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THE URBAN IMAGE -~ GTEREOTYPES
OF URBAN LIFE IN KENYA

By

Eleanor Wachtel

ABSTRACT

This paper argues the importance of the interplay of image and
saocial reality in urban development in Kenya. The main body of the paper
discusses one significant source of urban stereotypes ~— contemporary
Kenyan fiction and especially the Kenyan urban novel. It is suggested
that the use of this fictional material as sociological documents (and in
association with other sociological materials) is useful. Further, it is
hoped that the social scientist will be stimulated by rxposure to this
view of the city in fiction especially in terms of its convergence to and
distortions of the social data with which he works.
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INTRODUCTION ~ IMAGES AND URDAN DEVELOPWENT

Urbanization is more than a more opiphonomenon of ¢lobal political
and economic processes; nspecially in the notional and regional context,
urban centres develop a force of their own which reacts on the developmental
process and the genecral societal transfo. . $ion hich scoomponins it.  So
it is that planners in Kenya hzve come to realizo that the pace and the

pattern of urban growth are crucial aspects of national development.

Urban growth is renrrally modeled in terms of dominant economic
and locational factors (aqain as these mny be modified by political
decisions);' this is a very powerful but rother gross and quite limited
model in the sense that it is not well-articulated with any model of the
attendant social transformations. In discussing this latter problem one
soon finds that one element which constantly crops up is the subtle
interplay between image and reality, the effecct of perceptions and
misperceptions, of stereotypes on the direction of development (in the broad
sense) in Kenya. What part do images play in development? In terms of
urban growth ong Kenya one gzan discern images worlking on at least two
levels — the first is how the image of the perticular city affects it in
competition with other cities for new investment, the siting of important
headguarters, etc,; and the second, more general, is how the imane of the
city as opposed to the rural areas affects it in terms of attracting

migrants with certain charscteristics and glkills.

One can introduce the first level =t which image operates on
urban development by way of a gencral example. Nairobi attracts industry
and investment first and foremost because it offers relative advantages,
in the regional context, in terms of a number of concrete sconomic factors.
Investment decisions however are not made solely on the basis of rational
economic (or economico—political) calculations (and not only in situations
of perfect ﬁndifference') but for idiosyncratic reasons having to do with

perceptions of aspects of the guality of life which Nairobi ofFers.a S0, for

1. See A.N. Ligale, "The Scale and Pace of Urbarization in Kenya".
Paper presentated at the Commonwealth Association of Planners, African
Regional Conference, Nairobi, February, 1974, which enlarged on the presznta-—
tion of this in the new 1974-78 Development Plan.

2. See for example the extensive discussion on Employment, Incomes and
Eguality, International Labour Office, Geneva, 1972.

3. Economic theory tries to deal with this problem in terms of various
kinds of external economies for example. But though one can argue that the
nature of the urban population is important both in terms of the market it
forms and in terms of the kind of pool of skills and aptitudes it represents,
this is only a part of the somewhat difficult notion of a city's image or
'personality' as a factor in investment decisions.
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example, at the recent International Monetury Fund Meeting in Nairobi, the
activities involving a cleanup of the city, sugoested removal of 'unsightly!
tea stands, food kiosks,4 the sweep of the central city clearing out suspected
pick-pockets and con-artists, etec. were not only the city putting its best
foot forward for influential guests as any good host would do but also and
guite explicitly simple image—management5 designi<! to show that Nairobi is

a desirable world convention centre; interesting, safe, clean and efficient.
The impact of image in this sense is widely appreciated by politicians and
public alike and as noted, it is subject to very conscious attempts at

image management and control.

A second level at which image operates on urban growth is perhaps
less widely appreciated and epparently less amenazble to manipula‘tion.3 It
operates not only in competition among cities and towns but in terms of the
relative growth of the urban vs. the rural sector. This then is a general-
jzation of the first case. People decide to mimrate to the city (and to a
particular city) and to stay or not remain in the city not simply for
rational economic considerations but also bectuse of the guality of life they
see the city as offering. Aspects that are important to people in their
decision-making come to be embodied in populer stereotypes of the city. The
main body of this paper is a discussion of onc set of stereotypes of urban
life which we feel are of significance for the social scientist: the view
of the city portrayed in contemparary Kenyan fiction, and especially in the

new "urban novels".

4. See for example the editorial, "Putting on our best fac# in the Daily

Nation 14 September 1973 which began:
Time was when Nairobi had an enviable reputation for being colourful
and clean ... We were talked ahout =1l over the world ... but taoday
the 'City in the Sun' often has o tatty appearance ... Every here
and there are tea kiosks and mobile "eating houses" (the "Little
Hiltons" and the "Little Thorn Trees” as some wananchi call them)...
even quite close to the city centre.

5. See for example the article in ths Sunday Nation 2 September 1973
headed "Police to rid city of 'undesirables' For VIP meetings" which said in
part: "Commenting on recent police activities in Nairobi ... in which hundreds
of people have been put into the dragnest... the Senior Superintendent of Police
said ... the idea is to rid the city of vagrants and anyone wandering about
the city streets without being able to account for his presence there ... and
insure peaceful stay of the VIPs ....

8. Although some governments do try, for sxample Kenya with its "back

to the land"™ call and Tanzania have attempted to moderate urban growth by
public reaffirmation of the virtues of rural life. For one tack talken see

the article in the Daily Nation 1 January 1974 titled "Don't stay in town doing
nothing" and the intriguing proposal put forward in the letter toc the Sunday
Nation 25 November 1973 mistitled("only) old people should go back to the land™.
This writer argued: "My proposal is that when the old responsible people have’
made farming attractive and respectable, many young people will probably see
sense in it and follow suit. Also we shall avoid the risk of making Kenya
poorer while we await for the youth to change their attitudes.™
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SOURCE MATERIAL - THE KENYAN URBAN NOVEL

Fiction dealing with the urban situation does not have as long a
history in East as in West Africa; & not unnntural result of the lesser and
more recent urbanization of Fast Africa. Tn V¥nst Africe, Chinua Achobe, Vole
Soyinka, Kwei Armah, Cyprian Fkwensi, to nane only a fow, have writton

vividly about Iife in the city.

An author's first novel typically is autobioaraphical, written
out of the author's personal experience, and this usually means harkening
back to rural life (a nreat majority of prrosecnt-day adult urbanites grew up
in a village), describing and to some extent culorizing it; then depicting
the encounter and conflict between that lifestyle and the coming of church
and colonial administrator. So, for example, Achebe does this (in Things
Fall Apart and AEZEﬂ.Qf;QEg) and in Kenya, Nguril wa Thiong'o does this

River Between and A Grain of Wheat).

The urban novel reflects the recent rapid urbanization in the
country, especially the post-independence aspects. The Kenyan one is in

the brash hands of Charles Mangua (Son of Y%oman, 1971), who was guiclkly

imitated with varying success by George Kamau Marush (Never Forgive Father,

1972), Mike Mwaura (The Renegade, 1972), Mwangi Suheni (What a Life, 1972),
and partially by Mangua himself (A Tail in the tiouth, 19’72).8 This growing

body of literature forms the basic source material for our discussion of the
urban image. Before going on to extract the relevant material from this

body of fiction, we need to consider its sirnificance.
URBAN IMAGES -~ THE ROLE OF LITERATURE

Images of city life are created within Kenyan society by numerous
agencies. The most direct is by experience in urban areas. ‘hile. the number
of actusl urban dwellers is still small in Keny:«, a much larger proportion
of the population has in fact visited and spent time in town and city. A
larger proportion still heve gotten impressions of urban life from others
with whatever degree of urban experience they might have. Less direct still
but of great significance in image formation wure the media, printed and
electronic ~--all of which have an urban (although not necessarily pro--urban)

bias.

7. No Longer at Ease and A Man of the P.ople by Achebe; The Interpreters
by Soyinka; The Beautyful Ones are not yet Born by Armah; People of the City
by Ekwensi.

8. Leonard Kibera, Voices in theﬂQark»(lQ?D) is a slightly earlier
Kenyan novel set in the city. A difficult hool stylistiezlly, it is without
imitators. It will not be referred to here sprcifically, however the view
of city life presented in it does not diverge from that of the other fiction
from which material has been taken.
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What role haz rrinted fiction among these various image--creating
arencies? We ore not in a position to assess that nrecisely. The novel
reading nublic is a2 growing but still a small qroun.9 On this quantitative
basis it can he armued that the urban novel is not ¢ significont image--
propa;ratine arente  Againet that one must consider some nroints 'which
possibly arcue for the opposite vinw,

The first is that the novelists revrescent a particularly
articulate groun amonz those talking obout city 1life. Moreover writers
of fictinn are gererally less constrained in the kinds of material they
can handle and in the treatment they give it than are for examnle the
news media and radio upon which hoth public pressures nnd a certain
amount of self-censorship act. Authors then are in a paticularly good

position to act as critics and commentators of the nntidonal scene.

A second point to consider is thot while the novelist has a
relatively small audience it is an importont one. Within Kenya this
audience, which is a highly literate one, consists of a.group of people
that is most likely to come (or have come) and live in the towns and
cities. And insofar as education is correlated with prospeects of social
mobility, this groun (which we will see below is also the one these novels
are largely written about and aimed nt) may have an opinion~leading
function within the country out of proportion to its size. The other
part of the novelist's audience is external to Kenya. This group,
having few alternste sources of information,; to some. extent uses the
novelist as a best reference in impression formation. This can re.ct
back on the Kenyan situation in that the Kenyan elite is cuite sensitive
to the images and impressions of Kenya created abroad. = While we would
not like to nush this very indirect influence too far, it might be an
interestine sort of speculation given the increazing attention being paid
to African fiction in schools and universities esrvecially in the United

States.

9. Although if read and discussed over radio, novels reach a wider
audience as was the case for example with some of Vgugi's work. -

10. In this regnard it is much easier to find examples from the wider-
impact media. A recent example was the broadcast on the BBC done b
Lord Chalfont who was given a prohibited immigrant status because

the viewpoint expressed struck Kenyan officials as hoth distorted
and malicious.  His criticisms however did provoke a good deal of
discussion and debate here, forcing Kenyans to think through their
defence of the way they regord these points.

IDS/WP 172



Certainly the novelist secs his role an that of an image--maker
in more than the liternry sensc, Kenyan writcers tend to be golf-nonsicious
and cquite concerned about thoeir responsibilitics as impression--leclers
and critiecs both to Fenynns and their wider reodorehip. For ex.mile,
social irresponsibility, which, 2z we will argue mwor: fully bcelow, is
a major theme nnd poerhaps more than thet, o fundanental element of the
atmosphere of there urban novels, has resultoed in a nossible confusion
between the irreanonsibility of the ciiaraclers in the novel and that
of the nuthors themselves (who arc acouzed of cxploitation and scnsetional-
ism). This blur of the commitment of the rrot:-onist and his wuathor arises
in an 'editorial' (by "Iconoclastcs™) in the Janmuary 1972 issuc of Ghole:

Talking of commitment, there hos been a rother disturbing

trend in Dost Africn, with almost cvery writer trying to

write on the slums, the beggars, the rrostitutes, of our

citics. Some people even made specinl tripg to Mathore

Valley in order to get inspirction.ll
He is worried thet this is a literary fad and not « socinl concern. Echoing
a complaint articulated agninst Zola and other late 19th century naturnalists,
he is afraid thrt “our enemies, and those who do not understand us, are
likely to think thet we are celebrating the scomy side of life without
showing sufficient concern for the moral health of our countries.® (p.3)
The author and his churacters moy be Jdodging responsibhility, csught in

; 1
the hedonism and cerruption of the city. 2

11, Ghala A special literary issue of the East Africa Journal, vol.ix,

no. 1, January 1972,

12, It is interesting, as a counterroint %t~ the discussion of the urban
novel, to speculate why certain writers with the requisite experience
haven't turned to the urban situation for material. A prime. example,
NMgugi wa Thiong'o, one of thc most serious Kenyan writers in terms. of his
use of the novel to make important social statements, has not written

an urhan-centred novel or stories. He iz sgtronsly dommitted .to communal
action -~ it is his overriding purpose as is evidenced i1n his recently
published volume of essays, fomecoming. Hig literary criteria are hased
on the extent to which an author cendeavours to denl with communal
problems and politics in terms of the ‘creative strurglc of the masses',
Thus 8embene Ousinine's God's Bits or Wood ig elevated and Soyinka’s

The Interpretecrs cast in doubt. The first deals with the reising of
people's consciousness, the welding of their communal purpose in the

heat of a strike. Soyinka is a bit too artsy, intellectuzl, solutionless
(by these criteris).

I 3/WP 172



An intriguing notion which deserves come consideration is thit
fiction has a disproportionate impact on image-cre-tion compared with
most other inouts.l3 One can argue that people reading fiction are in
a particularly receptive frame of mind and thot » skilled writer can
personalize problems and embody them in imwres which are more vivid and
memorable than the run of everyday experience or the more mundane pre-
gentations of other medis and thus ere more likedy to become incornorated
into impressions. This argament is not without support but much of the
evidence is imrressionistic. However, we believe that the study of urban
stereotypes as portrayed in Kenyan fiction is significant irrespective
of whether or not writers are important in imnge--formation Per se either

absolutely or relative to the effect of other nedia.

We would arsue for the importance of fiction were it only a
valuable reflector of stereotyoes. That is, it is clear that the
relative popularity of urban fiction shows it strikes a responsive
chord in its audience. The fiction is in some measure at least
mirroring some commonly-held perceptions of the evolving urban society
and dealing with felt tensions and problems. DIiven if Kenyan writers
then cannot be proven to be opinion-leaders, they do serve an important
role in reflecting certain views and in confirming people in their

opinions.

(ur aim here is to extract from contemporary Kenyan writing some
major themes concerning urban life. That is,; we sre using the material
as social documents. The literary images and stereotypes drawn from
this fiction will be counterpointed with views of the urban social
reality ('fact') as described say in letters to the editor or in academic

research,

MAJOR THEMES -~ SOCI/L IRRESPONSIBILITY AND ANQNMIE
15

"Town life is good. Wobody cares about what everybody else does.™

13, This szme sort of argument has heen applied to the impact of film
but in the Kenyan case the influence of this latter is complex and
doesn't form a useful parallel here in that there is no local film
industry.

14. This is of course hardly a new approach; it has heen fruitfully
employed in many branches of the social sciences ond in historical
discussion. We believe, however, that its potential here in Xenya
has not heen exploited sufficiently.

15. C.Mangua, 4 Tail in the Mouth. Fast Africen Publishing Iouse,
Modern Africen Library No. 23, Nairobi, 1972. All Ffurther references
are from this edition. (p. 260)

IDS/WP 172
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Prolesror B.i. Orot, in his Keynote /ddrasss bo the "Colloquium on
Blick Acsthotics”16 delineated four mojor themes which emorese from African
literatlure of the last ten vears: 1) the disintegration of villare 1ife
due to the arrival of the Furopeons; 2) the torment of the 'been--to's
3) t"e influcnce of the missionarien; and 4) life in the modern African
city. All four themos howye appeared in Kenyan writing as well. With
respect to the last of these, Professor Ognt churicterizes the depiction

of city 1life ag bheing Pexciting, irrcsronsible nd immoral.™ (p. 20
« £ ]

It ig this socinl irresponsibility and concomitont immorality
which is a major thoeme —-— porhaps the defiaitive characteristic -— of the
Kenyan urban novel. 8o striking is the guestion of responsibility that
it pops un in one form or another in virtunlly every discussion of
contemnorary writing. In another paper nroescenlted 2t the same conference,
Professor David Dorsey writes that “the most saliddf " fe.ture of Bast
African literature . . o 1s its commitment to eommunal socinl values.™
This was in 1971 when the urban novel had just brrely reared its seductive
head in Mansua's first book. Dorsey gozs on to sy “Son of Woman is unigue
in my reading.” (p.12) That is, Son of Women, the prototype for the
Kenyan urban novel, deviates from, is in fact dinmetric to this commit-
ment to the valucs of the community. It brealks aw:ry from its rurnl-

based brothers nnd refledts the individunlism of urban anomie.

The immorality of the city, its attractiveness as a menns to
evade socinl, especinlly family oblig-tions is at the core of city life

as seen in fiction. Still, escape into the anonymitv of the city turns

out not to he that simple, as contradictions zmerce. In The Renernde, for
example, Kujuga the 'hero' consciously rejects his family as he bccomes

a committed urhanite., He neglects to senl money home, refrains from
vigits, shirks his duty to his father and siblings, as he actively throws
himself into the city whirl of bhars and girls. “None of them (he.and

his three friends) ever thought of going home. The town was their home
and in the town they would live.. There w:s .no use Visiting the dry

27

countryside and have one's clean shirt soiled by dust.® The absense

16. Part of the Pestival of.Tast African Writinz, held at Iairobi
University in June 1971.: Published in P. Zirimu &% A. Gurr, eds.,
Black Aesthetics, Bret African Liternture Puvesu, Mairobi, 1973.

17. M. Mwaura, The Renesade. Iast Africa Liternture Burcauw, Wairobi,
1972. All further references are from this edition. (p. 73)
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of communal help is amply illustrated when Kujue moes from 'friend'to
tfricend! in search of money and 21 place to stay when he is down-and~oute
A fuarther test of traditionnl ties of siven when upon arrivine in the
city (Thika) he goecs first to his uncle for suprort. 'This is net a
contradiction; rather o lesson or initiation in the urbrn why of life.
For his unclec throws him out. Uncle complnins thrt country relatives
come to town and exrcct assistance and meoneYjijwell, things cost more

in the city. And he uscs this fact to rclease himself of all obliration.

The loss of community in the city is underlined by a tendency
of these urbanites to reflectnostalgically onthe villare or rural life of
their youth. None of these urban novels is without its flashbaék to the
village and family life, a cquality of living the characters don't find

in the city.

In Never Fergive Father, despite the fact that he had an unhappy

home lifc (as sugmestcd by the title), Kariuki romanticizes his childhood
relation with Njoki back in the village: they looked after sheep and
goats together, and 50 on. Now she is a painted prostitute in Nairobi.l
In What a Life, Willic Wamae, our narrator, looks at his children and
thinks they "will miss a lot of things in life th t I enjoyed as a young
boy."zO He cntnlogues the boyhood games, the coantact with nature, the
friendships, the cossiping, and, moreover, the community: "Our noorer
neighbours came to our house to beg for food. Mother used to give them
boiled potatoes or hanlf a cob of maize. This they would take home to

distribute to the others.” (p. 38)

To compensnate for these deficiencies in the city, Wamae sends
his children home to his parents for holidays, to rough it, but he

realizes (sadly) that as city fodk they will be different.

The flashbacks to youth, education; and Mau Mau of What a Life

are even more extended in A Tail in the Mouth where these form the

18, This tensicn between family tics and individual social mobility

in the town is discussed in numerous studics of the city. One parti-
cularly interesting treatment of this in the Kenyan context, both
urban and rurzl, is found in P. Marris & A. Somerset, African Business~
men: A Study of Entrepreneurship and Development in Kenya. Nairobi,

1971.

19, This is a good example if the change in role of the woman as
portrayed in the city versus the country. It forms perhaps the second
definitive feature (after social irresponsibility) of the urban novel,

20. M. Ruheni, What a Life! Longman Kenya Ltd., Nairobi, 1972. A4ll
further references are from this edition. (p. 23)
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bulk of the book. [ilc Dodirey, in Son of Woman, Somson starts off as

a sophistiacated frac-wheelinges urbanite but then [ ls in his prst with
lengthy narrations of bis youth, cduention, cncomnbers with the Church
and Mau Mau. In this gense it Gy not an vrban novel at al1le  Dut the
bread of the sandwich —— if not the £illing --~ is very mmuch urban and
a significant evaluttion of 1ife in the city. Samson movess from the

Dodge—chirocter {(alno Kujuga in The ﬂcnewﬂde) as thie committed urbanites

I made up my mind 2 lomr time avo that I'd quit the country
for the town and T ain't moinz bhoick on that dedisions I'm
stnying risht herc in Nairobi and T don't carce how broke
I rete (pe 256)
through the resigned urbanite (Wamac in Whiot o Lile) to o complete
rejection of the city:

I am 212d to leave it (the city) behind. I make

a mental cnleculntion that if ever, by somc flook
chancey; I find myself in this blinking city again,
I'11l set it on fire. T am for the lond, fresh air,
green gvass and the open fields. (p. 237)

Samson's rcjection of tho city is due rourhly to the same kinds of
things that produced nostalgia in those clhierazcters commitited to the city.
The seccumity and loyalty of friznds at -'home' (now or in the past) is
contrasted with the competitive drive for jobs, money and women which
characterizes life in the city, whot Samson agrees is a 'dog's life!,
but which is glamorized in slick, ambibalent storics in Joe magazine,
and even in the Swahili monthly Nyota.

These competitive elements of city life, which break down the
sense of community, are money, its pursuit throuzh a job (leading to
problems of promotion and stotus), and its loss throush drink, women,

violence and cAarse.

MONEY-MAKING AND TA%L COMPETITIVE LIID

It is widely accepted that the prime motive for migrating to
the city is dissatisfaction with the rural-urban wage disparities and

. s 21 o
comparative employment opportunities._ The lure of urban opportunitics

attracts mony kinds, but the educited man especially will consider
himself constrained -and limited up-country and will view the "action™

as taking place in Wairobi.. The protagonists of the books under study

2l. See M.P. Todaro, A lModel of Labour-Migratiomand Urban Unemployment
in Less Develored Countries™ in the American Zconomic Review, LIX,

March 1969, and H. Rempel & M.P.Todaro, "Rural to Urban Labour

Migration in Kenya™ in S.H. Ominde & C.llo Ejogu, eds., Population

Growth and Economic Development in Africa. Nairvobi, 1972.

IDS/WP. 172
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arce all young, male, and well-educatcd (minimum lorm IV). This group,
though not a large one, is a sociologically crucinl onc. Rempel's analysis
of factors associated with pural-urban miegration in Keanya isolates male,

young, educated as the threc primary variables.

These young men arc pictured as ambitious, nuch concerned with
promotion (at which point therc is. usually a fluropean figuring in the
background), with the status their job confers and the concomitant
threats from competitive co-workers. Compctition is more severe in the
"70s than it was in the carly post-Indepcendcence days for an educated mane
For example, studies such as thc Tracer Projcct at the University of
Nairobi show an increase between 1965 and 1969 from 2% to 16% of Form IV
leavers unemploycd one year after leaving school, And the situation
is considered to have deteriorated in the carly T0s. This plight is

illustrated in The Renegade where Kujuga walks the strcets of Thika, looking

for a job, is abused by employers, and wonders why "people in positions

of responsibility likced mistreating school leavers.” (pe 24) 1In August
1973 a small debate appearcd in the daily newspapers concerning -the return
to Kenya of students trained abroad. Weighing the attractions overseas

as against the dutics and responsibilities towards home, one 'returncd'
student outlined the reception he met:

You proudly present yourself and your academic

papers to several personnel officers —- your countryzmncn!
£nd what do they instil into your raw mind, as if alk
discussed your case beforchand: "Well;, I see you have
extensive academic gqualifications! But I must remind you-——
gone are the days when one's competcnca depended upon the
string of gualifications after his name'! Things have
changed, my friend!" My friend? Is this a quarrel? and he
concludes, as he hands back to you your papers: "I've
taken note of this. We'll notify you accordingly when a
vacancy arises," .

That tuens you cold! ~

But despite the shrinking job market, the city is till the place where

money is to be made. Wamae, in What a Lifc, explores the "eternal

22, H. Rempel, "Urban In-Migration and Urban Unemployment in Kenya'.
Paper presented to the Interdisciplinary Urban Seminar, Nairobi, and
distributed through I.D.S., Feb. 1974 (It is cf course to be noted

that this focus on the educated young man reflects both the audience the
novel%st is writing for and the group most urban novelists are associated

23. As reported in Sessional Paper on Employment No. 10 of 1973,
Republic of Xenya, May 1973.

24. Sunday Nation, Letters to the Zditor, 26 Augist 1973.
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science of Grabiology™ where MDs open “.penicillin barsy; professors loaf,
mechanics, school-uniform makers, supermarkets and barmen juggle prices
and exploit and cheat people outright. It is hard in fiction to find
situations as outrnsceous as thosce which appear in letters to the cditor.

Two example should sufficce.

I write to draw public attention to zome private doctors who
scem to be sheep among sheep but are rceally hyenas. They

say they are discasa fighters yet I say they rob citizens

e o o o After two injections and nome tablets I started for
the door. Then he called te mee When I looked back he was
holding his hands out for me . . - « Yes; he wanted morc money
for treatment . « o o The government should investigatce This
is robbery without violence, fellow citizens,

and
Saturday, June 30, proved morc than a solar cclipse to me « . &

After returning to our home at 8 p.m. we found our landlady
waiting for us, demanding the rent. The moment she spoke to
us I knew something was wrong. /Aftor remitting the house rent
to her she refused it;saying that Kenya had gone metricy with
the price of everything going up. As a result, our rent had
becn raiscd from 200/: per month to 320/=°

When we tricd to complain about this she turned furious and
threw our money at us. She went to a neurby shop and dialled
999, By this time Iwas aslecep and my cousin was nursing his
young baby boy when somecone awakened mc shouting in Kiswahili:
Amka Tuende., When I .asked what the matter was the answer

was ‘a heavy slap on my forehcad and a sharp kick on my rear
which still hurts. . .

e o o The following day our landlady hired some thugs to force
us our of thc house » « o« I was forced to sign a note saying that
I would without fail leave the housc...

Can any good mwananchi be kind enough to offer me a housc
before I am skinned alivce in this evil ploté,

To a man with enterprise,; the "options” for moncy-making are
great indeed. Wamoc, quite nobly, considers hinself above or removad
from these schemes (even while speculating about them, he is more the
brains-man than the perpetrator).

The respcctable road to advancement and success is deemed to be

via a white--collar job.27 Although Samson (in A Tail in the Mouth) is a

25. Daily Nation, Letters to the Tditor, 19 Septcmber 1973.
26, Daily Nation, Letter to the BEditor, 21 July, 1973.

27. The prestige of the white collar job especially in the governmental
bureaucracy is an important theme of .the sociological literature on inde-
pendent Africa. The perpetuation of this bias in the face of constricting
opportunities has been tied to the educational system which has a
gnenerally academic, i.e.; non-technical; urban white cecllar orientation.
Two papers on the Kenyan case which are interesting in looking at the
tensions which might eventually erode this bias arec:

J.L. Mook, "Pragmatism and the Primary School: the case of a non-rural
village™, I.D.3. Disc. Paper 135, March 1972, and FE. M. Godfrey & G.C.M.
Mutiso, "The Political Fconomy of Self-Help: Kenya's Harambee Institutes

of Technology™, I.D.S. W.P. 107, June, 1973, -
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toxi dATlver, he is ashamed of this and plon to auil when he marrvics
Faithe Playboy heroces of storics in Joo magowine —ro picburced in presbio

offices, surrounded by wzcerctirics, telephonor, ond sycophuntic amilsyccs,’

URBAN TENSIOND AN THAPTATIONS — DRTMK, WOMSN, VIOLENCE AN 'PHH CAR

The mcans of losins mon:y once ncquiraed featnre ns o moro
porular and well-documenhacd iubject than cven its gain.  And the ecity
ficures as o still morce offectivze centre for cmphying one's pockets

than filling thoeme It is a place where one ism cnsnorced by toemptations,

7}

where reason is clouddd ~nd the senses take over. hamne's mother (in

Whot a Life) used to tell him storics, by the fireside, of people living
in towns. Her tersc summary: “somc of them drink chong'aa and go mid.
Others smoke bhong and their brains go soft. Still othors go with
prostitutes and their min smaIf children, unable to judge nimple
things or react corrcctly to ordinary situations.” (p. 120) (This latter
is whnt happens in ‘these books: it is a plot outlino.)

Drink is scen ag the major source of the river to ruin. In
fact this is bardly an cxrclugiv.ly urban phenomenon. As has becn
pointed out in sovoral far-rcoching papers by Dr. Gachuhi, the bar is

29

the centre of life in thoe rural 2s well as urban araas. He traces this
to a prevailing nationnl boredom, a lack of altern:te reckeational opportunites,
and the mere fact thnt the bar is the only thing oven at night in the

country, the only placc to socinlizc,

This picturc is underlined in The Renegnde. "The bar was the

one and only hub of life as far as most mcn in Gitombo vidlage were
concerned. In fact; fthe classification of mcen in thic village was done

on the basis of ~ttcndance -t the bars.” (p.5) These who never went

were rezarded as offeminatonon-resulars werc called Thycnns™y and so ona

A man's status,; and morcover his manliness is directly corrcelated with

his consumption of beer —— in the village o8 well 23 in-the city. Kariuki

(in Wever Forgive Father) is teased as being hen—pecked hecouse he went

straight home after work instead of going to o bor, He “libecrates®
himself by incre=sinszly frequenting a bar, comins homc later and later

or not at all.

28.This same imagery can be seen in highly concentrated form in' the

filmed cinems ads for some popular cigarcette broals for cxample, wherein
all the status accoutirements of a successful middle class businessman

are juxtaposed in 2 one minuts sequenca.

29. This pattern in delineated in J.M. Jachuni, “Anatomy of
prostitutés.and Prostitution in Kenya' I.D.S. TP No. 113, July 1973,
and "Venercal Discase and Society™ I.D.S. Discussion Faper No. 178,
September 1973, among othors.
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Yot drinking and bg e more vividly ssnocinted with Lhe
sing of the city. This ig verhopa beenwsc of bhe mallbiplicity of bhars
available and 1o becwse of all thot moncey Flosting turoush the citye.

My Dcar Bottle, am its title raegests, is. devoicd to the prolilems of

drink., A lony, pros.ic poem by Ceorge Mailli, it deals with his job in
a garar-c, his eirlfricnds, and hiz drinking to forget that he is unsuccesn—
fula

Wamae (in What a Liﬂg) is fully nwarc of the destructive cffccets
of drink, yet it forms nninesrnl part of his lifc. Looking nround a
crowded post--paydiny bar, he spcculntes "You would not have imagined thot
they came here to relicve themsclves of their money in exchange for
headaches and hangovors.”™ (p. 10) At the @rune time he sings the proaiscs
of drink: YA beer or itwo brings nbout o sort of mcllow peace in the mind.
One just wants to look and listen. T think after two bcers one should go
home. PBut not todry. Therc is moncey and the bar is full of »cople.
What would ~ msn co home to do at this time? Cook for his wife?" (p.13)
Here is another instancc of the ecquation between drink and manlinesrs.
Further a man's status and postition in life is related to the kind of
drink he chooses. Wamae starts off praising becr, and condemns hard
drinks, "gin is made by the keroscne people® (p. 13). After returning
from a course in U.K., now promoted and = big m-n, he states "My mind
was becoming more and more clcar with more gin. That in why I lilce
Beefeater.” (p.91) Tarlier he had scaffed at pcople who could distinguish
between brands of hard liquor. Then when he finds himself rczlly drunk,

he curscs gin and wishces he had stayed on beer.

Drink is bound up with the other means of losing money in the
city, through women, violencc¢ n~nd csrs. Women in particular are associ-ted
with and blamed for drunkeness and its concomitant losses. The bar is
the mnin venue for meeting women. Both Kariuki and Wamne meet former
girlfriends—cum—prostitutes at a bar. And in fact as. in fiction, there

. L . . 31
is a good deal of writing about women one finds in bares,

30, This is not unusual. In North America:. the college student and
worker' drink beer: the businaessman graduntes to scotch and martinise.

3l. One analysis of the hicrarchy of bars =and night. clubs and
associnted types of girls is to be found in W.K. Rutasitara, Mombasa
Bar Girls: A Study of Trostitution and Vensreal Diseasc in a Kenya
Seaport. Diplema thesis-in public health, Makerere University, March,
197Q° : B - t [ . .
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Women are held responsible for the consequences of drunkenest,
if not the drunkecness itsclf, YYeu gave me too much to drink. Ad:, my
life is in a mess.”  (p. 108 What a Lifc) Uamae manazes to straighten

himself out; Kariuki (Never Forrive Pather) is less lucky: his drinking—

and —woman (Njoki) leads to his literal destruction. Women are damned

%hroughoutthey sre blood-suckers (A Tail in the Mouth); the first girl

¥ujuga dances with stecals his 200/— (The Renegade). The urban woman

personifies the evils of the city: superficiality, western, scductixc,
corrumpting - 2 test of virility; ultimately a draining of energy.
Woman embodies the contrast of rural and urban life, tradition and moder:™

nity (see Song of Lawino), good and evil.

I am not like the woman of town

The woman of emancipation; e« o «

I am not the woman of town love

Who celebrates the latest abortion, with the
Alcohol of machines from Chemists,

On the laps of the abortion's father!

— QOkello Oculi: Orphan

All city women are without virtuc.e No distinction is made
between a prostitute (a"good-time™ girl) and any other woman who happens
to live in the city. This view is very lop-sided, a fact which has becn
commented on in the sociological literatures by several social researchers
and by a small number of city women speaking through the letters to the
editors columns, but thesc latter have becn drowned in waves of letters

33

expressing the 'wicked city—woman'® point of view.

An instance of this blue is pointed out in a short story in
Joe magazine. Two fricnds, John and James, scc an attractive woman whom
they recognize as a former fellow sccondary schoolmate. Without speaking
to her they comment on her good looks, concluding "What do you expect
from her type? . . . No husband; no children; no responsibilities, All
they do is powder their noses. They speculate on- their chances with
her: "What's the worry? She is on the common stock market. We can both
have a go. Anyone can have a £o."V (p.l9) Upon meeting her at a party,
they are shocked to discover that she is-respectably married, with

children. It is no coincidencc that this story wac.written by a woman.

32. BSee for example, J.M. Gachuhi, op. cit. July 1973.

33. One of the best discussions of this is to be found in A. Wipper,
"African Women, Fashion and Scapegoating® in Canadian Journal of
African Studirs, VI, No. 2, 1972.

34, Miriam Were; "For Old Times' Sake!™ Joe Magazine, :ct. 1973,
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In most instances the city woman is not redecmed, the assumptions are

not challcn,«_’;ed.35

An essay by a secondary school studcnt36 as to how he spent
his Christmas holiday this year told of his trip to Nairobi to visit
his brother. At his arrival at the railroad station in Mairobi he was
robbed of his suitcasce and all his belongings. He concluded that he
didn't have an enjoyable time becausce his prescnts were stolen, as was

his blanket.

This is thce classic paradigm of the wicked city: the country
lad goes to town and meets with violence. UWor is the townsman himself
safe. Letters to the editors of ncwspapcers complain of urban insecurity:
"We in Thika live in fear of our lives"” is the title of cnc such. It
continues:

The work starts at nine o'clock at night. One is

likely to see a groupr of peonle resting on the rocks

at night. It baffles everyone, leaving you with only
one thought in mind, and the obvious one —- robbers.

Recently I was held up at knifepoint by these vagabonds

at around 10.30 p.m. .They ruled that unless I give

them cash, they would knife me. I tried to plead that

I had nothing, but to no avail. I was compellgd to give

away the 20 I had to secure my life.>!

A regular feature in Joe magazine is the cne-page pictorial
"Gitau E. On Qijy Life.”™ This portrayal of city life is one of
unrelieved corruption and violence, with titles like ™ pickpockets New
Trick", "Crooks from Shantyvillage’, (about a farm worker in the city
who is lured to a shanty bar, given buzaa, accused of rape, and finally
beaten and robbed — which is fast work for a 7 - frame comic), "The
Night Spot Whore®, "Sweet Nothings Corner®, and so on. The usual pattern
is the naive man token for a ride by a craven woman with a few male
accomplices.,

There is the violence of crime, violence of bars and drunkenes
all part of the danger and excitcment as well as the sordidness of the

cit
eity. A major symbol of this ambivalent glamour of the/iéythe automobile

35. The depiction of women in Kenyan literature”will be enlarged
upon in a forthcoming paper.

36. Collected from student essays, Menengai Hig&h School, Nekuru.

37. Yaily Wation Letter to the Editoer, 22 November 1973.

38. One recent robbery which caught the imagination of Kenyans
involved robbers "dressed like gentlemen” who used an appropriately
fancy car as the gataway vehicle.
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both a powerful cxtension of the ego and an instrument often of accidental

and somotimes self-inflicted violence.

Pollowing an cmotional argument with his girlfricnd, Samson
Moira (in A Tail in the Mouth) gets into his car and smoshes into a truck
at 60 mep.he, 'totling' his Ford Zuphyr taxi. Tle survives, but later
his girlfriend, Faith, is run over and killed by a bus. Samson rcsolves
never to ride a bus again, but after losing his Faith (and his faith?) he
sinks into degradation, contemplates robbery, and ultimatcly rcjects the

city (as referrcd to above).

In Never I'orgive Father Kariuki and his wife have separate

cars, indicative of their mutual isolation. Hers is a small beat-up

car and his is a big, conspicuous one that is left parked in front of

the bar he frequents. His 'mistress'; Njoki, trics to cnsnare him at

one of their early meetings by hiding his car keys, immobilizing him,
controlling the key to his ~(identity?)car. In the end, Kariuki crashcs
his car and kills himsclf, after stabbing his wife and her uncle (in a

rather easy resolution of the book's plot).

Less tragically, Willic Wamae (What a Life) merely crashes
his car and lands in jail. But it follows the sequence outlined above:
he goes to bar; stays with girlfriend-prostitute, she "makcs® him drunk,
he gets into his car and goes off the road, into an electric pole. As o
result he almost loses his job and certainly a promotion. Further, apart
from the large fine, the penalty (which. he finds himself unable to obey
so dependent is he on his car) is the suspension of his driver's license

for one year.

Despite all thesec accidents and violent death39 (and most
people in Kenya can tcll you of someone they kxnew personally who was
injured if not killed in a car accident), the car rcmains a symbol of
affluence, westernization, power, independence (the "frecdom machine®),

40

of having arrived. These fantasies identified with the car are
illustrated in a short story in Joe magazine. An executive asks his

clerk to park his Mercedes for him. The young clerk ‘gocts behind the

39, Aside from the usual road accident bulletins which are a featurec

on radio stations everywhere, the V.0.K. has police notices occasionally,
especially from the Nairobi police,; asking for anyonc who can identify
the body of someone wearing such and such struck down on the cit

streets, o

40. A whole elite class was styled the Wa-Benzi, after this make of
prestige automobile,
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in the Kipcnda Roho Bar and Restaurnnt (Kariuki's hangout in Never

Forgive Father)e The connection between women and bars is built into

the architecturc. Here also there is the question of the glass door,.
The Kipenda now hes an askari at the cntrance to see that no one breaks
the door again and to screcn the clientelce. The proliferation of bars
and the variety of types is an indication of opportunity, choice provided
by the city, but also, bcehind its gluss doors, visibly revealing the

conspicunus consumption of others, available perhaps only to others.

Therc arc similar contrasts in torms of housing. Kariuki
lives in "Whitchousc residentizl cstate®™, a high status, snobbish, cold,
boring ptace. His friend Mwansi lives in a slum arcrn, in a housc with
no furniturc. He says it is temporary (his wite is back in the rural

area), but he has already lived in this cordition for 2-3 ycars.

These places are symbols but complex ones, not dircct but
ambiguous. 'Slums' may have life but thoy arc wretched too; inter--
national hotels may be posh and glamorous but they are also cold and
artificial. TFancy clubs may be an excrcise in role--playing but they

are not unenjoyable.

On the whole, however, one is struck by the reclatively small
number of types of locales that are commonly described: some street life,
the office perhaps, some housing estates, hotcls and bars, and maybe
the police station; not a rounded picture of the cityscape but rather a
focused one, arenas of conflict and conquest, of stotus display, of

public pleasurcs and private vices.

CONCLUSION

The picture of urban life that has emerged from recent Kenyan
fiction is of interest to thce social scierntist in terms of its focus on
certain tensions in the social fabric of the nation. As in many respccts the
the city represents the leading edge of social chenge, as the city is,
by its nature, open tc a greater diversity of 1lifc styles and tolerant
of a wider range of norms — 1t is the most dramotic and extreme,
the most effective setting for any discussion cf the direetions and
impact of these changes. The tension between social responsibility
(and the values of community in all their expressions) and individualism
(with the ramifications that come of limited opportunity and cruel
competiti on) is the core of the urban novel today. The novelist
personaliges this tension. His writing contributes to the definition
of social reality. And since it is that social reality that the social
scientist tries in his own way to grasp, it is useful for him to consider

the fictional city and its fictional society by way of getting at the

real onec. IDS/WP 172
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