditional 

identity and direct myself entirely to Nairobi’s wealth and glitter, or I had to return 

to my native Mwingi and become much more an actor there than I had been. The 

typical dual identity of a modern educated Kenyan unraveled and the opposition 

between the communities of Mwingi and the consumerism of Nairobi confronted 

me head on. 

 

Now let us look at Omega (later called RISE). Bayart argues that local figuration 

in sub-Sahara Africa exists in the place of the state. On other continents the state 

is the primary cultural unit of political and economic structuration. For instance, in 

France the state has and implements an industry policy, creates and guides the 
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health and educational processes, is responsible for the physical infrastructure, 

organizes security, etcetera. In Kenya, the state is incapable of independently 

doing any of these. It requires outside economic help and/or has to leave matters 

to private initiative. The state is very weak in its wealth, abilities, and functioning 

in comparison to a European state. But local community is much more organized 

in Kenya than in Europe. The CBOs (community based organizations) do not 

exist in Europe. The CBOs all have chairpersons, secretaries, treasures etcetera. 

They are far more ‘organized’ or bureaucratically structured than any such local 

community group would be in Europe. In Bayart’s perspective, this is because 

Kenyan society is far more based on strong local building blocks than top-down 

structures. The key stability to the Kenyan special order is made up of the self 

help concept--- that is, local structuration is crucial and essential to Kenyan life; 

while local social units play no such key role on other continents. But it means 

that when I coordinate many CBOs, into a single platform or community of action, 

I am in effect becoming a traditional ‘big man’. On the one hand, this is the way 

we traditionally get things done in the rural communities --- bottom-up. But I have 

been forced by circumstances --- in effect, by the local imaginaire --- to work to a 

traditional political model. And, on the other hand, I have not wanted to merely 

become another figure of clientalism, whose position of economic and social 

elitism is necessary to preserve his authority and ability to act. 

 

As I have indicated, a crucial problem in present day Kenya is the divide between 

urban Kenya and rural Kenya. Aid sometimes reaches the rural communities. 

Thus foreign NGOs make it possible for extraversion to reach the rural areas. But 

the politics of aid are changing. Aid for the poorest is drying up and foreign funds 

are now to be targeted at the most economically buoyant. Europeans want to 

help the well-educated urban black entrepreneurs; people who they think they 

will enter into profitable trading relationships later on. The rural poor are to be 

forgotten. In classical ‘neo-liberal’ thinking, economic development of the poor 

happens in a trickledown manner. Supposedly, the rich urban middle classes will 

need food and that will prompt economic development in the countryside. But if 

the city squeezes every possible shilling out of the rural areas and leaves the 

hinterland poor, destitute, sick and miserable, there is nothing either to stop this 

from happening or to help out. I see that foreign money such as I have had from 

Achmea is ceasing to exist. I realize that the aid industry was often deeply 

flawed.  Foreign aid workers lived very privileged lives with little regard for the 

difference in wealth between themselves and their supposed target communities. 

Often they were richer in Africa than they ever would have been at home. And 

whole networks of ‘big men’ often siphoned off enormous amounts of the aid 

money, whereby what reached the rural communities was minimal. And then, 
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what money did reach the villages was often not well used. Thus aid has lost its 

legitimacy because it did not achieve as much as it really should had. But I fear 

that urban power is taking over and that the rural community is loosing the 

political ability to assert itself. 

 

Bayart understands Kenyan society as a rhizomic; that is as an organic network 

of roots and shoots, entangling many seen and unseen branches, connections 

and relationships. Rhizomes cannot be command and control governed. They 

allow for openness, relatedness, dialogue and flexibility; but are limited by what 

can or cannot grow, survive or flourish in a particular environment. The rhizomes 

or plants have to feed on minerals, water, warmth, sunlight, and etcetera. Thus, 

will their dependence make them weak, feeble and needy?   Will they become 

parasites and will this limit or destroy their worth? Bayart asserts that metis --- 

practical trickery, inspired innovativeness and unexpected adaption --- is a way 

out. Unexpected links, surprising networks, creative connections supposedly can 

produce creative organizing and successful results. Organizing in the belly can 

paradoxically mean feeding the needy and caring for the development of the 

poorest in the community, or self-centered consumption, enrichment and thirst for 

power. Whether an optimistic reading of my and the community’s possibilities is 

realistic will require testing in the next section.  

 

In chapter 5, I will be examining in greater details my effort to do development, 

again with description of interventions, self-reflexive text (auto ethnography) and 

theoretical interpretation. 
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Section 2 The Midst 
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Chapter 4 
 

This chapter is an autoethonographic narrative of my first attempt in seeking for 

political public office and the “power” games at play during the Moi rule, which I 

was able to partly experience first hand during Mois last days in power. It is also 

in this chapter that I start reflecting deeply on the county’s development priorities, 

even as the general well being of the majority of the populace continues to 

dwindle. As well, I discuss how I came face to face with negative politics in the 

area. These negative politics range from political leaders, to bureaucrats, all of 

whom suppress any development initiative that seems to threatens the status 

quo.  

 

It is also in this chapter that I try to critically look at some of the development 

projects (such as the Thika super highway) which have been undertaken by the 

National government in the recent past at massive cost to the taxpayers, yet, a 

fraction of the money, if well invested to spur economic development at the 

grassroots level as experienced on my way up country with my son, would, in my 

opinion make a lot of difference to the national GDP. 

 

Later in the Chapter, I share my first hand experience with two individuals in 

position of power and who were supposedly the ones to chaperon grassroots 

community development, yet their actions were in the exact opposite. The first 

encounter was with the local MP, who tried to stop a free medical camp I had 

organized for the less able in our community. The medical camp had been 

graced by the Minister, which made the local MP to perceive it as a challenge to 

his authority. The second event was a tree planting occasion where many local 

and international development partners were to attend. Whilst the MP never quite 

succeeded to stop the first initiative, he was able to completely stop the tree 

planting initiative. My second, but equally shocking encounter was with a District 

Commissioner, the senior most government official in the community under the 

old constitutional order. I had organized a one day workshop for over 400 

grassroots community leaders to inter-alia sensitize them on the pros and cons of 

the proposed coal mining in Kitui County. Though orders, supposedly from 

above, the workshop was stopped by armed police officers as it was taking off, 

and we were dispersed.   

But the community members and Non Governmental organizations were no 

better, when it came to real economic development issues. The villagers refused 

to weave sisal baskets, culminating in a big basket order from Europe being 

canceled, while a donor funded project for pit latrines I was evaluating, which had 

been rated as a huge success turned out to by an abyss of the worst kind after it 
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turned out that no one in the targeted community was using the pit latrines. All 

these encounters have truly made me to start looking at the possibilities of 

alternative grassroots community development models as later discussed in 

Chapter seven.  

Rubbing Shoulders with the High and Mighty in Kenya 
 

Prior to my sister’s demise, in April 2002 I had enrolled in a part-time 

postgraduate course at the Jomo Kenyatta University of Science and 

Technology. Then, in October of that same year, I received a phone call from 

Hon. Francis Nyenze, the then-Minister for Environment and Natural Resources 

in Moi’s government, during which he told me, “His Excellency the President 

wants to see you at State House tomorrow at 10:00 a.m. sharp. You should wait 

for me at the VIP gate at 9:45 a.m., from where I will pick you up, and then we 

will drive into State House together in my car.” His words were more formal 

instruction than request. I did not know what to say. “OK, you shall find me there, 

at the stated time.” I did not know what Moi wanted of me, and there was no way 

of finding out before I went to meet with him.  

 

Nyenze and I had known each other since our college days at the University of 

Nairobi. I had joined the University in 1983 for a three-year Bachelor of 

Commerce degree, while Nyenze was there pursuing a degree in Fine Art. At the 

time, the University of Nairobi was the only public university, with Kenyatta 

University being a constituent college of Nairobi. It was considered a very 

prestigious feat to get admitted to the University of Nairobi. During those days, at 

the start of each semester we would be given a stipend allowance (popularly 

known as the “boom”) for our upkeep. The money was enough to buy textbooks 

and other personal effects. After that, there would still usually be enough left over 

for drinks at the student’s cafeteria and, at times, one or two tailor-made suits at 

Bespoke Men’s shop on Luthuli Avenue. Boarding facilities at the university halls 

of residence were free, and so was food at the university cafeterias. There were 

very few of us from Kitui and Machakos, and so a student welfare association 

was created to bring us together. The main objective of the association was not 

only to look after the welfare of its members, but also to encourage secondary 

school students in our respective home areas to study hard and join the 

university. During his final year, Nyenze was our chairman. I was later elected as 

the organizing secretary in my third year. And in 1984, when Hon.Kalonzo 

Musyoka, the then Vice President of Kenya. Made his first attempt in politics, 

Nyenze mobilized those of us from Kitui to campaign for the youthful Kalonzo.  
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After our college days, Nyenze and I would meet occasionally to reminisce and 

discuss our jointly felt need to get into public service as a way of assisting our 

community, and the country, out of poverty. He contested the 1992 general 

elections but lost to Hon. Nyiva Mwendwa, the wife of Kenya’s first Chief Justice. 

He would later trounce her in his second attempt during the 1997 general 

elections, after which Moi appointed him the Minister for Environment and 

Natural resources. After his appointment to the cabinet, seeing him became an 

extremely bureaucratic matter. It thus came as a real surprise when, out of the 

blue, he called to inform me that Moi wanted to see me the next day without fail. 

“Are you sure Moi wants to see me? And what for?” I quipped. “His Excellency 

the President will tomorrow tell you why he wants to see you,” he said, matter-of-

factly. “Okay, I shall be at the Presidential gate tomorrow at 9:30 a.m. without 

fail.” “I did not say 9:30 a.m.; I said 9:45 a.m.,” Nyenze told me. And then the line 

went dead. I was excited, but at the same time, a bit frightened.  

 

Daniel arap Moi is popularly known to Kenyans as "Nyayo," a Swahili word for 

"footsteps," as he was said to be following the footsteps of the first Kenyan 

President, Jomo Kenyatta, following the Kenyatta’s demise in 1978. He 

consolidated his power after the 1982 attempted coup, and only voluntarily gave 

up power after the 2002 general elections. During his 24-year rule, his word was 

law. And someone could very easily be detained without trial if Moi felt that he 

was a security threat. After the attempted coup in 1982, many people were 

detained, while others fled into exile.  

 

Why did Moi want to see me? Had I done something wrong?  

 

Later that evening I discussed the whole issue with my wife, who saw the 

invitation from a completely different perspective. “Maybe the President is looking 

for someone to run for the Mwingi South parliamentary seat,” she quipped. “This 

being an election year, I do not see any other reason why he would want to see 

you.” Her explanation sounded plausible enough. 

 

The next day, after breakfast, I took some considerable time selecting my best 

suit, shirt and tie for the occasion ahead, and the day after that I was at the 

Presidential gate a whole 10 minutes to the agreed time. Nyenze had not yet 

arrived, but I pretty well knew that he would be arriving at any moment. As I 

parked my car to the extreme left-hand side of the State House perimeter fence, 

a tall, very black man in an ill-fitting suit came over to where I had parked. 

“Habari yako,” (How are you?) he quipped as he crossed over. “Njema” (I am 

fine), I answered back, as I stepped out of the car and locked it. “Unataka nani?” 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Swahili_language
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(Whom do you want?) he asked, as he extended his hand for a handshake. 

“Nataka kuona Mzee” (I want to see the Old Man, meaning the President). 

“Anajua unakuja?” (Does he know that you are coming?) “Ndiyo, niko na 

appointment nayeye” (I have an appointment with him). “Basi nenda pale kwa 

gate uangalie kama jina yako imepeanwa” (Proceed to the gate and check 

whether your name is there). Behind the gate I counted about a dozen or so very 

mean looking men. Only three were not in uniform. And from the way they moved 

around and talked to the others, one could very easily tell that they were the 

bosses. Those in uniform were armed with AK-47 rifles. And from the color of 

their red barrettes, I knew they were from the GSU—a paramilitary police unit 

famous for its brutality, particularly when quelling university student riots. I had 

encountered them during my university days and I never liked the experience. 

We had nicknamed them “fanya funjo uone” (Bring here your nonsense and you 

will see). Amongst the GSU is an elite unit that is rumored to have been trained 

by the Mossad on VIP protection.  

 

“Unataka kuona nani?” (Whom do you want to see?) “Niko na appointment na 

Mzee” (I have an appointment with the president), I retorted. “Mko na 

Mheshimiwa Nyenze?” (Are you with Hon. Nyenze?) he quipped, as he quickly 

perused through a long list of names on a clipboard. “Basi lete kitabulisho” (Bring 

your Identification Card). “Nitakupatia lakini naomba nisubiri Mheshimiwa 

Nyenze” (I will give you my ID card, but let me first wait for Hon. Nyenze). 

“Nisawasawa. Lakini ukionana na Mzee usitusahau” (That’s OK. However, don’t 

forget us once you have met the Old Man), one of the guys in a black suit 

quipped, as he attended to yet another guy behind me on the queue.  

 

After a few minutes, a sleek, dark Mercedes came to a stop just a few meters 

from the main gate. The national flag was mounted on the front side of its bonnet. 

In unison, all of the men at the gate came to complete attention. This was power 

at its “best.” During our university days, nearly every big Kenyan tribe (through its 

anointed community power broker) would be given an appointment to visit Moi at 

State House. Then, all those present would be treated to a most sumptuous meal  

and given bundles of cash to be shared out amongst all those invited. Looking 

back, it was a paradox of sorts. Nearly all the Moi, key political pillars were   

barely literate, yet they wielded immense power.  

 

The tinted rear back window of the sleek Mercedes was pulled down a bit and I 

could see someone beckoning. It was Hon. Nyenze. I quickly crossed over to 

where his car was parked, waving back at the same time. “Jump in,” he said to 

me, as his driver leaned backwards to open the rear right door for me.  
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Immediately, the State House gate was opened for us, and the big limo slowly 

oozed its way up the adulating drive to Kenya’s nerve center of state power.  

 

Once inside, we were ushered into a large, very neat waiting room, where we 

found a number of people waiting. Most of them were household names from 

national TV, radio, and newspapers. Within minutes, Mr Lokorio, the then-

controller of State House came over and said that the president was waiting for 

us in his office. In the past, I had only seen Moi from a distance or on TV. This 

was going to be my first-ever face-to-face encounter with the Man. We were 

ushered into a large office—the office of Moi’s secretary—where we found two 

very smartly dressed middle-aged ladies seated behind some equally large 

computers. Both exchanged some pleasantries with Nyenze. And as we stood 

there waiting to be told what to do next, without warning, one of the two doors in 

the secretary’s office suddenly opened. And in that instant, I was face to face 

with Moi.  

 

“Mheshimiwa Nyenze, huyu ndiye yule Kijana tuliongea maneno yake jana. Huyu 

ndiye Temi? Yule kijana tuliongea mambo yake jana? (Is this Temi, the young 

man we talked about him yesterday?) “Yes, your Excellency,” Nyenze answered 

back. “Bw. Temi, kweli utaweza Musila?” (Will you be able to beat Musila?) I was 

no longer sure of whether this was a dream or reality. From the look of things, 

decisions had been made. I was to be the KANU candidate for Mwingi South 

Constituency. Everything was happening so fast. Moi pressed a button and, in an 

instant, one of the ladies briskly walked in. “Yes, Your Excellency?” “Letea sisi 

chai” (Bring us some tea). “Yes, Your Excellency,” she said, as she bowed 

slightly then hurriedly left the room. 

 

“Wewe nenda upige siasa kabisa, na usiogope yoyote. Usutishwe na yeyote. 

Chama itasimamia wewe, na ukiwa na shida, nipigie simu mara moja. Pia 

nitaamuru DC kusuburi wewe. Na hurudi kuniambia vile mambo inaendelea 

baada ya wiki mbili” (Go out there and do proper politics. You should fear no one. 

And if you face any challenges, just call me at once. I am going to order the 

District Commissioner (DC) to wait for you. And you should come back to update 

me on your progress after two weeks). So after taking tea and sharing a few 

pleasantries on how the general political atmosphere was in the country, and 

after getting assurance from the Man on how it was impossible for KANU to lose 

the elections, he assured us that he very much wanted to hand over power to a 

young generation of leaders, not the old men of his age who were now fighting to 

inherit him. In a way, I was convinced of what he was telling us. 
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After talking to us for about 20 minutes, he retreated to a side room where there 

were many brief cases neatly arranged on the carpeted floor. He very carefully 

selected a briefcase, picked it up, and came back to where we were. In the first 

waiting room, Nyenze had fully briefed me on how to behave while in the 

company of the Big Man. So, each time Moi stood up, we would both jump up 

like school kids, only sitting down after he had sat. Moi opened the suitcase. In it 

I could see several hundreds of thousands of Kshs.1, 000-denomination bank 

notes, neatly stacked. Peeping through the door to the room where he had 

picked the suitcase, I could see that the room had no furniture, but on the 

carpeted floor there were close to 100 suitcases, very much similar to the one he 

was now holding. Word had it that Moi’s State House used to hold more money 

than some of the local banks. And that any time Moi travelled in the countryside, 

he would make a visit to a rural school, where he would dish out as much as 

100,000 Kenyan Shillings to the students, ostensibly, for bread. And if indeed all 

the suitcases in the unfurnished room were full of money, just like the one he was 

holding, then those stories were true. 

 

He pulled out several bundles of neatly tied Kshs.1,000 bank notes and gave 

them to Nyenze. He then pulled out another bundle and gave it to me. “Ukifika 

Mwingi, ona DC. Mambo yote tanyorosha. Kukiwa nashida, pigia mimi simu mara 

moja. Lakini hiyo umepata, inatosha kuanza kazi. Nione baada ya wiki mbili” 

(When you get to Mwingi, see the local DC, and everything is going to be fine, if 

there is a problem, call me. What you have got is enough to start you off. And 

you should come back to see me after two weeks). “Yes, Your Excellency,” 

Nyenze and I said in unison, like two naughty high school students brought 

before the principal for his wise counsel. Then he stood up, and on that, the 

meeting was over. Instinctively, we also stood up. It was time to leave the 

Presidents office. And with that encounter, I was instantly transformed from being 

a critic of  Moi and his KANU system of governance to an accomplice of sorts.   

Officially I had “agreed,” or should I say, been coerced into a parliamentary 

candidate for KANU. I was dazed. Utterly confused. I did not know whether to be 

happy about it or angry with myself. Everything had unfolded before me at 

supersonic speed. Indeed, in those less-than-20 minutes, I had undergone a 

complete metamorphosis. This was in early October 2002, and the general 

elections were to be held a mere three months. Was I being simply too naïve to 

agree to be the KANU’s candidate? Can I change my mind? And if I do change 

my mind, how will I return the money to Moi? What will my friends say about my 

move to not only join KANU, but also to become its parliamentary candidate? Will 

I have enough time to prepare for the elections? Will Moi honor his promise to 

support me, and more so, financially? 
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Even though the next general elections were fast approaching, I also knew that I 

had a fairly sizeable network of people in the countryside that I could rely upon. 

Or so I thought. I knew the local provincial administration was going to be 

mobilized in my favor. But deep inside, I pretty much knew that this could be 

more of a liability than an asset. In Kenya, the provincial administration is revered 

but hardly respected, as it manifests the personification of all the excesses of the 

KANU regime. Next, I knew I could mobilize a number of close relatives and 

friends. But would they tell me the truth? Or would they just support me up to 

whatever level they could, simply because I had already gone public about it? 

Did they even believe in what I was doing?  

 

Getting out of Moi’s State House was always a circus of sorts, I had been told. 

However, today I was going to experience it first-hand. It was common 

knowledge that once anybody got a one-on-one session with Moi, it was obvious 

they would come out richer than when they first went in. However, there was an 

unwritten rule that once you got the loot, you had also to share a bit with 

everyone on Moi’s line of workers. Once outside Moi’s office, Moi’s secretary 

showed us to another room, where Nyenze showed me how the game is played. 

“Take Kshs.40, 000, then hide the rest of the money very far. Then you should do 

as I will be doing.” I did not even know how much there was. There was nowhere 

to count it. Once we were back with the secretary, Nyenze thanked them very 

much for allowing us to see the president. For this, he gave them 10,000 

Shillings. I followed suit. Once outside Moi’s office, the next office we went to was 

that of Moi’s private secretary, a medium-sized man with an extremely big belly. 

“Mheshimiwa wa mwingi, Mzee amekuambia hurudi kuona yeye lini?” (Honorable 

MP from Mwingi, when is the Old Man expecting you next?) It was Nyenze who 

answered this one for me. “Baada ya wiki bili” (After two weeks). “Haya basi, 

nitaweka nyinyi kwa diary yake saa hii, nisisahau. Unajua wakati huu wa siasa, 

kuna watu wengi sana wanataka kuona Mzee. Na hii haitawezekana” (I will book 

you on his diary right away. During this time of politics, there are very many 

people who want to see him, and this is not going to be possible). And with this, 

Nyenze gave him 10,000 Shillings and I followed suit. As we approached the 

main gate where I had left my car, the security officer who reminded me that 

once I got to see Mzee I was not to forget him, was smiling from ear to ear. He 

was waiting for his cut. Nyenze reached in to his pocket and pulled out a bundle 

of notes. I followed suit. Once outside, I stepped out of Nyenze’s limousine and 

went to where I had parked my car. As I was opening the door, yet another of 

Moi’s security men pulled up next to me on a motorcycle. “Nasikia, unanenda 

kusimana Mwingi, na umeonana na Mzee” (I hear you are going to contest a 
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parliamentary seat in Mwingi, and that you have come from seeing the Old Man). 

“Ndiyo” (Yes), I replied. “Hiyo ni mzuri sana” (That’s very nice). “Basi nunua Chai” 

(Then buy me some tea). This was real high noon drama. It was now getting to 

mid-day, just about two hours from when I first entered State House as a guest of 

the president. I was no longer sure whether I wanted to be part of this anymore. 

 

Once in my car, I called my wife and briefly narrated to her my ordeal with Moi’s 

power men. Between 1994 and 1995, she had worked for the presidential press 

services, which had first been based at the state broadcasting station, KBC, the 

only media house in the entire country at the time, and then later at State House. 

She was happy that her prediction as to why Moi wanted to see me was correct. 

“Are you ready for it?” she asked. “I am no longer sure about it,” I responded, as I 

pulled the car from the parking area. “Wish you all the best,” she said, and then 

we hung up. 

 

I drove toward State House girl’s school, only to realize that the Nairobi lunch 

hour traffic jam was quickly building up. To avoid it, I branched off to my right, 

driving through Nairobi Primary School, and joining Mamlaka Road next to the 

University of Nairobi halls of residence. As I crossed over through Serena Hotel 

to join Valley Road, near the Nyayo House roundabout, the events of the last 

couple of hours weighed heavily on me. Once back in my office, located on the 

3rd floor of the Rattansi Educational Trust Building on Koinange Street, I counted 

the money I had kept aside. It totaled Kshs.268,000. Between Moi’s office and 

the main State House gate, I had parted with a cool Kshs.32,000. However, as 

Nyenze would later explain, this was the only way I was going to continue 

enjoying unfettered access to Moi and to campaign funding. Between October 

2002 and the time of the elections, I must have met Moi on not less than five 

other occasions. On one occasion I hosted Moi in Mwingi, where he was 

supposed to campaign for me. I also organized a delegation for a courtesy call at 

State House, taking with me close to 200 people from my constituency.  

 

While being a KANU candidate had its advantages, it also had many 

disadvantages. The main advantage was that, though not enough as I was later 

to find out, there was some funding. But on the other hand, the biggest 

disadvantage was that, nearly everywhere I went, it was not about the issues I 

stood for—it was about money, the free, KANU money. After all, Moi had given 

me the money so that I could give it to them, they argued. But was there really 

enough to fund a full-fledged campaign and still have some for handouts? Either 

way, I was boxed out. 
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Former President Moi (left) is briefed by Mr Temi Mutia, the Kanu 

parliamentary candidate for Mwingi South at a public rally in Mwingi                                                                                                                                             

Source: ©2001 State House, Nairobi and Science and Engineering Research 

Centre.                                                                                          

  

Apart from the challenges of funding and being affiliated the “wrong” political 

party at the time, the campaigns themselves were quite an experience. General 

elections in Kenya are held every five years. The 2002 general elections were 

going to be the third general elections, under the multi- party politics, started in 

1992 after the repeal of Sect.2A of the Constitution. Constitutionally, Moi could 

not run for another term, having served the maximum 10 years as president, so 

he anointed Uhuru Kenyatta, a son of the first President of Kenya, much to the 

chagrin of the rest of the political elite. And just about three weeks before the 

general elections, the National Rainbow Coalition Party (NARC) was formed, 

bringing together highly experienced political operatives: Mwai Kibaki, as the 

torchbearer of the coalition, the late Kijana Wamalwa as Kibaki's vice, Raila 

Odinga as Prime Minister designate once they formed a new government, with 

Hon. Charity Ngilu, who was supposed to get a yet-to-be disclosed top seat after 

a new constitution to accommodate her was crafted. However, come 27 

December 2002, we were white washed at the ballot.  

 

On 29 December 2002, we gathered at the Serena Hotel in Nairobi, and our 
candidate, Uhuru Kenyatta, conceded defeat. There was to be a new dawn in 
Kenya, or so people thought. However, what no one wanted to acknowledge was 
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that about 70% of those now in government were not reformers at all. They had 
recycled themselves from the Moi regime, jumping ship only when it became 
clear that KANU was a sinking one. However, immediately after the victory, what 
followed were squabbles. Raila’s team, which was widely credited for tilting the 
balance against KANU, soon realized that the Kibaki side of the coalition was 
doing things their own way. By 2005, things were so bad that when a national 
referendum for a new constitution was called, the Kibaki side of the ruling 
coalition lost to the Raila camp. Kibaki answered back by firing Raila and his 
entire side from the cabinet. The two camps would later meet in the highly 
contested general elections of 2007, whose aftermath later shook the entire 
world.  
 

A Journey Upcountry with my Son  
 
It is a Friday evening, around 9:00 p.m. The 9 o’clock TV news is going on and 
the newscaster is saying something about the devastating drought affecting the 
country. “The worst in 50 years,” he says. However, I am only hearing bits and 
pieces, because my children and I are engaged in a completely different 
discussion. Cynthia, my first-born daughter, aged 20 and a second-year 
communications student at one of the local private universities, has just come 
from school, where she is a border. She says that she’s had a tough week and 
wants to spend the weekend indoors. Daniel, aged 16, the second born, where 
he is a border and wants to spent time with his friends. It is only baby Savannah, 
aged 6, who is ready to go along with whatever plans her mother has made for 
her. However, her mother, my wife, says that she will be attending her monthly 
women’s group meeting, for which she serves as chairperson. Even though all of 
the group members are based in Nairobi, their common denominator is that 
membership is exclusively for women who were either born in Migwani (my rural 
home village) or who have been married there.  
Then it is my turn to state how I plan to spend the weekend: I tell my family that I 

will be travelling to Mwingi, because I have a scheduled meeting with one of the 

groups that is involved in farming and processing aloe. They do this as a means 

of improving their livelihood, while at the same time conserving the environment. 

Daniel offers to accompany me, provided I will allow him to drive. Savannah also 

wants to come with us, but her mother won’t allow it, saying that the journey 

would be too tiring for her, and by the time we got to our rural home, it would 

already be dark.  

So, finally, it is agreed that the girls will remain at home and my wife will attend 

her meeting, while my son and I drive to the village to meet with the aloe-growing 

women’s group. And with that, the discussion shifts to the issues on TV. There is 

a story about the on-going post-election violence trials currently taking place at 

the International Criminal Court at The Hague. And then the story about the 
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severe drought and famine that is ravaging parts of the country is replayed, 

showing severely malnourished people of all ages who can hardly walk without 

being supported.  

Is this a case of poor planning, poor development policies and strategies? Is just 

for a country, which is not able to feed itself to boast of being independent?  

What is the use of having political independence if you do not have economic 

independence? As a country, and for that matter, a continent, where did we go 

wrong in our planning? What are our development priorities? As I retire to bed for 

the night, these questions remain on my mind. 

The next day I wake up at my usual time, 5:30 a.m. to be precise. I take a quick 

shower and dress up in clothing appropriate for the weather in Mwingi. It is the 

month of August, and Mwingi is extremely dry, dusty and hot. During this month, 

the sun shines daily as early as 6:00 a.m. and does not set until well past 6:30 

p.m. By 11:00 a.m. it is usually too hot for anyone to walk around without some 

form of protection on one’s head, hence the main reason I want us to travel early, 

so that we can finish the interviews with the women leaders and release them 

before the sun gets too hot for anyone’s liking. 

As I load my suitcase and some of the chemicals I had purchased for the aloe 

soap processing into the car, I realize that my son has yet to join me. Ngina, our 

house help, passes by to open the main gate. I ask her to first get back to the 

house and check on why Danny is still upstairs. 

“I have found him fast asleep,” she tells me. “The poor fellow watched movies 

until around 3:00 a.m. That’s about the time I heard someone walking up the 

stairs and that must have been him,” Ngina reports, without further prodding. 

Ngina is a cousin of my wife, from her mother’s side. She came to work for us 

about six years ago, soon after Savannah was born, and has been with us ever 

since. Married and a mother of two, she regularly travels to see her family in 

Ruiru on Saturdays, about 20 kilometres (km) from Nairobi, and returns to work 

on Sunday evening or Monday morning. “Then I am going to leave him,” I tell her. 

“No, Daddy, please do not leave me. I will be with you in a minute,” my son yells 

from the house. 

Twenty minutes later and we are on Waiyaki Way, driving toward Westlands. It’s 

now approaching 6:00 a.m., and traffic flow is unusually high for a Saturday 

morning. However, I quickly realise that this is a month-end weekend, a time 

during which many families who live and work in Nairobi travel upcountry to visit 

their rural homes. Nearly every Kenyan living and working in Nairobi, or any other 

city in the country, has a first home in his or her rural area. Woe unto you if you 
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do not have a permanent house in your rural area, even if you are a very well 

educated person who holds a high-profile job in the city. No matter how 

successful you may be, society will not respect you. Additionally, if you do not 

have a home in your rural area, you are not likely to get much assistance, 

particularly during times of calamity, like in the case of the loss of a close relative. 

No one seems to want to violate this, including myself, yet I have never quite 

understood why it should be this way. Would we call this development? It can 

drain one’s resources to keep two homes 

Saturdays are also the days when most communities, particularly people who live 

in Nairobi, bury their dead. Again, such burials not only take place at one’s rural 

home, but the entire exercise is organised with a lot of pomp and fanfare. And, 

quite often, it is a fairly quite expensive affair. A sizeable number of the vehicles 

on the road on Waiyaki Way at this hour are thus heading to, or coming from, 

Chiromo, the University of Nairobi medical school mortuary. 

Now we are at the Museum Hill junction on of Waiyaki Way. The road behind us 

moves westwards, all the way from here to Nakuru in the Rift Valley. The second 

road is the Uhuru highway, which moves southwards and later becomes 

Mombasa road, moving in a south-eastern direction all the way to Mombasa. The 

last of these three major roads is Forest Road, which heads northwards, 

becoming Thika road after just about a kilometre.  

Described in some quarters as East Africa’s finest superhighway, the Thika road 

project, expected to be completed early in 2012 (and is still not at the time this 

text is being prepared for publication), will cover a total distance of 50.4 km and, 

in the process, cost a whopping 27 billion Kenyan Shillings (about 3 million 

Euros).    

From the Museum Junction, we move past the National Museum of Kenya, which 

was originally founded by a group of colonialists who described themselves as 

lovers of nature. Today, the National Museum of Kenya houses a number of 

fossils and cultural heritage collections of the Kenyan tribes. As such, it is a 

major tourist attraction. 

Twenty minutes later and we are at the Muthaiga Roundabout, named after the 

posh residential estate and the Muthaiga Golf Club, which is located to the 

immediate north. Described as the “Beverly Hills” of Nairobi, the area is home to 

many of the wealthiest Kenyans, as well as expatriates on long-term contracts 

and settled wealthy foreigners. The Muthaiga Country Club opened on New 

Year's Eve in 1913 and became a gathering place for the elite society of British 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Year%27s_Eve
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Year%27s_Eve
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_East_Africa
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East Africa, which later became the Colony of Kenya in 1920. Today, the club is 

still frequented by the local elite.  

The section from Muthaiga toward Thika is nearly complete, and vehicles are 

allowed to use it. The road is a superhighway by any standard, the type one 

would only see in movies shot in Europe or North America. However, there are 

still a few patches here and there that have yet to be completed. As the car 

surges forward and the speedometer cable approaches the 100 km per hour 

mark, I switch on Classic FM radio station, currently one of the most popular FM 

stations in the country.  

On air today is Daniel Ndambuki (aka Churchill or simply Kin’gang’I, which 

means a crocodile). Often referred to as 'the Funniest Man in Kenya' or Kenya's 

"Tickler In Chief," today Churchill is talking about the recent riots in London, and 

how the riots even caught everyone, in security circles, flat footed. He then goes 

on to make fun of how the rest of the world does not have words to describe it, 

yet if the same was happening in a banana republic like Kenya, London and the 

rest of the world would call Kenya all sorts of names, both imaginable and 

unimaginable. Churchill, who also runs a weekly TV comedy show and trains 

upcoming youth comedians for free, is arguably one of the most popular role 

models in the country, and a source of inspiration to many young Kenyans. 

After the Churchill talk, I switch the radio to yet another FM station, where I find 

an equally perplexing topic being discussed. The discussion is centred on the 

issue of traffic jams and the increase in road accidents. Why do they occur in the 

first place and what does the country need to do about it? 

One of the panellists attributes the increased traffic jams to the rise of the city’s 

middle class. Many of those in middle class now have good jobs, and so they 

have increased access to mortgages and car loans. So, because of this, it is 

important that the government expand available roads and also construct new 

ones. I was horrified. “Is this truly development?” my son asked me, as if reading 

my mind. 

“Son, I am not very sure whether I can say that, indeed, this is development.” I 

switched off the radio. 

We are now past Thika town and the number of vehicles on the road has 

significantly decreased. “Dad, I thought you promised me that I was going to 

drive,” my son quips. 

“Yes, son,” I answer back, as I start slowing the car down, finally bringing it to a 

complete stop about three metres off to the extreme left side of the road. All 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kenya_Colony
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vehicles in Kenya, like in Britain (the former colonial Masters), have their driving 

wheel on their right side of the vehicle and are driven on the left side of the road. 

My son is still gaining experience in driving, and we agree that he should not 

exceed 80 km per hour. We are now past Gatuanyag’a, where, yet again, we 

come across another kind of development. In this area, Monte Kenya Ltd., a 

Kenyan registered private company that is owned by the Del Monte Corporation 

of USA, owns 5,500 acres (22 km²) of pineapple plantation. Though the company 

has been chronically dogged in conflict with its neighbours and workers, it 

nonetheless provides employment for an estimated 6,000 people.  

It’s about half an hour later and we are at the Kithimani trading centre, where we 

decide to make a brief stopover and buy some bananas. As the car comes to a 

slow stop, an avalanche of hawkers swarms us, each trying to outdo the other to 

make a sale. I would put their number at about 50, the majority being women. 

They are quite jovial and friendly but also very aggressive. Their stocks of trade 

comprise of all sorts of fresh fruits and vegetables. Oranges, mangoes, paw 

paws, avocados, bananas, carrots—you name them.  

My eyes settle on a woman standing in the middle of the road. She’s holding a 

bunch of extremely nice bananas, just the kind we’re looking for. I open the door 

slowly, literally forcing my way out of the car. I beckon her and she obliges. I pick 

a bunch with 15 bananas, for which I pay Kshs.120—the equivalent of 1 Euro. 

Then I tell her that I want another not-so-ripe bunch to take to my parents. She 

asks me to follow her to her kiosk a few metres from where we are standing so 

that I may select the bananas I want. Her kiosk is made exclusively of slender 

wood cut from the nearby bushes. Then, about a metre and half from the ground, 

there is a makeshift table made from even thinner wood, and covered with 

banana leaves. The sides are tied with sisal fibre to hold it together, with four 

straight tree stems, each about one inch thick, holding both the table and the 

roof. The roof is made of old plastic papers, with some torn parts covered with 

banana leaves as well. 

As I pick the bananas and some oranges, I also decide to purchase some fresh 

vegetables. The woman, Rose Mutheu, as I soon discover to be her name, 

seems a bit surprised. “How come you are travelling toward Mwingi, yet you are 

buying all these fruits and vegetables?” she asks, as she packs my purchases in 

a big plastic bag. 

“My son and I are going for a meeting with a women’s group which grows and 

processes aloe.” 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Acre
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“Yes, I have heard that women in Mwingi are making money from growing and 

processing aloe. How I wish that man could also come and assist us in reviving 

this furrow which is slowly dying,” Rose tells me, as she hands a bunch more 

bananas to a woman who disappears as quickly as she had appeared. 

As our discussions continue, I soon discover that Mutheu is a single mother of 

three: two girls and one boy. Her first born, a girl, will be writing her form four 

exam this year. Then there is a boy in between who is in class eight and will be 

writing his class eight exam this year. And the last-born is a girl in class five. 

“How can you tell authoritatively that this will be the last born?” I ask her, as I 

volunteer some information about myself that, like her, I also have two girls and 

one boy. 

“My friend,” she says, as she looks me right in the eyes, smiling, and “nowadays 

life is not a joke. During my days in school I was a very clever girl. But I could not 

continue with school because we were too many in the family and our parents 

were too poor to afford school fees for all of us. I dropped out in form three and 

would never wish such a thing to happen to any of my children. I am going to 

work very hard and ensure that they get educated to whatever level they want. I 

would want one day my son to drive me around in his own car, just the way your 

son is driving you in your car. Would that not be nice?” 

I soon learn that her home is about a two-hour’ walk from the trading centre. 

When she got first into this business about eight years ago, walking to the furrow 

and then to the trading centre and back was an extremely daunting task. 

However, nowadays, with the advent of motorcycle taxis, locally known as boda-

bodas, life is very nice, she tells me with a smile. A boda-boda ride from her 

home to the furrow and then to the trading centre costs her Kshs.100, which is 

slightly less than 1 Euro. “Everything we sell here comes from the farms along 

the furrow. They are mainly left over after the big buyers from Nairobi have had 

their full or when they fail to turn up,” she continues, as she gives yet another 

bunch of bananas to yet another woman to go and sell. 

“And who are these women you are giving your bananas so casually?” I ask.  

“They are my employees,” she says with a smile. “I have three of them; every 

morning after I come with my stocks, I usually distribute some to each one of 

them and retain the bananas for myself. I like selling bananas. They are the ones 

I started my business with. No matter how rich I will ever become, I can never 

stop selling bananas.” 

As we continue talking, I soon discover that, on a normal day, Mutheu pays her 

three employees an average of Kshs.250 per day (approximately 2 Euros) and is 
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still left with some profits for her. Over the years, not only has she built her 

hawking business substantially, but she has also managed to pay school fees for 

her three children and build a nice house for herself and her family. Two months 

ago, she and her husband bought a boda-boda, so now she does not have to 

hire one for her daily business chores.  

As we shake hands and I walk over to the car, two buses pull into the area. And 

in a moment, Mutheu and her employees are off to make a sale. As we drive off, 

I cannot stop marvelling at the ingenuity of this wonderful woman.  

A decade ago, through a local NGO I was involved with, we commissioned a 

study on the social and economic potential of the Yatta furrow and the 

possibilities of extending it so that it could serve more people The findings from 

our preliminary survey showed that it was possible to extend the furrow, done 

manually, to form a punishment of detainees during the Mau struggle for 

independence more than sixty 60 years ago. The furrow was developed by the 

British colonial administration as part of punishment, meted to the freedom 

fighters. Today, it serves as the only lifeline to the entire population of humans, 

livestock, and even the wildlife of the Matuku and Sofia areas. A lot of irrigation is 

taking place on either side of the furrow, with export crops such as French beans, 

lettuce and many other types of exotic vegetables being grown here for 

European and Asian consumers. 

The fresh produce Lorries drive up and down the Matuu-Nairobi road daily, 

arriving between 4:00 p.m. and 6:00 p.m. to find the fruits and vegetables freshly 

harvested. There are a number of famers here who are contracted by the export 

companies to do exactly that. Then they, in turn, sub-contract others and those 

others sub-contract others, upon which they are supplied with branded cartons. 

Branded with names of some of the big fresh produce exporters in the world, the 

packaging materials are then distributed to their contracted farmers who, in turn, 

do exactly the same to the farmers they sub-contract to and the circle goes on 

until the last of the sub-contracted farmers is reached. Two to three hours later, 

the cartons will be neatly packed. Now they are the property of the big importers 

from Europe, with a “Fresh Produce of Kenya” sign tucked somewhere at some 

obscure corner being the only connection with their origin. “It is an international 

requirement,” the farmers are told, “to avoid exploitation; the geographical origin 

of the fresh produce must be prominently displayed on every carton.” 

The refrigerated trucks are then driven to the cargo section of the Jomo Kenyatta 

International Airport, where they are loaded straight into waiting cargo planes. 

Around midnight, the big planes fly their cargo of fresh produce to many of the 
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European capitals, arriving the following morning with fresh vegetables and fruits 

to the delight of many. 

Indeed, this is a multi-million dollar business. The final exporters to Europe have 

their margin. The middlemen who buy from the contract farmers have their mark 

up, after removing all their expenses, including the cost of the branding and 

transport. The main contract farmers have their price, which they pay the farmers 

they sub-contract, then the next and the next, with the last sub-contracted farmer 

in the chain barely making enough to break even. 

At times, the big buyers from Nairobi will fail to come; or when they do, they 

decide they are taking less, or are paying less. And the domino effect of their 

decision is felt down the entire chain. However, this is a good situation for Rose 

and her employees. This is the time they buy from all the farmers, regardless of 

the level of sub-contract, at the most competitive prices. Now those at the bottom 

of the sub-contracting business have realized that they are better off selling to 

the local hawkers. They buy daily and, unlike the big buyers from Nairobi, they 

pay cash. Unlike in contract farming, where the money will only come after 30 to 

60 days, I pay Rose Kshs.500 (About 4 Euros) directly for the bananas and other 

assorted fruits and vegetables I have bought from her. Judging from the level of 

activity, their looks and their mode of dressing, these people are not only busy, 

but they are making some good money from this business. 

Another half hour’s drive and we are at Kwamuthusi shopping centre, a small 

trading centre that was only recently built and is now beginning to get busy by 

day. The shopping centre sits at the intersection of the main highway at Murrum 

Road, linking the district headquarters to the South Tana River, about 30 km to 

the north of Migwani District. The shopping centre is served by about 50 

motorcycle taxis that ferry people to either side of Murrum Road, particularly 

those who have been dropped off by public service vehicles. About 5 km to the 

south, one suddenly emerges at the Thitani shopping centre. Thitani shopping 

centre has about 30 lookalike shops, almost all measuring 50 ft. X 100 ft. But the 

similarity does not end there. At any given time, about 80% of them are closed 

due to lack of funds and customers.  

A few minutes later and we are at the Kanyaa shopping centre. Here there is 

slightly a higher level of business activity. I count the shops; there are 58 in total. 

I count six that are abandoned or at different levels of construction. I also count 

eight shops that are closed. There are two butcheries, two hotels and two bars. 

One of the butcheries belongs to the area Chief, the senior-most government 

official in the area. The other is owned by a retired police officer. Both butcheries 

sell goat meat. Everything from the head to the intestines and legs is cooked and 
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sold. Some people will buy the meat to cook at home. Others will buy and wait for 

it to be roasted as they sip a beer in the bar next door. It is mainly the men who 

will buy the meat and wait in the bars, while the women buy and take it home. 

However, the bars are only open from 4:30 p.m. to 11:00 p.m., a result of a new 

law that was passed last year1.  

The area between the two lines of shops is wide, about 15 metres apart. In this 

wide-open space, there is also another type of business. About 20 women have 

made makeshift stores, where they display and sell fresh vegetables and fruits. A 

good number of these women are members of the group that grows aloe in this 

area. They are also members of a group of small-scale traders who are getting 

micro-loans from our project. We stop briefly and exchange some niceties with 

them. They are very happy to see us. As we cover the final stretch before we get 

to Kitulani, I cannot stop thinking about the different development models we 

have seen on our journey today. First there was the eight-lane super highway. 

Though only 50 km long, it is going to cost the taxpayers a cool Kshs.27 billion. 

There are also rumours that, with the on-going depreciation of the Kenyan 

Shilling against the Dollar, the contract price is going to go up. Then there was 

the pineapple plantation employing 6,000 people—people who are earning barely 

enough to keep them alive. And then there were the roadside traders, hawking 

fruits and vegetables to passers-by on the highway at Kithimani.  

Suppose we had take just one or two billion out of the Kshs.27 billion we spent 

on the eight-lane superhighway and invested it in the extension of the Yatta 

canal, or even created a band new canal, how many happier Rose’s would there 

be? 

                                            
1
 The law in question is called the Mututho Law, named after a Member of Parliament who took it 

to parliament as a private members motion. The big beer companies were very much against it. 

People need to drink. People need to make merry and be happy. “But at what cost?” say the 

legislators and other Kenyans, particularly women who have lost their husbands to alcoholism. 

The men will wake up very early in the morning and head straight to the bars. When they have 

some money, they drink the bottled beer from the multi-nationals. “Beer makes us equals,” so the 

slogan goes. When they have no money, they drink the cheap or bootlegged liquors, which may 

contain high levels of methyl alcohol. Some have lost their eyesight in the process, others their 

lives. Even the multi-nationals have mastered the art of the poverty/subsistence game; they also 

offer cheap beers that are sold in dirty plastic mugs. 
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The Nzeluni Medical Camp Debacle 
It’s a Saturday morning in March 2004. It’s hardly 10:00 a.m., yet the Mwingi 

scorching sun is menacingly becoming unbearable. Temperatures are hovering 

around 35 degrees Celsius, thereby making it almost dangerous for anyone to 

venture out without a hat on.  

Kivundi Kivuli, a tall, slender man in his mid-seventies is one of those who have 

been on the queue since 5:00 a.m. He had heard that, in addition to the general 

treatment that would be taking place that day, dental problems were going to be 

addressed as well. There are three queues, each stretching from one of the two 

classrooms that have been converted into makeshift observation rooms. None of 

the classrooms have windows or doors. The school is mde of brick walls held 

together with cement, with corrugated iron sheets for roofing. Nearly all of the 

iron sheets have turned brown due to age. The school is nearly 40 years old. Mr 

Kivuli is outpatient number 105 on his line.  

At the shopping centre, there is another group of less than 20 people. Every once 

in a while, the leader of the small group and the area member of parliament, Hon. 

David Musila, would step aside, sling his loud speaker on one shoulder and, 

holding the microphone with his free hand, loudly announce to the people that 

they should disperse because the people who have come to treat them are not 

qualified doctors and he would be organizing for proper doctors to come at 

another time. He would then move from one site to another, each time repeating 

the same message.  

As Musila was doing this, the crowd was getting bigger and bigger. The young, 

the elderly, grown-up people being carried on other people’s backs, others in 

wheelbarrows, too weak to walk on their own. From the looks of it, it was obvious 

that they were not going to obey the MP.  

“Even if you fill the entire market, I have said that this camp is not going to 

continue and that woman is going to see dust if she steps here,” Musila declared 

through the loud speaker to the chagrin of the people there. Now it was clear that 

he was prepared to do something sinister. Unknown to him and most of the 

people around, I had been informed that Musila had put into place a mechanism 

to ensure that the medical camp was not going to take place at whatever cost. 

He was the area member of parliament and he had not been consulted, so he 

was angry. 

As the day of the medical camp approached, our anxiety mounted, as we felt less 

prepared than we wanted to be. Our key organizing committees were meeting 

almost daily for the final touches. We had over 20 clinical officers and nurses 
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who had volunteered to come and work alongside the university medical students 

and their lecturers. The Medical Officer of Health (MOH) in charge of Mwingi 

District was somewhat lukewarm about the event. However, owing to the fact that 

it was the Minister, his boss, who was purported to be the guest of honor, he had 

no choice but to play ball 

 

Based on a list given by the MOH on the most common diseases in the area, the 

Minister requested that Kenya Medical Supplies Agency (KEMSA) supply the 

MOH–Mwingi with the drugs, which, in turn, were to be availed on D-day for the 

occasion. KEMSA is specialized medical logistics provider for the Ministry of 

Health. It was established through a legal notice issued under CAP 466 of the 

Laws of Kenya in early 2000, as part of the reforms targeting the health sector in 

the country. Two days before D-day, assorted drugs worth over Kshs.1 million 

were delivered to Mwingi District Hospital in a ten-tone truck exclusively for the 

occasion. 

Three days to the D-day I got a phone call from the Secretary General of the 

University of Nairobi Medical School, student’s body. They had a serious 

transport hitch. Initially, they had planned to use a University bus. They had even 

been allocated a bus; all they had to do was fuel it. However, that very same 

morning, they got a phone call informing them that the 52-seat bus was not, after 

all, going to be available for their use the following Saturday, but that they could 

have it any other day of their choice. But the coming Saturday was the day they 

had booked to use the bus. They could not reschedule to another day. “Sorry, 

then you will have to look for other means of transport for your group.” 

When I got the news about the bus I called a number of friends whom I knew had 

friends or knew people who had public service vehicles that we could hire for a 

day. One of the people I called was James Ngethi, an old friend of mine who now 

worked for Shell as an engineer. He and his family were relatively new to the 

country, having worked for Shell in their London office previously.  

“… And why have you not asked your Mother to give you her minibus?” During 

our church wedding, James Ngethi was my best man while his wife, Regina 

Masaa, was my wife’s best maid. Ever since, our two families have remained 

close, with occasional family visits to one another. To them, they are our parents, 

hence, the reason he asked me to talk to my Mother, meaning his wife. In my 

haste to look for alternative transport, I had forgotten that, about a month ago, 

Regina had bought a brand new minibus, which was plying the route between 

Nairobi and Kitui. All she would need to do is reroute her minibus, christened 
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“Dina G,” to pick up the student doctors, drop them in Nzeluni, and pick them up 

later after their mission was complete. “So we have the minibus?” I asked her. 

“Yes, it’s yours all Saturday. What you are doing with these university students is 

very commendable.” “And how much are going to pay for it?” “Let me ask your 

Dad,” she said, as the phone went dead. After about half an hour, she was back 

on the phone. “Your Dad has said that, since you are doing this for the sake of 

the community, then he was going to fully fuel the minibus for you. He had also 

offered to sponsor the occasion with 10 crates of soda to be used by all those 

who will be working on that day.” I was lost for words. Completely flabbergasted.  

In the days leading up to the medical camp, Nzeluni shopping centre was the 

epicenter of heated discussions and all manner of gossips about the planned 

visit. Initially, nearly everybody who heard about the visit thought it was merely a 

joke. “Hon. Ngilu? To visit Nzeluni? Do you know what you are talking about? If 

you were telling me that the Minister is going to visit Mwingi District Hospital, then 

I would understand. But a medical camp in Nzeluni? No. No way.” “Temi is 

merely using the name of the Minister to get crowds to boost the profile of 

Omega, his new CBO (Community Based Organization). This is a prank and 

people should not fall for it.” “If the Minister comes here on Saturday, I will buy 

you a beer.” “Temi is very well known to the Honorable Minister and if he has 

said the Honorable Minister is coming, then you had better believe it.”  

On the day of the camp, at around 9:00 a.m., Dina G, with its passenger load of 

30 medical students and their lecturers, parked inside the Nzeluni primary school 

compound. The university team was had preceded by the team from the district 

hospital, some of who had arrived at the venue before 6:00 a.m. The nurses 

were all in their best uniforms. It was going to be a very big occasion. It was a 

first of sorts.  

Our initial plans were to wait until the Honorable Minister had arrived and made 

her speech, and then officially launch the occasion by administering an 

inoculation to a selected young child. Once that was done, only then would the 

mass treatment commence. However, the unusually large crowds of sickly 

people made us think otherwise. Nzeluni primary school has two blocks of 

classrooms. The first block houses classes one to four, while the second one 

houses class five to eight, together with the staff room and the head teacher’s 

office. The class one classrooms had been converted into an observation room. 

It was here that, upon being allocated a number, each patient would be accorded 

the first line of observation—their full particulars, medical history, what they are 

ailing from, etc. It was also at this point that temperature and blood pressure 

would be taken. To ensure privacy, the university students had improvised with 

some old cartons that they had strategically put in each of the four corners of the 
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classrooms, making it possible for the nurses to attend to four patients at once. 

The standard one and two classrooms were reserved for pediatrics and 

expectant mothers, while standard three was for adult male and female patients. 

In standard four, this is where the team had set up a store and also a pharmacy, 

with standard six and seven being treatment centers for those with dental 

problems. Last but not least, class eight was converted into the injection room on 

one side and had a space for dressing wounds on the other. 

A few minutes to noon I got a phone call from the Minister saying that she would 

be in Mwingi town in about an hour. She had never been to Nzeluni, so she 

asked if I could organize to meet her in Mwingi town. “Yes, Madam Minister, I will 

do that right away.” I inform Phillip and Geoffrey that I am off to Mwingi to receive 

the Minister. The car consisted of my wife Tabitha, Major Francis Nzeveka, and 

myself, with the Major behind the wheel. Major Nzeveka is an old friend of mine 

from primary school. After high school, he joined the Kenyan army as an officer, 

rising through the ranks to the position of a Major. He was privileged to have 

served with the UN peacekeeping forces during the Balkans war in the former 

Yugoslavia, after which he retired and set up his own security firm in Nairobi. 

During my 2002 campaigns, he had volunteered to assist me. And even after I 

lost the elections, he remained a very close confidant and friend. Outside the 

school compound were about 30 young men from around the area, each with a 

bicycle, getting ready to receive the Minister. “They are going to cycle up to 

Mumbuni, about 5 km from Nzeluni town, where they will meet her, and then they 

will cycle in front of her car, in pairs, as VIP outriders, to arrive at Nzeluni.”  

As I approached Mwingi town, the Minister called me again on my cell phone. 

She was already in Mwingi. We linked up near the district hospital, located to the 

south east of Mwingi town. It is also here where the road to Nzeluni starts. She 

asked me to move from my car into her official car, which I obliged. Her official 

car is a very sleek Mercedes Benz, S320 model, deep blue in color. When she is 

travelling in it, it is usually mounted with a miniature national flag on the extreme 

left hand side of the front bumper—a sign of power and authority. Until recently, 

Mercedes Benz cars were the official mode of travel for nearly all senior 

government officials and political leaders.  

“So, how are you Temi? And how is the medical camp getting on? Am I very 

late? Will I still find anyone there?” She fired all the four questions to me at one 

go. “The university students and those from the medical school arrived on time,” I 

answered back. “And your staff from the district hospital arrived with the drugs, 

also on time,” I continued. “And right now, there could be close to 3,000 people at 

various stages of being attended ... about 60% of them are patients, 20% are 

escorting the patients, and another about 20% or so have come partly due to 
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curiosity and more so to see you in person. The medical camp is likely to 

continue ‘till quite late. So, Madam Minister, you are dead on time,” I concluded. 

“You people are doing a very good job, so I am told. How I wish professionals 

from my Constituency who are as educated as yourself could emulate your kind 

of community development work, she said, partly talking to me and partly to 

herself.  

“… And there is something else you need to know,” I told her, just as an 

afterthought. “There is yet another small group of people, comprising of Hon. 

Musila and 20 others, most of them his Councilors, who came very early in the 

morning and have said that you are coming to his constituency without his 

permission and hence, they will not allow you to address the medical camp.” “But 

Musila should know that I am the Minister of Health, and that I can visit any part 

of the country. We will see,” she said, as Margret, her driver, maneuvered the big 

limousine around the narrow and adulating Mwingi - Nzeluni road at breathtaking 

speed. The Minister’s bodyguard sat pensively on the passenger seat; the 

Minister sat in the back to the left; Tony Gachoka, a confidant and political 

advisor of the Minister, sat in the middle, while I sat to his right.  

Charity Kaluki Ngilu, the MP for Kitui Central and the Minister of Health in the first 

NARC government, is a household name in Kenya. She is a tall and extremely 

beautiful lady, always with a very warm and charming smile on her face. She is 

brave—a reformer and a performer. Before she took over the position, nothing 

functioned in public hospitals. There were no drugs. There was shortage of staff, 

and nearly all basic amenities were lacking. However, under her watch, all of this 

has changed. Now in her late 50s, she was the first woman in Kenya to contest 

the presidency in 1997, coming in a respectable fourth. During those days, it was 

almost unimaginable that, indeed, a woman could run against President Moi. As 

the clock ticked toward the 2002 general elections, she teamed up with Mwai 

Kibaki, now President of Kenya, and the late Michael Kijana Wamalwa to form 

the National Rainbow. She was very instrumental in convincing Raila Odinga, 

then of the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) to join their coalition and form the 

National Rainbow Coalition (NARC). Though Raila was always viewed as a 

reformer in Kenyan politics, those who were with him in LDP, including Musila, 

were always seen as KANU die-hards of yester-year. After NARC white-washed 

KANU and, by extension, myself in the 2002 general elections, Musila, the LDP 

chairman, was appointed Deputy Speaker of the National Assembly, while Ngilu 

got a full cabinet position. 

The young men on their bicycles assembled at the Mumbuni shopping centre. 

Nearly every one of them had twigs strategically mounted to their bicycles. From 

this point, the over 30 bicycles lead our convoy. And in less than 10 minutes, we 
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arrived at the venue of the medical camp. As the convoy drove into the Nzeluni 

primary school compound, there was instant jubilation. Some people were 

whistling. The women were singing and dancing. Nearly everyone, including 

those who had come for treatment and were not too sick to stand, was now on 

their feet to catch a glimpse of the important visitor.  

We moved from one classroom to another. The Minister and I randomly talked 

with both the doctors and their patients. As we emerged from the last classroom, 

we found Musila and his small team of councilors standing a few meters from us. 

Ngilu tried to greet Hon. Musila, who casually reciprocated then immediately 

demanded to know what Ngilu was doing in his constituency without informing 

him. “This is my constituency.  I am the MP here, elected by over 40,000 voters. I 

have their mandate. I ought to have been consulted.” “Go home, Musila, go 

home!” some people started shouting. “Mama rainbow, please take the 

microphone and address us,” others shouted. “Musila, if you are also sick, then 

join one of the queues and stop wasting the Minister’s time,” someone else 

shouted from the crowd.  

Despite her well-known appetite for publicly taking on those who show little 

respect for social justice, she kept her cool. “Bwana Speaker,” Ngilu responded, 

addressing Musila in his official title in parliament. As of that time, Musila had 

been elected the Deputy Speaker of the National Assembly. “I only came here 

through the invitation of the people of Nzeluni. They needed medication; they 

need treatment, and so when I got their invitation, as the Minister of Health in the 

NARC government, I decided to come.” As this was happening, Musila’s small 

team of councilors had also joined in the fray. They were also trying to throw jabs 

at Ngilu and myself. And the crowd was equally shouting back at them, some of 

the words being completely unprintable. It was clear whose side the crowd was 

on. Musila was then given the microphone to address the crowd. “I was with this 

Minister in parliament two days ago. And I asked him about this thing he is calling 

a medical camp. He did not give me an answer. Now he is here with my political 

opponent whom I defeated in the last general elections. This is politics. And I will 

answer politics with politics. Why does he prefer to work with Temi, a political 

loser, and not me?” In his short and extremely emotional speech, he had even 

forgotten that Ngilu was a She and not a He.  

“I am Minister of Health for the whole of Kenya,” Ngilu said, when it was her turn 

to speak. “And in performing my official duties, I do not need any special 

permission from anyone to visit any part of this country,” to which the crowd 

roared back, “That true Mama Rainbow!” “Today, I have not come for politics,” 

she continued. “As you all know, when I do my politics, they are national, not 

village politics. I will soon be back to launch grassroots campaigns for NARC, the 
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political party I chair, and the party that gave President Kibaki and his Vice 

President tickets to be elected to statehouse. Goodbye, good people and those 

who are unwell, get well quickly so that you can get back to your chores of 

building the nation.” 

It was now my turn to address the crowd. And as the microphone was being 

passed over to me, Musila moved forward to disconnect it. Then, somebody from 

the crowd tried to block him, prompting his bodyguard to step in. Suddenly, there 

was pushing and shoving between the Musila group and the rest of the 

dignitaries present. The pushing and shouting was now threatening to get out of 

control. Then the police, who all this time had been watching from the periphery, 

stepped in and formed a human cordon around us. The crowd was now 

menacingly surging forward to get hold of Musila and his small team. “Give these 

people to us and we will teach them a lesson they will never forget in their lives,” 

somebody from the crowd shouted.  

It took me about five minutes to convince the now extremely charged crowd that 

if we allowed ourselves to degenerate into a free for all, the police might be 

forced to completely cancel the medical camp, much to the joy of those who did 

not want the medical camp in the first place. By this time, nearly all other 

activities had stopped. The trainee doctors and their patients had all come from 

the classrooms to have a glimpse of the unfolding drama. “The Honorable 

Minister has now officially opened the medical camp and she will be leaving 

shortly. Everyone should, therefore, please get back to work.”   

The young men only escorted Ngilu for a very short distance and then returned, 

fuming at Musila. “Now that you have accomplished your mission of chasing 

away the Minister, can you also leave or can we carry you in your car right up to 

your house?” the team leader of the group asked Musila to his face. Upon 

realizing that the police had also left after Ngilu had gone, and also sensing that, 

if he tried to resist, something nastier could happen, Musila and his small team 

quickly got into their vehicles and drove off, leaving us to continue with our work.  

In the days that followed after the medical camp fiasco, the local media had a 

field day with the issue. The suffering of the people of Mwingi notwithstanding, 

the Nzeluni medical camp fiasco clearly goes a long way in demonstrating the 

extent to which political leaders in Kenya are prepared to go to protect their 

political turf and post-colonial privileges in society, all in the name of politics.  

David Musila, then in his late 60s, and a very rich man by local standards, having 

worked for many years with the provincial administration as an administrator.  

After completing his studies in public administration in the USA in the mid 1960s, 



 84 

  

he joined the government as a District Officer during the Kenyatta regime, rising 

through the ranks to the position of District Commissioner, then later a Provincial 

Commissioner during the Moi regime. In the colonial days, the provincial 

administration was the manifestation of oppression of the citizenry. This has 

never changed, despite Kenya gaining self-rule in 1963. Provincial administrators 

in Kenya are revered, and their word is law. After his retirement from the civil 

service, the people of Migwani thought that, owing to his long experience in 

provincial administration, Musila was the best suited to represent them in 

parliament. However, today they were witnessing otherwise. Ngilu left 

immediately after presiding over the official opening, and then Musila asked the 

people to disperse. They refused, confronting him directly. But despite the 

drama, the medical camp went on until 6:30 p.m., and, in total, well over 2,000 

people attended, with the more serious cases getting referrals. 

John Kang’ui, the Primary School Principal  
 

Standing slightly over six feet tall and weighing about 100 kgs, John was 

appointed Principal of Kea Primary School in 2003, after having served as 

Principal at a neighboring school for five years. Kea Primary School, which is a 

stone’s throw from his ancestral home, is also the same school where John 

received his early primary education. After his primary education he joined Kitui 

High School for his Secondary education and later trained as a teacher at 

Kericho Teachers Training College in the Rift Valley between 1988 and 1990. In 

2001, he enrolled for a part-time Bachelor of Arts degree (English and 

Geography) at Kenyatta University, graduating with an honors degree in 2006. 

 

All of these personal achievements did not make John look down upon his 

people, but instead inspired him to want to serve the community even more. He 

is so committed to the well-being of the community that, over a period of less 

than 10 years, in addition to serving as a school principal of Kea Primary, John 

also founded Kea Secondary School, Kasavani Secondary School, and two other 

primary schools.  

 

At the community level, John is a founding member and Vice Chairman of Muivu 

Education and Poverty Alleviation (MEPA), a community based organization that 

is involved in matters of improving education standards in the area and, as the 

name suggests, initiatives for fighting poverty. Hence, in 2008, when we were 

going around mobilizing the local community under the Achemea supported 

projects, it was only natural that we were able to very easily identify and start 

collaborating with MEPA, and by extension, John, as their objectives were very 

similar to ours.  
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Under our programme, MEPA registered some of its best attendance numbers in 

terms of community mobilization workshops and trainings. In 2008 and 2009, we 

supported the CBO with Poythine papers for starting tree nurseries, a power saw 

for top-working mature mango trees, and specialized trainings on mango 

processing and post-harvest handling. MEPA operates in Muivu sub-location and 

the neighboring sub-locations. The CBO was started in 2007 and today it has 

over 500 members. According to John, the main objective for starting the CBO 

was to better educate people. Educated people are more empowered. “I 

personally was the mastermind of the initiative,” John says with a smile. “I was 

the founder secretary of the CBO. I just sought the idea with some of my friends 

and they bought it. The mature people in this area never had much formal 

education during their youth. But they can also be trained with apprenticeships 

on different things. Things like sisal baskets grafting of fruit trees, agro-forestry 

as a business enterprise, etc. are all skills one can learn even at old age. But the 

majority of the people had a very negative attitude toward education, partly 

because they do not have enough money to take their children to school.” Even 

though primary education in Kenya is free, parents are still expected to raise 

money for school uniforms and some of the basic amenities needed in the 

school. But because of the high levels of poverty, many parents aren’t able to do 

so. “So, through MEPA, we organize workshops to sensitize the parents on what 

they may do to earn incomes and, in turn, be able to support their families. Also 

during school holidays, we organize motivational talks for all the students from 

the area and share with them life skills, coping mechanisms and career choices.”  

 

John affirmed to me that the Muivu area is very much endowed with indigenous 

mango and other fruit trees, but that the people only earn peanuts from them. 

They do not have the necessary skills as to how they can improve the yield from 

them. However, since MEPA started working with us, John says he has seen a 

lot of positive changes amongst the people. Today, nearly every household has 

one or several grafted mango trees, and the number is increasing. In addition, 

nearly every village has set up a tree nursery of their own. Individuals, including 

John, have also set up their own private tree nurseries, and during the rainy 

season they sell their seedlings and making quite a bit of money. They are also 

planting some of those tree seedlings on their own farms. “This is slowly 

beginning to have a positive impact in the area,” he concludes, with a big smile 

on his face. 

 

As he sips his tea, John reminds me that, in 2009, MEPA emerged as the over-

all best CBO in weaving, earning close to 2,500 Euros in a period of just four 
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months. He also told me that the people they have trained to train grassroots 

community  members  (commonly referred to in the development world  as 

Training of Trainers (ToTs)  had  mastered the art of making the aloe toilet soaps 

and that, out of the initiative, the CBO is making decent money. “And does MEPA 

have other sources of support?” I ask, as I finish my tea. “Yes, this year we 

received some funding from the National Aids Control Council,” John tells me 

with a chuckle. “The money was for training the locals on HIV/AID management 

in a holistic way. In the trainings, we are collaborating with government officials 

from the Ministry of Health, and even your officers from RISE. However, as part 

of our sustainability strategy, each year every member makes an annual 

contribution of Kshs.100. We are also trying to fundraise and will welcome any 

funding opportunities that you may come across,” he concludes, as we finish our 

tea and rise to prepare for my departure. 

 

“And for all practical purposes, what made your relationship with the area MP so 

bad such that he instigated your transfer?” I asked him, as he we stopped next to 

my car. “The MP has a lot of grassroots networks all over this place. He has 

people on the ground whose work is to observe, listen and note what others are 

doing and report back to him on very regular basis. Nothing happens in this area 

without him knowing. I am told that he has bought his spies cell phones and 

regularly tops them up with airtime, just to make sure that he is on top of each 

and every thing happening in the area, all of the time. So, all along I have been 

made aware that he has been silently complaining that the kind of development I 

have been initiating in the area is beginning to undermine his work. However, he 

does not know who is behind my initiatives. So, when we teamed up with RISE 

and started the mango improvement project, then got the power saw and did the 

solar in my primary dozer to level the school playing field in preparation of the 

FAO sponsored tree planting event, then my fate was sealed.” 

 

“As you are aware, first he made sure that the tree-planting event was cancelled. 

In fact, had RISE not come to our assistance and taken over some of the 

expenses we had incurred in planning the event, we do not know what we would 

have done. The local MP publicly rebuked our CBO and some of the members 

pulled out of the group, fearing the wrath of the MP. However, since then we 

have been able to recruit some new members and some of those who had left 

have slowly started coming back. It was tough. Very tough. I am even told that 

the MP went to my superiors and complained that I had turned the school playing 

field into a venue for political meetings, where his opponents come to abuse him. 

He also organized a series of public meetings all over the place, where he 

publicly rebuked me. After that, I got a transfer letter asking me to report to 
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Kambemba Primary School, a very tiny school, about a two-hour walk from here. 

The school was just starting and had less than 10 pupils in class one. I was 

humiliated. In fact, on quite a number of occasions I contemplated quitting 

teaching all together. Only, I have a family to bring up. But if I would have had an 

option, I would have quit.” 

 

Being the school with the largest pupil population in the area, it was only natural 

that, in 2008, when I received some financial support from a Dutch foundation 

headed by a member of my cohort to support the proposed schools solar lighting 

programme, it was only natural that one of the solar systems should go to Kea 

Primary School. But as we were soon to learn, by bringing the solar lighting to 

the school and getting it officially commissioned by Professor Hugo letiche’, my 

PhD supervisor, who was visiting the area for the very first time to monitor my 

progress or lack of it with my grassroots community development work and also 

supervise my thesis. This was the agreement I had entered into with Achmea. It 

had to be honored. The visit was the final straw that broke the camel’s back. 

John was publicly rebuked by the MP during a series of public meetings in the 

area and was later transferred to a nonexistent school, where he was supposed 

to start from scratch.   

 

John’s spirit and devotion to his calling and his dedication to the underprivileged 

has seen him get his new school officially registered with the government as a 

learning centre. Since then, the school has somehow managed to bring together 

about 27 pupils, who are now in their first year. During their visit in December of 

2010, Hugo, his wife Maria and I visited John in his new school and found that 

his pupils had just left for the day. The school does not have any single physical 

structure, but John has turned one corner of the uncompleted church hall into his 

classroom, and he uses the church store as an office. Using the electric power 

saw we gave to his CBO, MEPA, John was able to make some nice timber from 

which he was going to have chairs made for the students.  

 

The Sisal Basket Fiasco 

 

Basket weaving is a very common practice amongst Kamba women, particularly 

in the rural areas. Popularly known as “Kyondo,” the basket is usually laboriously 

handcrafted from twisted fibre, mainly extracted from sisal. Traditionally, most of 

the weavers are middle-aged or older women, and the skill is usually acquired 

from other women artisans in the community. In the early ‘70s and through the 

‘80s, the Kamba kyondo was in very high demand in the global market. Wives 
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and relatives of prominent politicians of the time controlled the market. With the 

connivance of their well-connected relatives and the full knowledge and support 

of senior government officials, they are the ones who attended all the 

government sponsored international trade fairs, where they would clinch the 

orders. Using a series of brokers, they would then organise clusters of weavers, 

who would be given samples of the baskets to be weaved.  

Many older women talked with nostalgia about the days when they could feed, 

buy clothes and even pay school fees for their children with money they earned 

from sisal weaving. However, unknown to weavers at the time, it was the brokers 

along the value chain, and more so the politicians’ relatives who got the orders 

who enjoyed the lion’s share from the business. 

In the early ‘80s, it is rumoured that some women from Mwingi were flown to one 

of the South East Asian Tiger countries, where they were asked to showcase 

their weaving skills to a panel of local artisans. Unknown to them, their activities 

were captured on video, after which their benefactors mechanised and later 

patented sisal weaving, leading to the mass production of sisal baskets and, 

eventually, a total collapse of the Kamba hand-crafted sisal baskets. The irony of 

the situation was that the baskets were passed to unsuspecting global 

consumers as “Kenyan sisal baskets”…made in Japan. 

And so throughout the ‘90s and early 2000s, the Kamba sisal weaving business 

was all but dead. However, there was still some demand for handcrafted sisal 

baskets, as I was to find out from some websites that are exclusively dedicated 

to finding handcrafted artefacts, rags and other ornaments for niche markets in 

the USA, Japan and Europe. To serve these markets, the weavers had to be 

imparted with specialised weaving skills that would enable them to take the right 

measurements at every stage of the weaving, thus guaranteeing standardization 

and uniformity per every batch of baskets ordered.  

It was thus against this background that, in early 2009, we resolved to have sisal 

basket weaving as one of the cornerstones of our social enterprise initiative. 

Sisal farming does relatively well in dry areas like Mwingi, where it is mainly used 

to mark boundaries amongst neighbours. Each of the 19 active CBOs on the 

project was asked to sponsor a couple of learners for the weaving class. In total 

we started off with a class of 67 weavers. It was reasoned that, since the learners 

were adults with other responsibilities, the weaving classes would be held only 

once per week. The first batch of learners commenced learning in early January 

2009. The class was held every Monday from 9:00 a.m. to around 3:00 p.m. We 

hired a qualified weaver, one Beatrice Syengo, who had previously been trained 

by the late Susan Mwendwa, the wife of Kyale Mwendwa, a former Minister for 
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Water development in Moi’s government and one of the pioneer sisal basket 

exporters of the early 80s.  

Every Monday morning Beatrice would travel by road from Kauwi market, near 

Kitui town, to our offices in Migwani, a distance of about 60 km. However, 

covering this distance can take anywhere up to 3 hours or more, partly due to the 

extremely bad condition of the road and partly because the few minibuses plying 

the route make many stops to pick up and drop off passengers. By 9:00 a.m. on 

most Monday mornings, Beatrice and her class of learners would be in class and 

would spend the whole day trying out different weaving styles and dyeing the 

thin-but-very-carefully-twisted sisal fibres. To craft the thin threads, a woman 

would carefully select some sisal fibres; place them on her thigh, close to one 

knee, then, using the four open and stretched fingers of one hand, artistically role 

the sisal fibre against her thigh to make one fine twisted thread. The making of 

sisal fibres and the weaving of sisal baskets is an art that has mostly been 

practiced by Kamba women and, to some extent, other Bantu communities in 

Kenya, and has been around for generations. The only problem is that it is not 

formally documented anywhere; it is only passed from one generation to the next 

through demonstration. That is why, when the Japanese mechanised and later 

patented sisal basket weaving, there was nothing the poor Kamba women could 

do about it. They had no proof of “ownership.” 

My team and I were very amused by the way the learners in the weaving class 

were able to quickly organise themselves into a well-structured and functional 

outfit. They appointed a class coordinator, a treasurer and a class monitor. The 

coordinator’s job was to serve as the official link between the students and the 

management. Each student was supposed to pay Kshs.100 per day. The money 

would be used to buy food for the day, with any leftover balance going toward 

Beatrice’s travel allowance. At first I was afraid the students were not going to be 

able to afford the payment. Signs of an impending drought and potential massive 

crop failure were evident everywhere in the area. But I was proven wrong. Over 

80% of the students paid very promptly. In addition, there was a huge demand 

for new learning centres to be opened in other parts of Migwani. The next class 

we opened was in Mavui, in Thaana Nzau location, about 37 km to the northwest 

of Migwani town. Then there was Muthioni in Nzawa location, located about 50 

km to the west of Migwani town. Over the next three months we introduced 

weaving classes in Nzeluni, Kyome, Nzawa, Kitulani, Muivu, Kavaini, Itumbi, 

Kasanga, Makalani, and Thitani. 
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May 2009: A weaving class in session at the RISE Kenya office. 

As the tremendous success of the classes was slowly being registered on the 

ground, I started to get a bit worried. I knew that we had to find markets for the 

baskets—fast—otherwise the entire weaving project would be doomed. In this 

regard, the first thing we did was arrange for some of the weaving leaders to 

regularly travel to Nairobi to search for markets (mainly Kariakor, Village market, 

Yaya centre and the open parking area outside the Nairobi high court). Then we 

got wind that there was going to be an African American trade fair in Nairobi in 

August 2009, which was being organized by the African Growth and 

Opportunities Act (AGOA). Signed into law in May 2000, the Act seeks to offer 

tangible incentives mainly to Sub Saharan African countries to continue their 

efforts to open their economies and build free markets. The 2009 annual AGOA 

review meeting was to be held in Nairobi, and was to be attended by Hillary 

Clinton, the then-US Secretary of State.  

This was going to be a once in a lifetime opportunity—an opportunity during 

which we would showcase our unique handcrafted sisal products to Americans 

and to the rest of the world. We nominated two women (Christine Kyende, the 

overall coordinator of the weaving programme, and Josephine Muthoka, the 

coordinator of the Mavui weaving class) to participate in the AGOA trade fair. The 

two women had previously lived in Nairobi with their families but had relocated to 

their rural roots after their husbands retired from employment. As discussed 

earlier, in Kenya, nearly every individual working in the urban areas has a rural 

home, where they hope to one day to retire to during their sunset years. The 

AGOA trade fair never amounted into anything much; however, it served as a 



 91 

  

platform through which we were able to land some very lucrative orders from the 

Ethical Fashion Initiative, a pro-profit UN-supported initiative that seeks to link the 

high-end fashion industry with artisans in Africa. The Ethical Fashion Initiative 

placed an order for assorted sisal weaved discs worth Kshs.2 million. It was a 

major breakthrough for our emerging social enterprise initiative.  

The order for the sisal discs was a very specific one that was to be delivered 

during a very specific period of time. Individuals would weave for one week 

(Wednesday to Tuesday), after which the coordinators would collect the sisal 

discs and take them to the RISE office in Migwani. Upon verifying the quality and 

quantity, Phillip Mwangangi, our director in charge of the Social Enterprise 

initiative, would then release the payment to the coordinators, who would then go 

back and pay their respective weavers. By the third week, the transaction 

amounts were getting bigger and bigger, forcing us to switch to the new mobile 

money transfer platform that had been introduced by Safaricom, a Kenyan 

mobile telephone company listed on the Nairobi Stock exchange, and one of the 

leading and most innovative telephony companies in Africa. 

The year 2009 was exceptionally difficult for Kenya. The country was reeling from 

a drought, the extent of which had not been witnessed since 2004. Mwingi area, 

being an arid and semi- arid region, was one of the hardest hit. By August of 

2009, the drought had reached fever pitch. On average, most families would walk 

up to 10 km one way in search of water, and over 70% of all households in the 

project area were relying entirely on relief food. About 50% of all the livestock 

had been lost. It was a catastrophe of unknown proportions. But in spite of all this 

doom, there were still some families that could afford a solid meal on their own—

thanks to the sisal weaving initiative.   

Our grassroots community development approach had slowly started attracting 

visitors from far and wide. It was thus no surprise when one day in November 

2009 we received a couple from Netherlands who had hard about our Women 

sisal weaving project and wanted to learn more about the project. They were 

extremely impressed with the industriousness of the women weavers. 

Upon their return to their home Country, they shared the story of the Mwingi 

women, whom despite the extremely difficult local circumstances, (particularly,  

the debilitating drought and famine in Mwingi), were very busy “weaving 

themselves out of poverty” while the rest of society waited for relief food from the 

government and other well wishers. It was business unusual. They then went on 

to negotiate for an order of 5,000 baskets for Humanitas. My team and I were 

extremely thrilled. The weaving project was going to be self-supporting and 

hence sustainable, or so we thought. This was in November of 2009, and the 
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5,000 baskets ordered by Humanitas would only be required for delivery in 

Holland in November of the following year. The previous order of sisal discs from 

Ethical Fashions had directly benefitted well over 2,000 women. Many had 

bought domestic animals, mainly chicken and goats, with some women naming 

the goat “kadisc,” or simply “disc”—a happy reminder of how they first made the 

money to buy the goat.  

Mrs Sabina Nguti, a member of Kenya CBO and a widower aged over 80 years, 

provided a very moving testimonial of her experience to my staff and I. On 

average, she was making between Kshs.1, 500 and Kshs.2, 000 per week, 

translating to approximately Kshs.6, 000 to Kshs.8, and 000 per month. From 

these earnings, she was able to employ two young men to prepare her farm for 

the next planting season. She was also able to promptly buy food and school 

uniforms for two of her orphaned grandchildren under her care. Both parents of 

the children had passed away the year prior, leaving the young toddlers under 

her care. “… Yuyu nyie ninatwikie mdosi kumana na utumi uno” (From this 

weaving, I have now become a boss). 

Another very interesting case is that of Mrs Mwende Isungwa, a woman in her 

mid 40s and a member of Itumbi CBO. She had been married for close to 20 

years. However, due to poverty, she and her husband had never owned a goat. 

Goats and chickens are considered the most basic assets any rural household 

should naturally own. Her husband works in Nairobi as a casual labourer in the 

constructions sites, and what he gets paid is hardly enough to keep him in the 

city, let alone meet their basic needs. This was in September of 2009. The last 

time he came home was during the last Christmas festive season. Over the past 

six months, he has not sent home a single penny. There have been many times 

when Mwende and her five children have slept on empty stomachs. On a number 

of occasions she has tried to approach the local shopkeeper to borrow a 2 kg 

packet of maize flour to keep her family alive, but to no avail. However, since the 

weaving started, things have changed. Even her older children, particularly the 

boys, are paying more attention to what she says or wants done. She has now 

bought a female goat and named it “Kadisc,” a sweet reminder of how she, like 

the other women, was able to buy her goat. 

The Dutch couple wanted to visit more and more groups within the project area. 

It was a pretty good success story, and everyone was extremely happy. On the 

afternoon of the third day of the visit, I had planned for us to visit Mavui’s 

weaving class. This was our second oldest class, established almost at the same 

time as the first class in our office. The class had close to 100 weavers, many of 

who were elderly and extremely talented. As we approached Mavui shopping 

centre, I could not stop thinking about the entire concept of social business. It 
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was going to be one huge success story of how an academic initiative could be 

used to positively and sustainably transform the lives of people at the grassroots 

level. Truly, this was going to be grassroots change-making at its very best.  

As I parked the car, I could see the many smiling faces, slowly singing and 

dancing their way toward us. We all stepped out of the car and immediately 

started shaking the many hands stretched our way, as is the usual custom in the 

area and most parts of Kenya. We had shaken hands with nearly half of the close 

to 100 women present, when finally the chairlady of the group ushered us to our 

seats, which had been specially reserved for us—four bamboo chairs and two 

other long wooden structures. The leaders of the group sat on the wooden 

structures as Maria, her husband and I took the bamboo seats. The group 

members then slowly spread out their leso (a kind of light cloth that is commonly 

used by most rural women, which they loosely tie around their waist as they carry 

out their daily today chores). After we were settled, the chairlady asked one of 

the members to open the session with a word of prayer. The majority of the 

Mwingi people are presumably Christians, with close to 90% of the population 

attending church services every Sunday. After the opening prayers, it was now 

time for some light entertainment in the form of some traditional songs and 

dance. These had been composed especially for this occasion. They sang of 

how the RISE projects, particularly the weaving project, had transformed their 

lives. They now had money; they could afford to send their children to school, 

clothe them and feeding them. And for the very first time in as long as they could 

remember, women had attained some level of respect within the community and 

were even being invited to important government meetings, where they were 

finally given the chance to speak. 

After the singing and dancing, it was time for speeches, during which the same 

sentiments were echoed by nearly all who spoke. We then requested to be taken 

to their store, where Maria identified a very nice basket she wanted to buy. The 

owner said she wanted Kshs.600 for it. Maria offered to pay Kshs.350, which she 

improved to Kshs.400. The owner was adamant; she would take nothing short of 

the Kshs.600. This was a Monday, and she was planning on taking the basket to 

Mwingi for the next market day, Wednesday. I was pretty sure that there was 

nowhere in the entire Mwingi where this woman could get the kind of money she 

was asking for. Until this day, this was a shockingly new low that we were yet to 

encounter in the project. Looking back, my take would be that she must have felt 

that Maria, being white, was rich enough to afford her asking price. This was a 

classic example of the post-colonial clash between “grab the money now” 

(without minding the consequences) versus “investing in long term relationships 

for long term and sustainable prosperity.” Indeed, such attitudes have the 
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potential to irredeemably destroy any chance for long-term growth possibilities at 

the altar of short-term expediency. In the end, the Dutch couple   ended up 

leaving without the fancied basket.  

But if the basket encounter between the Dutch couple and the Mavui woman was 

shocking, my team and I were in for an even bigger shock in the months ahead. 

Early in 2010 I had started off the year by getting several quotations on export 

logistics for the 5,000 baskets to Holland. By March I was more than convinced 

that this was going to be a truly win-win game. However, as our celebrations for 

the new sisal basket order continued, something else equally good was happing 

in Mwingi. It was like all the taps in heaven had suddenly been opened. The 

onset of the short, but long awaited October - December rains had suddenly 

come slightly earlier than anticipated. Suddenly, all other human activities had 

been abruptly brought to a complete halt. In every village, nearly every available 

woman, both her young and adult children, and the few men still residing in the 

villages would be seen with their oxen and ploughs working on their farms. 

Occasionally, donkeys would also be seen pulling the plough alongside the ox. 

All of the weaving, which had been so very vibrant just a few days earlier, had 

now come to a complete stop. However, my team and I were not worried. By the 

end of December, the rains would have stopped, so we reasoned. Come 

December, and it was time to do the planting which would very closely be 

followed by weeding, then harvesting. By the end of January and throughout the 

month of February, it was time for harvesting beans. Then in mid-March and 

early April, it was time for harvesting the maize. By this time, the long rains were 

very near once more, and so the villagers needed to prepare their farms. “Give 

us some more time; we are going to do the weaving of the baskets and complete 

them before the due date.” This is what I would be told by some of the group 

leaders every time I inquired about the Humanitas order. The two consecutive 

rain seasons had been pretty good, which produced one of the best harvests of 

the past five years. There was enough water for the people and their livestock. 

Every able woman was going to make some good extra money from the weaving 

“for a rainy day in the future.” “This weaving project is the greatest thing that has 

ever happened to our people,” I kept reminding myself over and over.  

In June of 2010 I was back in the Netherlands for my usual study workshops, 

during which I had a secluded meeting with the Dutch Couple to update them on 

the progress of their sisal baskets order. “How was the weaving progressing? Are 

the women happy with the new orders? How many baskets are ready? How 

many have been delivered to the RISE Kenya office? Are the women doing good 

finishing? The finishing had better be good otherwise the Dutch won’t touch 

them.” After listening to their concerns, I assured them again and again that all 
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was well. I also assured them that I was in constant touch with the women 

leaders and that I had seen them in action when the drought and famine of the 

previous year was at its worst. I had seen them perform a tremendous amount of 

work. I was very optimistic that they were going to beat the deadline.  

Once I was back in Kenya in July of the same year, I went straight to meet with 

the weaving coordinators. None of them could tell me exactly how many baskets 

were ready. I gave them one week to get the exact numbers and get back to me. 

Two weeks later and still there was no concise answer. We were now in August. 

We needed to fill a 20 ft. container. Then the shipment would take a minimum of 

three weeks by sea to get Rotterdam. This meant that if we were going to meet 

the 1 November deadline, the latest we could ship the consignment was 1 

October. My uneasiness was slowly turning into total disbelief, distress and 

disgust. By the end of August 2010, only about 80 out of the possible 5,000 

baskets had been done. As I boarded my flight to Netherlands for my September 

2010 study workshop, deep inside I knew we had lost it.  If in nine good months 

the women had only been able to make a paltry 350 baskets, then there was 

simply no way that they were ever going to weave over 5,000 baskets in one 

month. The game was over.  

In the “Hands” of a Neo-Colonial District Commissioner  
 

“Mr Mutia, I am the administrator here and I have told you in black and white that 

this meeting is not going to take place. This meeting is illegal and in conflict with 

the interests of the government because it has not been sanctioned by the 

Ministry of Energy. Any engagement with this community by lobby groups must 

be regulated and approved by the Ministry of Energy, and I am going to enforce 

this directive.” 

“But, Bwana DC, we have over 300 leaders who have come for this workshop. 

We have cooked food for them, but most importantly, they have a right of 

assembly under the new constitution. We have a new constitution, which gives 

us the right to free association. We have a right to discuss our economic and 

social issues. This proposed coal mining directly affects us. Government officials 

like you will come and go, but it is us who are going to be left to bear the 

consequences of pollution from coal mining,” I interject. “And from this meeting, I 

am going back there to continue with my workshop.” 

“Then if you want to test the powers of the DC, just try to continue with this 

workshop. This workshop is illegal.” 
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“As an NGO dully registered by the same government you purport to serve, and 

also given the provisions of the new constitution, we have a right to hold this 

meeting. Indeed, Chapter Four clearly gives us the right of all civil liberties, 

including the right to peaceful demonstrations.” 

“Mr Mutia, I have told you that this meeting is not going to take place, period. And 

if you think you are man enough, just dare to go ahead with the meeting.   This 

issue of the proposed coal mining is causing a lot of anxiety and confusion and 

we are not going to allow people to come here in the name of NGOs to confuse 

my people.” 

This conversation is taking place in the office of the District Commissioner (the 

top-most government official) in Zombe / Mutitu District, Mutitu constituency of 

Kitui County. 

At the reception we are cleared by a uniformed administration police officer who 

is in full uniform and is carrying an AK-47 gun. I knock and open the door, which 

brings us to an unusually large room with an equally large table in its centre. On 

either side of the table is a set of eight empty chairs, with the DC sitting on a 

rocking executive chair right at the front of the table. I take about 10 steps to get 

to where the DC is seated. I shake his hand and I give him my business card as I 

introduce myself and tell him the purpose of our mission in Zombe.  

Catherine, the Rise Kenya Projects manager is immediately behind me, then the 

four local leaders and the journalists. We take our turns shaking the DC’s hand 

as he remains firmly seated. Then Catherine and I take the seats to the left hand 

side of the table, and the local leaders take the seats to his right, while the 

journalists accompanying us take a seat on some loose sofas placed at the 

extreme right side of room. Directly behind the DC’s seat is a portrait of the 

President of the Republic of Kenya. Putting the portrait of the president of the day 

in all government offices is a very common practice in Kenya. This is an 

unwritten law, which every government office must comply with. To the left of the 

president’s portrait is a chart outlining the administrative and political structure of 

the area, while to the right side of the president’s portrait is a plaque with the 

names of the people who have served in this district as DC. Mr Kamau is the one 

who started the district after it was created in 2008, and hence it is only his name 

that is on the plaque. 

A close scrutiny of the table shows that very deliberate efforts were taken in the 

layout, choice, arrangement and dressing of the tables and chairs. The large 

table measures about three meters wide at the centre, about two meters at the 

edges and about four meters long. At the edge where the DC is seated is another 
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smaller rectangular table placed perpendicularly to the first one. Both the tables 

and the chairs we are sitting on are covered with a neat, red velvet cloth. 

Immediately to the DC’s right is a coat rack, while to his left is a paper tray, with a 

few files in both the in-tray and out-tray. Behind the trays is a computer covered 

with cloth. From the looks of it, it is very unlikely that it is ever used. Then, about 

two meters from where the computer is placed is a large glass window that is 

covered with a semi-opaque window curtain, thus giving the DC a complete and 

uninterrupted view of not only the people walking to and from his office, but also 

a total command of the large parking area, which measures about 20 square 

meters and stretches all the way to the main road. A miniature Kenyan national 

flag stands at the front right hand side corner of the table, completing the aura of 

power, authority, and, of course, the importance of the occupier of the office. 

 

 

Mr Kamau, whom I would describe as being in his early 40s and of medium build, 

is wearing a brown sleeveless Kaunda suit with a white T-shirt underneath. We 

are trying to communicate both in English and Kiswahili, as is common in most 

public offices in Kenya. Wearing an extremely serious and no-nonsense face, the 

DC constantly kept on interchanging his “l” with “R” and “S” with “C”—local 

people as “rocal people,” “permission” as “permition,” and “Kutusomesha” (a 

Kiswahili word that translates to “to teach us”) as “Kutusomecha,” etc. 

That same morning as I drove to the workshop I received two phones calls. The 

first one was from Philomena Katunga, the local chairwoman of the Maendeleo 

ya Wanawake, an umbrella women’s organization whose main objective is to 

inter-alia mobilize and sensitize women to development issues. In the ‘70s and 

‘80s, the organization was very vibrant and was well funded by donors, making it 
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the envy of every politician. In the 80s, however, the organization became 

formally affiliated to the KANU regime, thus effectively chasing nearly all of the 

donors away. Today, the organization is a shell of what it used to be. However, 

many of its grassroots leaders were very respectable people and remain so to 

date. This being an area far from our normal operational base, we were 

introduced to Philomena by Patrick Maluki, a University of Nairobi Don and also 

an old high school friend of mine from Lwanga School Kitui. Both Philomena and 

Patrick hail from this area. In her phone call, Philomena informed me that the 

local District Officer, accompanied by an armed administration police officer in 

uniform, had come to the meeting with an order from the DC to inform the 

leaders that the workshop was illegal and that they should disperse. They 

informed the DO that this was not going to be possible, since many of them had 

come from very far away, and besides, if nothing else, it would not be fair that 

they could not wait for the food, which would go to waste. The DO then ordered 

that they could wait for the food, but no workshop should take place and that I 

should report to the DC’s office the moment I arrive.  

The other phone call I received was from one Mr Menye, the Chief Geologist in 

the Ministry of Energy. Prior to this meeting, we had held two other similar 

workshops (both of which were very well attended) where the over-all objectives 

had been the same. After some brief pleasantries, Mr Menye went straight to the 

point.  Why was I organizing a community mobilization workshop in the coal belt 

but was not involving his Ministry, yet it is the one mandated by the government 

to spear head the initiative? 

I told him that, it was not mandatory that NGO had to inform and involve every 

line government Ministry in every grassroots community development initiative 

they were implementing in any given area. We did not therefore see any point of 

involving his Ministry. With that, the phone conversation came to a sudden end. I 

should have known better and tried to gather more information from him. Very 

serious measures had been put in place to ensure that the community leader’s 

workshop was stopped at what ever cost.  

 

Over the last five years I have been trying to conceptualize, refine and put into 

use, in my opinion, a fairly a unique kind of community development model in 

Migwani District of Kitui County. In 2008, I mobilized the first set of self-help 

groups, after which I quickly urged them to cluster together. Under this 

community development model, only active self-help groups (SHGs) and 

community based organizations (CBOs) are considered for inclusion. A self-help 

group is the lowest form of development unit recognized, and hence registered, 
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by the government. A minimum of five self-help groups would then form a CBO. 

The rationale behind the CBO concept, introduced in Kenya in the early ‘90s, is 

that most SHGs have, on average, 20 to 30 individual members, with a sizeable 

number being members of several SHGs. Thus, by clustering SHGs into a CBO, 

one gets a wider base through which grassroots community development can be 

actualized much faster. 

Our model thus seeks to take the CBO concept one step further, bringing 

together a number of like-minded CBOs to form a CBO network, which usually 

encompasses CBOs from a particular geographical location. Today our network 

encompasses more than 30 CBOs, 100 SHGs and 12,000 individual active 

members, and the numbers continue to increase day by day. 

It was thus against this background that, following a call for proposals for funding 

that was published in sections of the local daily newspapers in March 2011 by 

the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), this work has accelerated. 

Amkeni Wakenya is a UNDP-led facility that was set up to promote democratic 

governance in Kenya. The name Amkeni Wakenya is inspired by the second 

stanza of the National Anthem, which calls upon all Kenyans to actively 

participate in nation building. Amkeni Wakenya primarily works through Civil 

Society Organizations (CSOs). Amkeni’s broad thematic areas revolve around 

the following key themes: 

 Sensitizing the citizens on the roles and functions of the devolved 

government as now enshrined in the new constitution; 

 Civic education and awareness; and, 

 Creation of activities on Economic, Environmental and Social Justice 

issues 

 

Based on the above objectives, we chose to develop our funding proposal on the 

third tenet: issues of Economic, Environmental and Social Human Rights around 

the proposed coal mining in Kitui County.  

The overall objective of the fund is to support grassroots organizations in the 

dissemination of the constitution of Kenya as a deliberate strategy of ensuring 

that the same is dully internalized and practiced by as many people as possible 

at the grassroots level before the next general elections in 2012. 

All of this has been informed by the lessons learned from the post-election 

violence that rocked the country after the 2007 general elections, which resulted 

in huge losses in both human life and property, with damages running into 

billions. By the time the international community intervened and forced the two 
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main protagonists to sign a national accord, paving the way to the sharing of 

power, well over 1,000 people had already lost their lives, several thousand were 

maimed for life, and several tens of thousands had been consigned to camps of 

internally displaced people, where a sizeable number remain to date.  

One of the key provisions of the national accord was the completion of the writing 

a new constitution for the country. Through a referendum held on 4 August 2010, 

over 67% of Kenyan voters approved the new constitution, effectively paving the 

way for its promulgation on 27 August 2010. 

But why did we decide to write a funding proposal based on the Economic, 

Environmental and Social human rights issues based on the proposed coal 

mining? According to the 2009 census, two out of every three inhabitants of Kitui 

County, which has a population of 1,012,709, live on less than a dollar a day, 

thereby making it one of the poorest areas of the country.  

The vast majority of the economy is based on subsistence farming, despite the 

fact that agriculture is an extremely challenging endeavor given the sporadic 

rainfall, especially in the arid and semi-arid regions (such as Mwingi). A logical 

move would therefore be a transition to non-agricultural industries, such as the 

proposed coal mining. The Mui coal basin, located just about 180 km from 

Nairobi and 20 km to the southeast of Mwingi town has some of the finest coal 

deposits in the world. Indeed, the area with coal is quite expansive, covering an 

area stretching about 490.5 sq. km and traversing the areas locally known as 

Karung’a, Kalitini, Mui, Mutitu and Zombe.  
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Map of Kitui County 

Coincidentally, the government has also confirmed that Kitui County also has 

vast deposits of iron ore and limestone, all of which are known key ingredients in 

the establishment of heavy industries the world over. So huge are the coal 

deposits in Kitui County that it has been stated in some government circles that, 

if mining were to start today, then the Vision 2030 would possibly be achieved 

much earlier, possibly even by 2020. This is so because, like in South Africa, 

coal energy is four times cheaper than our current energy sources and would 

thus make the cost of doing business in Kenya much more competitive than is 

currently the case, thereby boosting industrialization initiatives for the whole 

country. 
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However, despite all of the aforementioned enormous positive benefits, coal 

mining is known to have very serious socio-economic, health, safety, legal, 

environmental and even political ramifications. This is not only the case in 

developing countries, but in developed countries as well. In addition, the coal 

mining will mean massive environmental damage, change of land use, 

dislocation of people, as well as irreversible culture change. In a nutshell, if 

irresponsibly managed, the huge Kitui County coal deposits would end up being 

more of a curse than a blessing, further exacerbating the already serious 

problem of poverty, drought and now environmental pollution.  

 

A report presented by a special working group of the African Commission on 

Human and Peoples’ Rights on extractive Industry, Environment and Human 

Rights violation in Africa during its 52nd ordinary session in Cote d’Ivoire in 

October 2012 showed that, while it is a very well known fact that the continent of 

Africa is very rich in mineral and natural resources, with several African countries 

being blessed with some of the world’s largest deposits of minerals and oil, its 

citizens have largely remained impoverished to date. The following were 

presented as examples: Angola’s natural resources include diamonds, iron ore 

and oil; Botswana is rich in mineral deposits including diamonds, coal, copper, 

nickel, gold, soda ash and salt; the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) 

contains Africa’s largest deposits of copper, cobalt and coltan, as well as 

significant reserves of diamonds, gold and other minerals and forest resources; 

Nigeria is Africa’s largest oil producer and the world’s tenth largest; South Africa 

is the world’s largest producer of gold, platinum group metals and chromium, and 

is the fourth-largest producer of diamonds; in Ghana, gold is the country’s third 

largest export after cocoa and timber, and there are other natural resources such 

as industrial diamonds, manganese and bauxite; Equatorial Guinea is well 

endowed with arable land and mineral resources, ranging from gold, oil, uranium, 

diamond, and columbite-tantalite, and notably massive oil reserves (discovered 

in the 1990s), making the country the third-largest producer of oil in Sub Saharan 

Africa after Nigeria and Angola. Other countries with notable natural resources 

include Zimbabwe, Burkina Faso, Tanzania and Mozambique; however, this list 

is by no means exhaustive.  

 

With this abundance of natural resources, the logical presumption would be that 

the extraction of these vast deposits of mineral and other resources would yield a 

great deal of capital, which would, in turn, contribute to the development of the 

various countries. But regrettably, this has not always been the case. Indeed, the 

extraction of mineral resources in many parts of Africa has been known to fuel or 

aggravate armed conflicts, as has been the case in DRC with the illegal 
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exploitation of natural resources by armed groups, in Angola and Sierra Leone, 

where conflicts were fueled by illicit diamond smuggling, and in Côte d’Ivoire, 

where armed groups have used diamonds, cocoa and cotton to fund their war 

efforts and for personal gain. On the other hand, persistent human rights 

violations committed by those involved in the extractive industries sector, 

including by non-state actors, have impacted negatively on countries at large, 

and on the communities who live in resource–rich areas as they experience 

forced relocation and eviction, loss of livelihood, destruction of the environment, 

to name a few. Moreover, some mineral and forest exploitation projects are 

detrimental to the environment, such as in Nigeria’s Delta region and, in some 

cases, destroy the ecosystem. (ACHR Communication, pg. 155/96 (2001) 

 

As a consequence of the a foregoing, about 100 professionals from the County 

met under the auspices of the Kitui County Professionals Forum and agreed that 

this was indeed an area that needed priority attention. However, the team lacked 

the resources for actualizing these goals. It was thus against this background 

that, when we saw the UNDP- Amkeni Wakenya Kenya call for proposals, and 

saw that there was one category that sought proposals to specifically deal with 

Economic, Environmental and Social Human rights issues, my team and I 

reasoned that this was a God-sent opportunity to enlighten the people on the 

pros and cons of the proposed coal mining in their area, and so we developed 

and submitted the proposal right away. 

Among the key activities we hoped to implement in the first quarter was to carry 

out eight one-day mobilization and sensitization workshops spread in key 

strategic areas throughout the County. Modeled on our now tried and tested CBO 

development model, we chose to hold the workshops at the following areas: Mui 

location in Mwingi East District, Mwingi town in Mwingi Central District, Migwani 

in Migwani District, Zombe in Mutitu / Zombe District, Mutomo in Mutomo District, 

Miambani in Kitui Central District, Kanyongi in Kitui West District and Mutonguni 

in Mutonguni District.  

The first two workshops were held in Mui in Mwingi East District and Mwingi 

Town in Mwingi Central District. Both were extremely well attended and there 

were no incidences. The Mui workshop received considerable coverage from the 

media, which meant that a lot of the issues that had been openly discussed got 

back to the ears of some people in government (and possibly others with vested 

interests in the proposed coal mining). This made them very uncomfortable about 

our initiative, and so they made the decision to counter with an initiative of their 

own. Using the government machinery at the grassroots, the DCs, DOs and 

Chiefs working in the areas who were to be affected by the proposed coal mining 
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were instructed to mobilize community leaders from the areas to be affected by 

the proposed coal mining. In total, slightly over 300 fairly ordinary villagers from 

the coal area were put into hired buses and transported to Nairobi to attend a 

one-day stakeholder’s workshop on the proposed coal mining. Top government 

officials addressed the group, including the Minister for Energy, the Honorable 

Kiraitu Murugi. Each of the speakers expounded on the “immense” benefits that 

the community stood to gain once the proposed coal mining took off. Ironically, 

the villagers had spent one full day on travelling to Nairobi and another full day 

travelling back to the village, making the entire trip a three-day city tour affair. As 

part of the way forward, a ten-man committee was formed and mandated to deal 

with all matters relating to the proposed coal mining, including any negotiations to 

be done between the community and the government. After the meeting, each 

participant was rewarded with Kshs.15, 000 to cater for their three-day out-of-

pocket expenses during the trip.   

Unfortunately, either knowingly or unknowingly, following our highly publicized 

grassroots meeting on the issue, the organizers had invited me to present what 

they referred to as the “Civil society version on the proposed coal mining”.  

However, at the meeting, , I was not allowed to present the paper I had prepared, 

but nonetheless managed to get an opportunity to speak, during which I spoke 

about the gaps on the existing policy and legislative framework and the need for 

ensuring that this was put in place well before the commencement of the 

proposed coal mining. Looking back, I think the idea of inviting me to the Nairobi 

meeting to present a paper and not allowing me to present it was a strategy by 

some government bureaucrats who possibly wanted to know more about me, 

and my organization and what we stood for. This was our first and the last 

meeting that we ever got invited on the coal mining issue.  

Career, Status, Opportunities  
 

My life doesn’t only revolve around designing and implementing community 

sustainable development in Mwingi. I also don’t have a typical eight-to-five job.  

Rather, I earn my keep through being an independent consultant. This is not an 

easy life, particularly considering I live in Nairobi with my family and school-going 

children. During the week you can normally find me in a formal suit, moving from 

one high level meeting to the next. The first may be with a permanent sectary in 

regards to a review of key government socio-economic development policies and 

strategies, and the next may be with a senior executive of a leading regional 

NGO that’s trying to design and implement effective strategies on sustainable 

development for poverty alleviation at the bottom of the pyramid. Another NGO 

client, for example, may be interested in creating an exit strategy from a 
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community development project that they’ve been running for several years. 

“How can our project stand on its feet after we have pulled out?” one senior 

executive of an NGO would ask me. “What do we need to do to make this project 

sustainable? We have been working with this community for three years now, 

and they still do not realize what we are doing is for their own good and not ours.” 

Indeed, after operating in Kenya and most sub-Saharan African countries for the 

past 50 years and, in the process, pumping in colossal amounts of money, many 

donors are increasingly getting fatigued. The number of the poorest of the poor 

only seems to be increasing. Unemployment is on the rise, and critical resources 

like water and forest cover are on the decline.  

 

In government circles, many of the top bureaucrats are beginning to openly 

question some of the policies and programmes that were originally prescribed to 

them by Britton Woods institutions, donor agencies and governments in the west, 

and so they are slowly turning to the local experts, if only for an alternative.  

 

There now seems to be a growing consensus (in government, the donor 

community and the civil society) that for sub-Saharan African countries to truly 

grow out of their shared hopelessness there is a real need for a paradigm shift in 

the development agenda. There is need to relook at the way policies, 

programmes and projects are designed, implemented, monitored and then 

ultimately measured. 

 

Looking back, I would say that the experience I have gained recently in our 

community development project in Mwingi, coupled with my graduate training in 

entrepreneurship and the 15+ years I spent in the private sector, has immensely 

contributed to my securing consultancy work in government and NGOs. One of 

the earliest consultancy opportunities I came across was that of evaluating a 

community water and sanitation project amongst pastoralist communities in the 

North Rift in Kenya. A reputable, international NGO from Europe that had been 

running a public health centre and community health outreach services in the 

area for the past several years suddenly noticed an upsurge in waterborne 

related diseases. Cases of diarrhea were on the upsurge among the young and 

the elderly, and infant mortality was at an all-time high. As a means of looking 

into the issue, an international consultant was flown in to diagnose and ultimately 

give recommendations on what needed to be done. Upon his arrival, his first 

assignment was to make a courtesy call to the area District Commissioner (DC) 

at Sigor. This was a standard government requirement at the time. After the visit 

to the DC, the project vehicle, a four-wheel drive Land Cruiser, and the driver 

were ready to take him to the villages for interviews and observations. Using a 
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structured questionnaire and an interpreter, he spent the next three days 

interviewing close to 100 locals on the new disease phenomena they were 

currently facing. He then spent the fourth day interviewing staff at the NGO 

health centre, all of who happily furnished him with all the statistical data and 

other information he wanted. They were all looking to him to provide solutions to 

the critical community problem that was now almost out of control. In the five 

years they had been operating in the area, never before had they registered so 

many infant mortalities. Finally, it was time for him to leave the area, and so he 

was driven back to the city, where, once more, he held consultations (further 

interviews) with some bureaucrats at the Ministry of Health headquarters. And on 

the last day of the visit, he held a long session with the Country Director of the 

NGO (also from Europe), after which he was driven to the airport for his flight 

back to Europe. Then, a couple of weeks later, the verdict was out: His key 

observation was that the area was facing extreme water scarcity, and so the 

western type of toilets would not be suitable for the area. His main 

recommendation: a pit latrine for every household in the project area.  

 

The report was fully adopted and an action plan, complete with deliverables and 

timelines, was developed. Both the country office in Nairobi and the London 

office organized a massive international fundraising effort for the pit latrines for 

the pastoralist community in the world-renowned Great Rift Valley in Kenya. And 

within six months, enough funds had been mobilized. Waterborne related 

diseases were now going to be a thing of the past. Within the next 12 months, 

every household in the programme area was going to have a very nice pit latrine 

dug and fully built, with the NGO meeting 100% the cost for the digging and 

construction work. Next to each pit latrine, each household was to sling on a 

nearby tree a five-liter plastic container containing water, which was also to be 

provided by the NGO. The main objective was to ensure that one would wash 

their hands immediately after using the latrine, hence minimizing the chances of 

contaminating others, particularly through handshakes. 

 

Detailed architectural designs for the pit latrines were done and tenders for the 

digging and construction of the pit latrines were floated and awarded. Within 

eight months of the commencement of the project, all of the pit latrines contained 

in the detailed work plan had not only been done, but had been completed ahead 

of schedule. So from the project point of view, it was a huge success. The head 

office in Europe was extremely happy about the entire initiative, and so was the 

country office in Nairobi, which had also organized a very high-profile official 

launch of the pit latrine and hand-washing project. 
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Then, in early 2008, about a year after the successful completion of the project, a 

high school friend of mine who was now working with the NGO as head of 

Monitoring and Evaluation approached me wanting to know if I would be 

interested in doing some consultancy work for their numerous projects that were 

dotted throughout the country. I was extremely delighted about the offer and I 

told him as much. My first assignment was going to be an end-of-project 

evaluation in the North Rift. It was a water and sanitation project that involved the 

provision of pit latrines and hand washing facilities. On paper, it was one of their 

major success stories. However, reports emanating from the field were showing 

that water related diseases were, in fact, on the increase, as were the cases of 

diarrhea and infant mortality. “London is asking questions; they feel that we are 

not doing our work properly. And my boss is getting deeply concerned. In fact, he 

is now threatening the team on the ground with sacking. So, when you get there, 

please try to dig deep and wide. Try to establish as much as you possibly can, 

exactly where we may be getting it wrong.” And with these parting words, I got a 

copy of my contract and the 50% down payment Cheque, which also included my 

out-of-pocket allowance. “Please make sure you record all your travel readings 

carefully, then lodge your claims immediately when you are back. Remember to 

use Automobile Association (AA) rates when you do your computations.” I was 

now set for the journey. And, since my out of pocket allowance was good, I 

decided to hire an assistant, an old friend of mine who had some professional 

training as a public health officer and who had, in the past, worked with a number 

of NGOs. He was from a neighboring community, so I thought his presence might 

come in handy when it came to grasping any salient underlying issues in terms of 

the community and the project. And as an added bonus, he would also serve as 

my co-driver, keeping me company during the 10+-hour drive from Nairobi.  
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A Pokot Warrior, barefooted and dressed in traditional attire (a cow skin), 

carrying something valuable (probably milk) in cows’ horns as his wife 

tends to the family Manyatta (house) 

The Pokot people live in West Pokot and Baringo counties of Kenya and in the 

Pokot District of Eastern Karamoja in Uganda. They speak Pökoot, the language 

of the Southern Nilotic family, which is close to the Marakwet, Nandi, Tuken and 

other members of the Kalanjen grouping. According to the 2009 census, there 

were an estimated 700,000 Pokot speakers in both Kenya and Uganda. Since 

time immemorial, the Pokot and Turkana ethnic groups have organized cattle 

raids against each other, with their conflicts mainly arising from the sharing of 

pasture and water for their livestock or the theft of livestock from one another. 

West Pokot is one of the most marginalized areas in Kenya; it is situated about 

320 miles (by road) from Nairobi. The nearest administrative centre with some 

government offices and a weekly market is Sigor, about 13 miles away along a 

dry-weather track. Rainfall in the area averages about 20 inches annually. At 

times of heavy storming, the single motor track linking the area to the rest of the 

world becomes impassable, sometimes for weeks. The staple diet amongst the 

Pokot is cornmeal, milk and milk products, with the occasional greens, mainly 

collected from the bush. At face value, the majority of the people look healthy, 

perhaps because only the fittest survive early childhood. Families live in round, 

thatched huts, which are neatly constructed from thin branches. As such, 

sanitation is extremely minimal, with nearly everyone excreting in the surrounding 

bushes.  

The principal diseases in the area are diarrhea, typhoid (arising from poor 

sanitation), brucellosis (from infected milk and meat), leishmaniasis (also known 

as kalazar and transmitted by a sand flea), tuberculosis and Malaria. HIV/AIDS is 

not yet a major problem amongst the Pokot. However, female genital mutilation 

(female circumcision) is widely practiced, which frequently results in later 

complications during childbirth.  

Upon our arrival, we spent the first two days conducting interviews in multiple 

villages. Everything seemed to be flowing very smoothly. In the focus group 

discussions we had arranged, we got answers for all of the questions we posed. 

Yet somehow I had a funny feeling that some things were not adding up. Nearly 

all those we interviewed seemed to be in a hurry to finish the session. After the 

interviews, each participant would get Kshs 500 for lunch and for their time 

“wasted” in meeting us. My assistant would write down their names. He had an 

inkpad and would ask those who were completely illiterate to rub their main 

thumb on the inkpad and rub it against their names, as evidence of payment of 

http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Baringo_County&action=edit&redlink=1
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kenya
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Karamoja_region&action=edit&redlink=1
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Uganda
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/P%C3%B6koot_language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Southern_Nilotic_languages
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Turkana
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Livestock
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their allowance. Over 90% of those who attended our meetings were using this 

method for payment. 

In project evaluations, design and even implementation, one of the simple tricks I 

have learned is to make sure that, very early on in the project, I become friendly 

with one or two locals, whom after the official day is over, I can share a drink or 

an informal talk with. West Pokot was no exception. At the local trading centre 

there was this very dark, tall and elegant middle-aged man who always walked 

and talked with some aloofness, a very jovial man who used to sell tea, sodas 

and Mandazi (homemade barns from wheat flour) in a grass thatched hotel. His 

name was Andrew Talia, a Pokot. And as I was later to learn, he was also the 

proprietor of the hotel. After spending the day in the villages, interviewing people, 

I would drop by his kiosk and we would chat and buy one another tea.  

“So, how much longer are you staying around?” he asked me on our third 

encounter. “I have only two more days left, and we are off to Nairobi,” I answered 

back. “In that case, tomorrow, please come early, I would want you to visit me at 

my home.” Without hesitation I answered in the affirmative.  

By 3:00 p.m. the next day we were back in the small trading centre. Andrew was 

all set for the trip. It was a 10 km journey, but it took us almost an hour due to the 

extremely bad terrain. In the interior, there are no roads, only cattle trucks, for 

which one must have a local guide otherwise they would be completely lost. 

Andrew’s homestead comprised of one big manyatta at the middle of the 

compound, which was surrounded by three smaller ones. The big manyatta 

belonged to him, with the other three belonging to his three wives, as I was to 

learn later. “And how many children do you have?” I asked, curiosity getting the 

better of me. “In our community, we never discuss the number of children we 

have with strangers, particularly people from Kenya.” “Andrew, but you are also a 

Kenyan,” I protested. As we were offered seats under a tree near his house, his 

last wife brought us some fermented milk. At the edge of the perimeter fence, 

several young men were finishing skinning a goat. He had slaughtered a goat for 

us as a sign of honor and of our friendship. The fermented milk soon gave way to 

juicy, well-roasted goat meat.  

Later, a calabash of traditional beer made of pure honey was placed in the 

centre. And it was equally served in traditional half calabashes. As we sipped the 

beer and continued talking, he told me the reason why people of Pokot do not 

consider themselves as Kenyans. “All the past regimes had completely neglected 

the people of Pokot.” By this time it was getting dark, and two other men, his 

neighbors, had joined in the party. I could see that each had special respect for 
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Andrew. I was later to learn that he was one of the most respected and equally 

feared warriors in the entire village and even beyond. In his hey days, he led 

other warriors in raids on enemies and returned home with very many cows, 

goats and women. He had over 500 cows of his own, and over 1,000 goats and 

sheep. He was a rich and much respected man in the village. He only stopped 

going for cattle raids after Tecla Lorope, the world renowned distant runner who 

comes from the same village, persuaded him to stop the old-habit tradition and 

made him a community peace ambassador.  

That was about five years ago, and he claims he hasn’t picked up a gun since, or 

raided the Turkana villages. “A gun? You mean you keep a gun? Is it legal to 

keep a gun?” “Asking me whether I have a gun is like asking me whether I wear 

clothing,” he answered in his jovial mood, which was now further aggravated by 

the drink. “Otherwise, if the enemy got wind that you do not have a gun, they will 

come in daylight and slaughter you like chicken, amidst laugher from the rest of 

the men. Temi, I do not have a gun, I have guns. But I cannot tell you how many 

or where they are kept. That’s my secret, my brother.”   

It was now quite dark and my colleague wanted to answer a long call of nature. 

Andrew gave him a touch and told him that he could go use “that useless thing” 

the NGO built that no one needed. I did not quite understand, and the discussion 

ended there. Just as we were about to leave, my college whispered to me, 

“When I went to pit latrine, the missile I released landed with a very loud and 

unusual noise for a pit latrine which has been in use. And so, after I was done, 

and out of curiosity, I directed the touch light into the pit and peeped in. And to 

my utter disbelief, the hole was completely empty. Before, we leave, just go there 

and have a look.” 

About half an hour later, I asked for the touch and excused myself. I went inside 

the latrine and firmly closed the door. I then quickly beamed the light into the pit. 

And true enough, it was clean. I was flabbergasted. After a few moments, I 

stepped out of the latrine. “So, what is going on here?” I wondered silently, as I 

joined the other men and continued with my drink despite the mind-boggling 

discovery. 

“Andrew, can I keep your touch until the end of the day tomorrow?” I asked. “No 

problem, provided when I get it back, it will have new dry cells,” Andrew 

answered in his usual jovial manner.  

I could not thank him enough as I got into the car. He asked one of the men to 

take us back all the way up to the shopping centre, where we had started. “And 



 111 

  

how will he come back?” I asked. “He is a warrior. He is used to long distance 

walking.” “He can walk to Uganda now and be back before dawn,” said one of the 

other men. “Then let’s have two of you. I will be happier that way,” I answered 

back. And so another young man jumped into the car. 

That night, as we retired to bed, we crafted a completely new strategy for the 

next day. We only had one day left, so we decided to carry out focused group 

discussions that were to last a maximum of 10 to 15 minutes. As we were doing 

this, one of us would excuse himself to go to the latrine and, using Andrew’s 

touch, peep into the pit. 

By 2:00 p.m. we had peeped into over 15 pit latrines, and they were all empty, 

and by 2:30 p.m. I was in Andrew’s hotel. There was no time for the usual 

niceties. I told him what we had found and asked him to come clean over the 

issue. At first he was hesitant. Then, without warning, he laughed very loudly. 

“But Temi, last night I talked about the useless things. I thought you already knew 

and understood what I meant.” No, I did not. Could you please explain?” 

“A Pokot is warrior. We were born warriors and shall die as worriers. And 

according to our customs, a warrior is most defenseless to attacks by the enemy 

when he is squatting—answering a long call of nature. Hence, no warrior in his 

right senses will ever agree to be confined in a small room to answer the call of 

nature when there are so many bushes all over. Secondly, it is an abomination 

for a warrior to have his shit dropped in together with that of his wives, children 

and even mother-in-law when they come for a visit.” 

“So, in effect, what are you telling me about the over 1,000 pit latrines that were 

dug and constructed under the NGO project?” I asked, almost too shocked to 

talk. “I have told you and I will tell you one last time; they are useless things. No 

one uses them. Not now, not ever!” 

On average, each pit latrine was costing about Kshs.20, 000 to dig and construct. 

This, according to me, was even much more than the houses they were living in. 

Add the overheads, salaries, logistics and consultants, and you would have an 

idea of the kind of money that has been sunk into the project. Literally digging 

holes on the ground, holes that no one really needed or cared about.  

“So, why did you people not say anything right from the very beginning?” I said, 

almost getting exasperated. “Because, no one bothered to ask. Besides, they 

were paying the casual laborers very good money. Nearly all our youth are 
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unemployed and have no formal education. So, there is no way we could have 

said no. This project was godsend,” Andrew told me, very matter-of-fact.  

Back in the field office, I was still in shock with our findings, and so were the two 

expatriate interns. One had been around for six months and the other was about 

to complete his first year, upon which he would then go back home to finish 

medical school. To them, the need for the use of the pit latrine looked too 

obvious. But all along the local staff knew it could never work. They were also 

warriors themselves and only knew too well the dangers of a warrior being 

confined into a tiny, well-built room, as well as the cultural norms of the 

community regarding the issue.  

“So why didn’t they say so right from the beginning of the project?” I asked, 
almost shaking with anger. “Because no one asked us,” they answered, almost in 
unison. “We are just too junior in the organization for our opinion to count.” 
 

Development, Politics and the Reality of Both in Kenya 
 
The development and writing of this text has been mainly supervised by 
Professor Hugo Letiche from the Universiteit voor Humanistiek in Utrecht, the 
Netherlands—whom I introduced you to earlier in this chapter. . Over the last five 
years of my research, I have increasingly become acutely aware that, in 
researching and writing, there are enormous differences between my position as 
an African scholar and that of my North/South American and European 
colleagues.  
Professionally, I simply fulfil more roles than they could ever dream of. I have 

twice run for parliament and lost. Looking back, I did not lose because I did not 

have a good track record in community development. In my second attempt, I 

had a much more visible development track record at the grassroots level. I was, 

so I thought, a real champion for social inclusion. I envisioned a situation 

whereby, with a formal voice as the Member of Parliament for the area, I would 

be very well placed to use my vast hands-on experience in community 

development and my proven grassroots development model to get the 

government, NGOs and other development actors to listen to me. I thought this 

would be enough to get me through the political party nominations and ultimately 

to parliament, where I would then lobby other like-minded members of parliament 

to have my new thinking transformed into policy options and ultimately enacted 

into laws. But I was wrong. Dead wrong. I never went past the party nominations 

as I would be discussing in more details in chapter 7. 
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When I am not doing community work with rural communities in Mwingi, I earn 

my keep as a consultant for a number of government ministries and foreign 

NGOs, where I devote about 60% of my time. In the past, I have taught at 

several universities, done academic research and run an insurance business as 

well as a media firm. For my colleagues, playing so many parts seems 

unthinkable. And in a certain way, it is also unthinkable even for me.  

For his most recent book, Professor Mahood Mamdani—who I will introduce you 

to in a moment—chose the title Define and Rule (2012). His assumption is that 

who defines rules. Power has everything to do with organizing, determining and 

influencing identity. If you can determine who people think they are, then you can 

get them to do whatever you want. Identity is the primary principle of social and 

cultural organization. If my European university can convince me that I have a 

different identity than I thought I had, then they have exercised power over me. If 

I can convince the villagers in Mwingi that they are different people than they 

think they are, then I have exercised power over them. My sense of power is 

from Foucault and it is neutral. Exercise of power happens constantly, so it can 

be for good, for bad, very ambiguous and anything in between.  

A fellow researcher who I met in Utrecht, Martin Loeve, is, like me, a polyglot. He 

earns his income as a trainer and consultant, but has worked on motivation and 

HRM as well as strategy and questions of expat performance. He has also 

championed the ‘lighten their future’ project in Mwingi (see Chapter 5). In 2012 

he came with a whole delegation to Mwingi to visit the projects they had 

financed. I was amazed and overjoyed to note that the local ladies who received 

them dared to speak to their visitors. A legacy of colonialism and British colonial 

aloofness is that villagers did not dare speak openly with white visitors. The fear 

of British rule was still far too powerful. Colonial rule had been mythic in the 

sense that those in Mwingi we never saw Brits. There would have been a couple 

of white colonial administrators in the district capital, but that was far away. The 

idea of white rule, arrogance and dominance was far more powerful than the 

actual presence of any officialdom. Thanks to Letiche’s project review visits and 

Loeve’s prior visits, the women had lost that colonial imaginary. That is what 

power is all about. The village women had learned to see whites as just other 

people who you can talk to and relate to. Of course there are still enormous 

issues of wealth and privilege—Letiche and Loeve can more or less freely come 

and go from Mwingi and the ladies cannot. But thanks to my work and their visits, 

power had changed. The women had gained the power of voice where it had 

been lacking. I had contributed to them being re-defined in this sense, and I am 
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convinced that this was a very positive development. What this means for being 

ruled I will explore later in this Chapter. 

Mamdani is a professor of Anthropology and a scholar of African history. At 

present he is based out of Columbia University in New York City. From 1996 to 

1999 he was at the University of Cape Town (UCT) in South Africa. There, he 

had the task of setting up a core course in African Studies for first year 

undergraduates. That project ended in a cause célèbre wherein Mamdani’s 

proposals were not implemented (Mamdani, 1998; Kamola, 2011). UCT was 

supposedly transcending its apartheid past and resituating South Africa in Africa, 

while apartheid had, in effect, situated the university in Europe. The university 

chose for an American required text (revised but from 1976), which treats Africa 

from the outside --- as a foreign object at a distance. For Mamdani, the whole 

point was for the South Africans to learn to see and think critically about Africa as 

their own habitus and not as a foreign object. Furthermore, the book assumed 

the division North Africa / Bantu Africa / South Africa, which splits the continent 

into three racial zones: Arab, black and white. Mamdani’s work focuses on how, 

for centuries, Africa has been interacting across these zones and way beyond 

any such structure. For instance, Kenya (East Africa) has a century-long history 

of trade with India and China. The North/South conception of Eastern Africa is 

Eurocentric and recent; historically East/West movement across the Indian 

Ocean dominated, while in West Africa the shift from North/South relations 

across the Sahara (especially the export of gold before gold was discovered in 

the Americas) to East/West movement across the Atlantic was the huge change 

from the 16th to the 19th century (Amin, 1972). The European racist text of Africa 

identifies Africa with Bantu Africa and asserts that this was always a changeless 

fixed object. Europe knew progress, conflict and development; Africa just stayed 

the same. This position was intellectually defended with the use of archaeology 

and anthropology. Since Bantu Africa was illiterate, there were no records and its 

history depended on archaeological finds and their interpretation. But this work 

was undertaken in a reifying manner; that is, in defence of the proposition that 

Africa had no history and that Africans had lived for centuries in cultural 

stagnation. Mamdani with his historical work on the Sudan has demonstrated that 

political movements, religious and ideological changes and social conflicts, all 

occurred in pre-colonial times. History did not arrive in Africa from the outside 

brought by the Muslims, Asians and Europeans, as the UCT professors were 

planning to claim. Nor has African independence simply led to economic and 

political stagnation and disintegration as their literature choices implied.  
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The UCT Mamdani affair centres on agency. Do whites in South Africa 

acknowledge black agency? The white professors had a powerful ideological 

‘move’ ready to deny Mamdani’s claims and relevance. They asserted that UCT 

had to become a ‘world-class global university’ (Kamola, 2011). Colonialism was 

irrelevant; in the contemporary global economy, knowledge skills and innovative 

potential are what counts. The neoliberal market economy stops for no one. 

Productive effectiveness and efficiency are the keys to future prosperity. The 

university must prepare the highly skilled competitive workforce needed for 

economic success if economic decline is to be avoided. “Democratization, social 

redistribution and epistemic inclusion” were marginalized; and competition in the 

global workforce, it was claimed, was the hegemonic text (Kamola, 2011: 151). 

The reconceptualization of Self and Other as present to one another in a non-

racist context was brushed aside. The racist social imaginary was preserved in 

the form of global competition, excellence and optimal development of 

competencies. Africanization was totally marginalized—South Africa was not to 

be thought or studied as African. These issues apply to me as well. As I will 

explain below, the history of Kenyan universities is very different from that of 

South African institutions. But the rush to neo-liberal ideology, wherein students 

are consumers and universities produce knowledge skills leading to economic 

development has equally occurred in Kenya. Mamdani wanted UCT to address 

the social imaginary that it communicated to its students. His claim was that 

students need basic self-understanding and contextual awareness in order to act 

responsibly. Social and political ethics require awareness. The person who 

knows her or his cultural or social surroundings cannot possibly be fair to the 

others in her or his society. Knowing about ‘Other’ prepares one to address 

difference and diversity. White South Africans who refuse to know anything about 

black South Africans are not going to be sensitive to the ‘Other’s’ needs, 

aspirations or identity. While the white population of Kenya is much smaller and 

probably not crucial for this issue, the problem plays out here as well. Some 

Kenyans live in great privilege while many live in crushing poverty. To what 

degree do the university students who are privileged (though some thanks to 

scholarships, not necessarily coming from privileged backgrounds) understand 

and know the majority of the population? Is scholarship in Kenya sufficiently 

aware of the ‘Other’—the migrant workers, HIV/AIDs victims, and the subsistence 

farmers? University students want IT skills, business competencies, and the 

where-with-all to succeed in the global economy. Community development of the 

rural areas is not ‘hot’; trickle-down development that comes from urban 

economic growth is the dominant model. We tend to want to rush to urban 

prosperity and try to forget rural poverty as quickly as we can.  
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This is a book about community development, wherein I claim to be engaged in 

the fate of the rural community of Mwingi. However, Mamdani (2012) raises 

some very uncomfortable questions about any such focus. Before colonialism, 

Kenyan society was fairly small-scale and peaceful. Local rule really was local. 

Governance was characterized by immediacy and was limited to the proximate 

locality. On the Kenyan coast there was trade and interaction with India and 

China, but any trade in the interior seems to have been very restricted. The 

people of Mwingi lived in their direct communities, surrounded almost entirely by 

other people of the same ethnicity, i.e., Kamba. It appears that the reason there 

are so many different languages and dialects in Kenya is because there was little 

communication at a distance; each community lived mainly self-enclosed, both 

culturally and economically. And so each group developed their own language. 

But as there was no cultural Other around—no other tribe, ethnicity, race—self-

identity was implicit and immediate. The process of defining oneself in opposition 

to some other group was very limited. However, this all changed with colonialism. 

The British land-grab in central Kenya and the Rift Valley in the early 20th 

century was especially traumatic. The British settlers seized the best land, driving 

off the local tenants, who then seized the next best land from its local tenants, 

etc. The domino effect upset landholding far and wide. Ethnic groups were 

confronted with each other’s power, ambition and political clout. Furthermore, the 

British had chosen for a complex divide and rule strategy. British colonialism in 

the 19th century had had a ‘civilizing’ ideology. The colonial regime supposedly 

brought economic and political development to the colonized nations, and so 

schools and universities were encouraged, as was the case in India. But in 1857 

the Sepoy Rebellion in India changed all that. The local soldiers in several 

provinces rebelled against British rule. In the aftermath, the British concluded that 

an educated Indian middle class was not in the British self-interest. Instead of 

educating Indians to become loyal Europhiles, the educated Indians became 

nationalist opponents of colonialism. And with that, two policies were initiated: (i) 

locals would no longer be educated to ‘become Europeans’, i.e., the policy of 

political and culture integration was ended, and (ii) locals would be defined in 

terms of ethnicity, i.e., they would not be treated as ‘Indian,’ but rather as 

Bengali, Kashmiri, Madra, Bihari, etc. Thus, British rule in Kenya founded no 

universities and had no interest in developing a local, educated middle class. 

Kenyans were classified in terms of their ethnicity—i.e. ‘tribe’—and had rights 

only if living in their ‘homeland’. Local chiefs had political and economic power 

over their own homelands. Before British rule there had been chiefs, but there 

had also been clans, religious groups, women’s groups, youth groups, etc. 

(Mamdani, 2001). The British put all power in the hands of the chiefs, more or 

less suppressing the other counter powers that existed at the time. Instead of 
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living in a small, local, homogeneous community, one was now living in a tribally 

defined region whose identity existed in juxtaposition to other such regions. 

Immediacy was replaced with difference. The British created the tribal system, 

with each locality having its own laws and rulers and each being set-off in 

opposition to the others. So was the colonial system of indirect rule (Mamdani, 

2012, xxxx). For me the question is, does my Mwingi community focus really just 

extend this colonial system? 

The community development focus of this work restricts my scope of operations, 

as I have only tried instituting development initiatives that are relevant to the 

people of Mwingi. And even more extreme, I focus on those people from Mwingi 

who are still at home in the villages. Many of the men have been driven out of the 

region by poverty and are now migrant workers, mainly in Nairobi. Their poverty 

and high incidence of AIDS has had a major effect on Mwingi, but I have only 

addressed that indirectly in terms of its effects on women and children and in so 

far as the men returning to or remaining in Mwingi. Community engagement can 

be construed as being apolitical. In this book, as well as in my actions, there has 

been little explicit political ideology. I do not talk about social classes, capitalist 

exploitation or other terminology of political-economy. On the one hand, this is 

because no such text would go down well with the villagers. But it is also 

because such texts have largely been discredited. From independence up until 

the 1990s, Kenya was, de facto, a one-party state. Radical nationalists had 

preached Africanization and rapid change, but in almost everyone’s opinion they 

had practiced self-enrichment and authoritarianism. One-party rule produced 

economic abuse and unrepresentative rule. Popular opinion has become anti-

political—big statements, political ideology and politics as ‘Truth’, have been 

delegitimized (Mamdani, 1990). Thus, if I want to talk politics with people in 

Mwingi, I have to keep everything local and make no sweeping statements. For 

European readers this may be immediately recognizable as postmodernism. But 

while the French intellectuals claimed that the holocaust had delegitimized 

humanist and/or Marxist ideology, in Kenya it is one-party rule and political 

corruption that has done so. Politics is identified with careerism and opportunism.  

When I ran for parliament the first time, the suitcase full of bribe money did not 

get me elected. I was also running on the wrong party label; it was not associated 

with the local ethnicity. Further, I was running against an established officeholder. 

I thought I had a chance because my community development focus was 

different and significant. The officeholder represented classical political 

externalization—he would arrange for outside funds to help the community. Of 

course, as the ‘big man’, he would keep a portion of those funds for himself, but 
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that was expected of him. My story was that I would not buy votes (I did not have 

enough money to effectively do so) and that, if elected, I would remain dedicated 

to community development. My platform, however, was not convincing. I lost, and 

I lost badly. I organize and stimulate community development. Everyone can see 

that I drive the same car as five years ago and that my house has not gotten 

bigger or better. Community development is a long struggle from below. It has to 

mobilize the poor and disenfranchised to undertake economic initiative. But I 

have to admit that the emphasis on local community and politics as an immediate 

indigenous activity does not acknowledge globalization and nation-state building. 

I have organized workshops in Mwingi wherein the value chain from the level of 

local handicraft to foreign sales and revenues is explained. Starting from the 

store price in Europe, we traced the goods all the way back to the women and 

their craft production. They had never realized how much transport, middlemen, 

tariffs, store fees, etc. all cost. I try to make the political-economic system 

transparent, but I have not tried to overthrow it. The experience of Africanization 

and all its abuses has made both my audience and me cynical toward claims of 

sweeping change. The demand to know and the will for transparency are strong 

in Kenya; however, insistence on radical political change is not. Is this form of 

‘small is beautiful’ a holdover from colonialism? Colonial indirect rule pretended 

to give local administration to the village while it usurped real political power for 

white foreign elite. To what degree do black Kenyans really believe and/or act on 

our own agency? How have we (re-)conceptualized ourselves and our society 

since independence?  

Mamdani’s failure at UCT shows how difficult it is to develop critical self-

awareness. Some of the problems he encountered in Cape Town could easily 

have also occurred in Nairobi. Academics who are poorly read, established 

cliques that protect themselves and resistance to new learning could all occur 

here. In the Kenyan case, the history of the universities is quite different from 

UCT’s 1829 founding (as a college; university status from 1918). The University 

of Nairobi was only founded in 1956 (and gained university status in 1970); 

Kenyatta University was founded in 1965 (and gained university status in 1985). 

These are very recent institutions. The private Catholic university, Strathmore, 

was founded in 1961 (university status in 2002) and Saint Paul’s Theological 

College dates from 1885 as a missionary institute and from 1930 as a divinity 

school (and gained university status 2007). As Mamdani berates us, our 

universities more closely resemble consulting firms than research institutions. 

Instead of questioning what knowledge is needed and/or appropriate in order to 

deepen the Kenyan self-identity, most research amounts to data collecting for 

foreign masters? A United Nations agency wants to know about a particular 
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sickness; a company wants its potential market canvassed; an NGO needs an 

evaluation of up-take, etc. Questionnaires are administered, interviews are held 

and reports are written. There is no theory, not to say theory development, 

involved: 

 ...in African universities … the consultancy culture … has had negative 

consequences for postgraduate education and research. Consultants 

presume that research is all about finding answers to problems defined 

by a client. They think of research as finding answers, not as 

formulating a problem. The consultancy culture is institutionalized 

through short courses in research methodology, courses that teach 

students a set of tools to gather and process quantitative information, 

from which to cull answers. Today intellectual life in universities has 

been reduced to bare-bones classroom activity … seminars and 

workshops have migrated to hotels. Workshop attendance goes with 

transport allowances and per diem. All of this is part of a larger process, 

the NGO-ization of the university. Academic papers have turned into 

corporate-style power point presentations. Academics read less and 

less. A chorus of buzz words have taken the place of lively debates. 

(Mamdani, 2011) 

I recognize all of it. Indeed there is a ‘corrosive consultancy culture’ wherein 

reports have to be churned out at a mindless tempo in order to survive 

financially. One time a Canadian NGO even threatened to break me financially if 

I dared to miss a meeting to meet a prior research commitment. Donor countries 

and organizations often see us as data-gathering helpers in their (what we 

perceived to be) externally driven agendas. Here, Mamdani describes the 

situation he found at MISR (Makerere Institute of Social Research, in Kampala, 

Uganda): 

… Everyone seemed to do everything, or rather anything, at one time 

primary education, the next primary health, then roads, then HIV/AIDs, 

whatever was on demand! This is when I learnt to recognize the first 

manifestation of consultancy: A consultant has no expertise. His or her 

claim is only to a way of doing things, of gathering data and writing 

reports. He or she is a Jack or Jane of all, and a master of none. This is 

the first manifestation. … The second manifestation of the consultancy 

culture is that consultants don’t read, not because they cannot read, or 

are not interested in reading – but because reading becomes a luxury, 
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an after-work activity. Because consultancies do not require you to read 

more than field data and notes. (Ibid.) 

Again, mea culpa. As Mamdani states, we do not have a ‘meaningful intellectual 

culture’ today in Africa. In this book I have tried to follow the four pieces of advice 

Mamdani gives: (i) to attend to genealogies (i.e., to Foucault’s strategy of looking 

wider and, in a broader time perspective, at what is researched, to see it from 

unexpected and emancipatory perspectives—see Chapter 7); (ii) use the 

vernacular (tell the story of the researched in their own language); (iii) try and 

capture local, regional and global perspectives; (iv) use literary techniques (make 

language perform for you). Despite the shortcuts of the consultancy culture. The 

research time of the projects described in this book lasted from December 2008 

to December 2012. I admit that it took me several years to arrive at Mamdani’s 

four points. The emphasis on getting close to the researched and finding ways of 

expressing that proximity went against everything consulting had taught me. 

Consultancy, I now realize, does not want genuine contact between the principal 

and the agent; we are supposed to provide data, not insights. We are 

nonpersons in someone else’s power game. The researched are to be reduced 

to financially significant data; all personality, authenticity or local characteristics 

are to be filtered out. What consultancy gets rid of is what this book explores, 

pursues and champions.  

Mwingi is a set of relationships and a field of activity for me. I cannot reduce it to 

a simple causal model. I realize that my discovery of my own voice as a 

researcher is directly related to the villagers’ increasing ability to express their 

hopes and needs and develop their plans. This book records a dialogic process 

of mutual self-development and change. As the villagers changed, I changed, 

and vice versa. Is this ‘autonomous scholarship’, as Mamdani calls for? The 

question is obviously paradoxical. If I write as Mamdani demands, my autonomy 

must be very suspect. But I have provided a descriptive account of my data and 

its collection, and I have also explored the development of ‘voice’ as both a 

villager and researcher. Obviously this book records a process of action learning. 

I began the project thinking in the consultancy mode; project results had to be 

defined as so many mango grafts/plants, so much revenue from sisal baskets, so 

many aloe products sold, etc. These data points are not unimportant, but the 

villagers’ attitudes toward themselves and their community are far more crucial.  

Community development is all about the ability to take initiative and the 

wherewithal to define and pursue goals. When this project started I was 

dependent in my thinking on consultancy, enslaved to project principle and the 

very competitive world of Nairobi professionals. Having spent a lot more time in 
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Mwingi, I am much less driven by that rat race, but not entirely freed from it. And 

on the part of the villagers, I now sense that they have more of an appreciation of 

their possibilities for survival in this very hard and repressive setting. Rural Kenya 

is poor; Mwingi knows repeated draught, all sorts of epidemics and has very 

limited resources. But I am convinced that a qualitative change has occurred in 

the villagers’ self-esteem and their abilities to voice their own future. Indeed, 

definitions or how we define ourselves are crucial to how we are ruled or rule 

ourselves. 
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Chapter 5 
 

Grassroots Change Making in Mwingi  
 

In this chapter, I review what my team and I did, how we did it, and the lessons 

from my involvement in community development endeavors in Mwingi. As a local 

who is genuinely interested in meaningful socio-economic development in my 

rural home area, and also as a researcher, I must confess that, in very many 

instances, I found myself too deeply and emotionally involved in the 

development/under-development challenges I encountered and, in the process, 

probably failed to properly wear the hat of a researcher. Notwithstanding my 

inadequacies, I hereby present to you this action learning/evaluation chapter, 

which concisely captures “what was done,” “how it was done,” and what was 

realistically achieved within the constraints of time and funding. 

  

At the project conceptualization stage, some of the activities I had lined up for 

attention revolved around community stigmatization of those infected and 

affected by HIV/AIDS, such as practical measures of mitigating HIV/AIDS 

through community development initiatives, and capacity development through 

training and knowledge diffusion for sustainability. It is these key thematic areas 

that I have tried to reflect on as concisely as humanely possible. 

 

As I traversed the globe and interacted with people of all walks of life, I came 
face to face with some cultural practices I would ordinarily consider rather 
unusual. Specifically, I am referring to same sex marriages and pets, both of 
which I encountered for the very first time in my life during my studies in Europe. 
I am also talking about a face-to-face encounter with a witch doctor, with whom 
my research assistant from Europe and I visited with in Mwingi. I am not trying to 
say that same sex marriages and witch doctors are related in any way. However, 
I have found both cultural practices extremely confusing and conflicting. 
 

Early Community Mobilization and Organizing  

 
Between 2005 and 2007, I made up my mind that I wanted to do some 

community development work with in Mwingi. One of the very first things I did 

was hold a series of one-day community mobilization/sensitization meetings with 

people in selected administrative locations in Mwingi. However, I was very much 

aware that chances were high that, sooner or later, the political class would try 

and initiate moves to scuttle my initiatives. I had seen such maneuvers during 
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Moi’s era. One of the most hilarious cases of community under-development in 

Kenya is the case of rural electrification, which was publicly promised to the 

electorate by Moi during a by-election. “I have instructed the Kenya Power and 

Lighting Company to immediately commence rural electrification in this area, but 

you must elect the KANU candidate.” And sure enough, the next day, the 

electricity distribution company embarked on dropping huge electric poles that 

stretched several kilometers. However, when the by-elections were over, the 

KANU candidate Moi had rooted for had lost miserably. And without warning, the 

huge electric poles were quickly taken away as fast as they had been singularly 

lined up along the close to 30 km dusty road. And the area would stay without 

electricity from the national grid for the next 10 years.  

 

In Mwingi, the most common tool used by the provincial administration to punish 

and also reward the villagers is relief food. Generally, due to a combination of a 

number of factors, including the near-permanent state of drought and famine and 

the occasional torrential rainfall, coupled with the non-existence of programmes 

to harvest the runoff water in small streams and rivers, guarantees that the 

people of Mwingi permanently depend on relief food. Hence, anyone perceived 

not to be towing the line by the powers that be would be denied relief food, with 

those perceived to be loyal being handsomely rewarded with relief food.     

 

Moi relinquished power after the 2002 general elections. However, the majority of 

the bureaucrats in government and the now-leading politicians in Mwingi were his 

students. They were the ones who had been used to carry out the bizarre 

instructions set forth by the Moi state. I was pretty aware that they were certainly 

going to try and use the same local government administration machinery that 

they had inherited from Moi to squash my every community development effort.  

The area MP, a former provincial administrator or under Kenyatta and Moi, had 

been very instrumental in the recruitment of most of the current chiefs and their 

assistants. I had made the unforgivable mistake of running against him during the 

2002 general elections. I tasted his wrath during the Nzeluni Medical Camp, and 

so I knew what he was capable of. Some of the chiefs and their assistants had 

already privately told me that they had been sternly warned by their superiors 

against participating directly or indirectly in any of my community development 

initiatives, and to do everything in their power to ensure that my every 

engagement with the community never saw the light of day.  

 

Mwingi is a very expansive area, where the villagers are settled on ancestral land 

and are scattered all over. It is thus always a very tedious exercise to mobilize 

people to a centralized place on a single day. Under normal circumstances, the 
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political class uses the provincial administration, the chiefs and their assistants, 

who, in turn, use village elders to mobilize the villagers. The chiefs and their 

assistants are normal government employees on salary. However, the village 

elders are not. They preside over petty disputes amongst the villagers and levy a 

small fee from each of the warring parties. Commonly known in the local dialect 

as “usuu,” or porridge in English, the parties involved in the dispute pay equal 

amounts, with those not satisfied moving up the ladder to the assistant chief, the 

chief and, in some instances, the local divisional officer or district commissioner. 

Occasionally, the village elders are rewarded with bigger relief food rations. It is 

thus an extremely elaborate system of governance. Public communication on 

disease outbreaks and other communications of public interest are usually 

communicated through this elaborate bureaucracy. Other times, the chief would 

call for a public baraza on issues considered by the government or the political 

class to be of greater significance. But despite the positives, provincial 

administration is often used to suppress any voice perceived to be anti-

establishment. During the Moi days, one was required to obtain written 

permission to hold any kind of gathering—a wedding, a family get-together, a 

community group meeting, etc. However, with the advent of multi-party 

democracy in Kenya, things had slowly started to change. It was now possible to 

hold community development meetings without first having to seek for a permit 

from the area chief.   

 

It was thus against the above-stated background that my team and I were 

venturing into the world of grassroots community mobilization and development. 

We needed to be very smart in our every move. The first thing we did was 

discretely identify three to five reliable community women group leaders in each 

of the nine administrative locations in the area. In rural Mwingi, nearly everybody 

knows everybody else, with most of the women belonging to more than five self-

help groups. There are also clans, school committees, church committees, and 

then local marriages, thus making it look like nearly everyone in the area is 

somewhat related. The small team of three to five women was then tasked with 

mobilizing all of the active groups in their respective areas, and asking each of 

the groups to nominate their five top officials to attend our first series of one-day 

grassroots mobilization/sensitization workshops. Between November and May of 

2008, our one-day workshops went on very smoothly and, on average, were 

attended by between 300 to 500 people. People were very excited. They were 

learning a lot of new things about their lives, and learning about the real 

possibilities of living dignified lives. In Kavaini sub-location of Thitani Location, 

Jane Mutunga was one of the ladies we tasked with the responsibility of 

mobilizing and inviting people from Kavaini sub-location for the one-day 
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sensitization workshop. Together with her team, she organized people to do the 

cooking, to bring firewood, and to slaughter a goat for the stew. She also made 

arrangements with the pastor of the local church, who agreed to let us use the 

church hall at a small fee. However, on the workshop day, when we arrived at the 

planned venue, we were surprised to find the gate locked with an unusually large 

padlock and the Pastor gone. Upon inquiry, we were informed that the Pastor 

had decided that it was not a wise thing to hold a community meeting in God’s 

house. “But the church had been built through contributions by the very same 

community that was now wanting to hold a workshop there,” I protested. In the 

end, however, I was protesting to deaf ears. The Pastor was nowhere to be 

found and his cell phone was switched off.  

 

Next, the organizers sent some members to the head teacher of the nearby 

primary school to see if we could use the school compound. He was from a 

neighboring location and had even attended one of our previous workshops and 

found it very useful. However, he was categorical. He could not allow us the use 

of the school compound; the local assistant chief had warned him against it. I 

then asked for the cell phone number of the assistant chief, whom, after calling, 

told me that she had travelled to Nairobi on official duties and that if I needed to 

know what was happening, I should talk to her boss, the area chief. I called the 

chief, who pretended that he had not been informed about the workshop, and 

that it was important to be notifying him well in advance about such meetings, 

lest they be construed as being of a political nature. I was emphatic. With or 

without a venue, we were going to go on with the workshop. At one point, I was 

informed that someone had been asked to spy and write down the names of all 

those in attendance. “By who? And for what purpose?” I asked. But no one 

seemed to have an answer to any of my many queries. Worse, no one seemed 

to know who in their midst was the spy. However, they were all unanimous on 

one thing: Their MP was behind all of this and must have been the one to instruct 

the chief and his assistant not to allow the workshop to take place. It was now 

getting to noon and some of the participants had started going home. In the end, 

I held the workshop under a tree, with only about 50 participants against an initial 

anticipated attendance of 300. Two weeks later, there was food distribution to 

needy people by the local chief and his assistants. Jane Mutunga had always 

received relief food from the government, but on this particular day she was not 

allowed to get relief food. Instead, she was given a public dressing-down from 

the assistant chief. She had violated the unwritten rules of community 

development (under-development) in Thitani location.  
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At the start of the Achmea project in 2008, we had planned to directly reach an 

estimated 70,000 people in 10 administrative locations in two divisions within the 

project area. By the end of the 2012, we had made direct contact with over 150 

Community Based Organizations (CBOs) and 10 times this number indirectly. 

The CBOs we directly worked with are spread out in 19 administrative locations 

within the project area. On average, one CBO is composed of between 9 and 15 

self-help groups (SHGs), while a single self-help group has about 80 people.   

 

Simply put, we can say that the project was highly successful, since we were 

able to directly reach out to more than double both the number of CBOs and the 

number of individuals as outlined at the project design stage.  

Workshops Organization and Knowledge Diffusion 
 

Prior to the day of each workshop, a small group of 8 to 15 organizers would do 

meticulous planning. In most cases, the planning is done, at most, two weeks 

prior to the mutually agreed workshop date. It is this team of planners who, 

through their social networks, identify all of the active groups in their location. 

After the groups are identified and the active ones selected, the selected groups 

are then asked to nominate a pre-agreed upon number of participants to attend 

the workshop on the agreed day. This way, the community planners are able to 

fairly and accurately estimate the number of people likely to attend the workshop 

and, hence, work out a fairly accurate budget for hosting it. In addition to the 

planning, the committee identifies and books the venue for the workshop, selects 

those to do the actual purchasing of the numerous food stuffs after the budget is 

approved, nominates those to bring fire wood and water, as well as those to do 

the actual cooking and servers. There are no public social halls in Mwingi, hence, 

most community workshops are either held in church halls or in primary schools. 

Workshops held during weekdays can only be held in primary school classrooms 

if the schools are closed. Otherwise, they are held over the weekends. And vice 

versa for churches. The majority of Mwingi residents profess the Christian faith, 

so there are many churches in the area. After the venue is identified, either the 

school’s head teacher or the presiding church pastor would be approached to 

give his or her OK. Once this is done, the organizers would then assign those to 

do the cooking, those to bring water, and those to be sent to our office to 

coordinate.  

 

Our responsibility would be to approve the budget for the purchases to be made, 

food stuffs such as rice, potatoes, bread, milk sugar, tea leaves, cooking oil, 

etc… and, of course, a live goat, which would be slaughtered used to make stew 
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for the workshop participants. In the Kamba culture, slaughtering a goat for a 

visitor or for an occasion such as the workshop is usually a very big sign of 

honor. The villagers would talk about it for days. In addition to procuring the 

foodstuffs, we would also procure the writing materials, including exercise books, 

biro pens, and any training aids necessary for effective delivery of the workshop 

content. The elderly and illiterate participants would also demand to get their 

share of the writing materials, an exercise book and a pen. After the workshop, 

they would happily go home with the two treasured items and proudly show them 

off to their relatives as evidence that indeed they had participated in a community 

development training workshop. In the end, the two treasured items would be 

given to one of their school age children or to a grandchild. Lastly, we would also 

source for trainers, including the TOTs, and facilitate them with small out-of-

pocket allowance to facilitate their movement.  

 

In the end, our approach to community mobilization, sensitization, and training 

was most efficient and cost effective. In addition, involving the community 

planners to assume leadership at all levels of the planning process guaranteed 

ownership to the participants involved. It was also a sort of vote of confidence in 

their ability to plan and execute community development initiatives. The 

approach kept our operating costs down, enabling us to train many more people 

than we would ordinarily been able to. 

 

As we moved on with the early community mobilization workshops, I came to 

learn that many NGOs operating in the area usually pay participants some 

attendance allowance after attending their workshops. To me, this would be 

tantamount to bribing someone so that I can teach him/her how to sustainably 

get oneself out of poverty, and the shared hopelessness so rampant in Mwingi. I 

refused. “This is about you, your development, under-development and lack of 

development in your area, and real possibilities for sustainable development 

options and priorities. It is about how the Mwingi community could collectively 

and sustainably harness a few carefully selected but enormous development 

possibilities for the greater good of the entire Mwingi community.” In the 

beginning, most of my staff were extremely skeptical of my stand. They did not 

believe that the participants would attend our workshops, or if they did, they 

would simply walk out on us. “These people are very much used to getting 

seating allowances from NGOs and government ministries after attending similar 

workshops; we run the risk of coming face-to-face with extremely low turn outs, 

which would cause us a lot of embarrassment.” “Those unwilling to come 

because there are no workshop attendance allowances, let them do something 

else,” I said with finality. 
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The initial 10 workshops were planed back to back over a two-week period. 

Nearly all of them started around 9:00 a.m. and ended around 4:00 p.m., with the 

first agenda item in each workshop being to agree on the workshop norms. 

These norms included: a welfare officer, a timekeeper, and an energizer for each 

workshop. The tasks were assigned to some individuals by the rest of the 

participants based on their perceived competency and/or past experience with 

similar roles. The welfare officer’s work would be to undertake the general 

coordination of all the activities relating to food, while that of the time keeper 

would be to ensure that everyone, including the workshop facilitators, kept time. 

Often, Mwingi can become exceedingly hot. Hence, the work of the energizer is 

simply to call the participants into attention by involving them in some kind of joke 

or some simple physical exercise, all aimed at getting them to focus on the 

workshop deliberations. 

 

Content delivery of all of the initial community mobilization/sensitization 

workshops was mainly focused on three themes: practical and easy to learn/easy 

to implement ways in which the local community could adopt to, and which would 

be useful in overcoming the HIV/AIDs stigma in their midst; locally available 

resources, which, if well harnessed, could sustainably pull the community out of 

cyclical poverty and disease. (It was in this second category that we would 

highlight some of the natural resources in Mwingi that have potential for 

commercialization. These would include the indigenous mangoes and aloe Vera, 

plus the farming of drought resistant crops like cassava and sorghum etc.) Lastly, 

we would ask the groups to list areas they felt they needed capacity development 

through training and knowledge transfer. At some point during the afternoon 

session, we would split the participants into breakaway groups and ask them to 

discuss and respond to the same three key thematic areas. From the responses 

we got in all the 10 workshops, it was abundantly clear to us that the people were 

mainly interested in getting skills in mango and aloe farming, post-harvest 

handling, sisal weaving, and access to micro financial services. The initial 10 

community mobilization/sensitization workshops helped up to fully crystallize our 

original thoughts, as contained in the project document approved by Achemea. 

 

After the initial round of workshops, each participating location was asked to 

specifically nominate women TOTs to be trained on modern sisal weaving. The 

first batch of 57 ToTs received 6 months of apprenticeship training on weaving of 

assorted baskets (commonly known as kyondo) and other assorted sisal 

products. The trainings took place once a week (on Mondays) under the tutelage 

of an experienced community trainer. In addition, the TOTs were also trained in 
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other areas such as basic bookkeeping, leadership, group dynamics and group 

conflict management, and some basic computer skills. After the initial training, 

some of the ToTs were deployed as coordinators within their respective CBOs, 

with the rest being deployed as community weaving instructors (CWIs). Others 

went on to become trainers in other parts of Kitui County and even beyond. 

 

Remedial Measures for HIV/AIDs Infected and Affected 
 

Prior to the commencement of the Achmea funding, HIV/AIDs related deaths in 

Mwingi had become so common that, nearly every day, a burial would take place 

for someone who had passed on, courtesy of the HIV pandemic. The Achemea 

foundation support was a turning point of sorts. In mobilizing the communities for 

the one-day workshops, one of our pre-conditions to the location workshop 

organizers was that they were to make deliberate efforts to ensure that some 

representatives of people living with AIDS and those of the community care 

givers were invited to the workshop. One of our staff members, whom I always 

made sure never missed any of these early workshops, was Joseph Ndei, our 

HIV/AIDS coordinator. Joseph is HIV positive and has been living with the virus 

for close to 15 years. I first met Joseph during one of our earliest community 

sensitization workshops in Nzauni location in 2005. During those days, the 

stigma against HIV/AIDS was so serious that no one would ever dare openly 

speak about the scourge, and more so, one’s own HIV status, particularly if such 

a person was HIV positive. Because of the extreme stigma, I had identified and 

hired a man and a lady from Nairobi, both of whom were HIV positive and living 

positively, as our resource persons. After the two facilitators had made their 

presentations and the workshop finished, I saw a haggard looking man in his 

early 30s walking slowly toward where I was seated. He was wearing an old, torn 

and very dirty nylon shirt, a shabby and equally worn and dirty pair of brown 

cotton trousers, and open shoes. Looking at him closely, it was obvious to me 

that he had not taken a bath for quite some time. His face looked sad and even 

though he tried to put a smile on his face as he stretched his right hand to greet 

me, I could tell that he was doing it with much difficulty. “I want to talk to you after 

you are through with these ladies,” he told me.  

 

Shortly after, we were standing a few meters from the two ladies, and it was like 

he had just learned to take at that very moment. He talked nonstop for about five 

minutes, explaining to me that after he finished high school he moved to 

Mombasa to look for greener pastures. And sure enough, he got a very nice job 

at one of the leading hotels there, where he earned a decent salary. Then, he 

met a young beautiful lady and instantly they fell in love. After being in a 
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relationship with the lady for about three years, he started ailing. One day it 

would be high fever, which would refuse to go away for several days, sometimes 

weeks. After a few months, it would be rashes all over his body. He was losing 

weight and had no appetite for most types of food. His constant coughing made it 

impossible to continue working at the hotel front office, where he was the front 

office assistant manager. After being given several sick-offs, and eventually 

exhausting his provision for medical cover, he was finally dismissed from his job 

on medical grounds. Sickly and jobless, his next move was to travel back to the 

village to be nursed by his elderly mother. With no money for proper medical 

attention, and a traditional diet comprising of boiled maize and beans, his 

condition deteriorated quickly, forcing him to be admitted to Mwingi General 

Hospital. This, according to him, was the very first time that he had ever been 

admitted to hospital. The next couple of months saw him in and out of hospital 

nearly after every two weeks. Then, the doctors recommended that undergo the 

one test he had dreaded: an HIV/AIDS test. The person who tested him never 

sufficiently prepared him for what was awaiting him, and instead carelessly 

dropped the news to him as if he was just suffering a bout of common cold. His 

learning that he was HIV positive made him to lose all desire to continue living. 

After he was discharged from hospital, he quickly realized that, at home, with the 

exception of his mother, no one else wanted to share anything with him. His older 

brother’s wife had kept a specific cup, plate and spoon for him. And no one else 

would touch it after he had used it. Life was increasingly becoming completely 

unbearable, and suicide was increasingly becoming a possible option.  

 

After listening to his story I made the decision there and then that he was the 

candidate who I had been looking for all along to coordinate our HIV/AIDS 

activities. I hired him on the spot. After the workshop, Phillip Mwangangi and 

Geoffrey Musyoka, my other two colleagues in the programme, were rather 

surprised when I told them that I had made the decision to hire José, and that, 

from then on, he would be the coordinator of our entire HIV/AIDS community 

outreach programme.  

 

When the Achemea foundation funding came through, José and I developed a 

community outreach work plan, through which he would visit an average of two to 

three primary and secondary schools every week and speak to both the students 

and teachers on the dangers of contracting the scourge. He never disappointed. 

Over the last four or so years, José has visited and delivered speeches on HIV/ 

AIDS and on positive living to well over 100 primary schools and over 50 

secondary schools in the area.  
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Through the Achemea support on HIV /AIDS, we have been able to send José 

for many specialized trainings on HIV/ AIDS management in such diverse fields 

as psychosocial support, positive living, diet for people living positively with AIDS, 

social business for people living with AIDS, ToT courses, etc. According to him 

and those who have been interacting with him, coupled with the numerous 

interactions with others in similar circumstances, the trainings have immensely 

helped in keeping him positive about living.  

 

In 2011, the local public health officials were so pleased with his work that they 

appointed and trained him as a tracer. In HIV community jargon, a tracer is 

someone who moves from one village to the next, trying to trace people who 

have been previously diagnosed as HIV positive, put on anti-retroviral, but have, 

for one reason or another, defaulted on going for regular checkups and for more 

anti-retroviral drugs. It’s very common for people to become depressed post-

diagnosis, and in some instances, stops taking the drugs. This is where José and 

his team of 10 other tracers become extremely handy. Over the last three years, 

José has helped more people than all his other 10 colleagues combined.  

 

Toward the end of 2011, José married a lady who, just like him, is also HIV 

positive. When it was time to visit the in-laws to negotiate dowry, almost his 

entire village accompanied him. They gave him and his new bride many gifts. 

The following day, he had to hire a pick-up truck to ferry them home.  

 

During the Achmea-supported project conceptualization/design stage, we had 

hoped to directly reach a total of 1,500 people living with AIDS, including children 

who had been orphaned by the scourge. Most of the people now living positively 

have organized themselves in location-based support groups. The top officials 

from each support group meet once a month at the local district hospital. Many 

other players have since come onto the stage. One of the initiatives, Twana 

Twitu, which translates to Our Children, came into being much later than our 

group. It is the brainchild of Mwende Mwinzi, a brilliant local young lady, whose 

father is local and mother is a white American. Mwende did her graduate and 

postgraduate studies in America, after which she worked with blue chip 

companies in the USA. Later, she married a Nigerian man and they now live in 

America. However, in spite of all this, she has remained very close to her father’s 

roots and speaks very fluent Kikamba. Her initiative is similar to our earliest 

interventions under Omega. It mainly provides material support, including school 

fees, school uniforms and regular food rations during times of great famine and 

drought.   
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Then there is another HIV/AIDS initiative that is supported by the Catholic 

Diocese of Kitui. The initiative mainly focuses on providing emotional and 

psychosocial support to the infected and the affected. It also offers some basic 

training skills in business management, after which those who prove to be 

committed are given small loans to start some business enterprises.  

 

One of the key officials in this group was one of the earliest beneficiaries under 

the Achemea supported project. Kamene Malonza did not know that she was 

HIV/AIDS positive until she started getting sickly, almost immediately after she 

had lost her husband of more than 20 years. With the Achmea funding, we were 

able to buy for her food supplements and send her for HIV testing, where she 

was confirmed positive. With the help of José, plus a lot of emotional and 

psychosocial support, she decided to confide her HIV status to her pastor. She 

left thinking that she had confined her predicament to the Man of God, and by 

extension, to God himself, but was thoroughly confused. Throughout the entire 

encounter, the Man of God had not uttered a single word to her. She let it rest 

and quickly forgot about it. The following Sunday she was among the first ones to 

arrive in church, as always. There, she bumped unto the pastor’s wife and two of 

her children. She greeted them but they didn’t reciprocate. Then it was time for 

the day’s sermon. It quickly became very clear that the entire sermon was about 

her. Her good pastor was preaching about people who had contracted the 

ungodly disease because of their ungodly ways. She left the church completely 

devastated. The support from José and the others in her support group kept her 

alive. When she got better, she moved from her church of more than 30 years 

and went to the Catholic Church, where she was immediately received and 

acknowledged. The majority of the HIV positive people in the local Catholic 

Church had originally been members of other churches, but moved to this one, 

never to return to their original churches. The HIV stigma against them was 

simply too unbearable. However, unlike most of them, Kamene had received a lot 

of training with us. She had attended and graduated from our very first weaving 

class. She also knew how to make aloe Vera soap and detergents. In addition, 

just like José, she had received numerous trainings on entrepreneurship, 

business management, and leadership. She was also an accomplished Trainer 

of Trainers. The person in charge of income generating activities at the Catholic 

Church found her skills very handy and deployed her as a ToT in the area of 

income generating activities. Since then, she has trained many women in the 

church on aloe processing, weaving, and enterprise development for 

sustainability. Today, about 50% of her little shop in her local town is stocked 

with aloe products, detergents, and sisal markets and baskets from her support 

group, which she sells for a small commission. 
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By the end of 2012, we had exceeded the numbers we had targeted at the 

project design stage. In addition, government statistics were showing that new 

infections were significantly going down. Obviously we cannot and are not trying 

to claim all of the credit for the good work. However, we were the very first on the 

stage—a stage where not many had dared to step out. All of this would not have 

been possible without the financial support from Achmea.  

Aloe Farming as a Social Business 
 

When I first introduced the idea of growing and processing aloe as a community 

social business, nearly everyone in the community thought that I was a real joker. 

“Of all things, aloe? What will we do with it? Where is the market? Why can’t you 

first assist us in growing and better managing the plants we all know about?” 

However, unknown to many people, the United Nations Food and Agricultural 

Organization (FAO) has identified the aloe, the herbaceous plant that is said to 

contain over 160 chemicals, as “a new plant resource with the most promising 

prospects in the world today.” Billed as the “treasure of the Ancients,” “the natural 

healer” and the “Lily of the Desert,” for thousands of years, people in many parts 

of the world have recognized the healing and moisturizing properties of the plant. 

In ancient Egypt, for example, aloe was held in such high esteem that it was 

considered as the "Plant of Immortality," and drawings of it have been found in 

the tombs of pharaohs. The plant is even mentioned in the Christian Bible.  

 

Today, conservative estimates on global trade in medicinal plants stand at well 

over US$60 billion annually. With the increasing interest in ‘natural’ products 

worldwide, and the resultant upsurge in the demand for medicinal plants, by the 

year 2050, this figure is expected to grow to US$5 trillion. Products from aloe are 

found in various forms such as capsules, gel, and juice, as well as those that are 

applied directly to the skin. Aloe is said to contain aloin, which is responsible for 

its purgative action, and is said to relieve constipation, regulate the peristaltic 

movements of intestines, promote digestion, and stimulate the functions of the 

liver and the spleen. On the other hand, aloe leaves contain ingredients such as 

vitamins, minerals amino acid, polysaccharides, enzymes, plant steroids, 

saponins, lignin, anthraquinones, and salicylic acid—all of which are said to be 

necessary for the human body. Last but not least, aloe works as an anti-septic 

and antibacterial, and it is very easy to make aloe based toilet soaps, shampoos, 

hand and body lotions, and even detergents for domestic use. 

 

There are well over 200 known types of aloe species worldwide, with Kenya 

being touted as home to about 60 different varieties, of which five species are 
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commonly used for medicine, while the rest are used in the manufacturing of 

beauty and wellness products. Kenya’s aloe is CITES-listed and protected, and 

so its cultivation for commercial value is being highly encouraged by the 

government as an emerging viable crop in the mostly arid and semi-arid areas of 

the country. It has also been established that Mwingi is home to a number of 

these commercially viable species, particularly aloe seccundiflora. However, the 

community has yet to fully understand and appreciate its commercial value, 

except for the occasional local herbal purposes, particularly to poultry. Perhaps 

this could be attributed to ignorance of its immense potency as well as lack of, or 

limited, relevant processing technical know-how amongst the locals, research 

institutions, academia, and even government bureaucrats.  

 

In Kenya, limited aloe farming has slowly been taking shape in Laikipia and 

Baringo districts of the Rift Valley region, with the European Union having 

already funded a medium-sized aloe extraction and processing plant in Baringo. 

Thus, despite the skeptics, I was dully convinced that the climatic conditions in 

Mwingi are very similar to those in Baringo and Laikipia, and that domesticating 

wild aloe would serve as a sure cash crop for the locals. 

 

Being an alma mater of the university, and also a part time lecturer in 

entrepreneurship development, it was easy for me to make arrangements with 

Dr. Patrick Kareru of chemistry department at Jomo Kenyatta University of 

Agriculture and Technology (JKUAT). During the first year of the Achmea 

supported project, Dr. Kareru managed to train 30 TOTs in aloe processing, all 

drawn from our affiliate CBO. And over the last three years, most of the TOTs 

have, in turn, trained many members of their own CBOs. Assumpta Mutune Ilai 

was one of our original TOT’s, trained by Kareru. Assumpta got married when 

she was very young and never made it beyond class 8 in her formal schooling. 

She was one of those who picked up the idea of aloe planting and processing 

with a lot of gusto. I noticed her enthusiasm and appointed her as our official 

TOT under the Achmea supported project, and over the last three years 

Assumpta has trained many community group members throughout Kitui County 

and beyond; and her CBO has even received some direct funding from the 

Government through the Ministry of Agriculture. 

 

After the initial trainings in the first year, each affiliate CBO was supported with 

20 liters of coconut oil (a key ingredient for making toilet soap) and an 

assortment of the accompanying chemicals. However, to qualify for the support, 

the CBO was required to have a minimum of two acres under aloe cultivation. 

There was a general rule that no member of the CBO was going to be allowed to 
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buy toilet soaps from the normal shops as long as his/her group had stocks of the 

aloe soap.  

 

Within a very short time, the entire aloe business concept was picked up pretty 

fast. Stories of how people with AIDS were using the soap and within no time, 

their body rashes would disappear and their skin would look as fresh as ever 

were circulating quickly. Grandmothers with wrinkled faces who used the aloe 

toilet soap gave testimonies of how the wonder soap had drastically changed 

their looks for the better.  

 

By the end of 2011, over 200 acres of mostly eroded farmland had been put 

under aloe cultivation. We had developed the brand name Twinkle for our 

products and had started shopping around for support to start an aloe 

extraction/processing plant in the area. So successful was the aloe initiative that, 

in 2011, we won the 2011 SEED award. The SEED award is a global partnership 

for action on sustainable development and the green economy. The SEED 

initiative is funded by the UNEP, UNDP, and IUCN. By any standard, getting 

internationally recognized and rewarded because of some pioneering work, 

which started as an academic enquiry on the possibilities for sustainable 

development in the fairly arid and semi arid Mwingi, clearly demonstrates that the 

inclusion of aloe farming and processing under the Achemea funding was a step 

in the right direction. Only couple of years ago, nearly everyone who heard about 

the aloe project loudly laughed it off and said we were jokers. However, looking 

back, the aloe initiative is one of the best things that ever happened to the project 

and myself. And now I have a new name amongst the local community members: 

Bwana Kiluma, which translates to Mr. Aloe.  

Mango Farming and Processing for Sustainability 
 

A survey done in the year 2000 by the arid and semi-arid lands management 

programme of the then-Ministry of Programmes revealed that the areas 

traversing parts of Mumbuni, Nzeluni, Kyome, Itoloni, Migwani and Muivu 

locations in the greater Mwingi are ideal for mango farming, as clearly 

demonstrated by the abundance of indigenous mango trees mostly growing wild 

within the stated area. Mwingi indigenous mangoes are very delicious. But 

unfortunately, the Mwingi indigenous mangoes have very high fiber content, are 

tiny, and have very little juice content. In most cases, they are generally infected 

by weevils, which make them extremely hard to sell beyond Mwingi. During 

mango harvesting season (usually between December and February of any 

given year), over 90% of the Mwingi indigenous mangoes ripen, resulting in the 

oversupply of mangoes to the local markets. This oversupply is generally backed 
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by low demand, which often results in plummeting prices. So serious is the crisis 

that any farmer who takes his or her mangoes to the local market and fails to get 

a buyer, does not go home with them. In most cases, he or she would simply 

give them away. Nearly every family in the area has several indigenous mango 

trees of their own with ripe mangoes. Mwingi has no cold room facilities where 

the ripe mangoes can be preserved during the off-season. The Mwingi 

indigenous mangoes are usually ferried to the local markets either on donkeys or 

on their own backs. It would thus be ridiculous to think of using the same means 

to take home any unsold mangoes. In the end, most farmers end up simply 

throwing away any unsold, overripe mangoes.   

 

In some instances, some residents with fairly sizeable number of indigenous 

mango trees are known to enter into all sorts of business arrangements with 

youths in the area. Instead of taking their ripe mangoes to the formal markets, 

where there is a very slim chance of getting buyers, the youths would be allowed 

to either eat or do whatever they wanted with the mangoes, and in return, the 

youths would be expected to assist the owners either in the harvesting of maize 

and beans from their farms or in preparing the farms for the next planting season, 

or both.  

 

Meanwhile, the Mwingi indigenous mango circus would continue. Many people, 

including government officials, would occasionally talk about the enormous but 

completely unexploited potential that lay in situ. Year in, year out, no one seemed 

to want to do anything positive to end the cyclical crisis in indigenous mango 

farming. A number of able local elites had gotten wind of the enormous potential 

of farming improved mangoes in Mwingi and had seized the opportunity, but only 

as individuals. Economies of scale could only be attained if a critical mass of 

grassroots people were to get into the farming and post harvest management of 

the improved mangoes in the area.  

 

On average, improved mango seedlings take two to three years to start 

producing better mango fruits, with some of the seedlings starting to flower much 

earlier. Depending on the maturity of the scions used, some seedlings would 

begin flowering within a year, with most of the exotic mango fruits fetching, on 

average, Kshs.20+/- per piece during the high season and double the amount or 

more during off-season. This price would increase several-fold once the 

mangoes were transported and sold in the major urban areas of Kenya. Either 

way, the price of five exotic mango fruits is equivalent to the price of one full sack 

of the indigenous Mwingi mangoes. 
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It was thus against the fore-stated background that my team and I started 

thinking of how we could sustainably continue supporting the HIV/AIDS orphans 

in the medium and long-term, and by extension our community development 

initiatives, without external support. We explored several possibilities, of which 

the promotion of exotic mango farming was our obvious choice. Firstly, the 

mango trees are perennial and hence require minimal care. The mango fruits are 

harvested annually, which will equally guarantee regular incomes for the project. 

And lastly, as stated earlier, the climatic conditions and soils in Mwingi are very 

conducive to mango farming.  

 

My interactions with the departments of horticulture and food science and 

nutrition at JKUAT during my post graduate days at the university (between 2002 

and 2004) further reaffirmed our resolve to promote the growing of exotic 

mangoes in Mwingi. To access my lecture halls at JKUAT, I would pass through 

the departments of horticulture, where I would see students grafting the different 

kinds of mango seedlings. Occasionally, I would drop by for a chat with them. In 

due course, I started learning about the numerous mango varieties, particularly 

those that could do well in Mwingi. Apple Mangoes, Tommy Atkins, Kent, and 

Van Dyke are some of the varieties that would do exceedingly well in Mwingi, I 

would be told. In addition, these particular mango species have very low fiber 

content and hence are very good for juice extraction. They also have a fairly long 

shelf life, making them ideal for markets outside Mwingi, including export 

markets.  

 

Regrettably, however, just like is the case with nearly all the other Kenyan 

universities’ academic work, there is a near total disconnect between what 

happens in the university lecture halls and what happens in the outside world. 

Simple technologies such as the one for mango grafting at the horticulture 

department of JKUAT and the one for processing the mango fruits into ready to 

drink juice or juice concentrate are what the people in arid and semi arid areas of 

Kenya like Mwingi would need to lift themselves from poverty and 

unemployment. Unfortunately, though, the majority Kenyan universities firmly 

stay in their ivory towers and leave the country to rely on the trickledown effects 

of whatever they do. In the end, most students who graduate from nearly all 

Kenyan public universities have very little contact with the grassroots socio-

economic realities, and are always focused to getting formal employment after 

graduating.  

 

Owing to my background in private business, and now as a graduate student in 

Entrepreneurship Development, I was able to quickly recognize and appreciate 
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the enormously but completely underutilized potential for technology transfer, 

which would result in very meaningful and sustainable development at the 

grassroots level. And so, when Achmea agreed to support our capacity 

development initiatives through training and knowledge transference on improved 

mango farming and processing, it was a dream come true. And so the first step I 

took was to approach both the head of the department of horticulture and that of 

food science and technology for possible collaboration. I was to learn from the 

two heads of departments that first I was going to have to develop and send a 

concept note to the vice chancellor of the university, giving some background 

information about our organization, the area within which we wanted to 

collaborate with the university, a justification of why we wanted to collaborate 

with JKUAT and not any other university, and the expected results. Upon receipt 

of the concept note, the vice chancellor would then ask one of his deputies to 

convene a meeting to discuss the merits and demerits of such collaboration, with 

the entre process taking between one and one and half years. “And what were 

the chances for success?” I asked, as I concluded my meeting with the head of 

the food science and nutrition department. The final result could not be predicted 

until after we had gone through the entire process.  

 

I was horrified by the amount of bureaucracy in the whole process. Worse still, 

we were likely to risk the loss of one whole year before starting the project. There 

was simply too much at stake to take that route. However, I did not give up and 

instead decided to be entrepreneurial about it. I spent the next week scouting 

and approaching individuals in both the horticulture department and the 

department of food science and nutrition with one goal: to find out if they would 

be interested in working with us on the mango improvement and mango 

processing initiative as private individuals. At the horticulture department, I found 

one farm assistant who had been in the department since its inception more than 

two decades ago. Njoro (as he is fondly called by his peers, students and even 

the lecturers) is ever jovial and always cracking jokes. As I was later to learn from 

him, the department of horticulture had recruited him when the university was 

newly opened as a college of science and technology. During those days, the 

college was exclusively training middle-level technicians on science and 

technology in regards to agriculture and agricultural extension services. He did 

not have any formal academic papers on horticulture. However, after being with 

the university for over 20 years, he had learned everything necessary with 

regards to fruit tree farming. In addition, Njoro also promised to introduce me to 

some of his friends at the nearby Ruiru prison farm, where we would be buying 

all varieties of scions for grafting our mango rootstocks. The scions would also be 

used to top-work our mature indigenous mango trees in Mwingi. To do this, we 



 139 

  

would first need to prune the big trees to just a few meters above the ground. 

After the offshoots started to sprout, an expert grafter would then professionally 

graft them with scions selected from varies of one’s choice. The beauty of 

pruning and later grafting a mature indigenous mango tree is that someone can 

graft several varieties onto one mature mango tree.  

 

At the Ruiru prison, Njoro introduced me to the officer in charge of the prison’s 

farm. Maluki had been with the prisons department for over 10 years, during 

which time he received a lot of on-the-job training in horticulture farming, both 

locally and in Israel. Over the years, he had worked in virtually all of the big 

prison farms in the country and was ready to supply us with all of the varieties of 

mango fruits and any other fruit trees that we deemed relevant for our project.  

 

On mango processing, Professor Muhoro, the head of the food science and 

technology department fully concurred with me that the bureaucracy in the 

university was a serious hindrance to the technology transfer to grassroots 

community initiatives like ours, and so he offered to assist us in a private capacity 

during his free time. After holding several informal discussions with Njoro, Maluki, 

and later Muhoho, I was fully convinced that the three gentlemen (and not 

necessarily the university) were going to be the people we would work with on 

our planned mango improvement initiative. 

 

With all of the critical matters dully settled, my team and I embarked on a scheme 

of selecting the CBOs to host the first couple of mango nurseries. Three CBOs, 

namely, Musyi wa Syana in Nzeluni Location, Kitheethesyo in Itoloni Location, 

and MEPA in Nzauni Location were selected to pilot the project. With the 

Achmea funds, each CBO was asked to nominate five people to be trained by 

Njoro and Maluki at our project tree nursery, which we had established earlier. 

This team was trained nearly every weekend over a six-month period. They were 

trained on tree nursery management, grafting, identification of the different types 

of mango species, and on pruning, eventually top-working mature mango trees. 

By the end of the first six months, we had purchased an assortment of tools and 

equipment for each of the three CBOs.  

 

Our implementation strategy was to have each CBO grow root stocks and graft 

an average of 100,000 seedlings of assorted mango varieties, with power saws 

being used to prune and later top-work another estimated 20,000 mature trees 

annually. Each participating CBO would then be allowed to sell part of its stock, 

provided that each member would be given at least 10 grafted seedlings for their 

own planting. In addition, the participating CBOs were each to donate enough 
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grafted seedlings to be distributed to the HIV/ AIDS orphans, with each orphan 

getting a minimum of 5 grafted seedlings. Our rationale was that the grafted 

seedlings would be producing exotic mangoes in the next four years or so, after 

which, through the project, we would collectively market the fruits and support the 

orphans in perpetuity. In addition, each CBO would continue grafting new 

seedlings, with part of the proceeds going toward building their own internal 

capacities for sustainability, as well as for the continued support of the said 

orphans.  

 

Over the years, the 20 TOTs originally trained by Njoro and Maluki have, in turn, 

directly trained over 200 others. In addition, during the first year, Professor 

Muhoho also travelled to Mwingi, where he was able to train 50 TOTs on mango 

processing. By the end of the project period, over 500 TOTs from all walks of life 

(the young, the old, men, women, people living with AIDS, and people with 

disabilities) had been directly trained on improved mango farming, including tree 

nursery management. In addition, most of the CBOs did not just do mango 

seedlings alone; they also ventured into agro-forestry farming, and have been 

able to develop and sell assorted seedlings at some fairly handsome returns. 

 

In 2010, Kithetheesyo CBO, one of the three CBOs we had identified at the pilot 

stage, managed to get supported with a mango juice extraction machine by the 

Ministry of Agriculture, while MEPA, one of the others CBOs under the pilot 

program, managed to get a three-year funding contract from the Community 

Development Trust Fund to the tune of Kshs.26.5 million, to be used for an 

integrated community intervention initiative on improving livelihoods for the CBO 

members and their neighbors. In early 2011, local government officials started to 

appreciate the enormous benefits that could be reaped from attaining a critical 

mass of locals involved in improved mango farming. With our support, the Mwingi 

Improved Mango Farmers Association has come into place, singly focused on 

promoting improved mango farming in Mwingi as a potential cash crop for the 

area.  

 

However, the aforementioned achievements have not come on a silver platter. 

There were many challenges along the way—key among them, the perennial 

problem of drought. Fruit tree nurseries need a lot of water in order to prosper. 

On a number of occasions, the cyclical droughts in Mwingi have greatly 

hampered the full potential of many of the CBO-owned tree nurseries, with some 

reporting even up to 50% loss of their seedlings. Notwithstanding the above 

major challenge, during the rainy season it is very common to see men and 

women of all walks of life hawking tree seedlings, particularly grafted mangoes, 
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at a number of local shopping centers in Mwingi, especially on market days. A 

very significant number of those hawking tree seedlings have been directly 

trained under this project.     

From Omega to Rise Kenya 
 

One major finding that came out of the workshops was that of ownership of the 

project we were trying to implement. It was early in 2009; I had been very 

intensely involved in community development work in the area for seven years 

already. Seven years is long enough of a period for someone to be able to tell 

whether something is working or not. In those seven years, the community had 

simply never come close to owning what we were trying to do. There was always 

this strong feeling of “us” vs. “them”—“us,” the locals, and “them,” the Omega 

people. Simply put, the community saw Omega as just one of the many 

charitable organizations that had come to do community development work in the 

area but would eventually phase out, just like the very many other charitable 

organizations that had worked in the area but had since moved to work in other 

areas. To them, this initiative was simply going to be yet another “business as 

usual” NGO initiative—countless workshops in big hotels, participant allowances, 

night-out allowances, etc. But no matter how much I tried to explain to them that 

this was not the case, still not many seemed to believe what I was telling them. In 

the end, it was abundantly clear to me that if these people were ever going to 

change for the better, then I had no choice but to change with them, and change 

the initiative.   

 

The first major step in the change process was initiated and implemented 

between June and December of 2010. Key officials of SHGs drawn from each of 

the 10 administrative locations were brought together, during which time it was 

clearly explained to them the amount of time and energy their individual 

members were spending moving from one small SHG meeting to the next without 

any significant benefits to show for it. We were not trying to advance the idea that 

they needed to disband their small groups; we were only trying to encourage 

them to form a bigger umbrella association. The umbrella association would, in 

turn, serve as their platform for their location in their partnership with us. 

However, this was not going to be easy. Omega was seen as an outsider who 

had come to work with the local community but would soon phase out and move 

to work in other parts of the country at some point in time. We needed people to 

see things from our point of view; otherwise the entire project was going to be an 

exercise in futility. In the end, we resolved that the SHGs would form some 

umbrella organizations (CBOs) in their respective locations or sub-locations, 

provided that we were also ready to allow the CBOs to become part and parcel of 
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a yet-to-be-formed mega umbrella organization. We had no choice but to oblige. 

By the middle of 2009, a total of 19 CBOs drawn from the 10 administrative 

locations in the project area had been formed and dully registered with the 

relevant government ministry.  

 

During our end-of-year party in 2009, the top three officials from the 19 registered 

CBOs had been specially invited to the party. Part of the day’s agenda was to 

evaluate the past year’s performance. Another part of the agenda was to map the 

road ahead for the Achmea supported initiative. It was candidly and unanimously 

agreed that there was no way the community was ever going to see all that we 

were trying to do. After some lengthy deliberations, Regional Institute for Social 

Enterprise (RISE) Kenya was born: Regional because the idea was to be 

exclusively focused on the Mwingi region; Institute because we had come to the 

conclusion that massive capacity development through training of trainers and 

knowledge diffusion on nearly all areas of community development work was 

seriously lacking; Social because we had established beyond any reasonable 

doubt that the social component and concept of group-based self-help was very 

strong in the area and hence needed to be clearly captured and nurtured in our 

development intervention agenda. And last but not least, we felt very strongly 

that a component of Enterprise had to be clearly present; otherwise the initiative 

would never attain self-sufficiency and long-term sustainability. The enterprise 

component also assured the members that there would be opportunities for some 

business, but business with a human face.  

 

Being cognizant of gender and the geographical spread of the area, seven 

individuals (four women and four men) drawn from the 19 CBOs were nominated 

by the 19 CBOs to the new RISE Kenya board. A new management team, mainly 

comprising of volunteer community resource persons, was also put in place. 

Over the years, the affiliate CBOs have increased from the original 19 to well 

over 50, with a combined individual membership of close to 100,000 members. 

Conflicting and Confusing Cultural practices 
 
Looking back, I would dare say without any fear of contradiction that, indeed, the 

Achmea foundation gave me much more than just the support for community 

development work in Mwingi; the foundation gave me the keys to unequivocal 

movement within the 25 Schengen Visa Services member countries. Under the 

Achmea agreement, I could travel to share progress on my work to any part of 

Europe as regularly as I deemed it necessary. And it was during these regular 

travels to Europe that I came across some cultural practices that, in my opinion, 

and also as an adult African man, are both confusing and conflicting with what I 
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would consider the norm. One of the most obvious is Dutch food. I had a lot of 

difficulties in eating some of the staple Dutch foods, including raw herrings, 

salted snails and mussels, with bread being a near permanent feature during 

breakfast and lunch. The other rather phenomenon I found very confusing is that 

of unusually large church buildings in many cities throughout Europe. I would 

later learn that a fairly significant number of the Dutch do not subscribe to the 

Christian faith. Most of these large church buildings have been around for several 

hundred years, but they are mostly only preserved for historical purposes.  

 

Before embarking on my PhD studies Netherlands, I had been told “stereotype 

stories” about the Dutch. I had been told that they are very unwelcoming, 

withdrawn and at times even completely cold. However, contrary to this 

stereotype, I have only ever found the Dutch to be very warm, extremely 

welcoming, and easy to relate to. A case in point is that of Laura and Martin 

Loeve. Laura is a professional dog keeper. She breeds her own dogs and has a 

line of dog food to her credit. She has won countless trophies from amateur and 

professional dog shows in the Netherlands and in Belgium. In addition to 

breeding dogs and selling pappies, she also offers other numerous professional 

services for the total care for dogs.  

 

Over the summer holidays, many people leave their dogs with Laura to board. It 

is during these times that Miranda, her loyal and trusted assistant, drops by to 

give a helping hand. During one visit, something particular interesting (to me) 

occurred. Martin and I were driving from back from The Hague, where we had 

gone to visit Hugo for our normal academic supervision. The day had gone 

exceedingly well. We were in very high spirits and were planning to have a 

couple of beers after getting home to celebrate. We had just driven past 

Rotterdam when Martin’s phone rang. It was Laura on the line. They spoke in 

Dutch and so I did not understand a thing. However, from Martin’s body 

language, I could tell that something was terribly wrong. “Is somebody dead?” I 

asked. “No, it is not someone who has died. One of Laura’s client’s dogs has 

died.” I almost laughed out loud. However, I had now known Martin for long 

enough to know that this was no laughing matter. “What happened?” I finally 

managed to ask him. “I don’t know,” he replied, “however, we will get the details 

once we get home.” We drove in silence for the rest of the journey home. 

 

Upon reaching his home, we found Laura and Miranda in the kitchen. Laura was 

standing and was on the phone, talking in low, measured tone. She was 

speaking in Dutch, but her body gestures led me to believe that she must have 

been trying to explain something very serious to someone on the other side of 
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the line. Miranda was seated on one of the dining chairs to the extreme western 

side of the kitchen. I greeted her, but she did not respond. From the look on her 

face, I could tell that she had been crying. After Laura was through with the 

phone call, she took the chair next to Miranda and sat down. Martin and I we 

seated on the opposite chairs facing the two ladies. The entire room was filled 

with an extremely restrained mood. One could almost physically touch the 

prevailing air of uncertainty.  

 

Laura must have sensed that the air of expectancy was becoming unbearable, so 

she started explaining the situation. The dog had been brought in by its owner 

four days ago. She was now on holiday in Hawaii and wasn’t expected back 

home for another 10 days. Laura had gone to buy fresh groceries for the house 

after her and Miranda had finished grooming some dogs. After buying groceries, 

she decided to drop by the veterinary clinic to pick some medication for one her 

dogs. As she was leaving the vet’s clinic, she got a phone call from Miranda. She 

was crying. One of the dogs was dead. 

 

Then Miranda picked up the story. “I fed the dogs as normal and then went to the 

grooming room to clean it. It was when I was finishing the cleaning that I heard 

the dogs barking rather unusually. I quickly went out to check, only to find one of 

the dogs lying motionless. I tried to help it stand, but it was not responding. This 

was when I realized that it was dead, after which I immediately called you. It was 

not my fault.” Laura quickly interjected: “Miranda, no one has said it was your 

fault. Please stop blaming yourself. And please stop crying.” “Miranda, what 

Laura is telling you is true; please stop blaming yourself and stop crying.” 

 

Miranda was trying to say something when Laura’s phone suddenly started 

ringing. She picked up and beckoned to us to remain silent. They were talking 

partially in English, and so I could hear and understand some of the 

conversation. The dog owner and her husband wanted to cut their holiday short 

and return to Netherlands to deal with their sad loss. However, it was not going to 

be possible to change their flights. So Laura was to make arrangements to take 

the dead dog to a certain specialist veterinarian for preservation until the owner’s 

return. She was also to contact some burial sites for dogs and arrange flowers for 

the function.   

 

After the phone conversation, which lasted about half an hour, I asked Laura to 

take me to see the dead dog. To my surprise, it was a white, tiny dog that looked 

more like a cat than a dog. It had to be preserved somewhere over night before 

the journey to Utrecht the following day. Laura put the dog into the fridge where 
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she normally keeps her dog food. It was now approaching 9:00 p.m. Martin 

remembered that no one in the house had taken supper. He quickly prepared 

some soup and warmed some bread from the freezer. Miranda had not gone 

home and was going to stay overnight. Martin and I tried to encourage her to eat, 

but she was too distraught.  

 

The following day I was flying back to Kenya. However, for a very long time, the 

picture that white, tiny dog lingered in my mind. As I was to later learn from 

Laura, the autopsy the following day revealed that the dog had died of natural 

causes, mainly due to old age, following which the owner decided that the burial 

for the dog could proceed in her absence. The autopsy had established beyond 

any reasonable doubt that there was no foul play. However, she had one last 

request: She wanted her dog buried complete. But there was a complication to 

this. The autopsy had revealed that the dog had a rare and very unique heart 

condition that it had lived with all its life, and so the veterinarian wanted to 

remove the dog’s heart for research purposes. Laura told her of the dog owner’s 

final request about the dog. However, ultimately left the issue up to the vet.   

 

Of course there are many other issues I have come across in Europe that I have 

not been able to fully comprehend. Dutch food, the Dutch weather, Dutch 

partying, the Dutch and their pets, the Dutch and their hospitality, the Dutch and 

their patience with me, especially when I was unable to meet deadlines on fairly 

important issues, the generosity of the Dutch, etc. Indeed, the list fairly long. 

However, what tops my list of confusing and conflicting issues is that of same sex 

relationships and marriages. It all started when one day in Mwingi when I was 

explaining to Hugo the difficulties I was facing in accessing contemporary study 

materials in Kenya. He then suggested that I needed to have a research 

assistant who would help me in reviewing some of the materials I was going to 

need to anchor my theoretical framework for my thesis. After returning from 

Europe, he sent me an e-mail suggesting that I should get in touch with Robert 

Earhart, who had said that he would not mind assisting me in my literature 

review.  

 

After several e-mail exchanges, it was mutually agreed that during my next visit 

to Netherlands I would take some time off and go to Paris so that we could jointly 

lay out the groundwork for the review. Hugo made arrangements for my travel to 

Paris. I was to take a train from The Hague on October 21st and arrive in Paris 

later that day. I arrived in Paris exactly on time to find Robert waiting for me. He 

had leased a fully furnished apartment for me on the same sixth floor of the flat 

where he was staying, which is located about a 20 minutes’ walk from the railway 
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station. He had a class to teach 5:00 p.m. but would be back at 7:00 p.m., 

following which we would go to dinner at his friend’s place. It was a one-bedroom 

apartment with a nice, comfortable bed, a study table, a cooking area with a 

small dining table and two chairs, and a shower and a toilet. I found the price 

slightly on the higher side, but I soon came to appreciate that it was the most 

affordable 10-day, fully-furnished accommodation that I could ever get anywhere 

in Paris. I unpacked some of my belongings, after which I decided to go 

downstairs and buy some airtime to call by family back in Kenya. Robert had 

shown me how to exit and access the flat. I went out of the flat, crossed two 

streets and was able to locate a convenience shop, where I managed to buy a 

new SIM card and top up my airtime. I got the SIM card and top-up airtime and 

went back to my apartment to take a shower and wait for Robert. As I was getting 

into the lift on the ground floor, I was joined by a gentleman who also exited on 

the sixth floor with me. “You must be the gentleman from Kenya my partner has 

been talking about.” “Yes, I am,” I responded, as both of us stepped out of the lift 

and into the open space of the sixth floor. “Then you are most welcome to Paris.” 

I thanked him for the welcome as both of us walked the few steps to access our 

separate but adjacent doors to our respective apartments.  

 

Once Robert returned home, we walked for about 10 minutes to his friend’s 

place. Roberts’s friend, the friend’s girlfriend and her mother, and the gentleman I 

had bumped into earlier were all there. As I was to learn later, Roberts’s friend 

we were visiting is the Managing Director of Amazon France, while his girlfriend 

was attending some course at a local university at the time. Her mother was 

working with a leading chain of hotels in the UK and was in Paris to visit her 

daughter and the boyfriend. It was now my turn to introduce myself: I am from 

Kenya and was in Paris to work in my thesis with Robert. 

 

Finally, it was time to go home for the evening. As we stepped out of the 

apartment, Roberts’s friend, the girlfriend and her mother bid us goodnight. Then, 

Robert, Gregoire and I got into the lift, alighting four floors downstairs and finally 

into the cold and wet streets of Paris. As we approached our flat, this is when it 

really dawned on me: Robert and Gregoire were actually in a same sex 

relationship. It hit me like thunderbolt. I had always read and heard about same-

sex relationships, but this was the first time I was ever witnessing one first-hand. 

As we made the last turn to directly face out flat, it was slightly drizzling, and the 

night was exceptionally cold. However, despite all this, I could sense some 

streaks of light sweat slowly coalescing on my forehead. “Is this real? Could this 

be some sort of trap to harm me? Harm me for what? And why did Hugo not 
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warn me about what to expect? What if Robert and Gregoire have some sinister 

plans about me? What if they have a spare key to my flat? Am I really safe?” 

 

After getting back to my room, I did quite a number of fairly weird things. Firstly, I 

pushed the bed to vertically to block the main door to the. Next, I turned the door 

key slightly beyond its normal position, after which I used both my shoelaces to 

firmly tie the door key to the knob. This way, I thought, the entry to my apartment 

was firmly secured. Next, I took one of the big kitchen knives and placed it under 

the pillow, and within easy reach. I did not want any surprises. And lastly, that 

night I slept fully dressed. 

 

The next day, I would not dare let either Robert or his companion come into my 

room. I was no longer sure of what was happening. I asked Robert if he could get 

me a change of train back to Netherlands. I wanted to get back to Netherlands 

and, if possible, back to Kenya without any further ado. Robert told me that this 

was not going to be possible; I would have to buy a fresh one-way ticket, which 

would be very expensive. In addition, I would not get a refund on the money I had 

paid for the flat. I was stuck.  

 

For the next three days I never left my room. However, on the evening of the 

third day I had promised to give a lecture to Roberts’s business class. I had no 

choice but to venture out. It was going to be fine, I reassured myself. After all, I 

was going to be in the midst of very many other people. After my lecture, Robert 

asked me to accompany him to a Democratic Party Paris chapter meeting, where 

he is the President. At the meeting, I was really humbled by the way he 

conducted the meeting. I could clearly observe that the members had a lot of 

respect for him. Robert had to hurry the meeting so he could get home to assist 

Gregoire in preparing dinner. They were expecting some visitors from 

Switzerland and from the US. 

 

Robert and Gregoire invited me to join them and their visitors for dinner. At first I 

wanted to decline, but on second thought I accepted the invitation. Over the last 

couple of days I had slowly started to appreciate and get used to the situation. 

One of the visitors turned out to be a young and very beautiful American lady 

who lived and worked with one of the leading designer fashion houses in Europe 

and was based in Switzerland. The other visitors were a couple from the US on 

holiday in Europe. They had gone to the same university as Robert and had just 

dropped by to say hello. As I was to later to learn during the ensuing 

conversations, Robert’s mother was to visit a couple of days after my departure. 

She would be using the apartment I was now using. I also learned that Gregoire 
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was a software engineer but was also doing some part-time work in the movie 

industry. The following day was Saturday, so Robert took time off to show me 

around the most famous places in Paris, including the Eiffel Tower and the 

Louvre Museum.  

 

Very quickly, my stay in Paris came to an end. It was time to go back to 

Netherlands and then back to Kenya. For about a year after my trip, I never 

discussed my experience with the same sex couple in Paris. Then one day I was 

conversing with a Kenyan lady who teaches ethics at the Strathmore University 

and is a colleague from UvH. Out of the blue, the subject of some of our 

colleagues and even faculty members who are in same sex relationships came 

up. She then told me a story about a very senior and highly respected faculty 

member who was in a same sex relationship but was extremely unhappy. She 

had heard that the faculty member’s partner was an addicted gambler and was 

losing a lot of money every time he went out gambling. Every time he went out 

and lost money and his companion refused to give him more, he would secretly 

borrow from the underworld, go out to gamble, still lose the money and fail to 

pay. But the guys from the underworld knew about the high social status of his 

companion, whom they would go to and blackmail until he paid everything. This 

is the time I also shared of my firsthand experience with a same sex couple in 

Paris. From then on, the story would travel 360 degrees until it finally got to 

Robert. Huh?  

 

I would later invite Robert to visit me in Kenya, during which we would do more 

work on the remaining parts of my thesis’s theoretical framework. And sure 

enough, Robert visited Kenya in early 2011, during which time I also travelled 

and stayed with him to Mwingi. A few weeks earlier, Hugo and Maria and Martin 

Loeve had had visited Mwingi, during which time Martin ran a three-day 

workshop on change making. And so, when Robert came calling, we also 

allowed him to give a lecture to the same grassroots team of ToTs on marketing. 

Then he made a rather unusual request: He wanted to know if he could visit a 

witch doctor. Earlier on, Hugo had made a similar request but I was too 

uncomfortable with it. So, when the same request came up again, I decided to 

give in. Consultations and visits to witch doctors are practiced extremely 

discreetly in Mwingi. And so, very discretely, I consulted some of the ToTs 

attending Robert’s marketing workshop to find out if there was a witch doctor 

Robert and I could visit. They are very many, I was told by the five or so people I 

consulted, and after hearing some gory stories about the Man.  I was rather 

taken aback by the speed at which the ToTs were able to very effortlessly give 

names of several witch doctors, each located within a radius of less than 50 kms 
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from our offices. There are at least 4 major categories of witch doctors, I was 

told. The first category, known in Kikamba, “Mundu Mue”, simply means a bush 

doctor. In the olden days, bush doctors were highly respected people in the 

kamba society. Real Kamba bush doctors never bewitched people. However, 

they had the capacity to tell who had bewitched someone and had powers to 

reverse the situation. They would then give their patients some charms which 

would make it impossible for the person to be bewitched again. Then there is a 

witch doctor, or “Muooi”. This one is a witch whose biggest pleasure is to see 

others sailing in the sea of miseries, conflicts and confusions. Witch doctors will 

bewitch on behalf of their clients and are even known to kill on behalf of the same 

clients, at a fee. Then there is the herbalist. This is a special kind of bush doctor 

or “Mundu Mue”, who exclusively specializes in treating their patients with natural 

herbs and nothing else.  In the olden days, some of the herbalists were known to 

have had cure for a myriad of ailments, including cancer. However, since they 

were all illiterate, they only passed their wealth of expertise from one generation 

to the next by word of mouth. With time, most of their special knowledge on 

indigenous medicinal trees has been completely lost. The fourth and last 

category comprises of fortune tellers. Their work is primarily to help the 

community in fore telling about the future. It is said that, in the past, fortune 

tellers could accurately predict calamities about to happen and prescribe 

measures which the community or individual needed to take to avert such 

calamity. The real community bush doctors, herbalists and fortune tellers never 

used to charge for their services. They would however take a chicken or a goat, 

which had to be of a uniform color. However, as time passed by and poverty, and 

unemployment amongst the Mwingi community slowly took centre stage, many 

pretenders to all these trades quickly stepped in and fully commercialized all the 

services under one roof.  

 

I was warned that he travels a lot, and so I needed first to call to find out whether 

or not he was home. I was then given his cell phone number but was unable to 

get through. Finally, I tried him on his second wife’s cell phone number and was 

able to make an appointment for that evening. At this point I had still not decided 

whether or not I’d be running for MP, so I did not want to visit him during the day 

for fear people would see me. 

  

It was now approaching 6:00 p.m., so we made our way to Twinkles bar in 

Kithyoko (the pre-agreed upon meeting spot), where we ordered for some sodas 

as we waited to be connected with the person who had been sent by Alexander 

Uma to show us the way. As we slowly drove on a rough and dusty road to the 

north of Kithyoko town, we could see, women, men and young people, hurriedly 
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walking home. Several herds of cows were also slowly being herded back home. 

To our extreme left, and from the far away horizon, the clear African sun had now 

turned to golden in color. It had an array of sparkling shadows, which were slowly 

fading away and were conspicuously visible at the not so far away Mbondoni 

hills, giving way to patches of uneven but beautiful shadows. Within a few 

minutes, we were ushered into a large homestead with a one-story stone building 

located to one extreme corner of the compound.  

 

We were given seats outside the main house and then informed that Alexander 

Uma had gone to see a neighbor but would be back to join us soon. We had 

another appointment somewhere and so we did not have a lot of time, so I asked 

if someone could kindly be sent to call him. And sure enough, the young man 

who had guided us from Kithyoko to the homestead offered to go. As he 

approached us, I quickly realized that he was someone I knew, or at least used 

to know. In the late 90s, my wife and I had bought our first house in Nairobi and 

wanted a good mansion who could renovate it. Someone recommended 

Alexander Uma to me. Together with his mansions, Uma and his casual laborers 

moved on site, but he was ever absent. In the end, I was forced to replace him 

with one of the mansions he had hired. I later learned that before his father died, 

he had bequeathed his trade to him. His father had also been a very famous and 

feared witch doctor. I left it at that. That was more than 10 years ago. Now, here I 

was, face to face with the man.  

 

After exchanging a few niceties, I did not waste time and went straight to the 

point. My white friend is from Paris, France, I told him. He is a researcher who is 

visiting Mwingi and he wants to know more about witch doctors and after several 

enquiries, we were told that he is one of the best in the trade. Would he be willing 

to tell us something about himself and his services? 

  

Alexander Uma is about 60 years old. He is of medium build, well fed; light 

skinned, and stands slightly over 5 ft. tall. He has a baby face, which makes him 

look almost 10 years younger than his real age. He attended Kanyaa Primary 

School, but never went beyond class seven. He used to be a member of Kanyaa 

Catholic Church, where he was baptized as Alexander. However, he stopped 

going to church when he took up his current work. For over two decades his late 

father had been one of the most revered witch doctors of his generation. But in 

the late 90s his father started ailing, following which Alexander Uma, being the 

first born son, had no choice but to abandon his work in the construction industry, 

where he had worked for slightly over two decades, and return home to nurse 

has ailing father. Then his father asked him whether he would be interested in 
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taking over his profession, to which he answered in the affirmative. So over the 

next two years, he acted as his sickly father’s assistant. He would send 

Alexander Uma to tend to clients in faraway places, particularly those who 

needed his services but could not ravel to him. By the time his father passed on 

in 2002, he had shown him virtually all that he needed to know about the trade. 

Uma is married to two wives and has been blessed with 24 children.  

 

Today he is a real expert in the business, and those who recommended him to 

us could not name anyone better. He told us that he was ready to share some 

things about his trade. However, to know everything about his trade, we would 

need to stay with him for several weeks, probably months, he concluded as he 

excused himself to go and prepare himself. “We only have just a couple of hours, 

since we have another appointment in Mwingi.” “Then, in that case, please have 

a cup of tea as I go to change. I am only able to clearly remember some of the 

steps I take in my work when I am in my official regalia,” as he disappeared into 

the darkness.  

 

After what felt like eternity, the man came back dressed in what looked like a 

white bed sheet (commonly known in the local dialect as a shuka). The white 

shuka had been carefully tied with a knot and suspended from his right shoulder, 

leaving the left one bear. Around his waist was a brown leather belt tied very 

firmly, leaving the rest of the shuka to flow down evenly like a woman’s dress. On 

his feet, he wore black akala shoes that were made from old motor vehicle tires, 

while in his right hand he held a fly whisk, which he was casually swinging from 

one side to the other. “I am now ready. Please follow me.” After asking for a 

touch from one of his wives, he led the way. We walked silently, in single file, for 

about 10 minutes until we came to an enclosed area, fenced with acacia 

branches and complete with a gate. On our way, I had not realized that he was 

also carrying a small generator, a long wire, and a light bulb. He went to one 

extreme corner of the inner opening and retrieved a five-liter plastic container 

with petrol. He very meticulously poured some of the petrol into the generator, 

and within no time, the entire place was extremely well lit. Then, very 

majestically, he moved to his high seat and sat down. Buried under the shuka 

was traditional kamba sisal basket, which had been modified and fitted with a zip 

and a padlock. Then, one by one, he removed different calabashes and bottles 

as he uttered some inaudible words, after which he removed some light rope, 

measuring about five meters, tied some knots and strategically placed it between 

where he was seated and where Robert and I were seated, but directly facing 

him. Then he spoke out loudly, but in a dull voice. “So, what did you say you 
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wanted from me?” Once more I explained to him that my white friend was visiting 

Mwingi from Paris, France and wanted to know more about witch doctors.  

 

Unlike many other trades, witchcraft is a skill that can only be passed on to 

someone very willing to take it. His powers are derived from a woman sea ghost 

(Jini), which he acquired from Mombasa immediately after the mantel was 

passed on to him by his late father. His clients are many and very diverse. He 

has clients all over East Africa (Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania, Rwanda) and even in 

DRC Congo. He even has some white clients from South Africa. His best 

business period is during the electioneering period. During this time, he is 

consulted by many aspiring and seated politicians. He even has a number of 

church ministers from mainstream churches who come to see him. People who 

are wronged and want to kill the other party also come for his services. He has 

love portions, and he is also able to cure very many incurable diseases. As he 

continues explaining, his phone suddenly rings. The voice on the other side is 

that of women. She starts by introducing herself and says that a friend referred 

her. About a week ago, she bought a brand new cell phone that was stolen by 

someone she is suspecting. Now she wants the witch doctor to assist her in 

getting her phone back. She asked if she could immediately send some money to 

him to start his work. Alexander Uma listened very attentively until the caller on 

the other side had finished talking. “Do not worry; you are going to have your 

phone back. There is no need for you to send money to me through M-Pesa. I 

am going to be in Mulolongo next week on Tuesday. Please come to see me in 

my office in Mulolongo in the morning section. Do you know where my office is?” 

to which the lady answered in the affirmative. And with that, the line went dead.  

 

Then he picked up where he had stopped before the interruption. “Nowadays I 

get very many clients who are usually referred to me by others who know about 

my services, as you have just hard from that phone conversation. Quite often, 

people of all walks and life and from nearly all the tribes of Kenya come for 

solutions to their social and economic ills. Sometimes I have so many customers 

that they have nowhere to sleep. That is why I am putting up a 12 bed-roomed 

house. I expect it to be ready for occupation by the middle of next year. In future, 

I do not want any person who comes here to see me to be forced to go back in a 

hurry because they have nowhere to sleep.” 

  

I checked my watch; it was now a few minutes to 10:00 p.m. It was time to go. 

“But I have not explained even one quarter of what I wanted to tell your friend 

from Paris,” he protested. “No, thanks. What you have already told us is more 

than enough,” I answered as I stood up. “In that case, then we can end the 
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session. However, you will need to put something here,” he said, as he reached 

out for his sisal basket. This was one bit I had not anticipated. “How much?” I 

asked. “The amount your heart tells you to put.” “Is 100 Kenya shillings enough?” 

“Oh, no,” he retorted back. “Even 1,000 is not enough. Some of the special tools I 

have already taken out to carry out this demonstration must be appeased with 

something special; otherwise they will not agree to go back. The minimum I am 

willing to take from your friend is 5,000 shillings.” “We do not have that kind of 

money.” The situation was quickly becoming a bit uncomfortable for me, and in 

the end we settled for 3,000 shillings. As we drove home, I felt cheated and 

found myself not only confused, but also with more questions than when we first 

stepped into Alexander Uma’s homestead. 
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Photos 1, 2, 3 & 4 are of community mobilization/training sessions in progress, while 

photo 5 shows government officials (in uniform) planting trees with members of our 

affiliate groups. 

 

The biggest lesson we have learned from this project is that grassroots community 

people appreciate and absorb more content when they are trained in their natural 

environs as opposed to being taken to big hotels/formal set-ups.   
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Photos 1 to 3 show an aloe nursery. The second photo shows group members 

transplanting the aloe, while the third photo shows group members admiring the 

transplanted aloe cactus on their aloe farm; Photos 5 to 7 show some of our 

volunteer members of staff training ToTs on how to process assorted aloe products, 

with photo 6 showing women group leaders displaying their assorted aloe products 

during a community farmer’s field day. Photo 7 shows myself (Temi) admiring the 

final packaging of some of the aloe products. 
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Photo 1 shows group members working on their mango tree nursery. Photo 2 shows 

a man pruning a mature mango tree. Photos 3 and 4 show group members admiring 

pruned, mature, indigenous mango trees that have started to sprout. Photo 5 shows 

Maria and Hugo admiring mangoes from a grafted mango tree, and photo 6 shows 

women group members displaying processed mango juice during a farmer’s field 

day. 
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Section 3 The Ending 
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Chapter 6 
 

Development and Governance 
 

In this chapter I examine the themes of this book on a very different abstraction 

level. In Chapter 3 and the last part of Chapter 4 I provided theoretical 

commentary and reflection on chapters 1, 2, 4 and 5; but chapters 3 and 6 were 

closely tied to the preceding descriptions and (auto) ethnographies. In chapters 3 

and 6, some theoretical sources (such as Foucault, Deleuze and Derrida) were 

more or less apparent, but they formed the background and not the foreground of 

the text. Here I reverse the order, whereby in this chapter I examine development 

and governance as a theme from Foucault and one of his nemeses, Michael 

Sahlins.   

 

During my efforts to make community development work in Mwingi, there have 

been moments of anger and despair. When some women tried to disrupt the 

work of all the others, or established leaders tried to defend their power at the 

cost of everyone’s health, I felt outrage. And sometimes, despite everyone and 

everything, the elements just seem unyielding and perverse, as when the rains 

did not come or, conversely, came too fast and flood everything. Clearly I do not 

believe in a predetermined development model where one inevitably passes 

through one phase after the other. Development is not a predetermined structure 

with an entry door, a long passage, and an exit door. Change toward more 

wealth is unpredictable and insecure. We have had gains wiped out in an instant. 

We have seen parasitic behavior instead of solid initiative taking. There are 

moments when villagers, in effect, say, “Give me a few shillings right now and I’ll 

buy something; the future be cursed.” In the battle between consumption and 

investment, the ‘now’ can win over the ‘then’. There is a lot of “give me 

something now; I refuse to be concerned about us later.” But despite all of these 

challenges, I am convinced that Omega/RISE is making (has made) a difference, 

and that the difference is significant. I know that the ‘extraversion’ model of 

development, where change is always financed from the outside, runs major 

dangers of corruption, misuse of power, and creating of authoritarian 

governance. But I still believe in the value of what has been done. The trend 

toward abandoning aid in the poor rural communities in order to embrace the 

‘neo-con’ ideology of trickle-down wealth from the richer urban center (Nairobi) to 

the much poorer agricultural hinterland (Mwingi), I believe, will only increase rural 

misery. I realize that the ‘extraversion’ model makes development dependent on 

outsiders, and if the European and American aid agencies follow a ‘neo-con’ 
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political ideology, I may be fairly incapable of doing anything about this effect of 

dependence. But a feature of ‘extraversion’ has always been the adaptability of 

the African side to the deal. Promising reform and thereby strengthening one’s 

own position by cutting off one’s enemies, for instance, is a very old political 

game in Africa. And there has been waste; and there have been many failed 

projects. So external anger at what happens is understandable enough.  

 

On several occasions, a number of key donors have reasonably predicted the 
panacea for community underdevelopment in Mwingi as being water. Officially, 
Mwingi has a very high water scarcity, with a comical joke being that during the 
dry season, donkeys have more water on their backs than is to be found in all of 
the homesteads combined. In the mid-80s, through DANIDA (Denmark’s 
development cooperation), Denmark was the first country to try and put the issue 
to practical test. All primary schools in Mwingi have corrugated iron sheets as 
roofing. Using this as a starting point, every primary school was fitted with 
between two and three Ferro water tanks. Water would then be collected from 
the school rooftops and channeled into the Ferro water tanks for storage. It would 
be enough to last from one rainy season to the next. However, within five years, 
Ferro water tanks were no longer in use. On evaluation, it was established that 
the targeted beneficiaries were never consulted or involved in the entire project in 
any way. They just woke up one day to find people constructing water tanks in 
their schools. They had zero participation or contribution to this noble project. In 
the end, their ownership was zero. Twenty years later, the abandoned Ferro 
water tanks are an eyesore dotting nearly every primary school that was 
operational at the time of the DANIDA project. Other international NGOs, 
particularly World Vision, Action Aid, GIZ and JICA have all had major community 
development initiatives in Mwingi. However, just like was the case with DANIDA, 
all of them collapsed the moment the benefactor pulled out. Perhaps this is what 
has led scholars like Binyavanga Wainaina to completely write off Mwingi. 
Wainaina is the founding editor of the Kwani publication, a leading African literary 
magazine based in Nairobi. He is the director of the Chinua Achebe writers and 
artists at Bard College in New York, and the 2002 he was the winner of the Cain 
Prize. Before he visited Mwingi on a mission to buy cotton for his father’s ginnery, 
he had almost vowed that, apart from the roast goat meat, which he had been 
told was some of the best in the whole world, no other good things could ever 
come from Mwingi. However, he was soon to discover that Mwingi had much 
more to offer than just nice goat meat (Wainaina, 2011, p. 136). As discussed 
earlier, Mwingi has enormous potential for exotic mango and other fruits, all of 
which could easily be commercialized for the greater good of the community. The 
majority of people in Mwingi believe they are poor and so they must be given 
relief food. But relief food is certainly not and will never be the panacea to 
sustainably addressing poverty and of course under development. Surely there 
must be other ways. 
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As we have seen, community development must be all about how the community 

defines itself in practice. When you believe that the only way Mwingi can get out 

of poverty is to ‘pull itself up by its boot straps’, then you must pay attention to the 

community’s competencies, possibilities and opportunities. What can the people 

in Mwingi do, and how do they live together create their options and limits? Of 

course, one could foreswear development; ‘traditional’ Mwingi could be your 

norm, which you do not want to disturb. But as I have already indicated, 

‘traditional’ Mwingi is really a creation of colonialism and of the identity changes 

and needs that colonization created (see Chapter 3). Thus, the idealization of this 

so-called ‘tradition’ is not my point of departure. I wanted less aid, less poverty 

and more wellbeing in Mwingi, and I still want those things. Put bluntly, I wanted 

‘economic development’, however suspect, difficult or even self-contradictory that 

idea may have been. 

 

Let us begin to reflect upon the antithesis to my position, i.e., the point of view 

most foreign to mine. That, community development is a misguided effort aimed 

at  forcing back Africa into a sick model of the consumer society. Traditional 

society really knows best and the development strategies are at best badly 

guided and at worst, massively and socially destructive. Marshall Sahlins, an 

economic anthropologist who has problematized, studied and reflected on the 

issue of ‘development’ during his long and very distinguished career, has 

developed a position close to what I now think of as the antithesis to the 

abovementioned. He has elaborated what he calls an “anthropological 

economics,” which is to say, “[an economics] in opposition to business-like 

interpretations of primitive economies and societies” (Sahlins, 1972, p. xi). 

Though he studied primitive hunter and gatherer societies, his radical critique of 

the economic development school applies in general. His economic anthropology 

work in Stone Age Economics (xxxx) applies to the current Kenyan economic 

and political context, most of which is based in agriculture, tourism, and (slowly), 

service industries. Mwingi is poor even by Kenyan standards, making Sahlins’s 

reflections especially relevant. 

 

Sahlins argues that western modernizers think that traditional cultures do foolish 

things because of their lack of scientific and economic knowledge, but in reality, 

these traditional cultures are smarter than the western modernizers because of 

their advanced understanding of the local context: 

 

A more serious issue is presented by the frequent and exasperated 

observation of a “certain lack of foresight” among … [The villagers] oriented 

forever in the present, without “the slightest thought of, or care for, what the 
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morrow may bring” (Spencer and Gillen, 1899, p. 53) … the … [villager] 

seems unwilling to husband supplies, incapable of a planned response to 

the doom surely awaiting him. (p. 30) 

 

Sahlins also raises the question of what constitutes relative wealth/poverty and 

whether or not the poverty viewed by modernizers is actually poverty: 

 

The world’s most primitive people have few possessions, but they are not 

poor. Poverty is not a certain small amount of goods, nor is it just a relation 

between means and ends; above all it is a relation between people. Poverty 

is a social ends; above all it is a relation between people. Poverty is a social 

status. As such it is the invention of civilization. It has grown with civilization, 

at once an invidious distinction between classes … (pp. 37-38) 

 

If we look at the situation of Mwingi and many other parts of rural Kenya based 

on a subsistence-level of agriculture, this positive idea of few possessions is 

problematic. There are differences of wealth and prestige in the villages; and no 

one likes to go to bed hungry. Furthermore, the lives of rural Kenyans are 

bolstered by family and clan-based support systems as well as basic government 

support mechanisms that come through national and international infrastructure 

and development aid programs. However poor, Mwingi is part of the global 

economy. Improved roads have led to more bars for truck drivers; aid agencies 

have supported schools, health and all sorts of development projects. As Bayart 

argues, the principle of extraversion is crucial to Mwingi’s (limited) development 

(possibilities). Sahlins’s asserted that traditional nomadic practices of moving, 

when there is scarcity in food, water and other resources, are smarted than 

agriculture. But in post-colonial Mwingi there is land ownership, and the nomadic 

solution is impossible. Mwingi may be rural, but it is also very populated. Every 

plot of land, some quite small and others slightly larger, is claimed and exploited. 

Moving in times of scarcity is not possible, unless the move is to Nairobi or other 

larger towns/cities to look for work, which is only a move from the poverty of the 

land to the poverty of post-colonial modernity, a problem that is quite common all 

over Africa. Escaping from poverty is not really possible; one merely ‘escapes’ 

from rural poverty to urban poverty. And so, eventually, escape tends to take the 

forms of alcohol, drugs and psychosis, i.e., self-destructive escape.  

 

Despite the differences between the hunter/gatherer societies Sahlins profiles 

and the post-colonial contemporary reality that Kenya is currently experiencing, 

the observations of his economic anthropology continue to be quite useful in 

examining the situation: 
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I must raise the possibility that the ethnography of hunters and gatherers is 

largely a record of incomplete cultures. Fragile cycles of ritual and 

exchange may have disappeared without trace, lost in the earliest stages of 

colonialism, when the intergroup relations that they mediated were attacked 

and confounded. If so, the “original” affluent society will have to be 

rethought again for its originality, and the evolutionary schemes once more 

revised. Still this much history can always be rescued from existing hunters: 

the “economic problem” is easily solvable by Paleolithic techniques. But 

then, it was not until culture neared the height of its material achievements 

that it erected a shrine to the Unattainable: Infinite Needs. (pp. 38-39) 

 

Sahlins establishes a distinction between “enough,” which is represented by 

natives, and “infinite need,” which is represented by colonial economic and social 

models. “Enough” will always be left wanting more from the outside perspective 

of exchange and money-based economies that seek to help the locals move 

beyond subsistence. This tension between “enough” and “infinite need” forms the 

basis for a much larger struggle that frames the colonial and post-colonial 

narratives. Once “enough” was overtaken by “infinite need” as the primary 

colonial economic method, a door was opened that cannot be closed without 

great difficulty. Sahlins questions the qualitative notion that labor to supply infinite 

needs may be a flawed premise to begin with: 

 

That the labor forces of primitive communities are also underused is easier 

to document, thanks to the greater ethnographic attention. (Besides, this 

dimension of primitive underproduction conforms closely to European 

prejudices, so that many others besides anthropologists have noticed it, 

although the more appropriate deduction from the cultural differences might 

have been that Europeans are overworked). (p. 51) 

 

Native economies have their own cutoff principles of “concrete and limited 

objectives” (p. 65), which are based on meeting only those life sustaining and 

cultural needs and nothing more. This blocks the excesses that modern 

economies that are based on specialization require for maintaining growth and 

prosperity. Sahlins also offers a specific reason for what is perceived to be 

underproduction: 

 

The mathematical reason for village underproduction is obvious. If some 

domestic groups are functioning above normal intensity, others are working 

below, to the extent that village output is on balance slightly negative. But 
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this distribution is not accidental. On the contrary, the entire production 

profile should be understood as an integrated social system in its projection 

of normal domestic intensity as well as its empirical labor slope, in its 

dimension of domestic underproduction as well as domestic surplus. The 

sub intensive output of some houses is not independent of the surplus labor 

of others. True that (as far as the information goes) household economic 

failures seem attributable to circumstances external to the organization of 

production: illness, death, and European influence. Yet it would be 

misleading to contemplate these failures in isolation from the successes, as 

if certain failures simply proved unable to make it for reasons entirely of 

their own. Some may not have made it precisely because it was clear in 

advance that they could depend on others. And even the underproduction 

due to unforeseen circumstances is acceptable to society, these vulnerable 

households tolerable, by the virtue of a surplus intensity elsewhere, which in 

a sense had anticipated its own dynamic of a social incidence of domestic 

tragedy. In an intensity profile we have to deal with an interrelated 

distribution of household economic variations - that is with a social system 

of domestic production. (p. 115) 

 

The social and cultural relationships between native households, within clans and 

tribes and family groups, offer a powerful incentive to prevent more production 

than what is absolutely necessary. Combined with the limitations of the land and 

the resources at hand, these social factors can simultaneously offer support to 

various households as well as hold back on the over-production that exceeds 

resources or requires work that is beyond what is absolutely required and may, in 

fact, present an unwise use of resources. 

 

The idea Sahlins appears to advocate includes the XYZ about  the natives “have 

it right” and that the developers “have it wrong” with their “imposed” templates of 

capitalism and individualizing social structures. In addition, there is a deep 

mistrust of western approaches to non-western native cultures:  

 

While no anthropologist today would concede the truth of the imperialist 

ideology that the natives are congenitally lazy, and many would testify 

rather that the people are capable of sustained labor, probably most would 

also observe that the motivation to do so is not constant, so that work is in 

fact irregular over the longer or the shorter term. (pp. 55-56) 

 

Sahlins highlights the patrician colonialist idea of the balance of work and rest, 

which was a dominant feature of European perceptions: 
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But work schedules such as these, with their generous reservations of time 

to fete and repose, should not be interpreted from the anxious vantage of 

European compulsions. (p. 63) 

 

This critique of European attitudes on the macro-level is based on the 

assumption that the existing economic and social orders of native/indigenous 

cultures act in their own economic and cultural self-interest by doing only enough 

work as is needed. This observation opens the door to a completely new set of 

questions about Mwingi and Kenyan cultural economics. Is it possible that the 

natives of Mwingi know something revealing and useful about economics that 

western cultures do not? Or, on the other side, does Sahlins present a naïve 

conceptualization of indigenous culture, glorifying the hard life that modernization 

has attempted to dispatch to the history books? Likewise, is it possible to 

understand Mwingi’s situation from the outside looking in? 

 

Indeed, Sahlins argues that the natives may have a much better understanding 

of the dilemmas that they face than more educated and sophisticated outsiders. 

Perhaps the natives are on to something that the overly eager and anxious 

modernizers have missed: 

 

A strange delusion possesses the working classes of the nations where 

capitalist civilization holds its sway. This delusion drags in its train the 

individual and social woes, which for two centuries have tortured sad 

humanity. This delusion is the love of work, the furious passion for work, 

pushed event to the exhaustion of the vital force of the individual and his 

progeny. Instead of opposing this mental aberration, the priests, the 

economists and the moralists have case a sacred halo over work. 

(Lafargue, 1909, p. 9) 

 

This notion of work and its economic, social and moral imperatives is one of the 

primary critiques of the relationship between rural and development priorities. 

Sahlins’s assessment of native economies and cultures appears to be somewhat 

wistful in its account. He does present such economies and societies in a realistic 

and well-conceived manner, but there is a certain utopian notion to his idea of 

subsistence economies and cultures. No doubt, many “natives” would rather not 

subsist as permanent museum exhibits of cultural and economic ‘traditionalism’, 

all the while being aware of the advanced comforts of more developed 

economies and societies. Who would not want to enjoy the comforts one hears 

about from more advanced economies? 
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If we take, for example, the activities of NGOs that operate in Mwingi, they bring 

foreign wealth to the village in the hope that it can be used for the betterment of 

the villagers’ situation. This idea of improving the local economies to better co-

exist with more developed economies in a globalized world takes into account 

the desire to improve the standard of living in a modern context. If we take 

Sahlins’s logic seriously, many NGO efforts would appear to be a farce. We are 

back to the never used latrines. The villagers were happy enough to be paid to 

dig worthless holes, but the pay disappeared without stimulating any change.  

For Sahlins, the villagers are better off relying on existing local wisdom borne 

from their own economic and social context rather than relying on the efforts of 

international benefactors. Mwingi villagers are used to living on the margins of 

extreme poverty and even starvation. So, if they can earn more by selling 

produce/products to one trader, or less by dividing their sales amongst several, 

they will choose the latter. It seems economically foolish, but when you’re living 

on the margin of absolute poverty, risk reduction is more important than 

maximization. Being assured of having something tomorrow is more important 

than having more in the long run. Sahlins would assert that the villagers better 

understand their economic situation than outsiders do. In their situation, risk 

reduction is worth more than profitmaking. But who is to say, and on what basis, 

what is right. Current practice does not transcend very limited capital 

accumulation. The village may continue to exist this way, but it will not get out of 

poverty this way. More intensive capital accumulation is necessary if dams are to 

be built and water harvesting is to reach the levels needed to make a real 

difference. Drought now regularly destroys any wealth that has been built up—all 

reserves literally get eaten up. And the cycle of good crops and drought confirm 

the assumption that working for the future has little or no effect. Very many young 

men do nothing; working has no purpose, so everyone tries to avoid it as much 

as they can. Thus, the status quo may be ‘stable’, but is it really desirable? 

Certainly much of the potential labor power is underutilized, and potential capital 

accumulation does not occur. Sahlins may think that this is wisdom, but I do not. 

When women in Mwingi prioritize risk-avoidance above profits, there is certainly 

logic to their actions. The outsider who thinks that the villagers are ‘stupid’ or 

‘primitive’ is certainly missing the point. But the urban trader has no difficulty 

pitting one woman against the other in order to get the lowest possible prices. 

Economic solidarity as was developed during the industrial revolution in 

unionization and social class unity has not occurred. Divide and rule works all too 

easily in Mwingi. There is very little tradition of organizing or of defining and 

fighting for common interest. For me, there appears to be something missing in 

Sahlins’s account of native economies and their social and cultural support 
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systems, as contrasted with European/postcolonial perceptions. The superiority 

of the native approach to the native’s own condition within the local context, on 

behalf of which Sahlins argues, cannot justify the perpetual cycles of shortsighted 

and exploitative political decision-making I have described, nor does his anti- 

(post)colonial, nativist economic approach offer an explanation or resolution to 

the self-defeating beliefs and actions of many inhabitants. I have witnessed much 

jealousy, infighting, gossip and nastiness between villagers. From a 

‘development’ perspective, one too quickly assumes that the villagers are 

primitive and do not understand their own economic best interests. Development 

workers can always return to Nairobi and avoid the downside of their mistakes. 

Villagers are legitimately more cautious and fearful for their futures. And too 

often, development workers do not respect the villagers, develop their trust or 

work in an adequately dialogic manner. Projects that do not respect local values 

and mores are doomed to fail. On all of these fronts I embrace Sahlins. But poor, 

agricultural village society can be socially repressive, extremely envious and 

resentful, and does not, I believe, deserve idealization.   

 
Village governance is enormously powerful. There is constant and intense social 

control in Mwingi. Everybody knows and watches everyone else. If anyone 

suddenly gains in wealth, everyone else makes its their concern to know why and 

how. People are suspicious, and assumptions of witchcraft often occur. Even if 

modernizers, as Sahlins claims, are far too enthusiast about the consumer 

society and the value of material possessions, they are concerned with the 

material development of the village. Poor, rural communities such as Mwingi 

have never been very active in their own economic development. Under colonial 

rule, what little was done came from the outside. And post-independence it has 

been much of the same. Development (insofar as it has occurred) has all been 

by extraversion—i.e., finances by outside wealth where the insiders (village 

elders and/or leadership) have pinned their legitimacy on their ability to gain 

outside sources of finance. Up until 1963, what little infrastructure and social 

economic development there was, was directed toward helping the colonizers 

run their farms and amass wealth. Of course, some wealth trickled down to black 

Kenyan managers, chiefs and civil servants. To a large degree the colonial 

system depended on native cooperation; it was a regime of indirect rule wherein 

Kenyans were responsible for much of the lower administration. The Brits 

oversaw the lines of policy and the big picture, leaving the rest to Kenyans. 

Furthermore, there were tensions between the Brits. The colonial administrators 

in Nairobi had a different perspective from the owners of the large farms in the 

Rift Valley. Colonialism was a system of push and shove, with many groups 

trying to exert influence on the system to further their own best interests. But it 
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was clear that the economic interests of the Brits were the foremost factor, and 

that de facto apartheid was part of the British power position. Black men were 

addressed as ‘Boy’ and wore short pants. Only British men were real men; they 

were the ones who wore long pants. Even today, Kenyan men very rarely wear 

short pants. But British wealth, sports and styles have stayed the norm. The 

social imaginaire—what is material success, how does one want to live—was set 

by the colonizers, and that influence is still present. Even in Mwingi, the social 

imaginaire is no longer that merely of rural agricultural life. Sahlins may dream 

‘tradition’, but the villagers do not.  

 

Upon gaining independence, the Kenyan politicians in Nairobi took on the old 

colonial role of being everyone else’s role model, as powerful ‘big men’ and 

figures of exception and wealth. Who had the power was (in part) redefined, but 

the social imaginaire of power did not change. Mwingi remained a poor region 

with weak links to the power center. Its members of parliament might have 

arranged for some development funds, but there was no radical or rapid 

economic or social change. The regime changed, but the basic power dynamics 

stayed pretty much the same. In the post-colonial political landscape in Kenya, 

we’ve seen the gradual shift from colonial rule that prevents native development 

to indigenous post-colonial rule that prevents development. Since independence, 

we have had only three regimes. The first elected leader, Jomo Kenyatta, began 

after independence with great rhetoric and optimism. But he did not dismantle the 

colonial state; rather, he took possession of it. Very rapidly, he commandeered 

the colonialist system to follow his lead, which favored himself and his own tribe. 

Instead of setting up a system to benefit the poor or average Kenyan, he 

consolidated his power to control the civil service and created an administration 

that discriminated in favor of his cronies, particularly those from his Kikuyu 

community.  

 

Kenyatta was succeeded in 1978 by his vice-president, Daniel arap Moi, a former 

primary school teacher who intensified the patronage system and the 

consolidation of power using a politics of exclusion to marginalize his opponents. 

He also made Kenya a one-party state, with the KANU party being the only one 

allowed in the political arena. It was at this time that Kenya evolved from 

Kenyatta’s imperial state to Moi’s personal state. Corruption and the expansion of 

the wealth of the political elite grew several-fold. And so was the case with the 

immediate former President Kibaki, a Kikuyu who was elected into office in 2002. 

He enjoyed enormous good will and support from the other of Kenya’s big tribes. 

In the countdown to the 2002 general elections, after Moi’s retirement, it was 

Raila Odinga, a prominent Kenyan politician from the Luo community, and later, 
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the Prime Minister of Kenya who uttered the words “Kibaki tosha,” meaning 

Kibaki is the Man. However, the moment Kibaki got into State House, a small 

clique of his tribesmen usurped every organ of state power, much to the chagrin 

of the other tribal chiefs who had supported him. The 2005 constitutional 

referendum, which he lost, gave Kibaki the opportunity he had been craving all 

along. He sacked the entire cabinet, and when he appointed a new one, he left 

out his former comrade in arms-turned ach-rivals, including Raila. And with this, 

the dice was cast. The 2007 general elections would be a contest between the 

Kikuyu and the rest of the Kenyan tribes.  

 

Against all odds, Kibaki was controversially re-elected in 2007. The country 

erupted into tribal clashes, with over 1,000 people losing their lives and several 

thousands internally displaced. Kibaki was elected on the pretense of putting an 

end to corruption in Kenyan politics and leadership. However, despite the initial 

positive signs under his regime, the election of 27 December 2007 saw many 

irregularities, and a wave of ethnic and political violence followed throughout the 

country, particularly in areas that had experienced political manipulation and 

ethnic tensions in the past (the Rift Valley, Western Highlands, and Mombasa. 

The result was a coalition government between Kibaki’s Party of National Unity 

(PNU) and Raila Odinga’s Orange Democratic Movement (ODM). Since then, 

there has been very little improvement in corruption, and policies still mostly 

benefit the political elite. However, the elements of political discourse have 

become slightly different. There is much more freedom of the press, and the new 

urban wealthy do have more power. But the results and practices are mostly the 

same, certainly in the rural areas. In Nairobi there are multiple sources of 

extraversion, i.e., of foreign investment and aid money flowing into the country. 

But in Mwingi, everything traditionally has flowed through the MP’s office and a 

select few NGOs. All public development plans that are funded through the 

Constituency Development Fund (CDF) are reviewed, approved and allotted via 

the MP. The lack of pluralism creates a crushing dependency. Traditionally, the 

local ‘big man’ controls the extraversion process and does not accept any 

challenges to his power and prerogatives.  

 

My community development strategy was anti-traditional, and in the beginning 

unawares, I was challenging the political status quo. Having lost the MP election 

in 2002, I thought that my role as development catalyst was a way of working for 

the community from the margins. After all, the funds at my disposal were 

minimal—a maximum of € 50,000 in a year. I saw myself as a small-scale player, 

doing marginalized local development work. I certainly wasn’t a ‘big man’—I 

hardly saw myself as a ‘small man’! What I did not initially realize was that I was 



 168 

  

initiating an alternative governance model; and even though very small, this was 

a significant change.  

 

In Mwingi, impoverished villagers have long lived in a hierarchical social system 

wherein very limited development funds come from the ‘big man’. I have already 

detailed several examples where the locals were fighting for scraps of power, 

frequently at the expense of their own self-interest in the long term. Corruption is 

never too concerned with long-term consequences, as evidenced by the 

collapsed regimes and desperate situations in the aftermath of various corrupt 

African states (Mobutu Sese Seko’s Democratic Republic of Congo or Robert 

Mugabe’s Zimbabwe).  

 

The problems presented by power and power relations in Kenya are many. We 

see the current political elites playing a cracked colonial record, perpetuating the 

social patterns of the former colonialists. Much like our former British masters, 

they make promises that they will work to benefit all of Kenya, but it is mostly for 

their own benefit. Neo-colonialist politics is an exercise in power and is 

perpetuated by the groups and individuals that hold power. So, I want to consider 

who has power: How does their power speak, and how and why do I think it is 

possible to answer?  

 

One cannot discuss power and discourse without being drawn to the work of 

French philosopher Michel Foucault and his reflections on power and discourse, 

especially in his mid-career work “The Order of Things” (1971). In this book, 

Foucault examines the limits and constructions of modern European philosophy 

in an effort to show how modern thinking has become one of reduction and 

closure. The end result of the process has been the disappearance of the human 

being and, to a certain degree, idealistic projects as the subject of intellectual 

consideration and philosophical questioning.  

 

At the outset (in the foreword to the English edition of the book), Foucault 

introduces his study of order as three things. First, he introduces a comparative 

method (as opposed to a single, discipline-based study). Second, he looks to 

examine three problems: the problem of change, the problem of causality, and 

the problem of the subject. Finally, he introduces the theory of discursive practice 

(pp. ix-xii). These three focuses of Foucault’s study of order frame his conception 

of (the discourse of) power. In particular, the idea of the episteme emerges, as 

“order” requires some sort of beginning assumptions or foundations upon which it 

rests: 
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Order is, at one and the same time, that which is given in things as their 

inner law, the hidden network that determines the way they confront one 

another, and also that which has no existence except in the grid created by 

a glance, an examination, a language; and it is only in the blank spaces of 

this grid that order manifests itself in depth as though already there waiting 

in silence for the moment of its expression … The fundamental codes of a 

culture - those governing its language, in schemas of perception, its 

exchanges, its techniques, its values, the hierarchy of its practices - 

establish for every man, from the very first, the empirical orders with which 

he will be dealing and with which he will be at home. (p. xx) 

 

The rhetoric contained in post-colonial Kenyan political and social discourse can 

be summarized well by these inner laws and hidden networks, which determine 

what is and what is not possible, that is, the conditions of possibility. These 

conditions are not necessarily made explicit, but they take the form of 

euphemistic phrases and pronouncements that conceal the intentions and 

probable beneficiaries of the outcomes.  

 

Consistent with Foucault are the basic assumptions that frame this political 

discourse and who may speak in its context. A vast majority of Kenyans do not 

have anything to say about these basic assumptions and have had no influence, 

and cannot exert any influence, on their creation. Much like humans, in general, 

have disappeared from the philosophical questions framing knowledge in 

Europe, Kenyans are not present in the assumptions that frame the political 

discourse in Kenya. One question that this brings up is, why are language and 

discourse so important? Continuing along Foucault’s lines, we can see from an 

example early in the book, which makes use of the taxonomy of Borges, that the 

only common-ground or basic assumption to the taxonomy or ordering is the so-

called “non-place of language”: 

 

This book first arose out of a passage in Borges, out of the laughter that 

shattered, as I read the passage, all the familiar landmarks of my thought - 

our thought, the thought that bears the stamp of our age and our geography 

- breaking up all the ordered surfaces and all the planes with which we are 

accustomed to tame the wild profusion of existing things, and continuing 

long afterwards to disturb and threaten with collapse our age-old distinction 

between the Same and the Other. This passage quotes a 'certain Chinese 

encyclopedia' in which it is written that 'animals are divided into: (a) 

belonging to the Emperor, (b) embalmed, (c) tame, (d) sucking pigs, (e) 

sirens, (f) fabulous, (g) stray dogs, (h) included in the present classification, 
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(i) frenzied, (j) innumerable, (k) drawn with a very fine camelhair brush, (l) et 

cetera, (m) having just broken the water pitcher, (n) that from a long way off 

look like flies'. In the wonderment of this taxonomy, the thing we apprehend 

in one great leap, the thing that, by means of the fable, is demonstrated as 

the exotic charm of another system of thought, is the limitation of our own, 

and the stark impossibility of thinking that. (p. xiv) 

 

One cannot pass up the opportunity to compare Foucault’s laughter to the 

laughter (or confusion) that outsiders (i.e., international aid organizations and 

western observers) may experience when attempting to understand Kenyan 

political and social logic and taxonomy. It is very likely that taxonomy (not unlike 

the Chinese encyclopedia) currently dominates in Kenya. Such a disordered 

taxonomy can be seen in the relationships between belief systems and 

superstitions, combining science, economics and technology with superstitions, 

and fusing disparate religious beliefs. This taxonomy is held not just by the 

general population, but also by the highly educated and well-connected elites. 

Let’s take the example of the complete disavowal of witch doctors and animist 

beliefs in favor of imported Christian ideas by highly placed politicians and 

business elites. Around the same time they disavowed ‘traditional’ beliefs and 

practices publically, a large number of politicians would still continue visit 

prominent witch doctors around election time to guide and inform their election 

prospects. This is not really interesting in terms of the hypocrisy it represents, but 

it is very interesting in terms of revealing the conflicted episteme that dominates 

local logic and ordering. Kenya has not given fully into modernism in the way that 

Foucault describes the European shift in the 18th century, despite years of (post-

) colonial intervention and the current rhetoric. There are many things about 

Africa in general, and Kenya in particular, that do not make sense to an ordered 

system of thought. However, these developments, such as political violence, or 

the belief systems of denial about HIV, or visits to witch doctors, have a 

taxonomy and order within their context. Kenyans have an episteme as much as 

Europeans do. Kenyans could conceive of our own “Les Meninas” (the painting 

that features representation in its pure forms in the first chapter of “The Order of 

Things”), though the painting might very well consist of the former President Moi 

looking at himself in a mirror, and the representations would center on the 

knowledge of very specific and concentrated forms of power. As in Foucault’s 

discussion of “Les Meninas,” exactly who is allowed to see what would be a 

major issue. For instance, would Robert Ouko, who was Moi’s foreign minister in 

1990 when he was murdered, be portrayed? We still do not know if the murder 

was the product of political intrigue and/or a family vendetta, or whether it was 

the result of a corrupt deal for a molasses factory that went wrong. And would the 
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ghost of Josiah Kariuki (murdered in 1975) haunt the painting? Kariuki was a 

nationalist politician who fought for Kenyan independence and was later revolted 

by the corruption of the Kenyatta government, its disregard for the poor and the 

lack of land reform. He was murdered “with the evident complicity of the political 

police, if not of State House, shortly after embarking on a virulent offensive 

against Lonrho which was closely connected with the so-called ‘Royal Family’”—

i.e., the clique around Kenyatta (Bayart, 2009, p. 234). To use an African 

proverb, ‘The mouth that eats does not speak,’ or in other words, what gets 

portrayed, investigated and ‘known’ in Kenyan politics. Writers, whose own 

positions are always precarious, in doubt, and suspect, write the records. Do we 

see the ‘President’ or do we see the chronicler’s fear, status seeking, or 

complicity? 

 

For Mwingi villagers, President Moi was a ‘big man’ whose visits brought cash, 

gifts, and pomp and ceremony. Where the riches really came from and who they 

were truly intended for never really entered into the villagers’ minds. Of course, it 

was mostly public money and aid money—money that came directly from public 

coffers and gained via corruption. Of course, all of the money should have gone 

toward development and not toward the buying off of the populace without long-

term benefit. But was the show a fraud? Foucault investigated the relationships 

between things and their representations. He presented the idea of signatures 

and signs, where signatures are “exterior and visible signs in the form of special 

marks,” (p. 25) and signs “are in conformity with things themselves” (p. 46). Were 

Moi’s visits to rural Kenya ‘signs’ of his presence, leadership and the political 

order? For Foucault, a ‘sign’ is a direct resemblance; the ‘thing’ is directly present 

in its significance. European thought has abandoned ‘signs’ for ‘signatures—’that 

is, for representations, ideas and symbols. Political power in Kenya is sign-ed—

i.e., in his direct presence, demeanor and actions, the ‘big man’ is the political 

power. In Europe, political power is by decree—that is, it is symbolized in 

documents, proposals and rules. These are the signatures of power, the 

symbolic representations of power, decision and action. In Kenya, ‘signatures’ do 

not count for much. ‘Policy’ is more of a mirage than a real practice. Political 

ideology is not taken seriously by anyone. Politics is by ‘signs’ —i.e., direct 

action; for instance, giving money to someone, buying some property, or building 

a dam or factory. Interest in representation is minimal. What Foucault called 

‘signature’ does not count for much, and theories of signature or meta-level 

reflection or knowledge are almost nonexistent.  

 

In Mwingi, we seem to find ourselves on a footing that is some sort of 

combination of modern and pre-modern episteme, wherein signs and similitudes 



 172 

  

are wrapped around one another in an endless spiral. Foucault was highlighting 

how slippery text really is and how complex its relationship to referents actually 

is. Direct ‘resemblance’ counts for less and less; abstract representation and 

similitude have become more and more dominant. European academic writing is 

almost entirely similitude; it is characterized by a theoretic distance from what is 

discussed and an openness to debate, reflection and abstraction. Mwingi is a 

culture of ‘resemblance’, where the direct ‘signs’, not their ‘resemblances’, take 

priority. Converting Mwingi into similitudes for a reading audience feels very 

strange and foreign. And it has difficult methodological implications. Often 

European ethnography sets a methodological criterion that the researched 

should recognize themselves in what is written about them in the research. But 

‘resemblance’ has too little theory and is too descriptive and unintellectual for a 

European audience. I have to produce ‘similitude’ if my manuscript is to be 

accepted by Europeans as serious. Thus, the European modern episteme is 

incommensurable with how people in Mwingi think, act and relate to one another. 

In early European scholarship (16th century), resemblance was accepted. In the 

so-called wunderkammers, or cabinets of curiosity, all sorts of things were put on 

display with the sole criterion being that they were ‘interesting’. Resemblance 

meant that the ‘tiger’ was a tiger skin; the preserved fetus in a jar was indeed a 

dead child, etc. The museum replaced the wunderkammer where classification 

took over. Animals went to museums of natural history, paintings to art 

museums, gadgets to museums of science and industry, and so on. Things were 

classified, ordered and structured. Collections of similitudes became more 

important than collections of resemblances. Classification, abstraction and theory 

took over. But in Kenyan society, this process has not prevailed to the extent 

found in Europe. Kenyans are much closer to the thing itself, circumstances and 

relationships.  

 

In 16th century Europe, knowledge and magic, wonder and erudition were 

accepted on more or less the same level. To contemporary Europeans, it seems 

that sixteenth-century learning was made up of an unstable mixture of rational 

knowledge, notions derived from magical practices, and a whole cultural heritage 

whose power and authority had been vastly increased by the rediscovery of 

Greek and Roman authors. Perceived thus, the learning of that period appears 

structurally weak: a common ground where fidelity to the Ancients, a taste for the 

supernatural, and an already awakened awareness of rationality as we know it 

confront one another in equal freedom (p. 31). While the classics certainly play 

no such role in Kenya, the mixture of magic and rationality, resemblance and 

similitude is there. Witch men and political scientists co-exist in the same cultural 
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space. Thus, the “equal freedom” that Foucault discusses is very similar to the 

current situation in Kenya.  

 

At the same time, the same conditions of the modern (European) episteme apply. 

Kenya is a money economy; development plans do have some influence on 

reality; real roads are built, and mobile phones work. Mwingi is not entirely locked 

into resemblance. It is not as if no abstraction, reflection or objectification takes 

place. The women do plan to make so many baskets and to sell them at such 

and such price. They do not just weave lost in the activity. They are aware that 

they are trying to make money. There is a “co-extensiveness of signs and 

thought” that comes through representation. Despite the politics and culture of 

resemblance, every CBO has a chairman, a secretary to write things down, and a 

treasurer who looks over the members’ meager collections. Mwingi lives in a 

complex, unstable relationship between immediacy and objectification. On the 

one hand, power seems to be something directly present—in numbers of 

chickens, clothing, houses, and for the very rich, cars. Power seems much less 

abstract or formal than in Europe. But at the same time, the women’s groups are 

much more formalized than comparable groups would do in Europe. Thus, 

existence is formalized, but some things less than in Europe and some things 

seemingly more. Some things are ‘objectified’; that is, they are written, limited 

and transferred into similitude.  

 

According to Foucault, in order to have a theory of something, you must be able 

to objectify it. But he asserted that it was impossible to have a theory of 

signification itself. This means that the very form of theorizing (Foucault calls it 

the “being of your objectivity”) cannot itself be objectified. What results is that 

signification becomes not just the form of thought, among others, that we can 

objectify, but rather it becomes the form of thought itself (pp. 65-67). Thus in how 

far can I know how Mwingi understands itself? According to Foucault, 

ethnography sets itself an impossible task when it wants to know the knowing of 

the people being studied and how it knows that knowing. For Foucault, knowing 

ultimately cannot know itself, and thus ethnography is doomed to partiality, 

incompleteness and methodological difficulty. 

 

This is where the importance of discourse and power comes in. Foucault claims 

that, in terms of modern European thought, systems of natural history (science) 

and theories of money or trade (economics) have the same conditions of 

possibility as language itself (p. 203). So, according to Foucault, order is the 

ordering of the privileging of words (discourse), meaning that all systems 

conducted by humans function as languages. The similitude is always in 

language. Whether that is a visual language of art, a mathematical language of 
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physics, or an economic language of budgets and figures, in similitude knowing, 

there is no outside of language. The knowing either is in some sort of language 

or there is no knowing at all. And according to Foucault, the discourse and its 

"words ... are a constitution and evident manifestation of the order of things." 

Thus, it has no purpose trying to get back to the resemblance as a form of 

knowing because it is not a form of knowing. There is no possible return to the 

original or primary thing. Either there is language or there is blind immediacy. For 

Mwingi, this means that the villagers have to achieve language. They have to 

have words for things. Otherwise, they are totally powerless and have no agency 

or ability to assert control over their circumstances.  

 

But this closure of thought in language is problematic. For instance, it destroys 

the very possibility of un-alienated conscious existence. If we know (similitude), 

we are alienated (from resemblance). If we are not alienated, we are powerless 

to confer, plan or take collective action. Furthermore, Foucault’s line of thought 

leads to the “disappearance of the human as the subject of inquiry.” We cannot 

know language because we have no window on any outside to language. And 

so, by the same logic, we cannot really know ourselves, because we have no 

exterior position to the human from where from we can observe it. Thus, I either 

have to be outside or alienated from Mwingi; otherwise, I cannot study it. But this 

ability only to know by not knowing, or to understand by not understanding, is 

‘fatigued’; its circular logic makes it deeply unsatisfactory, partial and frustrating. 

This means that another form of thought might now be possible, and that is what 

Foucault’s work leads us to. 

 

These notions of the "end of philosophy" and the “discursiveness” (i.e., tangential 

and rambling nature) of modern European thought are both common mid-1960s 

French intellectual themes. This began a destabilizing effect on the relationship 

between concepts and things, experience and ideas, awareness and ideology. 

The dominant critical European tradition of Marx was the object of attack. 

Marxism promises that history leads to an un-alienated future. But Foucault 

obviously does not believe that, epistemologically, any such thing is possible. 

Marx’s assumption that a change in socio-economic arrangements could end 

alienation was, as Foucault asserts, naïve. Something better than capitalism may 

be needed and necessary, but it will not end the fundamental breach between 

objects and mind, thought and world. Marxist philosophy attacks real economic 

exploitation but promises an unreal human culture with mankind and nature, 

mind and materiality in total harmony with one another.  
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Coincidentally, during the time that Foucault developed this theory of the 

episteme, Africa was beginning the process of “decolonization.” But, just as 

Foucault would predict, the political changes did not affect the dominant 

episteme. Social knowledge and control stayed in the hands of the leadership. 

The populace stayed an object of knowledge of the ruling elite. Popular 

awareness and experience remained alienated from elite power and rule. The 

basic structure of subjectivity, which is that one party knows and controls and the 

other is known and is controlled, stayed. It’s just that the who in the equation 

changed a bit. Kenya became independent, and the imperial regime of Kenyatta 

commenced. The episteme details a structure of power, and so long as the 

structure remains, the crucial order stays in place, regardless of whoever is so-

called ‘in power’.  

 

The questioning of the modern episteme allowed Foucault to reach his 

conclusions in “The Order of Things.” Distancing oneself from the historical 

mechanisms of power and how they are expressed through the modern episteme 

is possible if we seek the outsiders’ position and study the social from the 

outside. Foucault referred to this as ‘archaeology’, wherein he would examine 

human-related issues from the perspective of the past. Thus, he supposedly 

would escape the epistemological trap that he had built by thinking from outside 

the present. To apply the idea, we can understand Mwingi by looking at it from 

the perspective of 18th or 19th century life there. But Derrida in “Writing and 

Difference” (1978) correctly tore this pretension to smithereens. After all, our 

regard on the past is always happening in the present. There is no possible 

escape here of the episteme. The crisis of knowing cannot be escaped by doing 

history.  

 

What Foucault did achieve in this period was via his studies of madness and 

sexuality, and his focus on discipline, he revealed a lot about power. He clarified 

how, for instance, social science disciplines work to control the researcher in 

what the researcher can see, know and think. Disciplines like sociology, 

psychology and ethnography create particular vocabularies of insight that make 

some things visible but that, conversely, make many more things invisible. Each 

academic discipline is a sort of torch that reveals that which it shines on, but 

leaves the rest in the dark. And between light and dark, there are always political 

and power issues. What is seen debated and reacted upon is presumed to be 

politically crucial. And what is not seen and ignored is perhaps even more 

politically crucial. For instance, if no one sees economic inequality as an issue or 

problem, there will be no policies to eradicate it. Thus, control over the episteme 

determining what can be said is revealed as the crucial issue. Not the object of 
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research as an object, but research as an (im-) possibility to discuss, see and 

understand certain issues is revealed as the key issue. Who speaks is crucial 

 

I now want to return to the anti-colonial, pro-nativist theory of Sahlins. It would 

appear that the episteme and the resulting power of those who define the terms 

of discourse will determine what Sahlins’s notions of the “smart native” and the 

“mistaken European modernizer” signify. But Sahlins refuses to give in so easily 

to Foucault’s theory of episteme, discourse and power. Sahlins does not buy into 

the idea that power is the primary force that defines the episteme or 

subject/object relationship. For Foucault, there is the knower, who is in power 

(and is thus the subject), and the known, who is subjugated (and is thus the 

object). Sahlins resists the notion of Foucault’s episteme and all that it implies by 

claiming that Foucault reduces social, cultural and political institutions to their 

supposed epistemological rationales and structural results: 

 

The most awesome transubstantiation of that old holy-ghost, the Invisible 

Hand, into an all-controlling culture-at-large, would have to be Foucault’s 

pancreatic vision of power. Here is power as irresistible as it is ubiquitous, 

power emanating from everywhere and invading everyone, saturating the 

everyday things, relations and institutions of human existence, and 

transmitted thence into people’s bodies, perceptions, knowledge’s and 

dispositions. The theoretical effect of this vision, many critics agree, is not 

merely “an overestimation of the efficacy of disciplinary power,” but “an 

impoverished understanding of the individual which cannot account for 

experiences that fall outside the realm of the ‘docile’ body” (L. McNay). 

Foucault rightly denies he is a structuralist, since all that is left of 

structuralism in his problematic is its avoidance of human agency. His 

position is indeed “post-structuralist,” inasmuch as it theoretically dissolves 

the structures—families, schools, hospitals, philanthropies, technologies, 

etc.—into their instrumental effects of discipline and control. It is the classic 

acid bath of functionalist wisdom, reducing the actual substance of the 

institution to its conjectured purposes and consequences. Also classic is the 

effective resolution of the problem to the simple society-individual dualism. 

Indeed, it all ends with the return of the repressed individual. (pp. 67-68) 

 

It is not just Sahlins who responds in such a fashion; other researchers have 

reached similar conclusions. For example, in a book review, J. Stephen Lansing 

expresses concern about the functionalism expressed in terms of Foucault’s 

focus on power: 
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But if Sahlins’s real target is “the common average Social Science wisdom,” 

why take potshots at postmodernism? The short answer is, as a kind of 

rearguard action, defending the structuralist program from those who would 

seek to deconstruct it. As Sahlins puts it, “the current Foucauldian-

Gramscian-Nietzschean obsession with power is the latest incarnation of 

Anthropology’s incurable functionalism . . . now ‘power’ is the intellectual 

black hole into which all kinds of cultural contents get sucked.” (Lansing, 

2002, p. 20) 

 

This fear of “deconstruction” is a fear of exposing the hidden assumptions and 

foundations of theory. It also may be a fear of the missing voices that have been 

rendered silent because they are unable to participate in the discourse due to the 

way it has been framed. Of course, the most common “rearguard action” in this 

debate is to use the term “post-modernism” as a slur: 

 

And surely it is a cruel post-modernist fate that requires the ethnographer to 

celebrate the counter-hegemonic diversity of other people’s discourses— 

the famous polyphony or heteroglossia—while at the same time he or she is 

forced to confess that his own scholarly voice is the stereotypic expression 

of a totalized system of power. It seems that imperialism is the last of the 

old-time cultural systems. Ours is the only culture that has escaped 

deconstruction by the changing of the avant garde, as it retains its 

essentialized and monolithic character as a system of domination. So 

anthropologists can do nothing but reproduce it. Advanced criticism thus 

becomes the last refuge of the idea that the individual is the tool of this 

culture. Which also proves that those who are ignorant of their own 

functionalism are destined to repeat it—the second time as farce. (Sahlins, 

2002, p. 16) 

 

The refusal to engage with or address the notions of episteme, discourse and 

power can also be thought of as another way of refusing to speak truth to this 

pervasive power. If power is a totalizing and inescapable condition of discourse, 

then recognizing that may be the best way to engage with it and bring about 

political, social, and economic change. This brings up another revealing aspect of 

Sahlins’s critique of Foucault. This is the significance to questioning the import 

(dare I say ‘power’?) of the speaker in his or her attempt to speak truth in a given 

situation: 

 

“A hyper-inflation of significance” would be another way of describing the 

new functionalism, translating the apparently trivial into the fatefully political 
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by a rhetoric that typically reads like a dictionary of trendy names and 

concepts, many of them French, a veritable La Ruse of postmodernism. Of 

course the effect, rather than amplifying the significance of Neapolitan 

nicknames or Vietnamese pronouns, is to trivialize such terms as 

“domination,” “resistance,” “colonization,” even “violence” and “power.” 

Deprived of real-political reference, these words become pure values, full of 

sound and fury and signifying nothing ... but the speaker. (Sahlins, 2002, p. 

23) 

 

Indeed, Sahlins may have good reason for critiquing the use of Foucault’s theory 

of power, which has, in some cases, over-reached or been misapplied. But he 

presents us with a fairly facile argument: Can we blame Marx for the way his 

theories have been misapplied by his Soviet followers? What about Freud for 

incidents of patricide or incest? What about Adam Smith for the exploitation of 

low-cost labor in developing countries? This is a risk that occurs with any theory 

and its subsequent applications. 

 

Another risk is the trade-off of one theoretical basis for another. Sahlins, an 

anthropologist, takes issue with Foucault’s domination of the field of anthropology 

in recent years. This concern involves the replacement of “culture” with 

discourse: 

 

Indeed a good many anthropologists have been content to trade in “culture” 

for Foucauldian “discourse” in recent years—all the while disdaining the 

“reified” “essentialized” and “totalized” character of the old culture concept. 

It seems a fair bargain. As the “process through which social reality comes 

into being,” or again a “system” that “determines what can be thought and 

said,” as one anthropological Foucauldian recently put it, such “discourse” 

seems at least as terrorist as the old-time culturology. Selectively dictating 

what can be perceived, imagined and expressed, “discourse” is the new 

super organic—made even more compelling as the effect of a “power” that 

is everywhere, in all quotidian institutions and relations. (Sahlins, 2002, pp. 

61-62) 

 

The replacement of “culturology” with the “totalizing” capacity of discourse may 

be alarming, but it is not a replacement. The replacement of the flat-earth at the 

center of the universe by Galileo’s more sublime concept of the earth revolving 

around the sun was also alarming, and in the end, it was a major theoretical 

replacement. But on the other hand, discourse does not replace; rather, it offers 
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another explanation of the social phenomenon that we witness, placing the 

human being (as a subject) at the center once again. 

 

Sahlins’s concern remains power, as elucidated through Foucault’s genealogies 

and archaeologies, which creates an inescapable totalization. Dominic Boyer 

seems to agree, but adds some modifications. 

 

Sahlins's own theoretical paradigm, although ethnographically complex and 

textured, has a very strong sense of the fundamental causality of cultural 

and political phenomena in bounded and structuring semiotic systems 

interacting with one another and with their environment. What I think 

frustrates Sahlins (and others) most about Foucault is the fact that 

Foucault’s analytics never resolve themselves to a contestable theory of 

originary causes. Who can argue with "links"? To be sure, the phenomena 

Foucault condenses under biopoliticality are "linked" to bourgeois 

hegemony, who could disagree, but what kind of a critical knowledge is that, 

and, as "a theorist" where does one go from there?  

 

For Foucault, ‘resemblance’ is closed to the phenomenon itself and ‘similitude’ is 

at a representative distance, and getting from the one to the other is a social 

process wherein power is exerted. The politician exerts power when he 

represents himself via cars, clothes and largesse as the ‘big man’ (resemblance), 

and he also exerts power in plans, policies, ideology, and laws (similitude). The 

power of governance stretches from the one to the other. Intellectual or critical 

activity occurs on the level of similitude, often with the intent of making the uses 

of power visible and accessible to analysis. Investigation that operates solely on 

the level of a critique of representations seems, in terms of Foucault, to float on 

an indefinite originatory sea that is not specified or open to study. Sahlins’s 

concern about Foucault is that the origins of cultural and political occurrences, 

which are linked, of course, to concrete phenomenal grounds or environments, 

remain impenetrable to analysis. Foucault seemingly creates a philosophy where 

we cannot, in principle, know what we want to know. If understanding cannot go 

back to the origins of power but can only record its manifestations, then political 

critique can never say anything about its starting points or origins. We end up 

with representations of politics but no possible theory of politics. We can see 

manifestations of power but we cannot observe where they come from, how they 

originated, and, ultimately, we cannot make contact with their essential identity. 

And so any analysis is doomed before it even has a chance to start. Perhaps we 

can see a ‘big man’; certainly we can represent the ‘big man’, but where this form 

of politics really comes from remains invisible. Of course, Bayart disagrees and 
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follows Foucault’s historical or archeological approach. According to him, the ‘big 

man’ is a product of centuries of ‘extraversion’. Foucault, in his “History of the 

Clinic,” attempts to understand instances of power and governance by examining 

the longue durée of discipline. There, he links the growth of the social science 

disciplines to the development of treatment for the insane and the emergence of 

the prison/psychiatric hospital, which did not exist prior to this. His thesis was that 

the humanist and repressive dimensions of his objects of study were 

fundamentally linked to one another. And his book convinced many that social 

sciences were indeed not neutral, but actually forms of disciplinary power. Thus 

Foucault returned to the institutional and conceptual history of the 19 th century in 

order to make his point. And similarly, Bayart looks back to pre-colonial Africa, 

then to colonization, and finally to post-1960 Africa to see a common structure of 

the ‘extraversion’ of power. But as already mentioned, Derrida attacked Foucault, 

arguing that Foucault’s research was taking place in the 1960’s and could not 

claim to jump over its own shadow to see disciplinarity, power or governance 

from outside its own episteme. And Sahlins, in essence, made the same critique. 

Bayart avoids the problem by insisting on historicity. Phenomena of longue durée 

remain have remained more or less stable for centuries. Because they persist so 

long, their study is possible at some distance from immediate thought and 

change. The dominant episteme of analysis may change, but tendencies of 

longue durée remain (by definition) more or less stable. How we discuss them 

and how representation occurs may shift, but some phenomena have more 

permanence than others, and Bayart tries to stick to those, wherein extraversion 

has been a fairly stable factor in Africa. Though Bayart has provided me with 

conceptual tools and ideas, my intent is not an analysis of longue durée.  

 

In terms of historicity, this book is about the very short term. Its concern is 

developmental practice in one rural region over a period of five years. This is 

very long in terms of action research, but very short in terms of studies of longue 

durée. Luckily for me, Foucault realized that studies of the longue durée, 

however potentially interesting, make agency, change or intervention more or 

less unthinkable.  

 

In his article ‘Contra Foucault’ (1996), Sam Porter considers the potential 

problem of Foucault’s theory of power making the thinking of engagement or 

purposive action impossible. Porter wrote in an explicitly auto-ethnographic 

context, wherein he examined an occurrence of conflict between British Soldiers 

and a (male) Nurse in Northern Ireland:  
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It becomes apparent from this example (British soldiers in Northern Ireland) 

that in order to understand how power operates in the social world, it is 

necessary to identify the work that generates particular practices. Practices, 

such as the exercise of power, do not take place ex nihilo. People engage 

in particular practices by virtue of their occupancy of positions within social 

structures. 

 

In his denial of strict causality in his writing, Foucault offers the example of 

an alternative kind of social-scientific authorship that is expansive, open to 

the singular and particular, and resistant to reductionistic economies of 

scale. (Porter, 1996, p. 271) 

 

This may provide the ‘origins’ that Sahlins and Boyer are looking for. Sahlins 

does have a similar, albeit slightly different, observation on power, however: 

 

Power comes from below. It is invested in the structures and cleavages of 

everyday life, omnipresent in quotidian regimes of knowledge and truth. If in 

the Hobbesian contract subjects constitute the power, the Commonwealth 

that keeps them all in awe, in the Foucauldian schema power constitutes 

the subjects. All the same, the structuralism that Foucault abandoned for a 

sense of the poly-amorphous perverse, this structuralism taught that 

opposites are things alike in all significant respects but one. So when 

Foucault speaks of a war of each against all, and in the next breath even 

hints of a Christian divided self—“And there is always within each of us 

something that fights something else”—we are tempted to believe that he 

and Hobbes had more in common than the fact that, with the exception of 

Hobbes, both were bald. (p. 41) 

 

Foucault’s boldness and Sahlins’s cynicism aside, the invocation of Hobbes, 

whereby human subjects constitute the basis of power, and the resulting “war of 

each against all,” is the point. One can see colonialism as a “war of each against 

all,” especially if we accept (as Bayart does) that colonialism depended upon 

African cooperation. Colonialism made extensive use of indirect rule; there were 

only a precious few British soldiers and administrators in Kenya. The local ‘big 

man’ acted as a link in the colonial chain of command.  

 

In post-colonial Africa, the ‘big man’ is financed by economic aid, international 

organizations (IMF/the World Bank) and foreign military priorities. For instance, 

the Kenyan army has fought the fight against Somalia ‘terrorism’. And following 

the violence in the aftermath of the 2007 elections, it was American intervention 
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that brought a new constitution and relative stability, which thereby defined who 

was a ‘big man’ and how so. The (on again, off again) trial of Kenyan politicians 

in The Hague for crimes against humanity is another instance of foreign 

determination of what is or is not acceptable power. Power on the highest level in 

Kenya is very obviously circumvented by actions of foreign others.  

 

Much the same, power in Mwingi is defined from the outside, with poverty and 

witchcraft being the two most dominant influencing factors. Here, power is very 

basic and mostly economic. Do you have enough to eat? The powerful do; the 

powerless do not. This is a very basic form of Foucault’s assertion that power is 

bodily. On the other hand, witch doctors wield a lot of power amongst many 

locals in Mwingi. People from all social and economic classes consult with them 

regularly. Politicians, pastors, people wishing to protect their families from the evil 

spells of others, people who want to accumulate material wealth, people who 

want to stop others from accumulating material wealth. Thieves, lovers, and even 

people wishing to exterminate others. Thus, in Mwingi, power shapes the very 

form, identity and movements of the human body and mind. And poverty (or 

hunger) and fear of the supernatural frame the conditions of possibility, wherein 

Hobbes’s subjects are bound in a contract that they cannot control.   

 

Sahlins displays an awareness of this problem: 

 

Even in the former anthropological province of the indigenous peoples, now 

largely redefined as the colonized and post-colonized peoples, the 

emphasis has shifted accordingly from the discovery of their cultures in and 

for themselves, an idyllic interest in different ways of ordering human life 

that now seems politically feckless if not complicitous in their destruction, 

the emphasis has shifted from this to engaged ethnographies of domination, 

suffering and resistance. Obviously, notions of cultural systematicity do not 

survive long where they are considered the intellectual cum political enemy. 

Certainly not long when they are referred to the alienated, impersonal world 

of structures inhabited by men and the powers-that-be, as opposed to the 

experience-near, embodied world of excluded subjects, demanding their 

own identities, and contesting the cultural narratives and values of the 

larger society—whose very reality as a coherent, bounded, totalized, etc., 

system, becomes happily problematic. (Sahlins, 2002, p.10) 

 

However, Sahlins responds to the reduction that he accuses Foucault of with a 

reduction of his own. This move is one that is very familiar to me. It is a common 

strategy in Kenyan politics. It is usually practiced by accusing one’s opponent of 
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behavior that one actually practices oneself. If there is an impoverished 

understanding of the forces that are shaping the post-colonial subject, it may be 

one that justifies and elevates the subsistence lifestyles of the impoverished. 

Postcolonial studies, in the name of cultural studies, can muster a response to 

the history of colonial domination and interference, which confirms repression. 

Protection of traditional village life is just such a trap. As Bayart argues, in pre-

colonial Africa, villages did not compete because they had very little to do with 

one another. Small-scale communities that got on with their existence on a 

subsistence level characterized rural African life. Local social cohesion was very 

strong; each community remained a fairly compact world unto itself. Rivalry and 

competition between the rural communities was created during the colonial 

period, as was the accompanying ethnic identity. Tribes are a colonial invention. 

Thus, a post-colonial return to authentic ethnicity—Mwingi for the Akamba—is 

actually a colonial invention!  

 

All we get is postcolonial subjects who resist (but in what determinate 

way?); colonial subjects who are disciplined or repressed (again, in what 

way?); bourgeois subjects who are alienated or wounded (like you and 

me?) or else who commodify (what?) or consume (what?); national subjects 

who identify (with what?), or other such tautological people. If a cultural or 

historical analysis were really wanted, one would have to return to the 

structural conditions that had been lost in the translation to subjective terms. 

(Sahlins, 2002, pp. 69-70) 

 

The purpose of my project, in part, is to examine and offer a possible answer to 

some of the questions posed here. Foucault deemphasized his epistemological 

analysis toward the end of his career. He had demonstrated that there was no 

pure ‘scientific’ position of truth outside of history and that the social sciences are 

part and parcel of the episteme of their times. Indeed, all thinking entails creating, 

blocking, furthering, changing and the developing of power. And there is no 

Mwingi of and for itself that forms a bedrock of certainty. My resolve toward 

further economic development is an historical, embedded concept or position, 

which in some ways serves my identity. Foucault inched away from social 

structuralism, I believe, toward revealing possibilities individual action. And I am 

going to follow that line. My response to Sahlins and Foucault is my (action 

research) ethnography and auto-ethnography of Mwingi. Additionally, my 

response comes from the example that I hope to set by (in Foucault’s language) 

speaking truth to power. It is thus by speaking truth to this power that I believe 

we may address the conditions of power that frame the current possibilities and 

conditions of Mwingi.  
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Foucault’s final work, which was presented in his lectures at the College de 

France in 1983 and 1984, centers on ‘telling truth to power’. There are some 

parallels that I want to note between Foucault and many of the people that I 

feature in my ethnography. Like many of the women and men I have worked with 

in Mwingi, Foucault had HIV and died from AIDS (in 1984). His lectures at the 

College de France were among his final works, and in some ways form his 

ultimate response to the claims that power is totalizing and inescapable. His final 

work is a mobilization to speak truth to power. His death, my sister’s death, and 

the deaths of many others have inspired me in the same ambition. 

 

This idea of “speaking truth to power,” that is, of responding directly to power and 

to the way that power frames the conditions of possibility, provide my responses 

to the “who, what, where, and how” questions that Sahlins posed in his criticism 

of Foucault’s concepts of episteme and power. Foucault’s ‘move’ begins with the 

assertion that the other is necessary to tell the truth. The status and presence of 

the other, who is so necessary for me in order to be able to tell the truth about 

myself, obviously poses problems. Who and what is the other? Will just anyone 

do? Is any old conversation good enough? It is not so easy to analyze this 

(concept of the) Other. We are relatively familiar with the Other who is necessary 

for telling about oneself in Christian culture, in which the Other takes the form of 

the confessor, therapist or coach. It is fairly easy to spot this person in modern 

culture, whose status and functions should no doubt be analyzed more precisely. 

This Other comes in the role of the doctor, psychiatrist, psychologist, consultant 

or advisor. And in ancient European culture this role is well attested, as 

soothsayer, magician and oracle. The Other’s status is thus variable, vague and 

much less clear cut and institutionalized than we might want (p. 5). In the ancient 

Greek tradition, the qualification required by this uncertain, rather vague, and 

variable activity as a practice or a certain way of speaking is called parrhēsia 

(free-spokenness) (p. 6). Parrhēsia is also employed in the sense of telling the 

truth without concealment, reserve, empty manner of speech, or rhetorical 

ornament, which might encode or hide it. “Telling all” is then telling the truth 

without hiding any part of it, that is, without hiding it behind anything (p. 10). 

 

For there to be parrhēsia, you recall - I stressed this last year- the subject 

must be taking some kind of risk [in speaking] this truth which he signs as 

his opinion, his thought, his belief, a risk which concerns his relationship 

with the person to who he is speaking. For there to be parrhēsia, in 

speaking the truth one must open up, establish, and confront the risk of 

offending the other person, of irritating him, of making him angry and 
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provoking him to conduct which may even be extremely violent. So it is the 

truth subject risk of violence. (p. 11) 

 

Risk 

In short, parrhēsia, the act of truth, requires first, the manifestation of a 

fundamental bond between the truth spoken and the thought of the person 

who spoke it; [second], a challenge to the bond between two interlocutors 

(the person who speaks the truth and the person to whom this truth is 

addressed). Hence this new feature of parrhēsia: it involves some form of 

courage, the minimal form of which consists of the parrhesiast always risks 

undermining that relationship which is the condition of possibility of his 

discourse. (p. 11) 

 

Parrhēsia therefore not only puts the relationship between the person who 

speaks and the person to whom he addresses the truth at risk, but it may go 

as far as to put the very life of the person who speaks at risk, at least if his 

interlocutor has power over him and cannot bear being told the truth. (p .11) 

 

Only-and this is the last feature I would like to recall briefly- parrhēsia may 

be organized, developed and stabilized in what could be called a 

parrhesiastic game. For the parrhesiast is someone who, by telling the truth, 

the whole truth, regardless of any other consideration, risks bringing his 

relationship to the other in question, and even risks his life, on the other 

hand, the person to whom this truth is told-whether this is the assembled 

people deliberating on the best decisions to take, or the Prince, the tyrant or 

king to whom advice must be given, or the friend one is guiding-this person 

(people, king, friend), if he wants to play the role proposed to him by the 

parrhesiast in telling him the truth, must accept the truth, however much it 

may hurt generally accepted opinion in the Assembly, the Prince’s passions 

or interests, or the individual’s ignorance or blindness. (p. 12) 

 

What if the game is promised or implied, but then not honored? 

 

“You can see then how it is the practice of parrhēsia is opposed to the art of 

rhetoric in every respect.” (p. 13) 

 

Parrhēsia is opposed to rhetoric: In parrhēsia the connection to the person or 

persons being spoken to are direct, with no barriers between them. In rhetoric, 

the connection is broken because the speaker is motivated to influence or 
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manipulate, for some reason, and may say what he knows not be true in order to 

meet his goal, whether or not his or her intentions are good. 

 

There are four modalities of truth-telling (pp. 15-52). These modalities are often 

combined and mixed with each other, and can be embodied in the same 

individual, depending on the context, with the exception of the parrhesiast, who 

has an altogether different project: 

  

1. Prophecy: The prophet does not speak in his own name but speaks 

with another voice. The prophet’s position is intermediary, in the sense that 

the prophet is positioned between the present and the future. Prophets do 

not give any unequivocal and clear prescriptions, nor do they transparently 

speak the truth. They are different from the parrhesiast in several ways: 

a. The parrhesiast speaks for him-/herself, not for someone else, 

the prophet does not have to be frank; 

b. The parrhesiast does not foretell the future; 

c. The parrhesiast does not speak in riddles like the prophet does; 

instead, s/he leaves nothing to interpretation. 

 

2. The sage is closer to the parrhesiast than the prophet; however, the 

sage is wise in and for itself and does not need to speak. In that sense, 

there is a structural silence in being a sage. The sage says what is, rather 

than what will be, but he says it at his own pleasure and can withdraw at his 

own convenience. 

 

3. The teacher knows the “truth” or some specific truth and can teach it. In 

doing so, the teacher is obliged to tell the truth. “After all, the [teacher] … 

has a certain duty to speak … [in this] case of … truth-telling, teaching 

ensures the survival of knowledge, the person who practices parrhēsia risks 

death” (pp. 24-25). 

 

4. The parrhesiast speaks the total transparent truth and represents her-

/himself fully to the listener. S/he can sometimes take on characteristics of 

the other modes of truth-telling, but is best exemplified by Socrates and 

Socratic discourse. 

 

In modern society, revolutionary discourse, like all other prophetic discourse, 

speaks in the name of someone else; it speaks in order to tell of a future, which, 

up to a point, supposedly already has the form of fate. Development discourse 

mainly functions as a form of ‘revolutionary discourse’; that is, it tells a story 
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about a society that is not-yet but must come. ‘Revolutionary discourse’ has 

mainly been discredited in contemporary society, as postmodernism has claimed 

that too much dying has been justified by it. If prophecy leads (can lead) to the 

goulag, then it has been (historically) brought into disrepute. The ontological 

modality of truth-telling, which speaks of the being of things, leads to a ‘teacher’ 

who claims to know the truth. For instance, the late Libyan leader Muammar 

Gaddafi called himself “the brotherly leader and guide of the revolution” (in 

Arabic: يق ثورة ومرشد القائد الشق  who had no political office but instructed the (ال

truth. He claimed, thus, a certain modality of philosophical discourse—that of 

truth-telling. The secularized technical modality of truth-telling characteristic of 

most contemporary school teaching is organized more around science than 

pedagogy. It does not claim to know what is best for the other, but merely to deal 

in practice-based technical solutions. Its ‘truth’ is defined and maintained around 

a complex formed by scientific and research institutions and allied teaching 

institutions. The parrhesiastic modality has disappeared as such, and we no 

longer find it except where it is grafted on or underpinned by one of the three 

other modalities.  

 

Revolutionary discourse plays the role of parrhesiastic discourse when it takes 

the form of a critique of existing society. Philosophical discourse as analysis, as a 

reflection on human finitude, whether in the realm of knowledge or in the realm of 

morality, plays the role of parrhēsia to some extent. And when scientific 

discourse is deployed as a criticism of prejudices, of existing forms of knowledge, 

of dominant institutions, of current ways of doing things, it adopts a parrhesiastic 

role (p. 30). In order to be socially relevant, science has to claim to criticize bias, 

narrow-mindedness and sloppy thinking.  

 

Politics has a very ambivalent relationship to parrhēsia. The easiest way to get 

elected is often to promise everything to everyone. But if government ministers 

lie to parliament, political leadership panders to the public’s prejudices and 

governments speak falsehood to international organizations, then democratic 

institutions are disrupted and can even cease to function. If politics is unable to 

make room for truth-telling and get parrhēsia to function as it should, democratic 

institutions are then fragilized and risk collapse. For the state, parrhēsia is 

problematic because it can lead to anarchy. So many people, so many opinions, 

can make democracy impossible. Democracy demands that collective decision-

making can function. Parrhēsia can make compromise, consensus and decision-

making impossible. If each party digs in his or her heals and refuses to abandon 

his or her truth, the state becomes ungovernable. Furthermore, when huge 

interests are involved, parrhēsia can become dangerous for the individual. 
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Political assassinations have occurred all too often in Kenya. If your parrhēsia 

really threatens their self-interest, will you be safe? Democracy can be criticized 

for producing four lions and one antelope, deciding what is for dinner. Parrhēsia 

entails the individual speak her/his truth, which can be all too risky. 

 

Democratic institutions need “ethical differentiation” to function (p. 35). That is, 

democracy depends on the will to listen to the truth-teller. Thus, democracies 

have to have a system of differentiating the truth-teller from the mass. If 

democracy degrades into a shouting match wherein there are no privileged or 

higher voices, then it will collapse. But how does a democracy make this 

differentiation without betraying parrhēsia? The refusal to listen to some can lead 

to the stifling of parrhēsia. But the commitment to listen to all can do exactly the 

same thing! When speech allows people to say anything and everything that 

enables them to satisfy their interests or passions, then ‘the game of democracy’ 

can become vulgar and destructive. So-called ‘populism’ does just this. In 

parrhēsia, the individual may be risking opposition to the will of the powerful. But 

in parrhēsia, it can be that the possibility of democracy is hereby defended. And 

the speaker can claim parrhēsia and practice demagogy, weakening democracy 

and endangering the cohesion of the polis. There is a duality in parrhēsia in that 

it is at once necessary and dangerous for democratic social order, and it is 

potentially dangerous for those who speak truth to order. Parrhēsia as a game of 

challenge and blackmail: “I am going to tell you the truth but you are likely to 

punish me, but if I tell you in advance that you might punish me, and you insist 

that I tell you, then you may not punish me.” Democracy is very much a 

challenge/blackmail game in this way. But in Kenyan politics, this double game 

has rarely been played.  

 

The truth of Kenyan politics has all too often been: “You will be punished with 

neglect and poverty if you say nothing; you will get nowhere by threatening the 

‘big man’; if you get out of line, you will feel the pressure.” Parrhēsia is 

supposedly ‘true discourse’. So why is parrhēsia not (little) possible in 

contemporary Kenya? For one thing, the system privileges effective speakers 

above truthful ones. The speaker who appears powerful, rich and successful 

overwhelms the other. The ‘good speaker’ is self-assured, a dominant male, and 

promises to give the ‘little man’ what he wants. It is impossible in Kenyan politics 

(as it is with global politics) to distinguish between the parrhesiast and a liar, 

flatterer, or manipulator (p. 40). 

 

There is a possible solution to this, which is by distinguishing that there are two 

groups of people in a democracy: the hoi polloi (the masses) and the elites (the 
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few that hold power). There is both a quantitative and qualitative distinction that 

is made here. The quantitative aspect entails the distinction between the “many” 

and the “few”, and the qualitative one is between the “worst” or “vulgar” and the 

“best” or “good.” Foucault refers to this as the quantitative principle and the 

qualitative division. Popular democracy is focused on the quantitative principle; 

the qualitative division has to do with ‘authority’, in the sense of who is respected 

and deemed worthy to be listened to. The qualitative division is very fragile in 

Kenya. The intellectual, scientific and artistic infrastructure that produces writers, 

artists, public intellectuals, and figures of wisdom is very fragile, small and 

virtually invisible. Pop stars and nouveau riche entrepreneurs dominate the public 

imaginaire far more than careful thinkers, proven leaders or genuinely idealistic 

voices. Parrhēsia may have been considered a right in ancient Athens, but it has 

become a privileged position of status in many ways in the contemporary society. 

This certainly has to do with the fact that in contemporary societies the few rule 

the many. Athens was a direct democracy; Kenya has representative politics. A 

rural community such as Mwingi is small enough that you could think that 

parrhēsia was realizable at that scale. But Mwingi is in the global economy and is 

part and parcel of modern capitalism. Knowledge and technical knowhow is very 

unevenly distributed in Mwingi. The contemporary imaginaire of urban riches has 

penetrated rural society via magazines, television and radio. Mobile phones 

introduce an urban division of labor as people are put to or out of work.  

 

Contemporary parrhēsia confronts us with three realities, or at any rate, three 

poles: the pole of alētheia and truth-telling; the pole of politeia and government; 

and finally the pole of what in later Greek texts is called ēthopoiēsis (the 

formation of the ēthos of the subject). Foucault, in effect, is proposing that 

alētheia, politeia and ēthos are essentially irreducible. Truth-telling, governance 

and individual self-identity are three different dimensions to existence that are in 

constant relationship with one another but remain separate principles. Or in other 

words, phenomenally justified communicative action, practical leadership or 

politics, and self-awareness or personal subjective reflexivity are three poles of 

existence that cannot be reduced the one to the other (p. 66).  

 

Thus, according to Foucault, there are three relations of power: alētheia, politeia, 

ēthos (truth-telling, government-power and individual ethics). I recall that 

parrhēsia was only one of the four modalities of truth-telling (the other three were 

prophesy, sage and teaching), all of which are in continuous relationship to the 

three relations of power.  
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I recollect that there is truth-telling without parrhēsia. But can there be parrhēsia 

without ethos? Can one do parrhēsia un-self reflexively, i.e., without thinking 

about it and being aware of what one is doing? The answer is complex, but I 

have seen women in Mwingi stand up to politicians without, as far as I could see, 

realizing at the moment what they were doing. Afterwards they realized that they 

had done the unheard of; they had stood-up to the ‘big man’ and denied him his 

power and role. Thus their naïve unreflective parrhēsia was, after the fact, an act 

of politics and of developing self-awareness, but only ex post facto.  

 

One aspect that Foucault addresses in his 1984 lecture on truth-telling that 

relates immediately to Mwingi is the consideration of the way in which Socrates 

questions and tests what the oracle says: 

 

First, it consists in trying to interpret what the oracle has said in order to 

understand it in the greatest detail, and then, either waiting to see if the 

oracle will actually be fulfilled in reality, or if one understands it to be a 

danger or misfortune, trying to avoid its realization. In other words: 

interpreting the oracle’s words and waiting for its effects in reality. This 

interplay between interpretation and expectation of realization characterizes 

the traditional, usual attitude towards oracular speech. Now the Socratic 

attitude is completely different. Rather than an interpretation, it involves an 

investigation to in order to check the truth of the oracle. It involves disputing 

it. And this investigation takes the form of discussion, possible refutation, or 

proof in which the emphasis is not on the domain of a reality in which the 

oracle’s words will in fact be effectuated, but in the domain of a truth in 

which one will be able to accept or reject the words as true logos. The usual 

attitude towards prophecy is investigation and test in the game of truth. This 

is the first moment in the game of truth. This is the first moment of the 

Socratic attitude, of Socratic verification and the mission Socrates has been 

given of telling the truth. (p. 83) 

 

Witch doctors (also known as the medicine men) offer prophecy and truth-telling 

in diagnosing problems (economic, medical, and social) and input the decision-

making process. They, at the best, engage in prophetic-truth telling. Writers and 

novelists like Binyavanga Wainaina (2011) display the parrhēsia of ēthos. In my 

work as a community developer in Mwingi I try to epitomize the parrhēsia of 

teaching. But when I become active in politics, I have to change to political 

parrhēsia. And in my auto ethnographic writing, I enter into the parrhēsia of 

ēthos. In politics I try to teach; that is, to inform my constituents about what is 

realistic to hope for and what planning and work is required to achieve what has 
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been promised. Parrhēsia in politics has been important to me; that is, as a 

political figure to speak truth (other) rulers. As a politician I do attempt some 

prophesy—to predict where our community can be in the future if we follow the 

ideas or policies proposed. And I am convinced that I have to challenge myself to 

be more truthful to myself about my character and my narcissism, psychological 

needs for power, ability to care and be concerned about others, etc. Thus, my 

activity looks like this: 

 
     Sage    Teaching   Parrhēsia       Prophesy 

Alētheia (truth-telling)              X         X 

  

Politeia (government-power)             X         X      X 

  

Ēthos (individual-subjectivity & ethics)           X 

   

For Foucault, the combination of truth-telling and politics is very problematic. He 

provides the example of Socrates’ Apology, whereby he argues that political 

truth-telling is distinct from the telling of a higher truth, indicated by philosophy. 

Can I balance these two dimensions? Am I trying to do too many things, whereby 

failure is too big a risk? I hope not, but I must leave the judgment to the Other. 

 

In Mwingi, life is a boiling pot of extreme adversities. The perennial drought and 

famine, poverty, and, in particular, the poverty of the mind, the low school 

transition rates, the completely preventable diseases that are so prevalent in 

Mwingi, the increasing youth bulge, the so many barely literate youths who are 

completely idle, with their only pastime being to play pool, to chew miraa and 

occasionally indulge in cheap local brews. The list is long and painfully so. Yet, 

all of these things are clear indicators of potentially more serious social vices in 

the years ahead: muggings, violent robbery, kidnapping as is currently happening 

in parts of Central Kenya, etc. For now, politics and political leadership in Kenya 

holds the key to opening the gates of greater and faster socio-economic 

transformation within the shortest time possible. With proper and thoughtful 

political leadership, which mobilizes the locals into well-focused grassroots 

community development, it is possible to achieve more with very little, as we 

have clearly demonstrated in this project. In Mwingi we have a local proverb that 

says, “It’s better to live one day as a lion than one hundred years as a hyena.” 

And with this, the dice is cast. I plunge myself into the mucky world of Kenya’s 

political arena. 
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Conclusion  
 

The Political End Game I 
 

I arrived home shortly before 8:00 p.m. I had no appetite for dinner and went 

straight to bed. I had spent the whole day in the official office of the former Prime 

Minister, where, together with other key advisers/strategists, we had followed the 

happenings at the Supreme Court. Finally, around five o’clock, the verdict was 

read. The Jubilee victory had been upheld by the highest court in the land. I was 

completely unable to get any sleep. My mind was on overdrive and my thoughts 

were scattered. I was neither asleep nor awake; I was somewhere in between. I 

was trying to control my mind to not think about the happenings of the past 12 

hours.  

 

It was Friday, March 22nd, 2013, Good Friday, the day Christians believe that 

Jesus Christ was crucified. I was seated in an office on the 2nd floor of the Prime 

Minister’s office. In the room next door, the Prime Minster of Kenya, Hon. Raila 

Odinga (the son of the first vice-president of Kenya, Jaramogi Oginga Odinga) 

and the present vice-president of Kenya, the Hon. Kalonzo Musyoka, were 

waiting. They had campaigned together in the 2013 elections as the Coalition for 

Reform and Democracy (CORD). Their main competitors were the Jubilee 

coalition of Uhuru Kenyatta (the son of the first President of Kenya) and his 

running mate, William Ruto. Kenyatta is a Kikuyu and Ruto a Kalenjin; so they 

come from two of the three largest ethnic groups in Kenya. CORD had contested 

the elections to the Supreme Court, citing massive irregularities in the tallying of 

the votes. Unlike the 2007 general elections, these were not contested in the 

streets, with thousands of people losing their lives, over 10,000 people becoming 

internal refugees, and property worth billions being lost through vandalism. Dr. 

Willy Mutunga, the President of the Supreme Court, had tweeted that his Court 

would be giving its verdict by 5:00 p.m. All the media were covering the event 

live. As the clock ticked toward five o’clock, live coverage would occasionally 

show the courtroom or the small group of mainly university student 

demonstrators who were outside brandishing placards and posters, singing and 

dancing. Stern looking, heavily armed paramilitary police corded off the entire 

court precinct, some with sniffer dogs, others on horseback, the majority on foot.  

 

I had been in this office since 10 a.m. In every room, there was a TV and a 

couple of close advisors. They all talked in hushed tones, deeply concerned 

about the future of their bosses in the inner room, but also about their own 
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futures. In the corridors were the personal bodyguards of the ‘Big Men’ in the 

inside room. The security men restlessly patrol these corridors of power, unsure 

whether they will remain in their privileged position of guarding VIP bosses or 

soon be joining their colleagues in the streets as dog handlers or simply on foot. 

As the clock ticks, the tension is almost palpable 

 

Like everyone else, I am deeply sunk in my thoughts. I had contested the primary 

in Mwingi and lost. I never made it beyond the party nominations. I thought I had 

run a formidable campaign. I had a clean track record, unmatched by my 

competitors. Ten years earlier, I had also tried and had lost very badly. Then, I 

had been in the wrong party and had not understood the needs of the people. I 

was a green horn with no grassroots structure and no development track record. 

This time around, I was contesting the party nomination of the most popular party 

in the area. Getting nominated was as good as making it to parliament. But why 

did I lose in the primaries? I believe it was because I chose not to bribe the 

voters, and instead decided to campaign on my development track record. But 

the culture of political short-term expediency (as opposed to development 

objectives) overwhelmed me. The people wanted their bribes, and even told me 

so to my face: “Your development ideas are good because they get us some 

money. However, in the process, we get exhausted, as opposed to the free 

handouts we get from your opponents. You must give us free handouts, like your 

opponents, otherwise we won’t vote for you.” And sure enough, I failed to secure 

the party nomination. 

 

The party leader, the vice president, asked me to join the presidential election 

senior staff team. I was in danger of becoming completely disillusioned with the 

extent to which people could be so perverse in their underdevelopment and 

would opt to elect their leaders on the basis of immediate token handouts, 

without the slightest regard for tomorrow.  

 

My thoughts were oscillating between the unfolding drama and my community 

development involvement of the last five years. Let me make myself very clear: I 

have explained the reasons why and how I got involved in community 

development. I saw the poverty, and I experienced my sister’s tragic death 

firsthand. I saw possible solutions and I tried to introduce them with considerable 

success. Through the Omega/RISE initiative, I believe I have been at the 

forefront of initiating worthwhile grassroots community development—the 

Community training initiative, the solar lighting in schools, the sisal weaving 

projects, the micro-loans, etc.  
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Of course there had been manipulation or fraud on the voting day, including too 

few ballot papers in some of my strongholds and multiple voting. However, I am 

convinced that the main reason why I lost the party nomination was because I 

refused to bribe the people I had been assisting for five years for free. 

 

The big question is, “What is the future of Mwingi and its poverty stricken people? 

Can they ever get out of their yoke of poverty and shared hopelessness?” Mwingi 

seems to be one very long and horrendous journey full of disappointments, 

frustrations and backstabbing (from all sides). So much would be needed to 

make it change. 

 

At twenty minutes to five, Dr. Willy Mutunga, the president of Kenya’s Supreme 

Court, majestically walks into the courtroom. A few minutes later, the other five 

Supreme Court judges arrive. The court is called to order. There is total silence. 

The President of the Supreme Court of Kenya reads the verdict, rendering the 

two senior men in the next office to me jobless. Our two ‘Big Men’ have been 

swept aside, and no doubt, all the small men in our camp, like me, must from 

now on find new bearings.  

 

That night, I never slept. I kept on rolling in bed, wondering. My thoughts shift to 

my community development work. I find myself thinking of Carol. Yes, losing 

Carol was my original motivation for getting into grassroots community 

development. It is now 10 years since her demise. Has she been watching over 

me while I’ve been doing this community development work, ostensibly in her 

honor? How would she be looking today if she were still alive? Would she have 

enrolled herself back into college for a degree course? My thoughts about her, 

though slightly blurred, are nonetheless still very much alive. 

  

Mwingi in Perspective 
 

In Mwingi today, there are well over 500 individuals who have come out to openly 

declare their HIV/AIDS positive status. Through our assistance, and later the 

assistance of several other charitable organizations operating in the same area, 

those living with AIDS have organized themselves into self-help groups (SHGs) 

and one umbrella community based organization (CBO). Many of them have 

followed the skills/knowledge diffusion courses we have been offering and, as a 

result, have been making a fairly decent living. Take for example the 4K CBO, 

which is made up of four SHGs with an estimated membership of slightly over 

300. Today, it is one of the area’s success stories. Nearly all of its members have 
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come out openly declaring their positive HIV status. The group has taken up sisal 

weaving and the making of aloe vera soaps and detergents, which they sell 

throughout the project area and beyond. The group is also involved in micro-

loans, as well as in table banking. In table banking ‘all cards are on the table’—

i.e., transactions (loans) are visible to all group members and short repay periods 

are stressed.  

 

When there are public functions of importance taking place within the project 

area, the CBO’s drama group never fails to be given an opportunity to perform a 

play. Senior government officials have resorted to using the group to further 

promulgate messages about the dangers of the HIV scourge and the need for 

positive living. Looking back, while all of these things would most probably have 

still happened without us, our project not only significantly fast-tracked the 

intervention processes, but it brought it to the fore via a completely new and 

innovative way of coping with HIV/AIDS for the project area.  

 

The formation of Omega Child Shelter (which was mainly focused on dealing with 

HIV/AIDS affected and infected) and later the transformation of the same to RISE 

Kenya, which uses a holistic and innovative community development approach 

(with a strong component on applied capacity development, knowledge diffusion, 

and micro-loans) has very clearly demonstrated that, even with very little 

resources, grassroots community development is possible. Through RISE Kenya, 

many individuals and community self-help groups have taken action, which has 

produced decent incomes, particularly from improved sisal weaving and the 

processing and selling of assorted aloe vera products. In addition, the RISE 

Kenya office in Mwingi is receiving an average of three enquiries per month from 

community groups and NGOs for training services on aloe vera and sisal 

weaving. In fact, nearly all of our affiliate CBOs are reporting a similar trends in 

their areas. Sisal weaving and aloe Vera processing have immense potential for 

scaling up, both as an alternative source of income and as a strategy for direct 

mitigation against climate change in Mwingi (and in all the arid and semi-arid 

parts of the country).  

 

As I became involved in trying to assist the HIV/AIDS affected and infected, I saw 

the poverty. I then clearly remembered that I had experienced it first-hand during 

my early childhood years. My graduate training in entrepreneurship had 

convinced me that something could be done about the sad state of perennial 

drought and poverty in Mwingi, and of course, the scourge of HIV/AIDS. Through 

the Omega/RISE initiative, I have been at the forefront of initiating many 

worthwhile grassroots community development initiatives in Mwingi: the initiative 
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of overcoming the stigma against the HIV/AIDS infected and affected; the aloe 

and improved mango farming and processing; the sisal weaving; the solar 

lighting in schools; the micro-loans project; and, of course, the numerous 

knowledge and skill transfer efforts attached to these projects. Looking back, I 

can say that the loss of my beloved sister was not in vein.  

 

Capacity Development/Knowledge Diffusion in Mwingi 
 

With a population of well over 400,000 thousand people, Mwingi does not have 

any public adult training institutions, yet they are, in my opinion, the basic 

foundation for any meaningful and sustainable community development to occur 

in a community. Mwingi does not have a government supported primary teacher 

training college, or a training institute for nursing/clinical officers. Additionally, 

Mwingi does not have a training center with agricultural extension officers. In 

short, the greater Mwingi does not have any public development/training 

institutions worth talking about, and its people exclusively rely on training 

institutions located in other parts of the country. In my opinion, the negative 

politics matched with un-innovative and self-centered politics (as I have 

personally experienced/witnessed during the implementation of this project) are 

the two biggest direct contributors to the lack of change in Mwingi today. This, 

coupled with illiteracy and negative cultural beliefs (such as witchcraft) have, over 

the years, conspired to ensure that no meaningful/innovative development 

initiatives happen in Mwingi. The extreme poverty, lack of exposure to innovation, 

and ignorance, particularly by the political class, has made the grassroots 

population extremely gullible. This was certainly the case during the 2013 

general election. Voters in Mwingi did not care an inch about the policies of the 

numerous candidates on offer. A majority of the voters only cared about the small 

cash handout they could get from the political aspirants. Their development 

philosophies and/or development track record counted for naught. Is this ‘sour 

grapes’? Sahlins would argue that the ‘handouts’ are the local population’s only 

share in the political process, and that they are wise to protect what little gains 

they have managed to get from ‘democracy’. But I think this is a too cynical of an 

analysis.  

 

In the medium- and long-term, there is an extreme need for massive civic 

education, coupled with very deliberate efforts to scale up alternative sources of 

livelihood and well thought out and sustained grassroots capacity development in 

selected priority areas. Even with the harsh climatic conditions found in Mwingi, 

there are still some socio-economic activities that the people could embark on, 
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provided that there is someone willing to offer leadership and political goodwill to 

support it. Yes, I still believe that ‘disciplining’ Mwingi’s population to change is 

the only way out of the poverty/sickness trap. The present equilibrium in the ‘big 

man’ culture strangles change. The locals get a bit of graft every so often, while 

the big man gets most of the graft almost all of the time. The system is self-

sustaining, and so society is paralyzed.  

 

The area to the east of Mwingi has huge deposits of coal and other minerals. The 

coal-mining contract is set to be awarded to a Chinese company, the moment 

two court cases filed by disillusioned locals are either resolved or withdrawn. 

Some the issues the local community is gravely concerned about include, 

environmental pollution, re-location to give way to the mining and benefits 

sharing, among others.  . Through RISE Kenya, I have, on several occasions 

tried to flag out the issues I consider to be the most critical, which must be 

addressed before the project should proceed. I am particularly worried that, in 

some areas, the coal is hardly 10 meters below the surface. This means that 

open-pit or opencast mining is the technique that should be used. Coal mined 

through open cast means dust particles with sulfur will slowly saturate the air. At 

first glance, this does not sound like anything to worry about. However, after 

several years of mining, the sulfur in the air will slowly start mixing with water 

vapor from the occasional rains. The end product is acid rain. Very soon, the few 

seasonal rivers from which the poor villagers dig shallow wells for home use and 

their livestock will be heavily polluted with acid rain. No one is sufficiently 

preparing the community for what to expect after relocation, and no policy or 

legislative frameworks have been put in place to deal with the issues likely to 

emerge from such a monumental undertaking. Over the next 100 years or so, it is 

expected that the area will become a major coal producer. No one in government 

or the company poised to clinch the contract is saying much about how the local 

community is supposed to cope. Who cares about the many potentially explosive 

issues that are going to come to the fore after the coal mining starts? I fear not 

the political or commercial elites. 

 

There is overwhelming evidence that mining extractives in Africa has been more 

of a curse than a blessing. The un-ending wars in DRC Congo, Angola, (South) 

Sudan, and the conflict in the Niger Delta in Nigeria are all living testimonies of 

natural (mineral) wealth that has not been used to the benefit of the local 

communities where they are mined.  

 

Over the last five years, it is encouraging to note that two private teacher-training 

institutes have emerged in Mwingi. This is a step in the right direction. However, 
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what Mwingi needs the most are vocational training institutions that will equip the 

locals (particularly the youth) with skills. Practical skills such as small-scale 

irrigating in agriculture, food storage, food post harvest handling, hair and beauty 

therapy, plumbing, carpentry, and the weaving of assorted sisal products could 

be taught. Each one of these would then be matched with some basic 

management and entrepreneurial skills.   

 

There is an enormous need for basic applied and management skill development 

in order to achieve a critical mass of locals who can economically be self-

sustaining. The anticipated exploitation of coal and other minerals could provide 

jobs for the locals if they are prepared to react to the needs of the mining 

companies and/or their employees.   

 

Indeed, I can find no evidence that, in Kenya, we are training enough people at 

the technical level to deal with the emerging extractive industry (the huge coal 

deposits in Mwingi, limestone in Kitui South, equally huge deposits of oil in 

northern Kenya and Tiomin, and other minerals in the coast region). In the 

coming years, civic education on the sustainable management of natural 

resources, and to some extent actual capacity development, are areas RISE 

Kenya plans to try to embrace. A strength and weakness of RISE is our marginal 

status. Mwingi is not in the center of things, so we can only try to break the ‘big 

man’ logic on its fringes—something that would be impossible in Nairobi. But coal 

mining may bring more politics and resistance to change. But more economic 

development may bring more resistance to community development!  

The Political End Game II 
 

The 2013 general elections are over and done with. The next ones are not due 

until 2018. The Jubilee coalition government is now in office. It has 18 ministries, 

an improvement from the previous government, which had 42 ministries, all of 

which had been headed by a cabinet minister and two assistant ministers. The 

Jubilee Cabinet mainly comprises of technocrats and not elected people. This is 

a provision of the new constitution, which was promulgated in 2010. This 

constitution divided the country into 47 counties, which are supposed to be 

served by semi-autonomous governments, complete with elected officials, a 

speaker and a non-elected cabinet of 10.  

 

County governments might have visionary leadership and take community 

development as a key policy area, but is it not more likely that the county 

leadership will play the role of ‘little big men’, serving the interests of the 
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economically and politically powerful? On paper, the new constitution has given 

the people of Kenya a lot of powers hitherto unknown to them.  Contrary to the 

expectations of many, particularly many in Nairobi, the 2013 general elections 

were by and large peaceful. However, the elections were not necessarily 

peaceful because they were free and fair. People in positions of power were 

somewhat restrained because of the ongoing criminal cases against the Jubilee 

president and his deputy. However, underneath, the country is as divided as 

ever.  

 

The general public is not very happy with their members of the National 

Assembly. From the moment they were sworn in, the MPs’ first act was to pass a 

motion increasing their salaries and removing themselves from being public 

servants. Hereby, the Salaries and Remuneration Commission, which is charged 

with regulating salaries for public servants, was set aside for MPs. These issues 

have been immensely highlighted in the media. There has been public outrage. 

Demonstrations have been organized outside parliament with pigs smeared with 

blood and labeled with names of the most vocal MPs agitating for salary 

increases. The MPs are undeterred; they seem to want the most money they can 

get within the shortest time possible. The majority of those in the current 

parliament paid their way in. Now it’s payback time. In the end, each MP and 

Senator is given a grant of Kshs.5 million to buy a car. In total, Kenya has 335 

MPs and 67 senators. This is up from the 210 MPs in the previous parliament. 

Members of the county assembly have taken a cue from the members of the 

National Assembly. They want salaries like those of the MPs. The teachers and 

university lecturers are not to be left behind either, and so is the case with 

medical doctors in public hospitals. Almost the entire budget is being used to  

meet recurrent expenditures. Very little money is going toward community 

development initiatives at the grassroots level. At least the worst has not 

happened; there has not been an outbreak of inter-community violence. But the 

best is not happening either; support for development is minimal. 

 

There seems, in fact, to be a conspiracy between the executive and parliament to 

curb media freedom. A draconian law curtailing media freedom has been brought 

to parliament, debated, and despite the protests from the media, has been 

passed into law. Similarly, a law that seeks to cap external funding from 

international donors to a maximum of 15% for NGOs has been introduced. This 

law has not gotten through the first reading (as of yet). It has been flagged 

internationally and in the press as an effort to muzzle organizations like Human 

Rights Watch, which the government fears. It is too early to know for sure, but 

Kenya may be sliding back to the dark days of the one-party KANU rule.  
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In Mwingi, and indeed in many parts of Kenya, political campaigning is bizarre 

and, if one is cynical enough, extremely hilarious. My craziest encounter 

happened on my last day of political campaigning during the primaries for MP 

candidate selection during the last elections, at a place called Kamandiko in the 

Kiomo/ Kyethani ward of the Mwingi west constituency, which borders Mwingi 

town. Kamandiko is located about 20 kms northwest of Mwingi town. My team 

and I had planned to address our last political rallies, 13 of them in one day. 

Unlike mobilizing the community for development work, during which humble 

notices and elaborate planning would be needed before the actual day, nothing 

of the sort is needed in political mobilization. All that a candidate needs to visit a 

targeted area is a vehicle mounted with very big, loud speakers so that he or she 

can announce what is to come one day before holding a political rally. However, 

in the last three days of the party nomination campaigns, nearly all of the 

villagers had migrated from their homes and had camped at their local shopping 

centers to wait for the numerous political candidates—not to listen to their 

development agenda, but to wait for cash handouts. It was around 2:00 in the 

afternoon; I had done my first four rallies, including two unplanned ones, and had 

nine more rallies to go. I was not doing very well on managing my time on 

account of the unplanned stops. We were in a convoy of five cars. As we 

negotiated a sharp bend, I suddenly came face to face with a crowd of about 200 

people of all ages waving twigs. They had completely blocked the road, so we 

had no choice but to stop. On either side of the road there were makeshift kiosks 

made of cartons and polythene papers. I was later to learn that the name of 

makeshift shopping center is Kamandiko.   Translated into English, ‘Kamandiko’ 

means a completely unplanned place, where someone can suddenly squat or 

stop without any prior plans. Kamandiko is thus a shanty “town” located in the 

middle of nowhere. I would estimate that there were about 30 shanties. At first, 

we thought that we might be meeting up with a hostile or even criminal crowd. 

But the sight of smiling, dancing women with twigs, some with infants strapped 

on their backs, and some very old men and women, convinced us otherwise. As I 

stepped out of my car, I asked one of the women, the one who, to me, appeared 

as the leader of the group, whether she knew me, to which she answered in the 

affirmative. 

 

We were to later learn that the people had settled in this area only very recently, 

and so not very many people knew about the village. Equally, not many political 

aspirants knew about the village, and so they were passed by. Three nights ago, 

the whole village had decided to move from their homes and permanently camp 
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at this makeshift shopping center2 until after the nominations. “What was their 

motivation for doing this?” one of the people on my team asked. It was because 

they were the only ones in the whole constituency who had not been getting 

money from the politicians. The woman I had rightly identified as the leader of the 

group went on to tell us that they were now forcefully stopping every candidate 

passing by, and getting something from it. It was very evident that they had spent 

the night camping here. The babies, mothers, the young and the old, none of 

them were planning to go home soon, at least not until after the political party 

nominations were over. “And how much money does an individual get from such 

handouts?” one of my team members asked. “Sometimes, Kshs.50 (€ 00,42), 

other times 20 (€ 00,17) shillings or even less,” the lady answered with an 

expressionless, wrinkled face. “And what do you buy with that kind of money?” 

“Nothing worth talking about. Not even table salt or tea leaves. We use the whole 

amount to buy tea here at these kiosks. Sometimes we would buy cooked buns 

and eat them with the tea.” 

 

In the midst of this conversation, I took the microphone in order to try and explain 

to them that my getting into politics was different; I had been working with the 

grassroots community in the area since the last general elections in 2007. With 

the support of international friends, I had managed to put solar lighting in primary 

schools, and that if they nominated me and elect me to parliament, I would 

ensure that I not only included their local primary school in my ongoing school 

solar lighting programme, but would also organize all of the women from the area 

into groups so they could be trained in sisal weaving, for which I would 

subsequently help their find markets for their wares. I was about five minutes into 

my speech when I realized that no one was listening to what I was saying. I had 

to very quickly change tact. “Is there a traditional dancer in your midst?” The 

same lady whom I had identified as the leader of the group suddenly jumped up. 

She is one of the best know traditional dancers and has a dancing troupe. She 

called the group to order. Then she did what I never expected her to do. “Who 

among you is the candidate?” she demanded. I told her that I was: ”And what is 

your name?”  I told her my name. “And where do you come from?” At this point it 

was very clear to me that she did not know me and had never heard of me.  

 

We asked them to do just one song because we had very many other stops to 

make. One of my friends decided to buy everyone a present, a cup of tea and a 

bun. After the song and dance, which was very quickly adjusted to praise me, the 

candidate, it was time for us to go. The same lady said we must leave something 

                                            
2 A ‘shopping center’ is a ramshackle collection, often of mostly empty huts, some of which 
double as ‘stores’. 
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for them. We refused. “Then, you should not expect to get any votes from here. 

We will not vote for anyone who does not give us something. Don’t expect to get 

any vote from here.” I had been told this countless times in the last month. I 

stood my ground and we drove off.  

 

This is Kenyan politics for you. For the majority of my team members, this was 

their first time on the road, and so they were shocked to see this behavior. I had 

heard it countless times in the past. However, as the primary election day got 

closer and closer, the villagers became bolder. The youth were even becoming 

violent. It seemed as if they believed they were in their right; their vote was 

something you must pay for. I was later to learn that in the last five days of the 

nominations, over 60% of the villagers had completely abandoned their homes 

and were permanently camping at their local shopping centers, waiting for 

handouts. They were not there to hear about the development agendas of the 

aspiring politicians and/or their key points. On the day of the primary, I drove 

around most of the areas designated for the voting and was surprised to see 

relatively fewer people at the rallies during the campaign. Then I remembered an 

incidence one of my staff members had encountered a year ago. They had gone 

for an HIV/AIDS awareness workshop that was specifically focusing on married 

youths between 20 and 35 years of age. The workshop was attended by close to 

200 couples. Each participant was supposed to indicate his or her name and ID, 

upon which they would be reimbursed for bus fair. About half of the women 

present asked their husbands to sign on their behalf. Some of the women never 

signed at all because they were not with their husbands. After about a month, I 

was going through the expenditure vouchers of the month, when I noticed this 

anomaly. “Why are some of these women participants not signing for their travel 

reimbursement?” I asked. No one in the office seemed to know why. I then 

assigned one of the lady members of the staff to try and investigate. And I then 

traveled back to Nairobi. About a week later, she called me. She had established 

that a majority of these young women had been instructed by their parents not to 

be in a hurry to get ID cards in their husbands’ names. They had to first wait and 

see if the marriage was going to stand. They did not want to use the IDs in the 

names of their parents, because then their husbands would start doubting them. 

So they chose to stay without a valid ID, hoping to take the IDs some day. But 

they did not see the need for having a valid ID. Some of them left school about 

10 years ago; they had no formal employment where the ID would be required 

and did not see any chance of ever getting formally employed. So, what was the 

use of acquiring an ID? 
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A quick calculation showed that about 30% of the young, married women in 

Mwingi do not have identity cards (IDs). Without an ID card, one cannot get a 

voter’s card, and so one cannot vote. Yet, these are the very same people who 

attended all the political rallies and literally demanded money. But, on the voting 

day, they were too busy with other activities, and the few with IDs too exhausted 

to vote, and possibly resting.  

 

After 50 years of independence, what exactly are we independent from? I find 

myself loudly wondering this again and again. As a country, are we better off or 

worse off than we were in 1963? Are we truly independent? Political 

independence (with power concentrated in the hands of just a few people), the 

continued use of state organs by those in power to enrich themselves and their 

cronies, and the increasingly deteriorating economic situation in most parts of 

rural Kenya are serious indicators that the country still has a very long way to go. 

The ‘big man’ system and ‘divide and rule’ strategy of colonialism still rules. 

During the primary election the only ‘truth to power’ I encountered was the 

demand for graft.  

 

Quite often, national political leaders are captured on TV dishing out a couple of 

kilos of dry maize to the poor and the elderly. In Mwingi, the beneficiaries would 

queue under the scorching sun for almost a whole day, effectively robbing them 

of the very little human dignity remaining to them. But the people themselves are 

equally to blame. They care more about their immediate expediency, as opposed 

to their prospects for tomorrow and the future. The government may draft Vision 

2030, a blueprint to guide the socio-economic development, whereby in 2030 a 

critical mass of citizens will supposedly have attained a middle class status, with 

a good quality of life, but that is only paperwork. 

 

I was part of the small team of experts that developed the first phase of the 

medium-term plan for Vision 2030. However, I am now slowly beginning to have 

my doubts. Vision 2030 is simply going to remain just that, a Vision, unless, as a 

country, we come up with practical ways in which the ordinary citizens, whom I 

encountered during my campaigns, are mobilized to act. They will be only too 

happy to do almost anything someone is willing to pay for; but that doesn’t bring 

any development. I see too many young men gambling and far too little work 

being done. We have an enormous idle labor force that contributes nothing to 

society. But the leadership is more focused on (their) stability than on economic 

change. When I started my work in Mwingi I thought that the potential labor force 

could be self-motivating and that change could be self-organizing. If I resisted the 

tradition of dependence and rewarded initiative—“No I will not give you a football, 
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but I’ll help you to earn one yourself” —movement would result. Some projects—

basket weaving, soap making, HIV/AIDS awareness—succeeded, but my 

ambition to achieve a political change in mentality did not. 

 

Looking to the nation, the private sector is shrinking and particularly so because 

most of the key players prefer to import cheap goods from South East Asian 

countries, without the slightest regard to the jobs they are also exporting in the 

process. Local production seems to be shrinking. The universities continue 

churning out hundreds of thousands of graduates annually, mainly on a junior 

college level, and they are all looking for formal employment from the public and 

the private sectors. None of them have the slightest thought that 

entrepreneurship (including social business) could be an option. Even in 

business studies, graduates, in my experience, have not learned to write a 

business plan. In the meantime, the demographics of a youth bulge continue to 

increase. Motivated by free primary education and free maternity services in 

public hospitals, it looks like making babies has become a national occupation. 

The country’s population is growing at a higher rate than GDP. Clearly, this 

position is completely undesirable, and sooner rather than later, something will 

have to give. Indeed, all the indicators are that the development agenda is not 

heading in the right direction. A sizeable number of Kenyan youth, apprehended 

by the security organs preparing to commit felonies, have been recruited and 

trained by the el Shaaban in Somalia and subsequently deployed back in the 

country. The recent kidnappings for ransom in parts of central Kenya and the 

numerous youth gangs mugging and soliciting for protection fees in many parts 

of the country are all signs that things are slowly gravitating in the wrong 

direction. In the meantime, a circus of totally ineffective grassroots community 

development by all the key players (NGOs, government officials, political leaders, 

and donors) continues unabated. More and more unwanted, un-needed, never-

to-be-used projects occur because local authorities only want interventions that 

will not upset the apple cart. As long as those in authority are committed to the 

‘big man’ system of rule, little or no bottom-up development will occur. And the 

new mantra of trusting the urban middle class, via trickle down development, to 

further change seems very doubtful. That new middle class seems increasingly 

tied into raw material export to Asia and the import of cheap goods from Asia. 

This back and forth leaves rural poverty to languish. 

 

I am today more convinced than ever before that Poverty, Community 

Development, Sustainable Community Development etc., are, simply catchy 

phrases used by quite a number of players in the development world that are 

aimed at maintaining the status quo. The politicians on the other hand (who are 
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supposed to be representatives of the people), I dare say, are also not interested 

in sustainable community development. To them, a bunch of poor and illiterate 

grassroots voters are gullible and hence easy to manipulate. Equally, after the 

politicians are elected into office, they often simply try to get more money for 

themselves from the national coffers. Then everyone else (the doctors, the 

nurses, the university lecturers, the teachers, the police men) immediately follow 

suit. To support the increasing public wage bill, the government is forced to 

increase taxes (as recently witnessed), triggering another round of spiral inflation 

and demand for higher wages. Obviously I am not very optimistic about the 

national political-economic system.  

 

The abyss in NGO-driven community development in 

Kenya 
 

In 2010, I was hired by a Norwegian NGO to assist them in mapping out a 

strategy capable of re-organizing their projects and making them sustainable, 

enabling local communities to cope with the effects of climate change.  

 

One of the projects was based in Mpeketoni, in Lamu. Popularly known as the 

Jomo Kenyatta settlement scheme, the majority of the residents in the scheme 

were migrants who were given land by Kenyatta in the mid-1960s. After 

independence, there were a number of farms left behind by the former colonial 

masters that could not be given back to their original owners. So Kenyatta and 

his cronies exploited the situation. They quietly transferred the land left behind by 

the former colonizers to themselves. To placate the displaced people, Kenyatta 

made arrangements for them to be settled in the Rift Valley and in Lamu.  

 

The second project supported by the Norwegians was based in Kipini in Tana 

River County. Kipini is a small, sleepy, coastal Muslim town, with a population of 

about 3,000 people. It is where the Tana River joins the Indian Ocean. Due to 

enormous soil erosion upstream, water at the mouth of the river is brownish. 

Where the Tana River water enters the Indian Ocean, there is a constant “fight” 

between the river water and the seawater. During low tides, the brown fresh river 

water flows deep into the sea. Then, the high tide comes and the brown line is 

pushed back past the mouth of the river.  

 

The mix of both salty and fresh water in Kipini provide the best breeding sites for 

some unique fish species. Fish landing statistics from the fisheries department 

reveal that the Kipini landing site has some of the finest fish species and volumes 



 206 

  

of nearly all types of fish landed along the entire coastline. Unlike Mpeketoni, 

which is mainly inhabited by people from upcountry, Kipini is predominantly 

inhabited by people from the indigenous Pokomo community, with a mix of 

Muslims mostly of Arab decadency.   

 

I was in and out of both Mpeketoni and Kipini for close to 60 days, spread over a 

nine month period, and was finally able to design and partially oversee the 

implementation of a social business model, very much similar to the model I had 

initiated in Mwingi. A quick mapping of the Kipini project showed that the Kipini 

community has quite a number of community development projects already 

supported by different NGOs. Firstly, the community has an electricity generation 

project. A local self-help group was generating electricity from an old Lister diesel 

engine and distributing electricity to households at a fee. There was another 

group that was involved in producing dried and smoked fish. And there was a 

youth group involved in environmental protection. Kipini’s immediate hinterland is 

home to some of the finest indigenous mango species in the entire coastal 

region. Paradoxically, much poverty is clearly evident in Kipini in every sense of 

the word.  

 

Further scrutiny of the socio-economic conditions of the area revealed that the 

locals do not own boats that are capable of deep-sea fishing for several days in a 

row. It therefore came to me as a shock when I discovered that about 90% of the 

fish landed through Kipini is not landed by locals, but rather belongs to an Italian 

investor who is based in Mombasa. He owns and operates a fleet of well over 

100 large boats and has employed several hundreds of people, including some 

of the most experienced fishermen from the neighboring Pemba highlands in 

Tanzania. A few of the experienced local fishermen work for the Italian, under 

extremely one-sided conditions. The boats, the nets and the cooler boxes, 

complete with the ice cubes and the food to be used by the fishermen during 

their deep-sea fishing expeditions are all provided by the Italian. However, this is 

not done for free. After each vessel docks in Kipini, an employee of the Italian is 

on hand to control the weight of the different fish species landed. He then 

apportions the catch into four parts. The first portion (25% of the catch) would be 

allocated to the boat, and the next 25% would be allocated to the nets and other 

fishing gear, then the third portion is allocated to the owner of the business (the 

Italian), and the last portion (25%) would be allocated to the boat crew (usually of 

6 to 8 people) to share amongst themselves. Then the crew would, in turn, sell 

their potion to the Italian at a price solely determined by the Italian himself. It is 

thus quite normal to find fishermen who work for the Italian investor who earn 

next to nothing. 
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Using the above information, I recommended to the Norwegian NGO that they 

design and operationalized a community social business model for the Kipini 

community. Those involved were extremely enthusiastic about my 

recommendations and asked me to assist the local community to form and 

register a social business enterprise. And so Kipini Integrated Community 

Enterprise (KICE) was formed. The next step involved was going to see the local 

government officials, who allowed the KICE leadership to cut down some 

indigenous trees traditionally used in the area for making boats. By the end of 

2010, KICE had a large boat (bigger than any of those owned by the Italian) 

ready to go for deep-sea fishing. The third component of my recommendations 

involved capacity development for the leadership of KICE. And the fourth 

involved the development of business support services (banding, bar coding, 

government certification, transport logistics, etc.), all of which would make it 

possible for the fish to efficiently and sustainably reach the markets in the urban 

centers in wholesome state. The Norwegians acted on the first three and ignored 

the fourth suggestion, arguing that once the first three were sorted out, the fourth 

would automatically sort itself out. In any case, the budgetary allocation for that 

particular project was already exhausted and there was nothing else they could 

do about it. “You are ignoring the most important component of the value chain,” I 

protested to one of the local managers as I collected my Cheque for my final 

consultancy payment.  

 

In 2011, I was rewarded with a similar consultancy contract from a consortium of 

two local NGOs funded by the European Union. This time round, the EU 

assignment covered the entire Kenyan coastline, stretching from Lamu (near 

Kenya’s boarder with Somalia) to Vanga (near Kenya’s boarder with Tanzania). 

In total, I visited and held in-depth focus group discussions (some lasting even 

two days) with fishermen, fishmongers, net repairers and boat owners in 17 

landing sites along the coastline. Next, I interviewed 10 fish processing 

companies in Nairobi and Mombasa, three of the leading chain stores in Nairobi, 

10 leading hotel chains in both Nairobi and Mombasa, and over 500 individuals 

randomly selected on the streets and in different neighborhoods of Nairobi and 

Mombasa. The literature I reviewed included previous studies on fresh and 

marine fishing in Kenya, dating back to the mid-60s. All past donor and 

government efforts had been focused on developing the capacity of the local 

fishermen, with the hope that the fishermen would, in turn, be able to get their 

fish to market. My study in hotels, chain stores and ordinary people in the streets 

(particularly the middle class), and the fishermen themselves showed a very 

interesting possible scenario. Lifestyles, particularly amongst the middle class in 
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the urban areas, are increasingly becoming health conscious. Many would wish 

to consume more white meat (particularly fresh marine fish, said to be rich in 

Omega-3 fats) as opposed to the more traditional red meat. However, the fish is 

unavailable, and when it is, it is totally unaffordable. The chain stores would like 

to stock well packaged and reasonably priced fresh local marine fish. However, it 

is completely unavailable. They have to import, and hence the prices are high. 

On their part, the coastal fishermen say that the only thing they know how to do 

very well is fishing. They have only dreamed about ever being able to get 

reasonable livelihoods from their fishing comparable to what is earned in the big 

urban areas. Only Paulo, the biggest Italian fish dealer in Mombasa, earns well. 

Marketing, packaging, distribution all needed development. However, they lack 

the means, the skills, and the resources to make this happen.  

 

I selected three well-known marine fish species, developed a brand name and 

designed a label for each type. Next I selected four of the most promising landing 

sites (two on the north coast and two on the south coast), and assisted each of 

the four landing sites in forming a marketing association. Enough large boats 

capable of going for a three-day deep-sea fishing expedition signed up. With the 

supply side organized, my next step was to go the chain stores. They agreed 

immediately to do business with us so long as the fish had a brand name and 

was well packaged (i.e., complete with bar codes, and government certification). I 

wrote my report and requested NGO support to acquire the barcodes, 

government certification and get the orders flowing from the chain stores. But the 

NGOs used all of the remaining funds on an official lunch for top government 

officials and representatives from the EU. Leaders of the two big local NGOs flew 

in from Nairobi for the lunch, which was held in one of the exclusive hotels in 

Mombasa. At the lunch, one of the locals I had worked with walked up to me and 

told me to my face: “OK you had great ideas. You were talking about access to 

Nairobi supermarkets for our fish. Instead they are hosting us in this big hotel for 

only one day. Why wasn’t the money used well?” 

 

Sure enough, nothing more was planned after the lunch. The NGO officials, the 

government officials, and the EU officials all went back to business as usual. 

Earlier in the year, the World Bank had released a whopping Kshs.3 billion 

toward the improvement of sustainable ecosystems along Kenya’s coastline. 

During my literature review for the assignment, I discovered that the majority of 

the money was being used for foreign study tours and workshops and seminars 

by government officials. And all of this in the full view of World Bank officials. The 

local fishing community was shut out entirely.  
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Two months after the lunch, curiosity led me to talk to the Norwegian NGO to try 

and find out what had happened after my initial intervention in Kipini. They 

reported that they were very happy with the work I had done for them, and the 

NGO was now contemplating adopting a similar model in more of their 

operations. The Norwegian NGO is big; it has operations in South America, 

Eastern Europe, Africa and Asia and a major budget. KICE officials are very well 

recognized and respected in the local community. The NGO had come to the 

conclusion that, on their own, the local community would not be able to access 

the fresh fish market in Nairobi. So, I had come calling at the right time. And with 

this, I got myself yet another short consultancy from the Norwegians. I quickly 

developed the brand name, procured the bar codes, developed and organized 

the printing of the packaging materials, got some fish samples, filleted and 

packaged, and submitted them to the Kenya Bureau of Standards, which 

examined and approved them, and secured an order from Uchumi chain stores 

(one of the leading chain stores in Kenya). For the strategy to be fully 

operational, the Norwegians needed to support us with cooler boxes and ice 

cubes for deep-sea fishing and pay for outsourcing the specialized filleting and 

packaging for a short while. Then the fishermen would receive payment from the 

chain store and be able to stand on their own feet. Uchumi liked the filleted, 

packed and frozen fresh marine fish so much that they wanted to place an order 

for 10 of their leading hyper-stores at once. However, I politely asked them to 

start with only one shop. It is now 10 months later, and, regrettably, not a single 

kilogram of the order has yet to be delivered and I do not know why. It is an 

extremely frustrating and even shocking realization. One last time, I decided to 

talk to the EU supported NGOs. After all, it’s almost two years since we last 

worked on the project. After the usual pleasantries, I went straight to the point. 

How were the fishermen doing? None of the senior managers had an idea. The 

last time they had been in touch with the fishermen was at the lunch, almost two 

years ago. However, this year, they have a lot of money from UKAid on 

adaptation against climate change in the arid and semi- arid areas like Mwingi. 

They would be uploading the call for proposals and I should be on the look out to 

submit. After all, my work in Mwingi fit in extremely well with what the Brits were 

looking for on climate change adaptation mechanisms. I was gasping for breath. 

 

The Narrative 
 
Binyavanga Wainaina wrote a novel called “One Day I Will Write About this 

Place” (2011), wherein he chronicles his personal voyage of discovery. I have 

already referred to his description of Mwingi. Wainaina’s “one day” is very 

troubling—why not now? The “one day” referred to in the title is a family get-
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together, a calling together of several generations and people spread out all over 

the place. It is “home,” the sense of belonging and shared affection that Wainaina 

pursues but most of the time cannot find. I cannot identify with Wainaina. The 

basic structure of his novel parallels my own story. He moves back and forth from 

political strife, violence, corruption and absurdity, to personal awareness, 

experience and affect. Existence is a battle between public irrationality and 

immediate connectedness. The women of Mwingi with whom I am linked via 

“community development” move me, delight me, and are a source of meaning 

and conviction. But Kenyan politics stymies them and me; the “big picture” 

frustrates and saddens. Wainaina has lived both sides of the equation more 

extremely than I. He holed himself up in a room and did almost nothing for long 

periods of time. He read novels and ignored social convention and career. He 

dropped out of university, despite having the capacity to be an excellent student, 

because he saw no immediate living human value in the course he was 

supposed to follow. Wainaina has flaunted convention. And he has exposed 

himself to drugs, sex, and alcohol to a degree utterly foreign to me. He has 

become a well-known and successful writer. He was responsible to his own voice 

and to nothing else. I know that he knows about Kenya and about the lives we 

lead: 

 
And brewing inside this space, from fifty or so ethnic histories and angles, 

is Kenya --- a thing still unclear, picking here, marrying across, choosing 

there; stealing here, and there --- disemboweling that which came before, 

remaking it. Sometimes moving. Sometimes not. Some say all we do is 

turn, like rotisserie chicken, on the whims of our imperial presidents, 

Kenyatta and Moi. They run around the country all day, every day, to see 

whether we are browning well enough for supper. (132) 

 
If there is a courtesy every Kenyan practices, it is that we don’t question 

each other’s contradictions; we all have them, and destroying someone’s 

face is sacrilege. ... We know we sit on top of a rotting edifice; we are 

terrified of questioning anything deeply. There is nothing wrong with being 

what you are not in Kenya; just be it successfully. Almost all Kenyan jokes 

are about people who thought they had mastered a new persona and 

ended up ridiculous. (151) 

 

Here, Wainaina is here paradoxical—the ‘courtesy’ he claims is exactly what he 

does not deliver to his reader. In a way, I have been what I am not—I have been 

a political leader in Mwingi. If politics has to do essentially with care for the polis 

or the community, I may even have been the political leader. But, of course, I 
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failed to ever get elected. This whole book is about my mastery, or not, of a new 

persona, and about being ridiculous. NGOs and politicians have consistently 

been ridiculous. Of course, I am dependent upon them to live and that is my 

paradox.  

 

Wainaina on NGOs: 

One day a very nice Dutch man calls me up. “Are you Binya-wanga? The 

writer?”  

“Yes” 

“Oh, I heard about your work. I work for the European Union Humanitarian 

Something. I want to produce a book about Sudan, about sleeping 

sickness in Sudan.” 

“I don’t really do development writing,” I say. 

“Oh, no no. We want a proper ... African writer to write a book about what 

he sees. You Know, literature. We will publish it and pay for everything ...” 

“You mean you will pay, and I can write whatever I see?” 

“Yes.” 

 

So I go to Sudan and come back shell-shocked. I start to write. ... I met a 

South Sudanese doctor ... he would work the whole morning and get 

violently drunk in the afternoon. Sometimes his superiors would send him 

to Nairobi to get in shape, then return him to the front to patch broken 

bodies together and throw them back to the war. ... I send the finished text 

to the nice Dutch man. 

He is quiet for a long time. ... Many things are not in line with EU policy. 

The have a proposition. Scrap the book. Keep the money. ... I tell them to 

fuck off in seemly language and Kwani? Publishes the book. 

I start to understand why so little good literature is produced in Kenya. The 

talent is wasted writing donor-funded edutainment and awareness-raising 

brochures for seven thousand dollars a job. Do not complicate things, and 

you will be paid very well. (191) 

 
 

Whatever the truth in Wainaina’s observations and conclusions, his self-

marginalization is at the cost of relevance. He now runs the African literature 

program at Bard College in the USA. This would be similar to me teaching rural 

community development in Africa at an American liberal arts university. It might 

be a lot of fun and give me some security and quiet, but it is certainly not front-

line activity. Struggling with Kenyan circumstances is very tiring. The 

juxtaposition of desperate community needs and a political culture that does not 

seem to be designed to meet them is exhausting. I am proud that hundreds of 
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women in Mwingi have achieved economic (semi-)independence thanks to 

Omega/RISE. But I would love to leave life on the precipice and gain more 

continuity and ability to choose my projects, have more control over goals and 

feel more empowered. 

 

Wainaina flirted with the abyss and his demons. He writes beautiful prose, but is 

never actually engaged in the interest of a concrete community. He ends his 

book with: “We fail to trust that we knew ourselves to be possible from the 

beginning.” Is Mwingi possible? Is my leadership possible? Can community 

development prevail? Of course, I did not trust my answers from the beginning, 

but only took on this project from the moment that Carol called me to reckoning. 

Wainaina’s success began with a literary magazine that he founded called 

“Kwani?”, which means “So What?” And the answer remains ambiguous in his 

hands.  

 

Ultimately, my work has been to create narratives with and for the rural poor. The 

basket weaving, aloe vera and mango projects, as well as the proposals for the 

fishing communities, are all stories; stories that I have asked the rural poor to 

believe in and act on. I have to create compelling stories that will transport 

stagnate communities into action. I never wove the baskets, made the soap, or 

grafted the fruit; I held out the prospect that these activities could help the rural 

poor to make some income and to improve their lot. My storytelling had to be 

good enough to convince others to do, act and try new options. Ultimately, 

Wainaina’s storytelling is for the informed, reflective and educated, and mine is 

for the desperate, poor and underprivileged. His stories are much more beautiful, 

but mine are also very important. 

 

I realize that the women who first volunteered and who were very active in the 

beginning often dropped out as soon as they discovered that Omega/RISE 

expected commitment and hard work of them. Too often NGOs pretend to 

engage and the locals pretend to get involved in order to get short-term benefits. 

With training there came a meal. With a leadership role often some reward. 

There were benefits on offer in my projects, but the demand was that the 

'volunteers' took responsibility for some aspect of future development. And 

assuming responsibility for the plight of other(s) seems to be what Mwingi’s 

political culture denies in all sorts of ways. The woman talked constantly when 

they worked. But what did they talk/gossip about? It would appear that there was 

severe social control. The focus was often on: “Does another have something 

more or different from what I have? If so, how do I get it for myself?” The small 

talk showed more jealousy than solidarity. Foucault’s idea that societies are 
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panoptical, with everyone and everything on view and thereby controlled, 

restricted and limited, seems to apply here. Most of the first wave of volunteer 

leaders turned out to have opportunistic agendas of their own and were replaced 

within +/- 18 months.  

 

What is grassroots community development? In my context, it is a form of 

permanent politics. What did I really do? I campaigned—going from village to 

village, holding rallies, telling (mostly) the women that a better economic and 

social future was possible if they would organize, learn skills and become 

economically more productive. And then there was the follow-up of group 

sessions, training, and setting-up economic cooperatives producing baskets, aloe 

vera and mangoes. My role was one of continual encouragement. Edging people 

on to work together, use idle time productively, and to guide them to activity with 

real economic potential. I provided three things: pep talks, social infrastructure 

(including appropriate training (and viable economic ideas (mini business plans).   

 

For Mwingi’s widows and orphans, survival is always present as a theme. Their 

“text” is aimed at survival; it is not text designed to tell the 'truth'. What, in effect, 

is 'truth' here? For many in Mwingi, their only ‘truth’ is survival. Whatever story 

they need to tell to ‘power’ to survive is what they see as ‘truth’. As chronicled 

above, I found this ‘truth’ frustrating and (self-) defeating when I was running in 

the primaries for parliament. I wanted to see ‘truth’ as a causal line between 

before and after. If we do this, it will lead to that. If we organize, train and 

produce, we can progress toward self-sufficiency. My goal was to transcend the 

villagers’ desperation and/or tragedies. I was not trying to relate to their ‘affect’ of 

grief, loss or fear. My intentions were always future-directed and meant to create 

viable and sustainable existence in Mwingi. Thus my relationship to my sister’s 

death was complex. I did not do community development in Mwingi to mourn her 

loss of her child or my loss of a sister. I went there to try and correct these 

losses, to make them unnecessary and to NOT see them repeated.  

 

This account of Mwingi community development is written (obviously) in English. 

That is not the language of the events described, which was Kamba. In post-

colonial studies, much is made of the issues of speaking, writing or thinking in the 

colonizer’s language (Nair, 2002). In my experience, reacting to European 

English (i.e., English as used in the UK and Holland) has been quite a challenge. 

In the critical social science circles to which I was exposed in Europe, they talk 

and write about very different things than we do in Nairobi. In Nairobi, life is about 

mere survival. It is a different level of survival than in Mwingi, but it is nonetheless 

survival. The Europeans wanted me to develop a ‘voice of my own’—to write as a 
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Kenyan about specifically Kenyan circumstances. They did not want my text to 

sound like ‘donor-funded edutainment’, which they abhorred as false, superficial 

and flimsy. For me, survival often means writing NGO reports wherein I do not 

have the freedom to ask myself if this is edutainment or not. I need to pay my 

children’s’ school fees, repair my car, and keep my head financially above water. 

Thus in this book I have tried to avoid doing donor-funded edutainment and to 

make the thoughts, motives and circumstances of my work in Mwingi thinkable to 

myself and visible to you the reader. Wainaina had to leave Kenya to write about 

Kenya, and so did I. I wrote much of this book in the camper in Martin Loeve’s 

backyard. Writing this sort of text about Kenya is much harder to do in Kenya. 

We do not have the space to reflect, question and examine our own practices. 

We are far too often locked into survival. Thus my paradox, the freedom to 

reflect, is post-colonial in my experience. And it remains virtually unattainable for 

the poor of Mwingi, which is a crucial dilemma for community development. 

 

Foucault has been so attractive to me because of his relationship to ‘power’, 

which I have just called ‘survival’. But the problem, of course, with Foucault is 

that he threatens to lock existence up in a system of power with a total loss of 

agency. ‘Telling truth to power’ seemed a way out. But as I have written, the 

political system of Mwingi comes all too close to overpowering everything that 

would want to escape its grip. When ‘telling truth to power’ is demanding money 

for one’s vote (which, because one does not have an ID card, one does really 

possess), we are very far away from the sort of ‘truth’ or ‘telling’ that Foucault 

had in mind. I have had many moments of doubt. Can I tell ‘truth to power’ and 

live onwards? Who will support me in such an enterprise and who will reject the 

project? Will I be socially and economically destroyed if I say too much, the 

wrong things, or make demands that the political system is not willing to honor?   

 

I want power, for Mwingi. I never wanted to write “The Tragedy of Mwingi,” but 

“Community Development in Mwingi.” Community development is power. 

Emotion, misfortune and affect have not been my focus. There are some very 

difficult trade-offs here. Does the focus on power repress what the poor and 

victimized feel? But many villagers deny affect; it is too crushing, too close to 

despair, to painful.  And they do not have the mental or material wealth needed 

to explore, know or acknowledge affect. And that was part of the tragedy of my 

sister. She could not acknowledge and share affect—the threat to her identity 

and very being of AIDS—without destroying her self, position and what little 

agency she had.  

 

My European colleagues have kept trying to get me to let affect in a bit more. 
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And I have pushed back on this. Community development is a permanent sort of 

political campaigning. The space for self-reflection is very limited. The truth I told 

to Mwingi was ‘to pull one self up by one’s boot straps’. This is not a science, but 

entails communicating a belief. I did not work from a checklist and I have only 

seen protocol or best-practice NGO work fail. The art of appealing to the villagers 

to imagine something else than their poverty and the determination to take a few 

unproven steps into the unknown of less poverty requires passion, hope and 

conviction. I had to overcome the prevalent affect of powerlessness, loss and 

tragedy. My book is not an anthropological study of Mwingi culture (though there 

is quite a bit to be learned about it in the book), but an action learning/research 

effort to make community development happen. I fought against the dominant 

regime of “give me a handout.” And its power has threatened to overwhelm me. 

The double bind of researching community development in Mwingi is that the 

effort may become so painful and self-destructive in terms of agency for the 

researcher, which the level of possible ‘truth’ is very limited, given the demands 

power actually makes of one.  

 

Foucault wrote; he never tried to lead. I wanted a lot more change than I got. The 

structuralist voices all warned me that fundamental change in Africa does not 

seem to happen. The face of the 'big man' changes, but the system does not. 

The recent elections seem to reassert the old colonial and cynical adage that 

'Africa always wins'. In the primary I was told the truth that patronage, cronyism 

and/or clientalism is the first principle of the local social order. But the self-help 

projects have succeeded. As a candidate for parliament I was mowed away as 

an expendable 'little man' in the stride of the 'big men'. It was painful, nasty and 

disheartening. But the community development work has had many successes 

and that must not be forgotten. 

 

The Afterglow 
 
Looking back, in the last five years, I have been able to mobilize, sensitize, and 

develop the capacities of quite a number of grassroots community leaders, while 

at the same time, clearly identifying and commercializing a number of value 

propositions, particularly the aloe vera, the mango, and the sisal businesses, with 

significant potential for revenue streams. These are crops that very few locals 

and government bureaucrats knew about (or saw their commercial viability in) 

before my interventions funded through the Achmea Foundation’s support.  

 

I am saying all this because poverty, ignorance, and shared hopeless in Mwingi 

(particularly amongst the youth) are on the increase, without any signs of 
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reversing in the foreseeable future. In Mwingi, for example, two out of every three 

people live on less than a dollar a day. With the population of Mwingi currently 

growing at a slightly higher rate than the rate of economic growth, there is an 

enormous need for innovative grassroots community development initiatives.  

 

The RISE Kenya project has shown that community development is possible. 

There are an estimated 200 women today making their living solely out of sisal 

weaving, aloe vera processing and from selling grafted mango seedlings. The 

challenge is to scale-up this success.  

 

Grassroots community development, in my opinion, is much more of a process 

than a one-off event. It needs to be initiated, supported and must be nurtured 

over a significant period of time. In addition, most of the economic and 

development models currently in use in Kenya, and indeed most of Sub-Saharan 

African countries, are far too ‘dirigist’. They try to command development with 

central authorities having the power in their hands. They are, in effect, ‘Big Man’ 

models; they just do not help those at the bottom of the pyramid. The hundreds, 

even thousands, of unemployed women and youth in Mwingi cannot be helped 

through more dependence, more ‘dirigist’ power, or more short termism. Without 

economic empowerment at the grassroots, the barely literate people at the 

grassroots level will remain voiceless, gullible and susceptible to manipulation by 

the powers that be. But ‘empowerment’ in community development is 

paradoxical; it assumes an external catalyst or a degree of outside leadership.  

 

Mwingi’s human resources are not developed. Education and knowledge 

diffusion come to an end immediately after one leaves school. Many of my 

community workshop participants have openly admitted that, since leaving 

school more that 20 years ago, this was the first time they had an opportunity to 

improve their knowledge. They have also told me that they are rarely involved in 

the mapping or identification of priorities in regards to their development needs.  

Indeed, many government and donor funded projects and programmes 

throughout the country have failed to consult. There was no dialogue, little 

investment in people’s skills, and no priority given to community development. As 

discussed here, if the locals have not really decided to be committed to 

development, it has little chance of being sustainable. Genuine consultation is 

difficult, as I have discovered. So-called resistance to change, in effect 

intellectually underpinned by Sahlins, is a big issue. Why should people living in 

poverty trust the leadership that is trying to change their practices? That 

leadership may well be self-serving, locally uncommitted and following an 

agenda of its own wherein the poor are not really taken seriously. Thus 
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community developers have to follow a dual agenda. Just as much as they push 

for change, they have to support local awareness capable of understanding, 

judging and debating that change. This ‘push and pull’ strategy sounds 

paradoxical.  We need for the villagers to be trained to act as well as trained to 

critique action. It seems so much easier to thrust change down the villagers’ 

throats. Authoritarian action is very common in Africa, but it does not really work 

for the poor. The poor know all too well how to collude with authority—how to try 

to exploit the exploiter. As described in this book, my problem was to escape that 

system of mutual collusion, wherein the ‘Big Man’ rules and the villagers stay 

poor.  

 

Support for basic skill development in such simple fields as food processing and 

packaging, value addition to goods and services, basic bookkeeping and costing, 

leadership, governance and respect for self and for others, are needed. But none 

of this will be effective if the communities do not choose to make them so. In my 

experience, the NGOs are far too focused on checklists, priorities and 

demonstrable goals. They ignore civic and community development as being too 

soft. In effect, they do not trust their own people and thus run their programs as 

businesses wherein the bosses cannot trust the employees. Plans are made and 

key success factors are quantified. The villagers are confirmed in their mindset of 

taking no initiative and profiting wherever and whenever they can. The NGOs 

strengthen the culture of passivity, poverty and powerlessness. They often make 

things in the long run even worse. 

 

Rural Africa is migrating to the city. In Mwingi many of the men are Nairobi while 

their wives and children are in the rural area. Nairobi brings AIDS, drugs, and 

misery as often as it lets families get ahead. The men are unschooled laborers; 

they are at the bottom of the heap living in Nairobi slums. But as long as irrigation 

and water management in Mwingi remains inadequate and ineffective, change 

for the better will be very difficult. And the political will to make more changes that 

will really change Mwingi’s circumstances is not there. My aloe vera community 

development initiative has very significantly been adopted and owned by the 

people of Mwingi. However, this was only possible after it was clearly evident that 

the aloe products were not only solving the personal hygiene needs of individuals 

in the community, but that the wild aloe had the potential for commercialization, 

with clearly visible and direct financial benefits. In a case such as this one, a 

commercially viable business model could thus be organized as a social 

business model. Capacity development in the farming of improved aloe vera 
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species, training on aloe vera harvesting and post harvest handling, and training 

and inculcation of skills on business management and business support services 

to carefully select grassroots community change makers, were essential. Local 

social leadership with some proven track record of successfully leading 

grassroots self-help groups is crucial. A critical look at the people entrusted with 

leadership roles in the community reveals a very interesting pattern about the 

individuals the community entrusts with leadership positions. A good starting 

point for identifying credible grassroots change makers is to find out which 

individuals have been entrusted with the three top leadership positions 

(chairman, secretary and treasurer) in the three most important social activities in 

the community. They include the men and/or women associations in the local 

church, the local school management committee, the local burial committee, and 

last but not least, the local women’s group(s). Someone entrusted by the 

community to lead in the three above-mentioned positions in at least two of the 

four community initiatives should be a natural choice for consideration when 

forming a grassroots social business. There is already social capital in the 

village. Banks in the urban area are used to demanding financial collateral; in the 

poor rural community there is social capital that can take the place of financial 

collateral. Too often, NGOs impose plans without regard for the local social 

capital at all, quite often with extremely disastrous results. Government 

supported community development initiatives are always seen as not belonging 

to the community. They are often plundered right in the eyes of the targeted 

beneficiaries with no one caring. After all, it is government money, people will 

say.  

And the private sector, though efficient and focused for maximum return on 

investment, is usually too driven by the profit motive to have much to offer 

marginal economies such as Mwingi’s. The private sector is poorly suited to carry 

out the social economic change programs needed for community development 

work at the grassroots.  

 

As a Kenyan researcher and writer, I can attest to the fact that only a few (and it 

really is a very few) have been able to find a voice of their own and critically 

examine local economic and social issues from a Kenyan perspective. Indeed, 

creating this manuscript about Kenyan development from a clearly recognizable 

Kenyan position has taken an enormous amount of work, effort and prodding, 

particularly from my European colleagues. Turning to future perspectives, my 

auto-ethnographic narrative will hopefully serve as a stimulus not only in Kenya 

but elsewhere in Africa, and also in donor countries, to try and (re-)examine the 

cultural and political pragmatics of aid versus grassroots community development 

work. On the one hand, the successes of the Achmea Foundation funded 
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projects make it clear that aid can achieve desired results; but on the other hand, 

my book focuses attention on the dilemmas that block such successes. Negative 

local political and cultural practices and the consultancy elites are often out to 

make the poor dependent on their services and on aid projects, while at the 

same time singing very loudly about poverty eradication and sustainable 

development. 

 

I have tried to promote and improve community-based development practices, 

with community development leading to a social business model, serving as an 

alternative to patronage-capitalism as it impedes progress in rural Africa.  I have 

tried to clearly underpin the need/importance/priority of continuing to invest in 

Africa’s future via development aid budgets, particularly at the grassroots 

community level. However, in such circumstances, ‘truth’ is an extremely 

complex and often complicated affair. Stories are almost always centered on 

“telling” power what one thinks power wants to hear in order to gain some 

benefit, and not to challenging power in any way. With debilitating poverty like 

that in Mwingi, “truth” telling simply becomes a mirage. And, with the Achmea 

Foundation’s support, the RISE Kenya initiative has been able to identify and 

support grassroots change agents, now increasingly being relied upon by the 

community to get things done. Take for example the case of Philip Mbuvi (alias 

Kyundu). He is in his mid 30s. Phillip had a polio attack when he was young, 

following which he was confined to a wheel chair. The capacity development 

RISE Kenya has given him (mainly through training) resulted in him being elected 

to represent his village in the constituency development committee, where he is 

now the chair of the bursaries sub-committee. He has become a source of 

inspiration to many parents with children with special needs. He has formed a 

CBO of people with disabilities, which today has slightly over 500 members 

spread throughout Mwingi. Such self-help was unknown only a couple of years 

ago. Now, there are well over 24 individuals holding positions of responsibility in 

the community as a result of capacity development training RISE Kenya has 

organized.  

 

Granted, helping AIDS/HIV positive individuals and others with disabilities to live 

positively, training local community leadership, and making three social business 

projects work (basket weaving, aloe Vera and Mango), is not world shattering. 

But I believe telling you about them is a telling of truth to power. Readers of this 

book will be educated, probably just as often European as African, and I assume 

interested in development issues. The message I want to address to them is that 

self-understanding on the village level, on the change agent level, and on the 

NGO or organizational level has been lacking in development planning and work. 
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This book is my effort at self-understanding; I plead with you to follow suit. I hope 

I have convinced you (more than just a little) that this is the only path to more 

effective community development in poverty stricken rural Africa.   
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ENGLISH ABSTRACT 
 

Sustainable community development is increasingly becoming a standard 

phase in nearly every platform set up to examine both the root causes and 

solutions to community deve-(under) development in Sub Saharan Arican 

Countries. Framed by the different development actors:International Donors, 

Policy and Economic mandarins in National Governments, Civil Socieity 

Organizations, etc… the picture always painted in these platforms is that there 

is somebody who should be squarely blamed for the increasing povery, 

disease and decreasing well being of the citizenry in general.Different root 

causes have been advanced as the ‘real” roots causes to the undoubtedly 

dehumanizing conditions the citizens (particularly those at the grassroots 

in the rural areas) mostly live under; 

 

Donor institutions have quite often prescribed quick fix solutions to 

National Governments in Sub- Saharan African Countries for 

consideration in the national development policy agenda. However, 

without altering even a comma, the policies end up hurting more, the very 

people they are spposed to help.  

 

Civil Society Organizations on their part blast the National governments at 

every available opportunity, blaming it for all manner of ills.(Increasing 

poverty, disease burden, un-employment, drug abuse, environmental 

pollution, etc…). They then go ahead and develop their own development 

their  own development agendas in the form of funding proposals and go 

to the same western donors, private foundations and even ordinary 

individuals for financial support, ostensibly to enable them “fix” the “real” 

development gaps the national governments have “supposedly” refused 

to fix. According to government records, in 2012 alone, Civil Society 

Organizations mobilized a whopping Kshs. 30 billion in total. These funds 

havebe en used in diverse areas, including lobbying and advocalcy, 

governance, capacity development, human rights and grasroots 

community development. However, despite these enoumous resources, 

poverty and general under-development in virtually every part of the 

Country is on the Increase. 

 

Not to be left behind, the private sector has also joined the development 

bandwagon, nearly every big corporation in Kenya today, may it be a 

(quasi government or private) have all  set up either private foundations 
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or  CSR departments, to serve as a funding arm  of the organization 

ostensiblity, in giving back to society. But despite all the good intentions, 

poverty and under-developmentis are on the increase in every meaning of 

the word. 

 

In a place like Mwingi for example, an area of about 400,000 people, the 

cyclical draught, formally at four to five year intervals only tow decades 

ago, is today being experienced almost annually, and it is much more 

severe, such that, 2 out of every 3 people are forced to rely on relief food 

from the government and well wishers. I was born and brought up in 

Mwingi. Over the years, I have been sub-consciously aware of these 

things. However, the loss of a young Sister, through HIV/AIDS changed 

all that. It made me want o do something about HIV/ AIDS in Mwingi.  

 

Using both action learning and auto- ethnographic, I embarked on a 

grassroots community development initiative, firstly as an active 

participant cum researcher, an independent consultant (for the National 

Government and some big NGOs in Kenya) and later as a 

politician,(seeking to be elected to parliament as the people’s 

representative with formal power to “make things happen”). Thus, all 

through, my goal was never to share,  know, and explore the basic affect 

of post colonial tragedy as manifest in Mwingi, but to try and look for 

ways of repressing tragedy and sorrow, while at the same time trying to 

achieve some “agency” in fast tracking grassroots economic development 

of some sort for a more descent / acceptable existence for the locals. 

 

This thesis is an evaluation of my five year Journey, spanning from 2007 

to 2012, the lessons I have learned. Firstly, it is the vicious power games 

at play and the competition for space / attention. (The grassroots 

community leaders, Government Officials, NGOs representatives, 

Political Leaders, etc…); Secondly, it is about telling “truth” to power. 

The ‘truth’ that is told is both intentional and purposeful, in effect it is the 

'truth' always taking account of power, trying to appeal to power,  to 

create power, to be related to power. In the end, this makes genuine 

community development initiatives extremely difficult to conceptualize 

and implement; and thirdly, the completely carefree and disjointed way in 

which most NGO/ Donor funded projects and programmes are 

implemented. And lastly, it is the level of consultation / involvement / 

participation of the locals in the conceptualization, design and 

implementation of the projects / programes, making ownership beyond 



 232 

  

the life of the project extremely wanting.  

Indeed, the whole issue of voice is crucial in TELLING truth to power; no 

voice, no telling. Voice entails the personal use of language, the 

rendering of self and its experience into words. Voice is individual and 

thus affect-ive, and as part and parcel of individuation, not the stuff 

of social science. On the other hand, development or community studies 

can be approached as social science as has been traditionally the case, 

and will always fail because it will not  have space for affect, story, and 

experience.  
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