This work is licensed under a
Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
NoDerivs 3.0 Licence.

To view a copy of the licence please see:
http://creativecommons.Org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/



SOCIAL NETWORKS: ETHNICITY AND THE INFORMAL SECTOR IN NAIRCBI

Bv
KINUTHIA MACHARIA

WORKING PAPER NO. 463

INSTITUTE OF

o 17 JAN19S9
neeem mmessn STUDIES

LinEARY

|JINSTITUTE FOR DEVELOFPMENT STUDIES
al UNIVERSITY OF NAIRORI

P.. 0. BOX 30197

NAIROBI, KENYA.

AUGIUST, 1988

Views exrressed in this paper are those nf the author. They should not
be interpreted as reflecting the views of the Institute for Development

Studies or of the University of Najrobi.

This parer is not for quotation without the mermission of the author,

as specified in the Copyright Act, Cap. 130 of the Laws of Kenva.



IDS/WP u63

SOCIAL NETWORKS: ETHNICITY AND THE INFORMAL SECTOR IN NAIROBI

Kinuthia Macharia.

ABSTRACT

This paper is part of a larger study entitled "The Role af
Social Networks And The State In The Urban Informal Sector: The Case of
Nairobi, Kenya.'" The social dynamics of the informal sector, pepularly
rcferred to as '"Jua Kali" are considered an impsrtant component of this
sector. We argue that they should be understmod and tapped where possible
for the future develepment of the informal sector.

Three aspects of social networks in Nairobi's informal secter
are¢ identified. These are: Kinship, friendship and ethnicity. 1In this
paper, we discuss ethnicity as it is manifested in the informal secter.
We also discuss how it has helped new migrants not »nly to find shelter
in Nairobi but also to find an economic occupation which most of them may
not have got in the formal sector.

l'our subsectors mainly: the metal artisans, the drum sellers
the fond sellers and the garment makers all in the Eastlands of Naj®t
and the Industrial Area were studied in 1987. We also had a sample of 200
operators of the informal scctor representing each of the four subsectors.
In the paper a background of ethnicity in Kenya is discussed at a macro-
level before presenting our findings on ethnicity at a micrn- level —
specifically among the subsectors we studied. There is evidence on ethnic
spucialization/various subsectors. Certain skills for example in the
metal artisenry are predominantly ethnic specific. We found such evidence
among the metal artisans and the food sellers.

Using both participant observation and survey methods in the
field, the data places cthnicity prominently in the discussion of Nairobi's
informal sector.
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Introduction:

In this paper ethnicity is discussed as a major bhasis of the
soci-l networks which characterize Nairobi's informal sector. I arcue
that ethnicitv is significant in understanding how the informal sector
operates in Nairobi. I also hvpothesize that ethnicity has been
instrumental in establishins occupation of specific subscctors in the
informal sector, thus complicatinr and in some cases determinine entry.
Diagnozing ethnic identification in this sectnr is not only important
for understending how it operates but also Ffor policv formulation,
partiéularlv at a period when the povernment and international donor
arencies are taraccttine the informal economy as the cornerstone for the
future cconomic development of Kenya and other Third World countries.

(Republic of Kenvza, Sessinnal Faper No.l, 1986},

I will divide this paper into four major sections: the
intrnduction, the background of ethnicitv in Kenya and Nairobi, theoretical
perspectives based on previous studies and our rescarch findings on
ethnicity and ethnic identification in the informal scctor. This is
based on a larser study entitled: "The Role of Social Networks and The
State in the Urban Informal. Sector: The Case of Nairobi, Kenya'".
Farticipant observation and a survey of 200 informal sector operators in
sclected parts of Nairobi form the basis of the data. I studied four
subsectors mainly the metal artigans (Kamukunii Jua Kali Arfisans) the
drum sellers near Shauri Moyo, food sellers in both kiosks and along the
streets of Nairobi's Industrial Area; garment makers in sclected markets
€¢.e. Burma, Joroo and alse those working from their homes in a number of

residential estates in the Eastlands.
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Ethnicity

There are 3t least 25 different ethnic eroups in Kenya. Most
of them are represented in Nairobi. This is as a result of the rural-
urban migration process which has been on-roing especially after
independence whan anti-urban mirration laws for the Africans were lifted,
During the colonial period, ethnic identification was exploited by the
administrators in order to facilitate their divide-and-rule policv. Thus
an antaponistic atmosphere was created between different ethnic groups, or
tribes as thev wrre referred to by the colonialists., Just before
independence, for example, small tribes like the Kalenjin, Mijikenda,
Mhasai and others, with the support of the minority European settlers,
advocated regional autonomy ('majimbo') imstead of a united nation. They
feared lack of representation in o national government which was predicted
to be led by the two major ethnic groups in Kenya -- the Kikuvu and the Luo.
The two political parties just before independence were based on ethnic
lines of affliation. KADU (Kenya African Democratic Unicn) was the party
of the smaller ethnic groups and minority European settlers while Kenya
African Na&tional Union (KARU) was the party of the bigger ethnic groups,
mainly a Kikuyu-Luo coalition. Ethnic identitv and antegonism at the
rational level dates back to the colonial period. After independence in 1963,
the KADU nmarty folded up and in 1964 all the former KADU political
lcaders crossed over to KANU, advncating national unity and abandoning
their earlier call for rerional autonomy. It would appear at face value that
the e¢thnic problem at national level was nva but political events in the

few vears that followed proved otherwise.

As 0'Cconor (1983:110) correctlv observes in his study of the
African city, ethnic identity is not somethinp consciously and keenly felt
by most people livine in the rural communities where all members are of the
same ethnic eroun and there are fow direct contacts with people of other
groups. But movine into a city and into close contact with people of other
froups, sneakinc other languares and so on, one becomes much more
explicitly conscious of athnic identity. This was what was hanpening in
Nairobi esrecially in the late 1960s and in the 1970s, Referring to this time
vericd, O'ccomr gives the examnle of Nairobi and Harare (formerly Salisbury)
ds two cities in tropical Africa which were so ethnically divided that thev

perhaps did nct form “societies™ at all (O'ccomor 1983: 99).
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Studies of ethnicity at a macre level, its effects on state
formation, in Africa have been done (Rothchild and Oluonsola ed., 1982;
Rothchild, 1985, 1986). Authors in the edited volume bv Rothchild show
the kind of problem ethnicity has posed for national unity in various
parts of Africa, such as the Sudan, Ethionia, South Africa and how it
is a continuous political problem in 2 number of other countries. 1In
this study, I am ccacerned more with ethnicitv at a micro level,
specifically, urban .thnicity and how it is manifested in the lowest
level of economic production. I also discuss the potential problems (social and

political) of such kinds of ethnic manifestations.

Tthnicity is always a sensitive subject, and scholars, as well
as politicians and census-takgrs are sometimes reluctant to pive explicit
attention tc it. But a discussion of cities in tropical Africa cannot avoid
it. For good or ill, ethnic identity matters greatly to most people
(O'cconor 1983:99). It is the sensitivity of this subject that has
probably detered most indjrenecus Africans from writing about it, leaving
the subject to western social scientists, such as Mitchell (1969),
Gluckman (1961) Southhall (1973) Shack (1973) and Rothchild (1969, 1982,
1985). Ve agree with O'cconor that a discussion of cities in tropical
Africa cannot avoid the subject of cthnicity. This is regardless of whether
the study is bv an alien cr an indigeneous scholar. Since more than often
ethnicity as a social phenomenon is defined in terms of strife (Cohen
1969:4) a lccal scholar may be concerned with biases in the analysis of
ethnic behaviour of those being studied. At times, oversomplification of
the impact of ethnic identity is given to avoid the sensitivity of the
subject. We will limit our analysis and interpretation to the observations

and findings during the research period.

Prior to rural-urban migration in search of employment, further
education, and better incomz opportunities, moust of Y¥enva's ethnic groups
lived in their respective rural regions such as the Luos in Nyanza, the
Maasai in the Rift:Valley, and the Kikuyus in Central Province. The rural
ireas inhabited by specific ethnic groups were characterized by
homogeneity in cultural traditions, and more important in lanpuage. Tribal
rituals like circumcision and harvest dances strengthenel the bond of

belonging to one ethnic group which usually claimed the same ancestry.
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Rural-urban migration in the 1950s with increasing number in the
following decades brousht topether different ethnic eroups who shared very
little in common. They had different cultural traditions and different
languages. The new phenomenon of Africans in the Urban areas first
attracted anthromnlogists from the Manchester school, notably Gluckman
{1961) and Mitchell (1957, 1969). They were intripued with the
adaptation of urban life in the cities of Central Africa, especially
Zambia's Copperbelt. They were influenced in their analysis by Wirth's
classical essay, "urbanism as a way of life"” (Wirth 1938). Not
surprisin~ly, Gluckman argued that the urban life was leading to
"detribalization" in African cities and therefore the African city was a
mclting pot for the African tribal traditions. This thesis was later on
proven wrong. Instead, other scholars, such as Epstein (1969), argued, with
support from field observations in Zambia's copperbelt, that when people
of diverse origins hawe only recentlv come tngether and most retain close
ties with their home areas, "tribal" feeling tends to be more intense than
within the more homogeneous rural sccieties. Shack (1873), in a study
conducted amons the Gurage in Addis Ababa, argued that African towns are
not melting pots for the rural Africans with diverse tribal backgrounds.
Even after living in an urban environment for periods of up to a generation
or more, Africans in town retain their tribal identitv and membership in the

rural sociletly.

As 0'cconor argues, this "tribal identification" of Africans
in towns is one respect in which tropical Africa differs markedly from
most of fisia and Tatin America. Even in the latter places, "tribes'" are
ruecopnized, but only a very small portion of the urban population is
regarded as "tribal". Tropical Africa is exceptional in that in each city,
virtuallv all who are not members of racial minorities, i.e. Whites and
Asians can say without hesitation to which "tribe" they belong. This is
true of Nairobi where virtually cveryone except for the Asians and
Europeans will quickly identify themselves as Lun, Kikuyu, Luhva or Kamba.
This becomes a problem especially where there is scarcity of resources to
be distributed, fer examole jobs in the formal sectcr or food kiosks in the

informal sector.
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Studies of rural-urban migsration in Africa and other third

world countries have identified its selective characteristic. The nrocess
"selects'" young adults mostly between ares 20-30, the educated who are

in search of white collar jobs in the t-wns, and usually men more than

women. There is one caterfory that has not been emphasized in previous
studies which is identifiable with earlv migration of Africans to Nairobi.
This is the selectivitvy based on ethnicitv or different "tribes". Among

the first ethnic eroups to migrate to Naiwbi were the Kikuyus, mainly
because of their close proximity to the citv. It is easier for a job-

legs Kikuyu in the rural areas to make the decision to travel an average of
60 miles to Nairobi. It would be a difficult decisions for a jobless Luhya
or Luo who would need to travel an average of 180 miles t» get there .

In 1969 for example, the Kikuyu comprised 38 percent of Nairobi's total
populaticon, followed by the Luhya with 13 percent, the Luo and the Kamba

with 12 percent each of the total porulation. In 1979, the Kikuyu nopulation
had declined to 33 percent of total population in Nairobi compared with

21 percent of the Kenya total. They were however, still the largest ethnic
group in Nairobi and Parkin (1975: 152) sugcests that most inhabitants

now regard it as an essentially Kikuyu city. However, the other major tribes
increased their numbers in 1979 with the Luo attainine 18 percent, Luhva

16 percent and the Kamba 12 percent of the total population in Nairobi.

The Luos clearly did not miprate to Nairobi because of their

close promixity. Instead, most of them were initially hired as clerks in
the governmment corporations like the Railwavs and the Post Office, which
had headquerters in Nairobi. The colonial administration policy of divide-
and-rule encourarsed emrloyment of the Luo in such cormrations and
discouraged employment of the Kikuyu who were susnected of sympathising with
the Mau Mau movement. The Luhya miprants, who like the Luos are distant
from Nairobi, were first hired as house servants for the European communitv
in Nairob:i, a iob few Kikuyus would have been given because of the mistrust
towards them by the colonial establishment. Kambas, like the Kikuyus, come
fror. near Nairobi. This partly explains their early migration there. They
also have certain skills not shared by many of the nther ethnic grouns,
mainly wood and stone carving. Since their settlement in Nairebi, they have
advanced these skills and are known to make beautiful articraft and

carvines which they sell to the tourists and affluent Kenyans. The Kikuyu
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early mirrants were involved in various kinds of trade in Nairobi and

between Nairobi and their adjacent rural homes.

The extent to which ethnic ties have helped initial settlement
of new migrants from their rural homes is a subject that has had wide
coverare in Africa and in Latin America. Studies of urbenization in
Africa dating back to the 196035 (e.g. Epstein; 1969: Gluckman, 1961;
Southhall (1973) Gugler and Gilbert (1982) have supported the argument
that rural ties are significant in settling new urban migrants. In other
areas, Latin America, for example, studies by Lomnitz (1977) and Roberts
(1979) have also shown that rural ties are useful in settling new urban

miprants. My study confirms this findine. It goes further to also
establish h»w such rural ties have become a backbone for establishing an

economic activity in the urban informal sector.

Theoretical Persrective: an overview

Sociolorically, urban ethnicitv suerrests that semaration from
tribal life and entry into urban life, far from weakening the bonds
between tribal members, on the contrary strengthens them (Shack, 1973).
It is the strencth of such bonds and how thev have been articulated by
Nairobi misrants to acquire economic oprortunities in the 1980s that is
socinlorically intriruing. Earlier anthromroloeists who studies Central
and East African towns -- Mitchell, Gluckman and Southall -- all insisted
that ethnicitv in towns is primarilv a means of classifying the multitude
of Africans of hetroreneous oririns who live together in towns. Ethnic
classification is the basis on urban life. Shack (1973) found that urban
ethnicitv in Addis Ababa manifests itself in ways unlike what had been

observed in other narts of African towns.

Besides the classificatinn of hetrnseneous African sroups
(which we do not consider sipnificant at present), urban ethnicity has
become in the 1980s a useful mnlitical and economic asset in Africa.

Ethnic ties are certainlv of profound immrtance in most cities as a .source
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of social security in rrovidinzg for the few elderlv who remain there,

for the sick and for the many unem~loyed underemrloved (0'cconer 1983).
In the absencz of a sociil welfare svstem in Kenva as in msst third world
countries, comparable to the western countries, ethnic ties play almost

an equivalent role to the sociil welfare system.

Kinship and friendshin ties cannot be underestimated, as we
shall arfue in the next paper. Ethnicity nrovides the context of more
infimate ties. The new misrant, for example, mav depend on Kinsmen for
shelter but may turn to an ever-wider rroun nf co-ethnics in seeking
for a job. Those who do not have many kinsmen in th?2 city must rely on
others of their own tribe or ethnic er~un as a substitute. O0'cconor
(1983) cbserves, as we did in this study, that "social distance'" is such
that friendship patterns are stronrly influenced by ethnic affliation.
Even in most ethnically diverse cities in tropical Africa, nine peonle
out of ten srecify a cn-ethnic as their best friend! (0'cconmr 1983).

In a study in Indonesia, Brunner (1973) found the same thing about the
Batak -- '"that every individual interaction in the city of Medan occurs
within a larger framework of ethnic eroun relations". Brunner focussed
on a theme that our study in Nairobi also raises, that is: 'positive
identification is not just a matter of c¢onvenience or politceness in Medan
but it is rather an economic and molitical nccessity (Rrunner 1973:182).
The extent this was found in Nairobi is discussed later in this paper.
Brunner (1973), more specifically on this mint noted that, "Neo Tapanuli
Batak enters the city as such'. He enters along a network, throurh a
system, occupnies a particular social structurc slot, and there is
invariably someone else most frequently a relative, to help internret the
urban experience in terms hc¢ can understand. No man has to recanitulate

the experience of his rroup and learn about the city on his owa.

The arpument I am making is that othnic.identification in
Nairobi fulfills the commonly accerted role of settling migrante; further
m™re, that ethnic identification in Nairobi is well entrenched in the
urban informal sectnr. Such statoments by ILO (1972) that the informal
sector is characterized by ease of entrv should be recast with the theme
of social networks and their role in this sector. In this naper, we

are concerned with the role of ethrnicity in the informal sector. No one
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enters the informal sector as such. He or she has to move a lone a
network., Ethnicity here is seen as a contribution to settling the new
mirrants and findins an econcmic activity for them. We arzue that in
understandins the social dynamics of the informal sector in Nairmobi
(specifically ethnicity in this paper) we mav unearth part of the secret

of its success in job creation when compared with the formal sector-.

I found that certain ethnic grouns predominate in some informal
subsectors. Ethnic categories may be imprecise, and in part even
fictional, and they may be played down by povernments, but they are
7ery real to most people. Nairobi's inhahitants, for instance, almost
invariably perceive their neishbours not only as old or young, as rich
or poor, but also as African, Asian or Euronean, as Kikuyu, Kamba, Luo,
Kalenjin or Luhya, and this rreatlv influences their attitudes towards
each other. The rclevance becomes clearer when some subsectors are
tarseted for rovernment support (loans, nermanent work spaces) while
others, prossibly dominated by a different ethnic grour, are not supported
and continue to be harassed by povermment officials. Such a situation
may be of concern mainly in capital cities since most of the provincial
cities are pretty much run by local ethnic froups which tend to be more
homogeneous. Capital cities in most third world countries are usually
the financial centers hesides being seats of rovernments. Usually what
happens there, for oxample in Nairobi is likely to have an impact in the
rest of the country. As mentinned earlier, such tensicns are likely to

occur when there is scarcity of resources to be distributed.
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RESEARCH FINDILICS:

Looking at the rencral distribution of our samrle, I found that
there were three ethnic iroups that were sienificantly represented in
‘the subsectors of the informal sector I studied. These were the Kikuyu, the
Luc and the Luhya. These are als» amone the larrest ethnic grouns in the
country and in Nairobi, (Kenya Census, 1979). Other smaller ethnic groups
like the Kamba,Kalenijin, thc Measai and others were scantly renresented.
The general distribution of my sample was as follows: Kikuyu 48%, Lun 36%,
Luhya 7% and others 12%. This findine by itself is not surprisine as it
confirms the national trend and  Jdistribution of Nairobi's ponulation

by ethnic eroupns.

Various subsectors were onerated by specific ethnic sroups.

They also nerpetuated the ertry of the same ethnic group mecmbers to any
open srace for running a buciness or allocation of new food kinsks. This
was mainly throurh passing to each other rimely information, mainly co-
ethnics. This finding applied mainlv +'o the drum sellers and the food
sellers. I also found that customers, especially in the food selling
business patronized certain secllers based on their ethnic identity. This
in some cases boosted the scller's business. The onposite was true in the
case of two Luo women who lost their customers tn a Luhya woman. Trust
is a very important concept of the world view of the informal sector
operators. They rely on trust to decide on whether to pive credit to
their customers. There was strong evidence from our fieldwork showine
that sellers trusted members of their ethnic srours more than customers

from other ecroups and credit was usually advanced to co-ethnics.

Seventy-seven percent of the food sellers were Kikuyu, mainly
vomen who snld food from kicsks. Nn Luo or Luhya had a food Kinsk in Nairobi'
industrial area. On the other hand, 70 percent of the women who snld fond in
the streets adiacent gat.s of major factorics were Luo. 25 percent of this
category were Luhya and ~nly 5 percent were Kikuvu. The sipnificanee of this
distinction is understao’ better when we realize that the Kiosks are more
advantareous in many ways than the open strect lncations. The Kiosk is a

semi-nermanent structure usually allocated by the city council. They
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usually have clean running water and therefore meet basic sanitation
requirements compared with the street fond selling locations. They do

pay a licence fee to the city council. This has not, however, saved

them from indiscriminate depolition ordered by the city council on

various occasions. Most Kiosk owners live in permetual fear that one day they
will lose all their belongings in a demrlition. This is not unfounded fear if
we compare with results from elsewhere. Irene Tinker (1987) in her
monograph cn street foods gives the examnle of the devastating effects
demolition had on food sellers in Ile-Ife, WNigeria., Their study found

that befrre demolition, 75 nercent of the enterprises that moved had

employed assistants; after the move, only 25 prercent did. They also

found that over 90 percent of the straet food sellers were making less than

half the income they made before they were forcibly moved.

The Kiosk owners do not pay taxes for their business and in
this way they onerate similarly to the food sellers outside the street.
The food kiosk operators tend to make more monev mainly because they
operate longer hours (12 hours) compared to outside food sellers who are
at their selline locations during the lunch hours onlv. The kiosks in
theory could Aaoreal to more customers since they were omen longer and
v arious peonle, rot nnly those workin~ in the factories, could patronize
them at any time. In practice, a few women food sellers operating outside did
better business than some kiosk owners. This was however, the excention and -
n>t the rule, The food kiosk has kitchen facilities. The food sellers
ooerating from outside locations had no chnice but to cook food in their
homes , commute or walk to their selline locations before noon and vacate their
locations after the lunch hour. They also had to rely on more specific

customers than the food kinsk owners.

Whichever way we look at it, it was more advantageous and also
prestigious to own a kiesk than a location outside a factory gate. This
observation was confirmed by the respondents. It was intricuing therefore
to find there was such a distinect /dlStplbUtlogn ethnicity on these two
subcategories. This became more of a research issue when the food sellers
operating outside reported that they would pre©er a kiosk to "their
outside locativus" if there were any available. They were also aware and

concicus of the fact that the kiosks were owned rredominantly by the Kikuyu
aroup.
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One key respondent whem we asked to exrlain why there was a
dispropcrtionate distribution cf these two major ethnic groups in the two

categories of food selling places had this to say:

"I think the Kikuyu dominate ownershinp of the food kiosks for
the followins reasons: The Kikuyu had experience a lot of
voverty durine the colonial administration neriod and
especially during the Mau Mau movement ur to the time of
indenendence. Many of them were jobless and landless and
were therefore ready to undertake any business or job
opportunities that arose. After inderendence when

colonial rules were relaxed, manv were ready to put up
kiosks, look for licences and they therefore overtook most
of the other ethnic groums. Most »f the other ethnic groups
at that time (ir the 1960s and 1970s) apreared satisfied
with their families. Those who were in need and in search
of small scale business oprortunities were allocated

kiosks and they -happened to have been Kikuyus'.

This respendent’s explanation as to why there has been a mush-
rooming of food sellers operating outside the major factory gates is that
they (mostly Luhya and Luc and other minority ethnic group) have
started experiencing the economic nressure and hardships that the Kikuyus
experienced almost two decades carliero. Havins no alternative, they have
ended up cooking food and selliny it outside the factories. They do not
have much choice, mainly because the Kiosks are alrealdy occupied by the

Kikuyu and very rarely are ncw ones beine allocated.

This respondent, whom we will call Mary, did not think ( as I did)
that the City Commission's relaxation of the bv-laws characterized by
infrequent harassment of outside foo?l sellers contributed to the rapid
increase of this category. "It may be a coincidence", While Mary's
explanation was echoed by most resrondents who owned kiosks and by a
minority of those selling food outside, at least 60 nercent of the food
sellers remorted that the relaxation of the city by-laws had encourared them

to start the nutside food sellinz. Mary's arsument based on the economic
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histery of the Kikuyu was indirectly supported by those selling food
outside. This was because 90 percent of them repsrted hard economic
situations, such as their spouse's .selary not being enough for school
fees, clothes and food for the family. The hardship has been morc of a
reality to most Kenyans and marticularly Nairobi residents in the early

1980s.

We arrue that both explanations, that is, the economic history
of the Kikuyu, and the relaxed by-laws by- the City Commission are
rlausible. We also add that history favoured the Kikuyus in the 1960s and
1970s. The patron-client relationship so characteristic of the African
povernments (Younp 1982) may have been at work durine these allocatiofns.
Since most of the outside food sellers came after the kiosk owners were
already established, it was difficult to prove this point from the
respondents since inone renmorted to have been allocated a kiosk on the
basis of ethnicity What is clear is that at the time of my study the

Kikuyu dominated the food kiosks and the Luo dominated food selling outside.

A molicy implication ie that, if more favourable peolicies directed
towards the food kiosk owners by the .city or the central sovernment were
to arise at the expense of the outside food selline locations, an
interpretation based on ethnic identity would be inevitable. The Luos would
arvue rightly that the Kikuyu were beine favoured and would not simplv sit

and say the rovernment is gu~-ortine the informal sactor.

My hypothesis that ethnicity may determine entry was over-
whelminely surported by the data in the case of the food sellers (both in
kiosks and outside). All the food kiosks renorted that they had been

informed about allocation of kiosks by a co-ethnic.

, Timely information is a very crucial element in* . the informal
$ector beciause it is on the basis of such information that a potential
operator would go to Citv Hall to scek for an apnlication. This is

what took place in the cnse of the food kiosks. From a sociolocical
perspective, "the ease of ertey" as surrested by earlier studies based

on an economic nersrective (e.r. ILO, 1972; House, 1984) is not easy at all.
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TO cet the foo? kiosk licence was more imrortant than to have the carital to
start it. If one did4 not come from ihe frcun that had the informaticn

and passed it amenfst themselves, then chances of retting the kiosk were
very remote. Thus, even in what finallv arnears as '"formal" allocation

of kiosks, a hirh derree of "informality'" had earlier taken place.

Outside food selling arrears on the face value informal and
haphazard. A casual observer may also think that anyone can bring cooked
fcod, lay it outside any given factory ani be instantly in business!

On the contrary, entering business of sellin food is very complicated

In our case study, we found that ethnic identitv was very imrortant at

a reneral level to determine who gets smace outside which industries and
along which streets. Sraces were therefore ethnically allocated in an
"inforral' way from an outsider's view but which had become pretty

much "formalized" amones the women fond sellers. Over 90 nercent of them
reported that a friend tnld them about the srace aorrorriate for food
selling. We found that in 90 narcent of the cases, this friend was a
co-gthnic. In our stuly of this particular subsectHr, the only Kikuyu
women we identified selline food outside ore of the industries remorted
that she was told about the space by her friend who was a Luo and a

member of her christian church -~ both were born arain Ghristians. This
was the onlv case among the women resmondents. In the other cases
co-ethnics told each other about availahble snaces, suprorted each other in
first settlement, thereby, "colonizins" most of the outside food selling
spaces. Desrite the fact that oulside fixod sl lin was less vrestivious
and usually had lower returns than kinsks, for 80 vercent of the women

in our sample this was their only ways tn contribute to the family hudret.
Ethnic identity is informally a necessarv trerecquisite tn entrv in the
available spmaces. This may exnlain why the Lun women continue to dominate
the outside food selling of the major streets in Nairobi's industrial area,

especially alony Addis Ababa Road, Kampala koad and Likoni Road.

Ethnic Aistinctions amnne the other subsectors was substantial
but not as vast as amonr the food sellers. The metal artisans were
ethnically distributed as follows: Kikuvu, 47 ~ercent; Luo, 28 nercent;
L hva, 3 rercent; others ( Mainly Kamba)., 22 percent. Like the frod

sellers, ethnic identity was very strnne aron~ the metal ‘artisans.
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Metal artisanry is onc of tie subsectors in the informal sector that
requires technical skills in order to make such items as farm tools,
cooking pots, metal box:s, frying pans, woks, water buckets, lanterns
and, many others. Previcus studies of the artisans (King, 1977; Npethe,
1984) show that training to acquire the relevant skills is mainly done
informally through aprrenticeship and not in a formal institution. The
aporentices fet their snonsors throuegh social networks -- friends and
kin, but all from co-ethrics. Thus ethnic identification among the metal
artisans is nct only important for the acauisition of snace to operate
from, but also for the accuiriny the skills necessary to start operating.
Some skills were safeguarded by/thoﬁewho knew them and were only passed alonne
in a selective manner. In this case, the criteria of selection was

ethnicity.

A simple nbhservation of the metal artisans shows ethnic
distribution by activity as follows: The Kikuvus mainly make metal boxes,
conking stoves esrecially the improved ‘''enerey saving stoves'' (jiken),
making and repairing aluminium cooking pots: the Luns were overrepresented
in making fryine rans, wash basins, and wcksy and the Kambas were mainly

in  making metal bnxcs.

To elaborate this ~oint and esneciallv to show how safeguarded
some skils are, I present the casc studv oof lantern makine. The tin
lamp, which uses kerosene and a rerular wick, armears as if it is so
simple that anybody can rake one. It is not that simnle and it requires
intensive training. There ire seome rew materials, for examnle, a snecial
kind of wax that must bv usad. These who know where it is bought are
unwilling to share this information with others who are not their friends,
relatives, or co-ethnics. The tin lamr is en imrortant source of light
for thousands o€ city homes without electricity. It is the main source
of light for most low inccme earners and the rnoor in Naircbi who live
in the major slums »f Mathavre and Kibera. Most rural homes also rely

on this for their lichtire.

The chief tin Tam» maves =ncne the qu-tal exrtisan (jaz kalid
operators) we studied is tr. Johr Neunba, a Kikuyu who comes from

Gaichanjiru In Muranr'a district. OF the ten tin lamn makers in the

"house" they ocecury, eirht ire from the same villaee, Gaichanjiru, and two
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are from Emtu, a district that borlers Central Frcvince »f Kenya where
Murang'a is located. We wcre interested in findinr out why there was
such a "coincidence". Neumba explained that there was an old man in
Gaichanjiru who had the skills of makine tin lamps. He taught the * »
people in Ngumba's villare starting with him. "When I learnt the skills,
I continued to teach other reople in my home area, mainly friends and
relatives -- for example, my younger brother, who is ricrht here in this

'house' with me but who is now on his own'.

The siegnificance of sociil networks in the transfer of skills
surpasses the rossession »f money. Npumba emnhasized teaching skills to
friends and relatives, whr were all co-ethnics, and not who came un
with money. He would rather forfcit money and teach the skills only
to those from his village. The strencth of social networks in the

transfer of skills is evidenced in this case.

The Luos, on the other hand, predominantly make the frying
pans, wash basins and woks. Although a few Kikuyus and nther ethnics
groups also made some, it was clear from our observatinns that the Luns
were far superior in makine these items and theirs sold faster. They had
a better finish and customers nreferred them to those made by the other
ethnic groups. The aprrenticeship for learning how to make those items

was also based on ethnicity.

Ethnic biases were evident in allocation of snaces nparticularly
in the roof-shed that was sanctioned to be built by President Moi
when he visited the metal artisans in April 1986. The metal artisans
who operate under this roof-shed have a loose orranization called
Kamukunji Metal Workers and Blacksmiths Orranization. The chairman of
this organization, who is a Kikuyu had the final say, on who fot a snace
which is referred to as "house'" in the roof-shed comnlex. Each "house"
measures ten by twenty feet and accomodates eifht to ten neople. Artisans
are expected to work there, store their tools and to sell their finished
rroducts in front of the "house". There were mrore Kikuyus in these
houses, followed in number by Luos. Some Lun artisans (10 percent)
reported biases in the allocation in favorur »f the Kikuvus by a Kikuyu

chairman. Regardless of the reporting of this matter which was considered
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sensitive esmecially because the chairman was influential - my observations
confirms that there were more Kikuyus than any other ethnic groups in

the "houses'". '"Other affairs of the orpanization had ethnic biases
svertones, for example, the welection of artisans who may have qualified
to apply for leans from. the Kenya Commercial Bank. This selection may
have led to an attemnt tn hefve ethnic ‘balance at the organization's
leadership level. .At the time of our study, the chairman was a Kikuyu and
the secretary was a Luo, the two important officers of the organization.
It was evident however, that, the chairman controlled the affairs of the
crganization. He was more educated and knowledgeable than the secretary
which may have the -balance of contrnl in his favour. Besides, he had the

support of the Kikuyu artisans who were the majority in the roof-shed.

The metnl artisans are seen as future indigeneous manufacturers
who may save the country some foreign currency as they continue ‘using
locally available materials for their nroducts. They also produce goods
that are competitive in the market with those produced by big cormorations.
Their labour intensify and ability to recruit new employees have made
them a darling of government spokesmen who support the informal sector.
This may also explain why the President visited them more than once in
1986-87., Within this context of state sunrort ethnie composition may
be a potential problem for policy implementation. A policy of supporting
the metal artisans may need to consider ethnic commosition of those it
is supporting. A potential problem based on the ethnic imbalance could be

avoided.

The impact of —ethnicity is evident among the metal artisans.
It has essentially facilitated entry throush transfer »f skills and
allocation of spaces from where they overate. The nractise of ethnicity
determininn entry in the informal sector was more evident among those
artisans operating outside the mof-shed. My findings showed that
customers were mcre likely to purchase from fellow co-ethnics. They
usually thought that a co-ethnic pay sell the same item cheaper than an
artisan from a different ethnic eroun. Some artisans actually did that on
days when business was very lcw. This was however, nnt always truer as the
artisans informed us. They try tc set uniform prices. They preferred the

competition to be based on the quality and the finish “of the products
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rather than hiking and lowerins of ~rices. The latter according to the
respondents would be interpreted as hetrayal of the solidarity the artisans

wanted t» rortray t» the outsiders.

Another subsector which alsn showed a strong ethnic identity
is the 2rum sellers. These are the most enterrrisinm ameng all those in
the subsectors we studied. Thev have more capital, because to he-a pood
drum seller one needs tc have .. substantive startins capital, preferrably
not less than Kshs.2,000 (ab~ut $115). Since the 1rum sellers have many
customers, such as the metal artisans in Naircbi and many others who come
from all over the country, a scodl supnly of materlals is required. The
drum sellers renorted more income than any of the nperators in the other

subsectors we studied.

The ethnic Aistribution of the drum sellers is comrarable to that
of the food sellers discussed ecarli~r. The Adistribution was.as follows:
Kikuyu, 80 mercent: Luhya 13 nercent: Luo, none; Others 7 percent. Note
the sifnificant absence of Luos in the drum selling subsector and the
predominance of the Kikuyu. The Kikuyu have literally "colonized" the
drum selline spaces in Shauri Movo ani alone Jorno Road which are the
main areas that this subsecteor is located in Nairohi, This has been

maintained mainly throush terensfer of  information GE an, open available
space to co-®thnics. One Kikuyu woman resrondent explained how she used to
sell drums an wholesale until cne of her CO—cLhnicﬁl;hn‘d;S an emnloyee of one
of her customers told her »f an available snace-that she could occuny.

Wifh the coliabor;tion of the neishhours who sold their drums adjacent to the
available space, she occupied it and started selling drums. The neighbours
were fso her co-ethnics., One of the few Luhva drum sellers exnlained to us
that his mother had learnt »f the s®ace throurbh = ‘Kikuyu man who was her
fiend and who had been one of the pi'or;eers “in thes '{rum- sbellim7 business.

Like in the case of food sellers., rassine relevant information ahout
available space to onerate business is more Iniortant than possession of
capital. The drum sellers confirme! this t» be the case particularly

because thev had capital to start off a business but did not dn.so until
co-ethnics showed them the way to enter 'into the availdble spaces. A

study done in Nairobi on passenser taxis (monularly called matatus) by
Mazingira Institute (1987) showecd how dAifficult it was for a new "matatu"

owner to get a rarking syace at the terminus to load and off-load

passenrers. Collahoratine with those whn already had the "right" of
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occupying the parkins spaces was the only way to acquire one. This
finding again disputes the "case of entry" characterization of the informal
sector as lony as it ienores the social dvnamics involved in ensurine

entry.

The drum sellers portayved another dimensinn facilitating entry
besides ethnicitv. This was regionalism. Not onlv were most of them
Kikuyus, but thev were nredominantly from snecific regions, mainly
Nyeri (Othava Division) and Murans'a (Xanreme Division). These were the
twe regions that were overly represented amons the drum sellers. The
two regions arc also neirhbours and have had a long history of social
interaction throusrh marriage. Thus a rattern of social ties.that
facilitated entry in the Arun s¢lling subsector may be perceived

following Airection of arr~ws as shown in ficure 1.

Figure 1: Entry into the drum sellins subsector:

(Kikuyu)
ETHNICITY

REGIONALISM

Nye®i and Murans'a

PRIENMWSHTIP

KINSHIP

Firure 1 #Mows that the sceial dynamics at verious levels were
at play to facilitate edtry in the Asum selline subsector. Such dynamics
we argue should not he ®aken for rranted as thev may actually have
adverse implication on policy towards such a subsector. For example,
when we were in the field, the drum sellers remorted the possibility that
the government mirht relncate "them to a more permanent place, more
spacious than their rresent location. They also hoped it would be a
location where they would lie able to store and lock ur their materials,

where thev mirht be able tc rut un simnle office snace and -install



- 19 - IDS/WP 463

telerhone and electricits. These facilities were not availahle in *»
their -~resent locati~n. Such a nessibilitv was heinr discussed with the
local chief who was reportedlv lookine for an alternative favourable
location. While we consi’er such surrort a risitive contribution towards
the informal econnmy by s-me state acents, the extent that this will be
supportine a specific ethnic frours in Nairob!, we think that such
cases of support be =zuid24 not onlv by economic concerns but social omnes
as well. The latter have te nctential of leading to ethnic tensions
which could in turn lead to political unrest and rossibly noor economic
performance ¢f these drum sullers. In other words, we are surfFestinc a
lonm term policy considerition of all factors at nlay and not a short

term one concerned with immediate economic gFains.

The last subsecto under coinsideration is the gsarment makers.
Garment maine was mainly 1one in the city markets. There were also
those who made farments in their hrmes. The athnic distributinn amone
the garment makers was =2s follows: Luo, 63 percent; Kikuyu, 26 percent;
Luhya, 6 percent: others, 5 rercent. In my sample, the Luo were over-
T epresented. This may be Aue to the samplin-< in various city markets,
scme of which we found t» be preloninantly Luo. "Burma" market is a
good example. We were interested in findine out why this market was
predominantly Luo. As T had done in the case of food kiosks, I interviewed
a key resrondent, a Luo man who hac “een in "Burma" market lons enough to be

aktle to explain why it was largely Luo.

Our kev restondent was in his mid-fifties and a resident of
Nairobi for twenty five years. He gave us four reasons for the nredominance
of the Luos in Burma market, mainly in garment making and also other trales.
His first reason was that bhrfore and immediately after indenendence (1963)
the Luos who were in Naircl i started settling, in Shauri Moyo and Kaloleni
and this market was locate? in this neipghhourhood which they had already
occunied. Through the rrocess of transfer of information that we have
discussed above and their proximitv to the market, most stalls were allocated
tc them. The second reason he gave was that most of the Luo pot employment
with the East African Reailways a2nd so they were allocated staff houses in

Makongeni which is adjacent to this market. This again helped them in
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gettine first hand informatiop abcut the establishment of the new market
and so they anplied and eot the stalls. Thirdly, he reasoned further,

as "Burma'' market came un in a neighbourhond that was predominantly
occupied by the Luos, mst of the customers were also Luos. This

brought problems of low sales for the other few ethnic groups which had
got stalls since the Luo customers natronized Luo businesses. The

members of the nther ethnic groups who had businesses here decided to
abandon their stalls and look for nlazes elsewhere due to lack of customers.
Fourthly, he concluded, the Luo who orieinally oot the stalls when going
out of husiness or retiring started to nass the stalls to their relatives.
Ownership of stalls thrugh "inheritance' has nromoted Luo predominance

in this market. Ninety nercent of the garment makers in this market were

Luo.

As in other subsectors discussed earlier, ethnic identity
facilitated cntry in rarment makine., It was also immortant in the
transfer of skills through apprenticeship although the chances of a

garment maker poing to a f~rmal institutian v ceanfes Sl
much hieher* compared with any of the other subsectors that we studied.

T found that ethnic identity among the garment makers was nct as important
as in the other subsector in the transfer of necessarv skills. This mey
be explained bv the fact thut there are many inexrensive formal
institutions +that teach tailoring and in general the art of makine clothes.
It was also evident that those who learned the skills through

aprrenticeshir denended on cthnic identity to ret a snonsor.
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ANALYSIS AND CONCLUSIONS

The discussion on the role of ethnicitv in Nairobi's informal

sector could be summaris-d in the following five »oints:

1. Ethnicity has influcnced allocation of premises on which to do
business. This was evidenced by the food kiosks in Nairobi's

industrial area.

2. Ethnic identity influence¢ and to some extent determined the
transfer of skills ¢nd t=chnolory. This made it difficult
for others from different ethnic grours to enter certain trades
of subsectors. The example of the Kikuvu from Gaichanjiru in
Murang'a dominating the skills nf tin lamr making clarifies this

point.

3. Ethnicity was found to be significant in establishing market and
customers, hence ensurine survival and growth of a given
economic activity. Two examples from our findings can clarify
this point further. The first one is the case of the Luhya
woman who established her food selline outside the qlass factory

on Addis Ababa Rnad whose empoyees were predominantly Luhva.
Despite violent objiction of the Luc women who were already
established adjacent to tlis factory, the Luhya workers
patronized their co-ethnic and her food selling became nopular and
overshadowed that of the Tuo women. The second examnle can be
extracted from the case of the Luo's continued dominance of the
garment makine in and cther trades in the stalls of "Burma"
market. The Lur whe surrcunded the market's neilghbourhood were
loval customers to Luo traders hence the other traders from other
ethnic grours hal to leave as their sales dromned drastically.

We also noted in this examnle the continuous dominance by the

Luo of the stalis in this market through "inheritance™ which is

based on ethnic identity.
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4, Ethnicity actunl  determines entry in the informal sector as was
evidenced hy the various examoles amon. the four subsectors.
This nractice ma; be closer to what Goran Hvden (1282) describes
as the economy ~f affection. As we noted in the discussion above, the
transfer of infymation is very imnortant especially when shace to be
be allocated fornilly or informally is scarce. The examples of
the Lup in Burms mar<et, the Kikuyu in drum selling and in food
kiosks and the Iu: w-men selling food osutside all clarify further
the significance of ethnicity in necessitating entry into the

informal sector.

5. We found the econc:pt of trust to be verv important among all the
informal sector s>.serstors. We also found that ethnicity and
trust-buildine vere closely linked. Fthnice identity especially
in food selling determined whether one would be served food on
credit to nay ¢t the end of the month or in two weeks desending
on when one was paid. We observed that it was more common for a
Luo to serve focd or credit to a Luo, a Luhya to a Luhya and a

Kikuyu to a Xikuyu. 7The few instances that this was not the

case ended un ir nrcoblems. This was evidenced in the case where
the Luhya woman served on credit to a man from a different ethnic
csrour a Kisii. The Kisii man did not honcur the payment when
he had rromiscd. He gave the Luhva weman various excuses and
avoided to come to work Auring pay dav. According to the food
seller, he did +hat deliberately to avoid her. He could come to
work on other d:ys when he susnected te wohuld not face the food
seller. The Lulya woman lamented -and reiretted why she had given
credit to this ran. Her main concern was that he was from a
different ethnic ~rup and she swore not to repeat the same

mistake ever agcin.

One ethnic rroup vhich was underrenresented among the food sellers
did not seem to follow the ohove pattern, that is, cthnicity giving the
basis for trust and theref-re consideration to rive credit. This ethnic
fFroup was the Kamba. Accoelin. te cne of the Kamba food sellers
(who was also ~ur kev resrindert), she would ratier cive credit to

peonle from other cthnic s-vups than to her cr-echnics. Her explanation
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was thot the Kamba are ierlyus of each others' success and mav never

ray back a credit with th¢ 2im of runnins down the business of their
co-ethnic. She also addec that, in fact, thev do not patronize her

ford, esveciallv when thev 1ad money. They onlv came to her when thev

were without money and wer:2 locking for frod service on credit. She usually
declined. Our observatims ccufirmed her story as we found that very

few Kambas patronized her “ od., This case ofiwone ethnic croup is unique

as the orposite is true f cthor ethnic grours. They build more trust with
their co-ethnics who als- . tronized their businesses and were therefore
likely to he given small c-¢.lits on services they could not afford

to pay promptly.

We have gone heyord showine the sirnificance of ethnicity in
settline new mirrants in t'e African cities like Nairobi as was noted
by earlier researchers. V¥¢ have shown using our case studies, the
significance of ethnicit .n estalblishineg and develnning economic
activities even those thot may re reparded as simple and easy to enter

like the outside food sell:n-.

In rejecting thc “case of entry" characterization of the informal
sector, we have advanced tte necd to evaluate the social coppnsition of those
in the informal sector. %c have also shown how relevant our understanding of
the sncial dynamics like thse based on ethnic identity is a must for the

informal soetor onerators tiemsclves and also those charged with policy

formulation and implement vt icn.

. Finally, we uni rline the sipnificance of ethnicity in both
social and economic srheres ¢ven in the modern urban centers in Africa like
Nairobi. Ethnicity did not rclt awav with urbanization and modernization as
had earlier been predicte” Indeed, it has re-emerged as urban ethnicity
which as we have aryued is 1ore vvident where scarcity of resources is
prevalent. This happens +- 7e¢ the case in Nairobi as well as in most other

cities in Africa and the r¢st of the third world.
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