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Abstract

The cultural expressions of young women, immersed in the process of developing an adult 
identity and sexuality, are the focus of this study. The setting is Lamu Town, a multiethnic but 
predominantly Muslim community on the Kenyan ‘Swahili’ coast.

Field work, with participant observation as the principal method, was conducted during 
several periods in the 1980s.

The study explores the consequences of globalization and the transnational flow of ideas 
enhanced by mass media, tourism and secular education. In Lamu the influence of national 
rhetorics, Islamic fundamentalism and Indian and American popular culture, is considerable 
today. Consequently young people live in a world which feeds them with contradictory ideas 
about morality, ‘development’ and solidarity. Gender and intergenerational relations, lifestyles 
and aspirations are being remoulded .

The aim is to throw light on the manner in which young women actively generate new 
meanings and pleasures out of the ‘modem’ and ‘traditional’ cultural repertoires, modifying and 
adjusting the content of the latter to suit their own needs. Central to female culture in Lamu, as 
in many other parts of the world, is the indulgence in romantic melodrama, fashion style and 
dance. Conventionally regarded as trivial escapism, the alternative argument posited in this 
study is that these phenomena are an important source of female pleasure and provide avenues 
for repressed energies, allowing temporary escape from everyday toil and male dominance, 
triggering fantasies and visions of alternatives. They offer the young Lamu women self-esteem 
and empower them to promote their own interests in their everyday lives.
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Prologue

Today we talk increasingly of globalization and declare that the world 
is growing smaller. Communication technology is credited with a major 
part in the creation of a global consciousness. What does this mean to peo
ple who live in the various comers of the world? The aim of this book is to 
contribute to our understanding of this process of social transition from the 
perspective of urban youth - with a specific focus on young women in 
Lamu Town. Here, gender and intergenerational relations, lifestyles and 
aspirations have been remoulded during the last few decades. The cultural 
expressions of young people, immersed in the process of developing an 
adult identity, reveal new preoccupations with modernity, morality, choice, 
romance, and style. Analysing the influence of the mass media, education, 
tourism and other agents of change is the key to our understanding of this 
process. Disco rhythms, T-shirts, digital-watches and video viewing have 
become part of the everyday reality of young people here. The manner in 
which they play active roles and generate meanings and pleasures out of 
this ‘new’ but also more traditional cultural repertoire modifying and ad
justing the content to suit their needs will be accentuated in this study.

Central to the contemporary female youth culture in Lamu, as in many 
other parts of the world, is the indulgence in romantic melodrama, fashion 
and dance. Conventionally regarded as trivial escapism and evidence of 
women’s inferior morality, these phenomena are an important source of 
female pleasure and provide avenues for repressed energies, allowing tem
porary escape from everyday toil and male dominance, triggering, fanta
sies and visions of alternatives. For young Lamu women they create self
esteem and empower them to the extent that they feel better about promot
ing their own interests in their everyday lives.

But who are these young women ? What are their experiences, aspi
ration and dilemmas? What are they doing with their lives ?

This study will attempt to answer these question and throw light on 
the practices by which young women enlarge their space for action and 
experiment with elements of ‘style’ to express changing modes of femi
ninity, modernity, ethnicity and religiosity.

The notion of seeing or ‘looking’ is of great importance for an under
standing of the female youth culture that has evolved in Lamu. This is 
particularly so with regard to the use and meaning of veils and videos, 
which figure so centrally in this culture. To ‘look’ or to ‘watch’ involves



many things: questions like who is looking, what is seen, and who is not 
allowed to look are of relevance in most contexts. To be seen is to be ac
knowledged and seeing is an important source of knowledge. What we see, 
we judge. ‘Looking’ can also entail the exercise of power. Ideas about vis
ibility; about revealing and concealing are central to local practices of 
gendered body display, but also to behaviour that belongs to the realm of 
the ‘secret’ and has significance for notions of respectability. It is impor
tant in the creation of ‘self’ and social relations. Today the ‘female eye’ has 
been liberated to some extent in Lamu. It has become a ‘seeing eye’ open to 
the world as women appropriate the gaze of the public for their own pleas
ure. Many implication of the gaze, some of which are considered disturb
ing by Lamu people, will be explored in the course of this book.

Studies of contemporary youth cultures and their engagement with 
media have so far not been undertaken in the southern part of the globe. 
The ethnography presented here aims to contribute to filling this gap in 
knowledge.

The material for this study has been gathered in Lamu Town, Kenya 
during different periods of the 1980s and 1990s.







Inquiring Gaze

It is just before noon and the sun stands at its zenith as Bind, 
Mariam and I make our way through the old quarters of the town of 
Lamu, along narrow streets framed by high coral walls hiding two- 
storey houses. We are on our way to the Zinj, Lamu’s only indoor 
cinema. We pass several of the town’s mosques and the main street. 
Here local people and the occasional tourist go about their errands, 
darting in and out of shops. Young men hang around the shop 
entrances listening to the pop music pouring out. As we move along 
we hear Indian film music, local tarabu , as well as breakdance and 
Michael Jackson. In the marketplace in front of the town Fort the 
walls are plastered with posters announcing the current shows at 
the cinemas together with pictures of Ayatollah Khomeini and 
advertisements for cigarettes and Kodak film. Some shop-keepers 
have started to close their doors. It is time for the midday meal and 
siesta. However, at the entrance to the Zinj there is commotion, 
with women and children lining up for tickets in front of the ticket 
booth. Today is Wednesday, and therefore a ‘Ladies’ Show’; men 
are not allowed in. As the crowd pushes to get into the hall, the 
doorman struggles to catch those who are trying to sneak in free of 
charge.

Once inside, the women let their bui-bui slip down to their 
waists.1 Most seats are already occupied, the ‘Ladies’ show’ is 
extremely popular. We start looking for seats that are not too bro
ken. The more well-to-do sit at the back of the hall in the best and 
most expensive seats. Others have spent their last shilling in order 
not to miss the show; a few have brought their infant babies to 
nurse. A big group of children sit on the floor next to the screen. 
There is no adult rating on the Hindi film to be shown. The ambi
ence is noisy and full of expectation. The women move back and 
forth to chat with friends. Some smoke cigarettes and chew gum as 
they wait impatiently for the show to begin. The midday heat seeps 
through the walls of the spacious hall and already feels unbearable. 
Most of the ceiling fans are broken. Some women cool themselves 
with palm-frond fans. The smell of sweat mingled with that of 
perfume pierces our nostrils.

Finally, the lights dim, everyone cheers. The show begins



with the national anthem as the Kenyan flag is seen flapping in the 
wind. Everyone rises to show their respect. As soon as the film 
starts a chatter of comments is heard. It is a Hindi romantic melo
drama with a villain, intrigues and a love story. Although the film is 
in Hindi and has no subtitles the action is not difficult to follow.
The film imagery is clear, the dialogue simple. The actors make 
great use of eyes and gestures. A group of women ululate at a 
romantic love scene and shout loudly and jokingly in support of the 
hero when he is involved in a fight. They make the rest of the 
audience roar with laughter. Some sit bewitched, staring in wonder 
at the images that roll before their eyes, the screen a window on 
excitement and surprise. The film is a ‘repeat’ and many have seen 
it before. Familiar with the song lyrics, they hum along in the song 
and dance scenes.

At the interval women, dripping wet with their veil cloaks 
still draped around their bodies, stumble out to catch a breath of 
fresh air through the big side doors which open on to an alley.
Those who can afford it cool themselves with softdrinks bought 
from the cinema kiosk. We mn into some acquaintances. After 
slang greetings, *FitiT  (‘cool’) everybody chats enthusiastically 
about the film. Mariam admires the heroine but is angry with the 
father-in-law, and says she dreads seeing the tragic incident which 
we know will follow in the final part of the film. However, after a 
short pause we return to our seats full of anticipation. Soon we are 
again embraced by the darkness of the hall and the flickering 
images on the screen....

Ways of Seeing Young Women:
Media, ‘Development’, Sex and Style

The setting for this study is Lamu, a town of approximately twelve 
thousand inhabitants, situated on an island in the archipelago of the same 
name, on the northern coast of Kenya.2 This is part of Swahili coastal 
society. Most people here are of mixed Afro-Arab descent and are pre
dominantly Muslim. They live in a complex, urban society, where power, 
wealth, prestige and ideas are unevenly distributed along lines of kinship, 
age, sex and ethnic origin, as well as, increasingly, education and occupa
tion. Once Lamu was a flourishing strategic centre in the Indian Ocean



trading network. But since the British colonial era around the turn of the 
century, the town has suffered from economic stagnation. Since Kenya be
came independent in 1963, the people of Lamu have been part of that state 
and its nation-building project, including its efforts at ‘development’ and 
‘modernization’. More recently the transnational surge of Islamic revival
ism has been felt. Today the influx of cultural messages from different parts 
of the globe is a significant fact. Although foreign ideas have been seeping 
into East African coastal towns for centuries, they used to do so on a smaller 
scale and by more modest means. With the increasing inflow of migrants, 
foreign tourists and consumer goods, and the new access to media such as 
newspapers, books, tapes, cinema and more recently video and television, 
growing numbers of people are being exposed to new images, events, styles 
and information about other people, other places and strange phenomena 
across the world.

I think of Lamu as a - historically and currently - creolizing society at 
the periphery of a world that is becoming increasingly ‘global’ in orienta
tion (Hannerz, 1992). Lamu society and its emerging culture are thus (and 
have been) the obvious product of more than one main source. Large-scale 
syncretism and eclecticism have been the rule, whatever the local interpre
tation of the process may have been. According to several authorities, a 
fundamental opposition between an old, locally established core popula
tion of Waamu (Lamuans) and wageni, strangers, more recent arrivals, has 
been a feature of Lamu society (and the Swahili coast) during most of its 
known history (Pouwels, 1987). The strangers have always brought their 
own cultural peculiarities, providing the townspeople with new accents. 
And gradually, the wageni have become incorporated into the core of es
tablished townsmen- and women (see further Chapter 2). Today, as all sorts 
of exchange and traffic are taking on a new momentum and new forms, 
creolization, too, appears in new shapes. It no longer feeds on just trade and 
immigration, but increasingly on tourism and the mass media. This links 
the process of creolization to that of economic and cultural globalization.3

In the system of world culture some parts are central, others more 
peripheral. Lamu is clearly on the periphery, yet is constantly exposed to a 
steady stream of messages from outside. Now the messages reaching Lamu 
emanate by no means only from the Kenyan state, nor only from the cultur
ally ‘dominant’ West. The Islamic Umma (community of believers) in Egypt, 
the Middle East and the Gulf region is an important centre too, since this is 
where the fundamentalist Islamic movement, affecting the Muslim world, 
including Lamu, has its roots. India represents another centre, with a major



film industry, which competes successfully with Hollywood on the world 
market and especially in the Third World, and this has made its mark on the 
town. Lamu is peripheral to several cultural centres, illustrating the fact 
that global culture is more polycentric than has normally been assumed. 
We should also note that, locally on the East African coast, Lamu functions 
as a centre of religious learning to which people from other parts of the 
coast come as pilgrims and for religious education, a fact that further illus
trates the intricacies of the contemporary flow of ideas.

This study will thus, necessarily, be located at the interface of the 
world cultural system and the more local context. For all their translocality, 
incoming messages convene here and take on local meaning in the minds, 
thoughts and actions of Lamu people.

It is against the backdrop of these imposing socio-cultural elements 
of change that the ‘drama’ of this study evolves, the process whereby young 
Lamuans, and more particularly adolescent girls and young women, try to 
create new stances and lifestyles for themselves. ‘Youth’ is a critical period 
of transition.4 Changes at puberty have to do with a readiness to take on 
adult roles, including sex and procreation. The dependence upon parents 
and older family members gives way to more intense relationships with 
peers and adults outside the family as the young woman meets new chal
lenges and assumes new responsibilities. An essential part of the change is 
a shift from acceptance of adult norms and values to a critical evaluation of 
them. It is a period of self-discovery but also of self-doubt.

The process is further aggravated by profound socio-cultural changes. 
Being a young woman today means facing problems and opportunities which 
are very different from those faced by the girls’ mothers when they were 
young. The local preoccupation with honour and purity linked to virginity 
has entailed young girls customarily being married off soon after puberty 
so as to prevent involvement in premarital sex and illegitimate childbearing. 
Today school attendance, which has become the most prestigious form of 
preparation for adult life, is delaying marriage. This is changing young 
women’s perceptions of themselves and of their reproductive and gender 
role and their future expectations. While young men postpone marriage 
until they have attained a secure job, women increasingly find it necessary 
to become more self-sufficient and to continue their education. Yet during 
this prolonged ‘youth’ period, when sexual urges and values develop, girls 
are still expected to abstain from ‘mingling’ with the opposite sex. They 
are in principle still considered social ‘minors’ until they marry.

Parents, teachers, peers, the media and other interested institutions



such as the mosque, communicate contradictory messages about what the 
young should do, what they should believe in, about what is right and wrong. 
To deal with all this is clearly frustrating. Tension is manifest in relations 
between the generations and, as we shall see in this study, the period of 
transition to adulthood is turbulent for some. Although they share the same 
fundamental values it is increasingly difficult for the young in Lamu to turn 
to their elders for support and guidance on many matters. This study is thus 
about changing modes of femininity, it is about a generation which is look
ing for ways of being women (or men) more in touch with ‘modem’ reali
ties rather than those suggested by their elders. Role models for this have to 
be sought elsewhere, not least in the ever richer supply of medialized ‘popu
lar culture’.5 The path to adulthood and independence increasingly demands 
experimenting with new styles and forms of behaviour. Identity formation 
has become goal-oriented identity work (see Ziehe, 1986).6

Not unexpectedly, the young woman’s search largely revolves around 
notions of marriage, partnership, sex and love. They straggle to control and 
shape their identities and the sort of relations they have with men and their 
elders. The negotiation of the meaning of gender and generation is central 
to everyday interaction. Access to work places and male dominated leisure 
spheres, e.g. the street, the cinema the beach, offer novel and exiting ways 
for young women to get out of the house. They impute their own meanings 
into these, meanings that benefit their own interests and pleasures. This 
process creates both self-esteem and empowerment. New sensibilities and 
dreams are cultivated, as they are made possible by the emerging order - in 
a process which, at the same time, undermines the social and cultural dis
tinctions on which the old order rested. The dismantling of traditional insti
tutions becomes apparent with increasing desegregation. Energy, idealism, 
awareness of ‘rights’, as well as preoccupation with idols, fashion, dancing 
and courtship characterize the creation and expression of what I term a 
female youth culture in Lamu.

The reactions of older generations to such developments are various: 
they range from accommodation and unofficial mediation to moral panic 
and an outcry for an uncompromising enforcement of the good old stand
ards. Adult discussion about the young is largely a moral discourse con
cerning the profound changes in gender relations and in the traditional ar
rangements of spatial segregation and authority, and the dubious ‘purity’ 
and sexual behaviour of young women, and particularly of unmarried girls. 
The existing discord between the generations is, thus, above all about suit
able relationships between men and women (or boys and girls). It is about



the kind of liberties young (unmarried) women can take when they move in 
public spaces: where can they set foot, when and in the company of whom? 
How much, and what parts of, their bodies can be revealed, and made (vis
ible) accessible to the male gaze? What sorts of freedoms of choice should 
a young woman have in the selection of a future spouse? And to what ex
tent should she engage in courtship? Beneath all this, of course, we find 
vibrant questions about obedience and independence, sex and romance as 
well as reproduction and legitimacy and the relationship of all this to mar
riage. This study is, thus, also about the context and changing conditions 
under which the dynamics of partnership, procreation and pleasure are played 
out in Lamu.

Before presenting my fieldwork and my informants, I want to stress a 
few points which are of central concern to this study. The first is about the 
media and the local reception and interpretation of their messages, includ
ing romantic melodrama. The second is about the anthropology of gender, 
and the study of youth culture. The third is the coupling of ‘modernity’ 
with increased mobility and visibility, and the special problems this entails 
in traditionally sexually segregated societies with secluded women. The 
fourth is about the anthropology of sexuality and emotions. The fifth and 
final point I want to make is about the body and its expression through 
dance and dress fashion as well as the usefulness of the concept of ‘style’.

Media use

When I first came to Lamu I was struck by the amount of leisure time 
my friends spent watching films, listening to popular music and leafing 
through picture magazines. The ‘Ladies’ show’ at the cinema and video 
viewing sessions in private homes obviously satisfied fundamental needs 
and were becoming regular events in the lives of young women. It was not 
only Indian ‘romance’ films that rolled past on the screens but also Ameri
can action films like Jaws and Rambo, Egyptian belly-dancing, video-re- 
corded speeches by religious leaders like Ayatollah Khomeini, even record
ings of the family’s own weddings. However, reception is a complex proc
ess. People have varying access to codes and interpretative skills, placing 
them in different but overlapping cultural worlds. Incoming ideas are vari
ously received, ‘read’, selected, understood and used.

The flow of ideas and symbols enables people to assimilate and adapt 
ideas and give meaning to changing situations, dreams and goals. Moreo-



ver, whole new institutions, situations and social settings - the secular school, 
the cinema, the beach resort, the neighbourhood video-viewing sessions - 
are now being added to existing ones, creating new preconditions for me
dia use as well as for the combination and circulation of ideas. The increas
ing but selective reception leads to a growing reflexivity. New questions 
are being posed about personal and social identity. We are dealing with an 
increasing cultural complexity and the ways in which people handle it.7

In situations where there is an intimate interaction with media mes
sages which give people access to knowledge about the world which they 
did not have before, there is a widespread concern about the impact of new 
ideas on local culture. Although many people in Lamu realize that there is 
an enormous teaching potential embedded in the media, they fear its nega
tive influence. The possible destructive and distracting effects are often 
accentuated. Along with drugs and tourists, the media are often blamed for 
the ‘moral corruption’ characteristic of today’s society. The frenzy surround
ing entertainment makes them worry that the young will be encouraged to 
take over values which are alien to the ‘Islamic way of life’. Even in the 
research world ‘global homogenization’ and ‘cultural imperialism’ have 
often been taken for granted. In this study, such a deterministic and pessi
mistic view is questioned, since I do not regard people as simply passive 
pawns subjected to external meaning. Rather, the new ideas and thoughts 
are seen as mingling and interacting with existing ideas, actively mediated 
by the local receivers. According to Hannerz (1990,1992), the media are of 
particular relevance in the context of the contemporary creation of culture; 
they are the ‘technology of culture’ and are fundamental for understanding 
the global flow of ideas (see also Appadurai, 1990). However, the impor
tant role that the media play in the complexity of cultural production is just 
beginning to be more systematically investigated and understood, just like 
the complexity of transnational cultural flows in general. Most anthropolo
gists still exclude consideration of the media, favouring the conventional 
focus on culture transmitted in face-to-face relations.

Within the field of media research, however, there is currently con
siderable preoccupation with more empirical studies of audience reception. 
The study of mass media and communication is a wide and not easily de
marcated research field. Roughly, during earlier decades research was domi
nated by quantitative analysis of media ‘effects’ and concern with content 
as well as with the issue of who gains power through the media. Today, 
there is increased awareness of the need to understand both the flow of 
meaning which the media make possible and the local mediation of culture.



This is reflected in the expanding area of reception analysis. Central here is 
the ‘context’ of the audience interaction with the media ‘text’, where the 
consumers are seen as active producers of meaning.8 Attempts, albeit some
what hesitant, have been made at ‘ethnographic’ analysis and there is hope 
that a combination of research methodologies can lead to new insights. In 
their studies of TV viewing, researchers such as Ang (1985), Katz and Liebes 
(1985), Morley (1986), Lull (1988,1990, 1991) and others have pioneered 
a dialogue between more conventional media research and the qualitative 
approaches of ‘cultural studies’, anthropology and literary theory.9

Today the cinema and the video have enhanced Lamu women’s pos
sibilities of gazing at the world; they have given them access to public 
spheres and the public eye. Their consumption centres around ‘romantic 
melodrama’, a genre of medialized popular culture which has typically been 
disregarded. However, a few feminist scholars have started to highlight 
and document the role of this genre in the everyday life of women by carry
ing out empirical analysis of soap operas, romantic fiction, and women’s 
magazines (see Modleski, 1982; Hobson, 1982; Radway, 1983,1987; Ang, 
1985). After years of regarding melodrama as simply sentimental trivia, 
and escapist fantasy, as aesthetically and morally inferior, academia is fi
nally showing serious interest. The feminist scholars argue in a more posi
tive vein that the passionate love of popular fiction can, in certain contexts, 
evoke fantasy and provide avenues for repressed and suppressed energies, 
allowing temporary escape from everyday toil and male dominance, and 
triggering dreams and visions of alternatives (Radway, 1983).

Indeed, in Lamu the romantic melodrama of the screen is a powerful 
agent in the formation of a popular romantic imagery, a language of love 
and courtship. It allows the spectator to explore emotional and sexual sce
narios at a safe distance from the demands of real sexual encounters (Drotner, 
1991:81). From this point of view, I argue, such films permit the emotional 
negotiation of contradictions between moral standards, discrepant messages, 
desires and gender ideals. The films experiment in a playful manner with 
contradictions that in other areas of life have to be tackled as dilemmas. 
The genre thus functions as a much-needed site of identity exploration, as 
the figures of the song lyrics and films become idols and objects of identi
fication. Aspects of the reception and use of popular films will be treated 
in detail in Chapter 5 ‘Romantic Melodrama’. They are also relevant in 
Chapter 4 ‘Celebrating Femininity’ which is a peak point of the book as the 
wedding celebration is a key scenario for a woman, around which the drama 
of change unfolds. Here elements from the media world are put to use in



the display of local dress fashions, in music and in the notion of the bride as 
the ‘star of the show’. The recent habit of video-documenting these wed
ding festivities reflects an interesting use of media technology in identity 
management.

Gender and youth culture

This study is about the experiences of the contemporary ‘youth’ gen
eration whose lives, like those of their predecessors, are permeated by the 
‘gender factor’, culturally constructed notions about masculinity and femi
ninity.10 In Lamu society men and women have in many ways lived in 
separate worlds. Sexual segregation, veiling, even seclusion, have kept 
women, particularly in the upper strata, largely ‘invisible’ in the town’s 
public arenas. Conventionally men are conceived of as active, dominant 
providers and protectors of passive, submissive and dependent women. 
However, the reality reveals a somewhat different image. Although subject 
to a large number of oppressive mechanisms, legitimized by the patriarchal 
system, women in Lamu have always had their own spheres of influence 
and authority, their own activities, concerns and aesthetic pleasures. They 
have a broad spectrum of strategies they can call into play to obtain room 
for manoeuvre.

Within the vast body of feminist and gender research that has emerged 
during the last few decades, power and politics have been redefined: al
though relations between men and women are asymmetrical and hierarchi
cal in the sense that they often favour men at the expense of women, they 
are not expressions of universal, ahistorical, natural laws, and are not eter
nal or unchangeable (Ortner and Whitehead, 1981; Moore, 1988). While 
research on women during the 1970s almost exclusively concerned the life 
of adult women (and their children), today’s research has a wider span. The 
new interest in young women is part of a shift in paradigm from ‘women’ 
to ‘gender’. Research interests have broadened to include adolescents, forms 
of sexuality and men. Although the problems and concerns of young women 
and men in Lamu differ on vital points, young women cannot be studied in 
isolation from young men or adults. If we want to obtain a comprehensive 
understanding of the context of their lives we have to grasp the intricacies 
of these ‘relations’.

My aim is to see the experiences of young people in Lamu in terms of 
a youth culture, in its female as well as its male version. This culture is



composed of unique features but is at the same time part of an overarching 
transnational youth culture. Young men and women in Lamu are certainly 
in touch with the music, entertainment and fashion world that reaches out 
globally via the media. A research tradition which has done much to ‘visu
alize’ and stimulate thinking about youth culture during the past few dec
ades is the so-called ‘Birmingham school’ of the Centre for Contemporary 
Cultural Studies (CCCS) in Birmingham, UK. During the 1970s in particu
lar, pioneering theoretical and empirical work was done here by a group of 
interdisciplinary researchers. Male subcultures, style, class and resistance 
were focused on, however, gender consciousness was low and female cul
ture was largely ignored.11 Inspired by this early work the field of youth 
culture research has developed rapidly in various countries, not least in 
Sweden. A broader, more fruitful approach to the cultural production and 
expression of young people has been adopted, taking gender into intensive 
consideration (see McRobbie and Nava, 1984; Wulff, 1988; Drotner, 1991; 
Fomäs, et.al., 1991,1992, 1993; Ganetz and Lövgren, 1991).12

With the situation of young people in mind, it is my ambition in this 
study to capture how the intricacies of gender and generation relations are 
expressed and negotiated. Although this is a main theme running through 
the entire book, this will be done explicitly in Chapter 3, ‘Inner Circles’. 
Here local perceptions of male and female, the changing notions of the 
rights and duties of women and the impact of feminist ideas, are explored. 
Furthermore, the everyday setting of family life, upbringing and marriage 
arrangements is delineated. Chapter 7 ‘Dancing Joy’ focuses on female 
peer groups, friendship and the girls’ need for a ‘room of their own’ where 
they can be apart and explore aspects central to the formation of a female 
identity. Chapter 4 ‘Celebrating Femininity’ explores the ritual aspects of 
celebrations surrounding a girl’s transition to womanhood. Here, young 
married women, with the help of style, dress fashions, decoration, etc., 
dramatize and communicate about, modernity, piousness, ethnicity, social 
distinctions and centrally about femininity. By accepting the passive male 
homosexuals in their company they also toy with local conceptions of gen
der roles. These days the unmarried girls, who are formally excluded from 
the feast, defy this precept by storming the locality as a sign of protest.



Modernity and development

What it entails to be a ‘modern’ and ‘developed’ person has been 
given new actuality for many Lamuans today. Young women evaluate each 
other in terms of such standards. They are highly concerned with how one 
can be ‘modem’ and yet ‘respectable’, taking part in the media world, con
suming and creating local fashions. The desire for the ‘new’ and the ‘shiny’ 
is considerable. Being ‘modem’ is being mobile, having the opportunity to 
choose and marrying for ‘love’ but it also means escaping the controlling 
influence of adults. Notions of modernity and development orient peoples 
sense of achievement, distinction and everyday pleasures. Debates about 
what constitutes the ‘right way’ forward flourish in the community, and 
there is a preoccupation with both secular and religious modernity, and an 
attempt to unite the two. This discourse can be interpreted as an extension 
of traditional ideologies of civilization which have long been central to the 
world view of Lamu people. Ideas about the development of human beings 
from a primitive state of savagery to a more civilized state of existence are 
deeply ingrained in town culture (El Zein, 1974). They were once used to 
justify slavery and they have been central to defining ranking positions in 
the local hierarchy.

The rhetoric and practice of the ‘development efforts’ initiated by 
young nation-states of the Third World, often with substantial support from 
the West, have made a deep impression on people in these regions. Yet, in 
the abundant literature dealing with East African development the empha
sis is typically on economic planning, political ideology and strategy, and 
the promotion of formal schooling. There is an obsession with indices of 
progress and growth, whereas little attention is paid to how messages of 
development are received locally; the whole issue of local perceptions and 
sensibilities is pushed into the background or even treated as non-existent 
(see Dahl and Hjort, 1984; Appadurai, 1990).13 My ambition in this study 
is to throw light on the way people in Lamu, and particularly young women 
express ideas about change, progress, improvement and what being ‘mod
em ’ and ‘developed’ means to them.

Binti, Mariam and their friends, some of whom we met at the cinema, 
are the first generation of women in their families to follow professions and 
engage in skilled work outside the home. They move about the town with 
much less supervision than their elders did. They are no longer so closely 
confined to the home or bound to family and kin. Physical mobility is no 
longer the undisputed sign of being a ‘bad girl’. In order to become modem



and mobile, young women want to see and be seen; they do not want to 
remain inside, hidden like ghosts (mzuka). Visibility and an active female 
gaze which looks around and takes the world in its possession to further the 
viewers own ends has become a vivid symbol of liberation and ‘develop
ment’ for young women. Yet, the increasing ‘visibility’ of women on the 
streets and in the offices, but also on the movie screens creates unease and 
fear of corruption among some elders. Female visibility is loaded with no
tions of sexuality and morality. The veil has become a central symbol in 
this context in Lamu, its form and meaning the subject of much dispute. 
Changes in veiling practices and the notion of visibility, the implications of 
being seen, reflect changes in relations between men and women. This prob
lem which is bound up with that of schooling and employment as well as 
new leisure activities, will be explored in more detail in Chapter 6 ‘Eyes 
Outside’.

Sexuality and the emotions

Unavoidably the emotions and sexual desire are an important focus 
of this study. Their intimate and elusive character has long made them an 
awkward topic in the social sciences. Romantic love with its connotations 
of sexual passion has been regarded as irrational and internal and, being 
located in the body, not easily open to analysis. In anthropology, social life 
and interpersonal relations have been seen predominantly in structural terms; 
kinship, marriage regulations and economic transactions have been the clas
sic idioms. Formal bonds between people who occupy specific niches in 
the social structure and whose duties to each other involve reciprocal obli
gations are important. However, ingredients that are considered basic to 
loving friendship - loyalty, trust, emotional satisfaction, a validation of each 
other’s identity, equality, complementarity and reciprocity - are very much 
the ‘glue’ of such relations (Brain, 1976).

The word ‘love’ (upendo) encompasses a multitude of ambiguous 
meanings in English as well as in Swahili. It is used of being close, inti
mate, secure and compassionate, when speaking of friendship and feelings 
directed towards parents, siblings or a partner. However, it is also used to 
describe what I shall refer to here as ‘romantic love’ or passion, an intense 
attraction that involves the idealization of the other, a more or less sublime 
combination of love and sexuality, the former legitimating the latter.

The study of sexuality is often associated with anthropology, largely



because of the pioneering work of Malinowski (1929). This left the field 
with the reputation of interest in the theme, but in reality few anthropolo
gists followed in the footsteps of the early pioneers. Only since the 1980s 
has the study of ‘intimate relations’ whether from the perspective of ‘sexu
ality’ or ‘love’, experienced a renaissance within the social, cultural and 
psychological sciences, including anthropology. The expanding interest in 
the social construction of ‘gender’ and the AIDS epidemic, for instance, 
have contributed to this (see Caplan, 1987; Herdt and Stoller, 1990; Vance,
1991).

In Lamu society, as in so many others, it has historically been consid
ered necessary to control women’s sexuality, since they are the ones who 
bear children. The control has largely been exercised by men who want to 
be sure that they are the fathers of the children they provide for, and to 
whom they pass on their earthly possessions, their name and their honour. 
The marriage system in Lamu has first and foremost functioned to ensure 
procreation. Women have had to control their own sexual impulses in order 
not to bring shame on their families, and to avoid bearing illegitimate chil
dren and thereby running the risk of being ostracized from the community 
as unmarried mothers or whores.

Sex or intimate involvement with men is still not accepted as part of 
the life of young unmarried Lamu women. Social norms strictly forbid pre
marital sexual relations and place great stress on virginity at marriage. The 
link between male honour and female sexual fidelity is central in this patri
archal society. Yet sexual skilfulness and taking pleasure in their own 
physicality is taught to girls through the medium of dance as we shall see 
below. However, parents continue to cling to strict ideals, and expect young 
women to control and discipline themselves in spite of the fact that mar
riage is delayed and many may be in their early twenties before they finally 
enter a ‘legitimate’ union. Although they abide by more general moral codes, 
most girls break such decrees at some time or other and fail to live up to the 
expectations posited by the adult world. A significant proportion of them 
engage in premarital courtship and sexual play, urged on by the preoccupa
tion with romance and passion. But the older generation are not always 
willing to acknowledge this nor to understand the needs and dilemmas of 
young women. Instead they condemn them as irresponsible and shameful. 
The reality of premarital courtship is something the young women are left 
to handle themselves in secrecy. The dilemmas and pleasures involved in 
such experiences will be explored in Chapter 8 ‘Courtship Secrets’.

Romantic ardour has long been at odds with social institutions that



knit people together in orderly fashions like marriage and unilineal descent 
groups. Romantic choices have rarely matched the mates a family would 
select. Because of its potential force, passion has been regarded as destruc
tive, a threat to the order of society. It has been restrained and kept outside 
marriage and warned against in folk tales and legends. In Lamu, a more 
peaceful, comfortable and caring love has been encouraged. Nevertheless, 
the imagination is free, and when sex is repressed, love is sublimated or 
channelled through poetry and song. The local troubadour tradition of ro
mantic tarabu reflects all this. Today, the tarabu is enriched in both song 
text and music by the Hindi romance films. Young women’s intense preoc
cupation with the symbols, stories and heroes of this genre is evidence of 
its significance. The complexity of this process of sublimation will be ex
plored in Chapter 5 ‘Romantic Melodrama’.

In spite of the personal character of romantic, passionate love, we are 
all bom with emotions and desires which are to some extent biologically 
based. Along with Sarsby (1983); Lutz (1986), Lutz and Abu-Lughod ( 1990) 
and Illouz (1992) I would argue, however, that emotions (and sexuality) 
are socially and culturally constructed, and moulded by custom and 
socialization. Culture prescribes the situations which provoke emotions such 
as love, hate and even grief, for how long and how intensely they are to be 
felt, and how they are expressed. Emotions, in other words, take on differ
ent forms in various contexts. To a large extent they get their meaning and 
force from their location and performance in the public realm of discourse. 
In other words, the public sphere interacts with and shapes private emo
tions. How can we grasp the meanings of emotions? Lutz and Abu-Lughod 
(1990: 4,7) suggest that studying contextual speech practices (discourses) 
and texts is a feasible avenue to such analysis.14 However, few ethno
graphic studies have so far tried to grasp the experience of romantic love. 
As it has been regarded as subversive in many parts of the world and thus 
has been kept in check by tradition and customs, romantic love has not in 
itself been so visible to the anthropological observer. This fact has created 
the widespread ethnocentric myth that romance is a product of medieval 
Europe and that it has only recently spread to other cultures with moderni
zation and individualism. This belief is reflected in the work of some social 
and cultural historians like Aries (1962) and Stone (1988). The validity of 
this notion of an affectionless past has, however, been increasingly chal
lenged. Jankowiak and Fischer (1992) present the first cross-cultural study 
comparing romantic love in different cultures and argue that it may well 
constitute a human universal. What is new and ‘modern’ is that romantic



love is becoming the prerequisite for marriage, legitimating the choice of 
spouse.

Indeed, this is the case in Lamu. As the ideal of an ‘arranged mar
riage’ as a strategic alliance of families is starting to lose ground, romantic 
love is becoming more important, justifying the ‘free’ mutual choice of 
partner and ensuring ‘happiness’. It has become possible to fuse friend
ship, companionship and nurturing nuclear family life with sexual passion. 
The notion of a ‘love marriage’ is now a key concept in people’s own lan
guage. This ideal legitimates and motivates a courtship culture and sexual 
play. The consequences and dilemmas involved will be explored in detail 
in Chapter 8, ‘Courtship Secrets’.

The body, dance, fashion and ‘style’

Experimentation with courtship, romance and sexuality within the 
female youth culture in Lamu is coupled with a heightened sensitivity to 
appearance, dance movements, demeanour and fashion. The common de
nominator of these is the human body. Our ideas, feelings and practices are 
deeply embedded in the body. Douglas (1973) noted that the human body 
can be seen as a metaphor for society.15 This fundamental perspective sees 
society as shaping or inscribing itself on the body of its members, e.g. through 
body techniques and modes of self-representation. The way the body is 
used, experienced and conceived of reflects the ‘structures’ of the outside; 
mastery of the body entails skills to act in and on the world. Like emotions 
and sexuality, the body is more than a biological phenomenon, it is cultur
ally and historically constituted (Foucault, 1978). The body is the site of 
culture, a site of experience and self-presentation as well as evaluation by 
others, it is at the centre of public scrutiny and is associated with prestige, 
reputation, and shame.

In Lamu as elsewhere body and beauty are themes with special affin
ity to youth and femininity. The dancing body is a central site of experience 
for the young women. Like entertainment films, dance is associated with 
joy, pleasure and release and is, to my mind, of great importance for girls 
and young women as a means of finding out about their own body, sexual
ity and identity. As young women mostly dance in all-female settings it is a 
form of auto-eroticism, a pleasure taken in the own body and sexuality 
which is not dependant on the opposite sex. Hanna (1988a:242) argues that 
dance is not only an instrument of entertainment, since it has the ability to



evoke, reinforce and clarify desires, excitement and erotic fantasies. It is a 
multi-sensory art form with layers of non-verbal communication which re
veals and comments on fundamental attitudes towards gender, sexuality 
and courtship. The expression and meaning in dance are dynamic and al
low the status quo to be challenged, ridiculed and changed, sometimes by 
means of parody. Dance traditions change, drawing on other styles, mirror
ing variable preoccupations and concerns. The complexity of dance in this 
sense is another area that has been neglected as a serious subject of ethno
graphic inquiry until recently (Cowan 1990).16

In Lamu dances are arranged at every wedding for the young unmar
ried women. The traditional chakacha emphasizing sexual techniques and 
skills is still the most popular form, and derives from former initiation rites 
that have taken on new meaning. However, the related Arabic belly dance 
is also explored, as well as the Western ‘paired’ slow dance which is found 
interesting as it hints at an intimate meeting in dance. In the context of 
music and dance performances the girls discover and master their own bodies 
in time and space, they leam what it is to feel sexual and sensual. But while 
the young women are awakened to sexual fantasy years before marriage, 
desires for sex are supposed to be denied (as was the case in Western soci
eties two or three generations ago). While at one level society communi
cates through dance that the body is a locus and instrument of pleasure, at 
the same time it imposes notions of the shameful body, a body which ought 
to be controlled and disciplined and kept ‘pure’ until marriage. Society 
both denounces and glorifies sex. The significance of dance in the process 
of gaining awareness about the body and sexuality will be explored in Chap
ter 7, ‘Dancing Joy’.

In many cultures, like that of Lamu, there is an emphasis on bodily 
presentation. The way we clothe the body can be regarded as an active 
process and a technical means by which we construct and present a bodily 
‘self’ ( Bourdieu, 1977; Craik 1994). Social and sexual identity is thus 
lodged in the way the body is worn. The aestheticizing of the body has 
always been important for women in Lamu, but here it is guided as much 
by the female as the male gaze. It has increasingly become a way to express 
femininity, fantasy and sexual desire; beauty and body have meant differ
ent things to different generations of women. In a seemingly unchangeable 
and static context in which the individual has not had much influence, the 
body and the body surface have provided a domain for renewal and creativ
ity. Through dress fashions young women have found the opportunity to 
change, to be on the move, to experiment with themselves and their as-



cribed gender (Ganetz, 1992:205). In the streets of Lamu some women 
now use a new type of veil, and at weddings they dress in stylish fashions 
inspired by the changing images in Dallas and Indian films.

Collective identity among Lamu’s young people - in this case, what it 
means to be a young woman today - is expressed through what I shall refer 
to as ‘style’; for example, a conscious use of dress, make-up, hairdo, music 
and other artefacts as well as speech, movement, demeanour and taste, is a 
useful concept for grasping the way individuals or groups communicate 
symbolically. Style is a code by which people communicate who they are 
and what they have experienced, and has been extensively used in youth 
culture research during the last two decades (Hebdige, 1979). The process 
of developing a style implies taking symbols from different sources, like 
the media or other people’s lifestyles, and creating new meanings by using 
them in one’s own context. It may entail adaptation or resistance and it can 
be more or less aesthetically experimental and creative (Ganetz, 1992:204). 
Young people in Lamu tend to cluster in groups with specific ‘style’ prefer
ences. Here it is increasingly expressed through the manipulation of clothes, 
music, photographs, possessions, and interior decoration. The repertoire of 
‘style’ is strongly influenced by what fashionable and modern goods are 
available on the market.

In Lamu, as in all other contexts, goods are given their own specific 
significance. Possessions and consumption practices are important mark
ers of identity and instruments for distinguishing between groups or classes. 
However, in much earlier research and theorization on consumption, peo
ple have been regarded as estranged from the goods they produce. Focus 
has been on the nature of the commodity and the process of exchange by 
which people obtain commodities (Miller, 1987). This reductionist view 
sees consumption primarily as an economic activity. However, the use of 
goods is social and they carry social meaning. Without ignoring the fact 
that the market manipulates, consumption practices can also bee seen as 
tools of dreams, communication, confrontation as well as identity. Here I 
shall follow contemporary consumption research where, as in media re
search, the focus has shifted to seeing people as active and creative in han
dling products. Meaning is to some extent imputed on people’s own terms 
(Douglas and Isherwood, 1979; Appadurai, 1986; Miller, 1987; Fiske, 1989). 
My own interest is to see how young women use the commodity market for 
their own creation of style. Examples of this will be given in Chapter 4 
‘Celebrating Femininity’ where the intricacies of female dress fashions, 
aesthetics and the ‘transformation dream’ are discussed, as well as in Chapter



6 ‘Dancing Joy’, where I discuss the ‘style’ aspects of young unmarried 
women. Even Chapter 3, ‘Inner Circles’, illustrates some aspects of con
temporary home decoration.

Tourist or Researcher: Fieldwork Identity

‘Island in the Sun’, ‘Travellers’ Mecca’, ‘Paradise on earth’, ‘Kathmandu of 
Africa’, ‘a museum of Swahili maritime culture’.
The lure of Lamu...an old ‘traditional’ town where life goes on as it has for 
the last hundred years,...a place where people look to the past for the best 
things and resist change as a matter of principle, here people are fatalistic... 
Lamu is a place of fantasy or other worldliness wrapped up in a cloak of 
medieval romance, where women scurry past mysteriously veiled in black. 
‘See it before it disappears forever...’.17

Lamu stirs the imagination of most people who know it. Nostalgic 
imagery has made the town a favourite object, portrayed in travel guides 
and coffee-table books. Images such as those quoted above are conjured up 
by Westerners and the tourist industry to describe the town and its people. 
More and more people find their way to this small town. At first encounter 
the visitor is ‘taken back’ into a fantasy past. The coral stone houses, the 
elaborately carved doors, the narrow streets that defy passing, the dhows 
sailing between the islands are all links with the past and a testimony to the 
culture and history of the coast. Indeed, with a history of at least five hun
dred years of continued settlement Lamu is Kenya’s oldest living town. It 
has changed little in appearance over the centuries. In 1986 the core of the 
old town was gazetted as a national monument and an object of conserva
tion. Since the tourists began to discover Lamu in the 1970s the govern
ment has committed itself through the Lamu Museum to architectural con
servation and renovation of the historic town to safeguard the cultural her
itage.18 A different group of ‘tourists’ are the pilgrims from all over East 
Africa who come for the yearly Maulidi festivity to celebrate the birthday 
of the Prophet at the renowned Riyadha mosque.

The mystification of Lamu town and its culture and people is largely 
a product of the tourist industry, of popular Western ‘fantasy’, embraced by 
those who want to project their romantic longing for an exotic past and the 
‘other’. Nostalgia about a ‘glorious past’, however, is also cultivated by the 
local townsmen of Lamu, but is then coined in other terms, concerned more 
with the affluence and political power the town once had, before it was



destroyed by external forces beyond the control of its inhabitants. Lamu 
may seem unchanging because it has not been transformed into a modern 
town like Malindi, Mombasa and Zanzibar further south, or fallen into ru
ins like other coastal stone towns. It remains a pre-industrial city. Yet, very 
significant social and economic changes are taking place. The historical 
and socio-economic formation of Lamu society will be discussed further in 
Chapter 2, ‘Urban Heritage’.

Lamu people have become used to the fact that tourists come for 
holidays, to lie on the beaches, to go sailing between the islands, to spend 
their money on local souvenirs, or engage in ‘cultural tourism’. Many of 
the visitors find their way to the Lamu Museum on the seafront to see exhi
bitions of local ‘traditions’. Here reconstructions of the stone house interi
ors, e.g. kitchens, bathrooms, bedrooms, are displayed, the latter decorated 
as for a wedding. Models of the various local sea-going vessels and magi
cal beliefs connected with traditional ship-building can be studied. Musical 
instruments and beautifully ornamented jewellery are also to be seen.

However, all this does not seem to satisfy the needs of the tourists. 
They regard the whole town and its inhabitants as an endless exhibition, as 
a display for the satisfaction of their seemingly never-ending curiosity and 
gaze (see Urry, 1990). The tourists’ major ‘links’ to the local culture are the 
so-called ‘beachboys’ in local slang, young men in their twenties or thirties 
from various ethnic and educational backgrounds. They are always there, 
on the seafront catching the newly arrived tourist, offering their services as 
tour guides, translators and companions. They help arrange lodgings, boat 
trips, sightseeing, contacts with travel agencies and sexual services in ex
change for payment. The beachboys are important brokers and mediators, 
translating local culture for the visitors (see Cohen, 1979:15, Peake, 1989). 
With the help of their new-won local friends, foreign visitors make arrange
ments to eat a proper Swahili meal in the home of a ‘real’ Swahili family 
and show up for public celebrations, like Maulidi and weddings. Female 
visitors seek contacts with the local women and want to have the custom
ary henna designs painted on their hands. Travellers compete with each 
other in search of what Handler (1986:2) terms the most ‘authentic’ cul
tural experience of the local people or ‘natives’, e.g. the most unspoilt, 
genuine, untouched, as well as authentic objects to buy and take back to the 
centre from their excursions into the periphery. At home these are used to 
gain prestige and as evidence of having ‘been there’. Tourism is a form of 
dream-like escape from ‘things back home’, offering an experience of be
ing replenished even recreated (Grabum, 1978; Wagner, 1982).



But this longing to embrace the exotic ‘other’ is not achieved with 
much sensitivity or respect for local culture and integrity. Only rarely does 
it involve a genuine effort to try to understand the local culture. This is 
strongly felt by the local Lamu people who react with ambivalence to the 
presence of such visitors and their curiosity. The endless photographing by 
tourists is something which has stirred up feeling. For quite some time 
people have been aware of the fact that their images may show up in books 
and on postcards, a use over which they have no control. A few families 
have reacted strongly to the fact that pictures of their young women have 
been published without their consent. It is said that the situation exposes 
the individual to the manipulation of the evil eye. Restrictions on photo
graphing by foreigners whom one does not know, are enforced at weddings 
and other semi-private festivities.

The leisured lifestyle of tourists, the shamelessness of female visitors 
who walk through the streets half naked, showing their legs and bare shoul
ders, has elicited perhaps even stronger reactions. Official signs have been 
put up by the authorities encouraging tourists to pay respect to local cloth
ing norms, but to little avail. The tourist trade as such is tolerated because 
of its economic advantages. People need the income to sustain their own 
livelihood. Although envied for their material superiority, for belonging to 
the modern technological Western world, tourists are scorned for their moral 
inferiority, their useless leisure and arrogance. Indeed, the tourist transmits 
a sense of being superior and having little respect for local values apart 
from that which seems exotic and is convenient. The relationship has its 
clear power implications. Many community leaders worry about the im
pact of tourism. This is expressed in particular in relation to the young 
people, to the rapidly increasing numbers of beachboys, to the consump
tion of drugs and alcohol and to the moral decay among the younger gen
eration who increasingly engage in sexual relations with male and female 
visitors. This tension is affecting the relationship between the generations.

Whatever the case, tourists currently play a major role in the every
day life of the community. Although most visitors drift through Lamu in a 
couple of days or weeks, some stay on for a longer time or establish a long
term relationship with the town. Some buy houses which they renovate in 
the traditional manner to use for holidays a few weeks of the year. Some 
locals are ambivalent about the sale of houses (or rather ruins) and plots of 
land to foreigners but, as we shall see, many prefer this to selling to com
peting local groups. The town of Shela, near Lamu, is now ‘owned’ by 
Europeans, the locals often argue. Indeed, about 50 per cent of the houses



there are in foreign hands. Some foreign visitors, men and women, become 
engaged to local people, convert to Islam, marry and end up staying at least 
for some years, even raising families. Mixed marriages of different sorts 
have become more common among the younger generation. Finally, the 
category of foreign researchers come and go, often spending months on 
end in the town or maintaining long-term relations. Swahili culture has 
been a profitable field of inquiry for Western archaeologists, historians, 
anthropologists and language students.

For the local people, their ambivalent image of tourists often blurs in 
with their perception of researchers. They come around, it is said, prying, 
asking questions about everything from local patterns of authority and 
marriage to the use of space. Their ambition to get to know more about 
community life, indeed becoming very knowledgeable about local affairs, 
is viewed with scepticism. The presence of researchers has stirred up emo
tions. Documents are said to have disappeared, and some of their reports 
and ‘books’ have been found uncomfortable and downright insulting. 
Hakuna faida, ‘there is nothing to be gained’, by opening up one’s home to 
researchers, a speaker from Mombasa declared at a meeting arranged by 
the local Muslim women’s organization during my fieldwork in Lamu. She 
reported experiences from Mombasa where some women had found their 
names quoted in publications which they consider offensive. In a similar 
way myths flourish in Lamu about the person and work of the anthropolo
gist El Zein who wrote the book, The Sacred Meadows: a Structural Analy
sis o f Religious Symbolism in an East African Town (1974). His interpreta
tions of local religious life are regarded by some as humiliating. Others 
sympathize with this and other research work: it can help to improve un
derstanding among foreigners and can also make local people aware of 
important historical and contemporary social experiences. As one young 
male student friend said to me, it is those who have something to hide who 
adopt a defensive attitude, they want to retain their unblemished image.19

Studies that touch on the realm of the hidden, ‘secret’ (ya siri) and 
private are, of course particularly sensitive. The notion of the ‘secret’ in 
Lamu social life is connected above all to the realm of sexuality and inti
mate relations and the interconnected notions of honour and shame, purity 
and pollution. In Lamu one finds an emphasis on show, appearance and 
manipulation of the surface, but people are aware that things are never 
what they seem. The situation is similar to that which Gilsenan (1982:117) 
describes with regard to the Middle East. Behind the appearance to the 
world, behind that which is visible and seen with the eye, there is another



invisible and secret reality. Immoral business dealings and illicit unions 
outside the bonds of marriage are not to be revealed, as they can be devas
tating for reputation and family honour.

In Lamu the ‘secret’ plays an important role in the discourse as well 
as the practice of everyday life. For women, for instance, who is having a 
relationship with whom, when and where, is always of central concern.

A person who is knowledgeable about clandestine affairs, the com
plexities of other people’s most intimate lives, is potentially threatening. 
To know secrets is to have power; unmasked knowledge induces fear and 
compels avoidance. The play of secrets and knowledge introduces uncer
tainty into everyday life. This may be a reason why Swahili people speak in 
metaphors, with double meaning. A statement may be hard to decipher. 
The proverb goes ‘Mtumi wa kunga haambiwi maana, ‘he who conveys a 
secret message is not told its meaning’. Anthropological fieldwork entails 
becoming friends and getting to know people’s secrets. To ‘reveal’ is part 
of making an in-depth investigation of everyday life. Dealing with the realm 
of the secret and intimate, one cannot avoid ethical dilemmas. Older people 
are reluctant to discuss private matters, whereas young people tend to have 
a much more open attitude (see also Swartz, 1991).

The nature of the situation in Lamu, then, creates ambivalence vis-à- 
vis the different categories of foreigners who intrude upon local life. Local 
norms of hospitality do not allow people to be openly rude and inhospita
ble, but allow for hesitancy and suspicion. This attitude is intensified by the 
general political climate in Kenya, where official warnings are issued against 
‘prying’ Westerners who may be spies and who stir up people against the 
government with their multi-party democratic talk. Misgivings are also en
hanced by the latest upsurge of the Islamic reformist movement. Many 
leaders see Westerners as embodying moral corruption and decay, and in
creasingly spreading it to the ranks of the local youth.

Such understandings force one to reflect on the predicament of field
work. We examine what they do and decide what it is important to know; 
we become authorities on their reality. The superiority and power research
ers communicate are demeaning to many. Many local people in Lamu are 
questioning our endeavours and regard the researchers and tourists as rep
resentatives of a new ‘invading, colonialist power’, the power of the West 
over the underdeveloped world (see Asad, 1973; MacCannell, 1976).



My experiences in the field

Like many others, I first came to Lamu as a ‘tourist’ in the early 
1980s. I had travelled extensively in other parts of East Africa and as the 
daughter of expatriate development workers had spent many childhood and 
adolescent years there. As a young adult I sought my way back to learn 
more about the world which had inscribed itself so deeply on me. Anthro
pology seemed to be the way to do precisely this, and my interest as a 
student was oriented towards African studies, social change, gender and 
the media. On returning to East Africa as a field researcher, I later found 
that my personal history and field encounters to a large extent shaped my 
‘total field experience’.

My first visits to Lamu in 1980, 1982, 1983 and 1984 were casual, 
and most of the time was spent learning the local language, Swahili, meet
ing people and mingling. Through acquaintances who had worked at the 
local secondary school in Lamu, I obtained the names of one or two young 
women. I visited them in their homes in 1982 and was received with inter
est and hospitality. In due time it was they who became my teachers, trans
lators, and trusted friends. Already during my first visit we talked about our 
experiences and had fun sharing in the pleasure of music and dance and the 
anticipation of the forthcoming marriage of one of them. During this first 
visit I had already identified some of the issues of the present study.

 I was offered a Fanta which she had sent a child to buy at the local shop
and then presented with her photo album. She had pictures of herself and her 
friends in many different places, including the Kenyatta Conference Centre in 
Nairobi, not wearing a veil... There were plenty of wedding photos and I 
understand well when people say that Lamu weddings are extravagant; the 
dresses and jewellery are very posh. She played some local chakacha music 
for me. I was amazed at the range of music she knew and liked - Indian, 
Egyptian and western pop. She was really excited about the fact that I knew 
so much about Abba ... (From my field diary 1982)

During these initial visits I learnt much about the local way of life, 
but my identity was primarily that of a language student and friend. My 
friends appreciated that I kept coming back and made an effort to learn the 
language and acquaint myself with books about coastal customs. The friend
liness and openness that I experienced were a joy. My main fieldwork in 
Lamu took place during fourteen months in 1985-86 (see Fuglesang, 1990,
1992). I returned to do some follow-up work on my research and to con



duct a consultancy study for the Swedish International Development Agency 
(SIDA) in 1991. The Swedish support to the Lamu Museum, which was 
setting up a new exhibition on environmental issues in the renovated Fort 
was the object of a review (Fuglesang, 1991). My relationship with the 
town and the people of Lamu had then spanned a ten-year period and em
braced different identities. Since I first visited the town in the early 1980s 
town life has changed considerably, and so have the careers of some of my 
friends.

The shift in identity to that of researcher was not unproblematic. My 
reappearance on the scene in my new capacity obviously elicited specula
tion. Rumours, fuelled by the religious leaders, were soon circulating that I 
was there to ‘discover secrets’, particularly about the intimate life of men 
and women. Young women were told that they should be cautious about 
mixing with me and other female scholars who asked questions about sen
sitive issues. The subject was discussed in public, in a mosque darasa 
(meeting), as well as privately. Throughout my field period I was regarded 
as a curiosity by many people. They had difficulty making sense of me, I 
was a young unveiled woman, alone, with my husband elsewhere. I was a 
person of bookish learning, I was often referred to respectfully as a teacher 
0mwalimu), but at the same time I went everywhere and had a broad net
work of friends including people all over town.

Most of my friends stood up in my defence, however, shaking off 
distrust as ill-willed gossip (maneno). I was to experience the real rewards 
of friendship and trust. The young women enjoyed my company and were 
proud to have me as a friend, and I think the fact that I was an ambiguous 
figure made me more attractive to some of them. The way my behaviour 
and intentions were questioned somehow paralleled their own situation. 
However, some did have difficulties in grasping what writing a book about 
young women would entail for them specifically. They explicitly asked me 
to let them remain anonymous. There were those who kept their distance 
and avoided my company, obviously fearing that associating with me would 
bring embarrassment or shame on their families. This was never said di
rectly and I never experienced open hostility, but it was obvious that my 
doings and movements were watched. I shall not deny that this was dis
tressing. My reaction was one of caution and retreat. I became much more 
self-aware and I avoided playing up the research role and instead conducted 
‘low-profile’ fieldwork. I avoided structured interviews, asking detailed 
questions about certain issues, and imposing myself too much.20 Particu
larly in groups, talk had to be spontaneous, although, I could, of course,



stimulate them in the direction that I thought relevant. Using a tape-re
corder was out of the question. I tried to have my notebook handy, but most 
of the time I wrote down what I had heard, observed and participated in 
only when I got home. When working individually with people it was easier 
to take notes. I also avoided taking photographs in public, something which 
was particularly sensitive.

Doing fieldwork is an emotional experience which, to some extent 
might change the lives of those we study as well as our own. Meanings, 
feelings, beliefs and motives are revealed through common experiences. 
My interaction with friends and informants filled me with emotions of com
passion, empathy, contentment and friendship, but also with anger, frustra
tion and disappointment (being provoked by situations of misunderstand
ing and deceit with some people). The home-sickness that I felt for my 
husband and family, and the joy when his blue-enveloped letters arrived, I 
could share with friends who would send a messenger looking for me when
ever one of the ‘blues’ arrived. Later they would empathize with my antici
pation and excitement when he came for a visit.

They could also share my boredom and need for fantasy, and the 
Indian films became my refuge as they were theirs. The extremely stern 
treatment of a child created tension and conflict between a friend and my
self. When I had difficulties in coping and needed affirmation of certain 
aspects of my identity, I would take time off for recreation and distraction. 
I would always steer clear of the so-called ‘beachboy scene’, and of the 
tourists and journalists who came to me in search of access to ‘authentic’ 
weddings and encounters with local women. However, the few foreigners 
who lived permanently in Lamu at the time, working as volunteer teachers 
or having married local people, occasionally provided an escape where as
pects of town life could be contemplated. Moreover, just socializing and 
chatting about life back home would do me good.

Yet, while in the field, I by and large had to live out the dilemmas of 
fieldwork and ‘participant observation’. Keeping the detached and objec
tive data collector apart from the involved and trusted friend turned out to 
be difficult, and I guess I realized at some point that it was naive to think 
that my presence was not affecting my subjects - at times I felt that I was 
getting only too involved.



The category ‘young women’ which I employ in this study embraces 
a large and not clearly delineated group of approximately 15-25 year-olds. 
Lamu culture, like most cultures, relates the beginning of youth (ujana) to 
the onset of puberty. From then on the young girl is referred to as 
mwanamwali, until the day she marries. The term denotes that she is sexu
ally mature girl but also a supposed ‘virgin’. Adult status and full sexual 
initiation are customarily attained with marriage. The woman is then re
ferred to as a mwanamke. Although today entrance into the adult world is 
delayed for many young women because of schooling and, trapped as they 
are in a prolonged dependence on parents, they are still considered minors 
in some respects, education and employment have enabled many in their 
early twenties to assume adult roles and responsibilities by contributing to 
the family income. In this way they gain respect, mobility and relative in
dependence before marriage. This and other circumstances contribute to 
the fact that the clear-cut boundaries between the status of married and 
unmarried woman have become blurred. Although the distinction is retained 
and ritualized, in reality young educated and unmarried women have ac
cess to prestige and influence even before marriage, as we shall see in this 
study.

Having said this, it is obviously not without problems to treat ‘young 
women’ as a homogeneous category. However, although I shall use the 
term mwanamwali or girl when this is appropriate, I have chosen to use the 
term ‘young women’ in contexts where I think it relevant to stress a homo
geneity of interests, needs, ideals and understandings among today’s gen
eration of young women, whether married or unmarried, which can be con
trasted with those of the older generation of women.

This does not mean that significant distinctions of age, ethnicity, rank 
and above all access to resources will not be acknowledged when these are 
relevant. Most of the young women in this book belong to the middle and 
upper strata of the local social order. Some are unmarried girls, others are 
married, divorced or remarried women, some with children. They have all 
attended school, although not all have continued on to the secondary level. 
Some are in employment, others are not. Most of the girls know each other 
and are part of the same loosely bounded network of relatives and friends 
or friends of friends. They are a selection of girls in Lamu who have the 
resources, the money and the time which give access to media consump
tion. Their ways are being emulated by others. As we shall see, the girls’



network reflects to a certain extent the class and ethnic diversity in the 
town.

I shall now introduce the people who appear most frequently in the 
study. Taking the sensitive nature of issues of sexuality and intimate rela
tions into account, I have chosen to respect local people’s expressed wish 
to remain anonymous. However, as Lamu is so unique, I could not follow 
the anthropological custom of giving the town a fictitious name. Instead, I 
settled for giving my informants new ones and altering minor details of 
their case histories so that they could not be clearly identified. Throughout 
the book, the reader is asked to refer to the informant chart on page 32-33, 
in order to get a better grasp of the young women’s identities and relations.

Binti and Mariam whom we met at the cinema were the core of one 
peer group of young women I associated with. They belong to the old elite 
of the town, the Waamu, and consequently live in an old town neighbour
hood. Their homes are relatively affluent. They are best friends, have been 
to school together, and are still unmarried. And they are kin; their mothers 
are half sisters.

Binti is plump and pretty. Her complexion is dark and she has long 
straight hair which she braids and ties in a simple bun at the back of her 
head. Her dresses are simple but colourful. Physically and mentally she has 
always been mature for her age. Her bright, quick mind led her liberal fam
ily to encourage her school work and she is currently working as a secre
tary in one of the offices of the District Commissioner. With a relaxed and 
fun-loving personality, she is popular among her friends and workmates. 
Much of her free time is spent watching videos and going out on ‘errands’ 
with friends. She has a ‘secret’ boyfriend, Salim, whom she hopes to marry. 
We shall meet Binti’s relatives at her family home in Chapter 3.

Mariam is a slim girl, with bright but shy eyes. Her complexion is not 
as dark as that of Binti and her hair is frizzy; otherwise her appearance and 
way of dressing are similar to those of her friend. She is less self-confident 
than Binti and has a quieter personality. But she is very capable, works 
with accounts and administration at the local hospital, and is wonderful at 
organizing picnics and parties. She spends a lot of time reading, she loves 
Indian films and she often accompanies Binti on visits and errands.

Most of the group of friends they associate with were living in the 
same neighbourhood, some were sisters, others friends from school or work. 
Farida, for instance, is Mariam’s sister; during my fieldwork she married 
Ahmed, a post office clerk. It is her wedding and ‘love marriage’ we shall 
witness in Chapter 4. She is only a year older than Mariam and is consid-
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ered tobe a sensitive girl, generous with her time and always ready to listen 
to other people’s problems. She awaits her wedding with great anticipation 
and looks forward to starting ‘homemaking’ and having children. She is 
working as a part-time teacher of Swahili in the adult literacy training pro
gramme; the students come to her house for lessons.

Like the other girls she spends a lot of time watching films and listen
ing to music. She misses her best friend Pili who recently married an Eng
lishman and now lives in the UK.

Nuru is a ‘modern’ but pious young woman, whose dress and com
portment are modest. She is a trained teacher and works at the primary 
school. Saidi, an active ‘reformist’ who also works in education, is her 
husband, and they have a small child. Num is a young woman of humour 
and wit but also of strong opinions; she is one of the initiators of the Lamu 
Muslim Sisters Association, a local ‘improvement’ organization. Binti and 
Miriam worked with Nuru and a few other young women to initiate the 
association but they later withdrew.

Kahima, Nuru’s younger sister, and her best friend Warda, Binti’s 
sister, who are still at secondary school, are among others who sometimes 
figure in the circle of friends around Binti and Mariam. Rahima is an asser
tive girl who is constantly getting into trouble for being in places which are 
considered out of bounds.

We shall also meet Rukia, who is married to Hassan. She works in a 
local travel agency, has a house of her own and is admired for her modem 
lifestyle. Finally there is Zeinabu, a young divorcee without children who 
is a cineast. She arranges video shows regularly at her home for her friends 
and neighbours.

Saada and Aisha are Hadhrami; their families came from Yemen in 
South Arabia around the turn of the century. They went to school with Binti 
and Mariam, and live in the same neighbourhood in the old town. The 
Hadhrami are not so liberal about their women taking employment outside 
the home. Saada, a fair-skinned but rather over-weight girl, was the first in 
her family to finish secondary school, but her father has still not permitted 
her to seek outside employment or go for further training. Instead, she helps 
an older brother out with the family shop where they sell textiles. However, 
she complains that she is not paid a regular wage, like her friends. She is an 
avid music collector and loves videos and adventure. Her big worry is her 
brother, Mwenye, who lives as a beachboy on the fringe of society. Saada 
often has problems coping and feels depressed and sad. She has had a cou
ple of boyfriends, which has only led to disappointment, and she has sev-



eral times been on the verge of getting into trouble.
Aisha, a tall girl with a quick temper and a gift for languages, is one 

of Saada’s close friends. She works with Nuru as a teacher at the primary 
school. For some time she has been betrothed to marry her cousin Khalid 
who is a migrant worker in Saudi Arabia. Jaha, Aisha’s younger sister with 
whom she spends a lot of time, is still at secondary school. Jaha is clever 
but lacks self-esteem as she has a slight hearing problem. Aisha is very 
protective of her and encourages her to continue her studies.

Jaha in her turn is the school mate and good friend of Warda and 
Rahima, and Imani whom we shall meet later on.

We shall also meet Nafissa who is Saada’s cousin and confidant. Saada, 
who lost her mother when she was six years old, lived as a foster child in 
Nafissa’s family for many years. Nafissa whose husband Ali is working in 
Nairobi, is a seamstress and makes most of Saada’s and Aisha’s clothes. 
Kauthar, a quiet and pliable young woman, lives next door to Nafissa. She 
agreed to an arranged marriage with a boy she did not know, while Yasmin, 
another neighbour married her sweetheart, Aziz, a wealthy Bajun boy. How
ever, this happened only after years of conflict with her parents who did not 
want her to marry from what they considered ‘inferior background’. Yasmin 
is an expert at fashions and one of the trend-setters in town. We shall also 
meet Asma who found out that her husband had taken a ‘secret wife’ and 
became bitter and resentful. Finally, Naima who had been plagued with 
depressions and pepo (spirits), ever since she was deserted by the boy she 
loved.

Another good friend in the neighbourhood is Amina, or Elisabeth, an 
American girl who married a local boy. She is part of the friendship net
work of Saada and Aisha, and they spend a lot of time at her place.

Fumo, Khadija and Zakia are all originally Bajun from the islands. 
They live outside the stone town in Langoni. Fumo is a short, sweet-look
ing girl and comes from a relatively affluent family. For about a year she 
has worked as an accounts trainee at the local bank. Her older sister has 
married a Mwamu, a relative of Bind. Imani, her half sister, also has aspi
rations for a career. She wants to become a medical officer. Khadija, Fumo’s 
best friend, an impulsive and fun-loving girl, is at home waiting to get a 
place at a secretarial course in Mombasa or to marry. In the meantime she 
helps her cousin, who is living in her family house, with her small children. 
During my fieldwork Khadija’s younger sister, Jumna, got pregnant while 
still at secondary school. A forced marriage was arranged between her and 
her boyfriend Malik and she was sent away to the countryside to have her



baby there.
Zaki a is another young В ajun women we shall meet. Admired for her 

charm and her ability to attract suitors, she had no educational aspirations 
after finishing primary school. She got married to a boyfriend, Moham
med, when she was eighteen; people say she had to. With her skills as a 
hairdresser and beautician, she now has ‘private’jobs doing women’s hair 
for weddings and other festive occasions and from this she earns a reason
able income. She was popular and her services were in great demand all 
over town.

These young women all know each other, they have associated to
gether at school, wedding parties and at video shows. They bump into each 
other in the street and may meet at the houses of friends and relatives. Self
esteem and aspirations for the future differs among the young women and 
can be related to psychological as well as social factors. The affection, en
couragement and support the girls receive at home vary. The upper-strata 
girls show a more positive self-image than the girls from the lower classes. 
They tend, for instance, to have more concrete plans and hopes for the 
future - a reflection of their access to resources and bases of social power. 
These young women and others who move in the periphery of the described 
networks figure centrally in this book (see informant chart).

During my different fieldwork periods I was most generously invited 
to live in the households of two families. My friends did not think it appro
priate that I should live alone in a lodging or a rented house. This gave me 
an opportunity to observe the everyday activities of young as well as older 
women and how the use of space and time was organized. Furthermore, it 
gave me insights into ways of being together and how this was affected by 
gender, age and status. Female youth culture is still largely ‘home-oriented’. 
I was constantly surrounded by people, activities and gossip which gave 
me access to the flow of events in the neighbourhood. Such living condi
tions, however, gave me little opportunity for privacy and work. When my 
husband came for a two-month visit, we rented our own house, and I had 
more of a chance to read and write. Everyone wanted to meet this strange 
man, who was prepared to let his young wife be alone in Lamu for more 
than a year. I stayed on in this house for the last months of my fieldwork. I 
could then receive visitors and invite groups of young women over to ‘my 
place’.

The women soon grew accustomed to me, they considered me a friend, 
someone who was around. They did not seem to make it their business who 
I mingled with as long as I went frequently to their houses, to demonstrate



my friendship. I often wondered what it was that motivated the women to 
receive me with so much camaraderie. Young women generally were search
ing for new lifestyles and identities, and part of that was reflected in curios
ity and openness towards foreigners. In fact, among the young women, to 
have foreign friends bestowed prestige. The gifts that I, in accordance with 
custom, brought my friends from Europe were, of course, also important. 
French perfumes, Scholl shoes and lingerie topped the list of appreciated 
gifts. But the art of gift-giving in Lamu is intricate and took some time to 
master.

The young women wanted me to be part of their peer groups, and 
accompany them in everyday activities and on outings. I gladly followed 
them visiting in shopping rounds, visits to the beach, and to see Indian 
films at the cinema and on video. The world of films was to become central 
in my life as it was in theirs, and I gradually became immersed in this world 
of fantasy, commenting on the films, and heroes, which soothed their feel
ings as it did mine. Invitations to weddings were always forthcoming through 
my friends. I would, like them, dress up for these occasions, although not 
as extravagantly. I was not expected to wear the bui-bui veil but I leamt 
subtle modest female ways in which to comport myself, i.e. avoiding eye 
contact, covering my bosom with a kanga cloth, all to communicate dis
tance when necessary. I wanted to communicate, both to the men and the 
women, that I was ‘respectable’ and conformed to norms of modesty and 
of appropriate female behaviour.

When we socialized the young women wanted me to contribute with 
stories, particularly from Europe and my own life. How are marriages con
tracted, how free are women to mix with men, how was it that my husband 
was prepared to let me come to Lamu on my own? Did I know anyone they 
could marry? How was my house designed, and why was it that Europeans 
who had so much money spent so little on clothes? Questions were always 
on the tips of their tongues. They asked me for advice and talked freely on 
most subjects. I did not find it difficult to participate and obtain informa
tion about everyday things. Many were lively conversationalists and en
joyed talking and exchanging views. They had many opinions they wanted 
to express, but at the same time they were often unable to tell me the sig
nificance of the simplest things and were impressed that I knew more than 
they did. When I cried during the sentimental parts of films or was afraid of 
the bats at night they laughed heartily, I was a source of amusement. Before 
my husband came to visit, some of them wanted me to become a ‘Lamu 
woman’ by converting to Islam and marrying a local man. Two young



American women living in the community had done so and been given 
local names.

Being with the young women in their homes also led to contact with 
their parents, particularly their mothers and aunts. Even young men 
(barubaru), for example brothers, boyfriends, husbands, and male col
leagues, will feature in this study and not only as ‘extras’ since they play 
important roles in the lives of the young women. Life is still sexually seg
regated in Lamu. I could not enter all male contexts, and the latent eroti
cism associated with male-female encounters sometimes made it difficult 
for me to associate freely with a man as people would immediately think I 
was having an affair with him. But as a foreign woman, I could move out
side more freely than my friends, demands on modesty were automatically 
less, and I made recurrent errands to different government offices, institu
tions and cafés without feeling much restraint. Although it is not so exten
sive, I do have information from informal discussions with young men about 
their views of gender relations, partnership and marriage. They were usu
ally very interested in discussing these things, and I have tried to take their 
opinions into account and make their voices heard as much as possible.

During my fieldwork a conflict flared up between religious groups 
and I felt the need of a deeper understanding of fundamentalist ideas. I 
undertook formal interviews with (or rather took lessons from) walimu (men 
of religious learning) who gave me more insight into the discussions on 
different Islamic precepts (I would meet with them in public cafés or 
‘shops’). I often visited the girls secondary school to see my friends, some 
of whom were students and others teachers. I had no formal permission to 
be present during classes, but I saw my friends at recess, in the staffroom or 
on the sports ground. More formal interviews were conducted with local 
headmasters as well as with personnel in the Regional Education Office. 
To get an understanding of the working conditions of friends who were in 
employment I would frequently ‘drop by’ their offices.

Ethnography is both process and product (Herdt and Stoller, 1990). 
The process of data collection, as I have already discussed, is strongly in
fluenced by subjective factors. We arrive home with knowledge, experi
ences and emotions in a state of flux. Many argue that it takes months, even 
years, to ‘remove ourselves’ from the messy subjectivity of the field. Read
ing, reworking, interpreting and writing up the material and creating the 
product have traditionally entailed filtering out most of the subjective per
sonal experiences in order to obtain a more objective view, boosted by our 
rhetorical scientific tools, e.g. ‘participant observation’ and ‘informants’.



But the young women who were my informants were also my friends. They 
were real, with minds, motives and feelings. These personal experiences 
and emotions can also convey understanding. Although our aim in anthro
pology is primarily to understand the ‘other’ and not ourselves, we should 
acknowledge and make use of this fact. To create a rich context for this 
ethnography I have chosen not to remove myself but instead to try to con
vey to the reader how I interacted with my informants. For instance, by 
choosing to start each chapter with an impressionistic description my am
bition has been to present data as they flow undisturbed in their natural 
setting, punctuated by time, thereby bringing together humanistic and sci
entific anthropology. I have also tried to quote extensively from my con
versations with informants, thereby giving them a voice. Furthermore, I 
present case studies and personal accounts of individual life situations, il
lustrating how different factors come together to shape a life history.

Secondary sources of information were the media culture - films, 
radio, newspapers, literature-poetry presenting specific views about women 
- which occurs among young people. The ‘reading’ or textual analysis I 
make of this has also been important in structuring the ethnography. My 
aim has been to relate the media content to the concrete life and the context 
of meaning which emerge from participant observation.

My general understanding of coastal Swahili culture has been en
hanced by the historical and ethnographic work of scholars such as Pouwels 
(1987), Swartz (1991) and Middleton (1992). Significant studies with a 
gender focus have also been conducted by Strobel (1979), Caplan (1982, 
1989), Romero Curtin (1984,1987) and Le Guennec-Coppens (1983). How
ever, none of these have problematized the culture and situation of ‘young 
women’ beyond the conventional anthropological focus on initiation rites. 
The contemporary use and impact of media messages in the complex proc
ess of social transition have largely been neglected.

In the following Chapter, ‘Urban Heritage’, the reader will be intro
duced to the history, people and social organization of Lamu Town. The 
lifestyle of young women is deeply embedded in the wider society. It is 
moulded by the socio-economic reality, by notions of rank, ethnicity, re
ligiosity as well as notions of modernity. These elements will be examined 
before we proceed with a more focused exploration of female youth cul
ture.





2. Urban Heritage

In Lamu people arise from their night’s sleep with the words 
of the muezzin calling the faithful to prayer. Before dawn the front 
doors are unbolted and the men slip off to the neighbourhood 
mosque. The women remain behind in the houses for the first 
prayer of the day. Soon the sun starts colouring the horizon, and the 
cocks start crowing. Tea is prepared by the women on the charcoal 
hearth as they wake the schoolchildren and urge them to wash and 
dress. The noise of a radio programme, a loudly braying donkey 
and shouting voices from the streets soon fill the soundscape. We 
are in Mkomani, a quarter in the old stone town and residential area 
of Lamu.1 Here the ‘upstairs’ apartments of the houses are built 
around small open courtyards (kiwanda) which provide a generous 
source of light and air. These are the homes of the more affluent 
and well- established town families.

Lutfia and I prepare to go out on a few errands. We make our 
way down the steep stairs and stop briefly to greet the low-income 
tenants who live on the damp, dismal ground floor which lacks 
both light and air. We step out on to the porch entrance lined with 
stone benches, then make our way down the narrow alleys that 
connect the various town quarters. These are framed by the coral 
stone walls of densely built houses. The walls present naked fa
cades to the outsider. There are few windows and the carved 
wooden doors are the only externally ornamented aspect of the 
houses. We pass by the neighbourhood shop (duka) to return some 
bottles. A group of children have bought iced lollies while a servant 
boy has been sent to get sugar and a tin of margarine. Signs outside 
houses with names like Bahati Lodge (Luck Lodge) reveal that 
some of the buildings have been transformed into dwellings for 
tourists. As we make our way through the alleys which slope down
wards towards the sea, we pass the plots of the ruins of former 
houses, some converted into enclosed gardens that produce betel 
leaves (tambuu), paw paw, banana and jasmine. We watch our step 
as we go, skipping over donkey droppings, rubbish and skinny cats 
looking for food in the waste water in the open drains.2

Suddenly we have to jump for refuge into a doorway as a 
donkey laden with sacks of sand comes stomping towards us at full



speed whipped on by a labourer, his body gleaming with sweat and 
dust. We soon reach the major shopping street which runs the 
length of the town, one block behind the seafront. The street is 
wider here and both sides are lined with two-or-three storey build
ings housing shops, cafés, lodging houses, artisans’ workshops, 
offices and a few mosques. Now that everything has opened it is a 
hub of activity; people dart in and out back and forth. Brightly 
coloured kanga cloth and utensils hang on display at the door
posts. From a carpentry shop whining saws can be heard cutting up 
pieces of wood. At an antique and souvenir shop some tourists 
inspect a carved chest. We arrive at the town square which func
tions as a market in the mornings. Unveiled African farm women 
from the mainland settlement sell vegetables and fruit. The selec
tion depends on the season but is usually not very varied. A man 
shouts out ‘Buy my pickled mangoes!’, his basket full of unripe 
ones spiced with red pepper, a savoury snack. Freshly slaughtered 
meat and fish are bought in the congested market halls nearby.3 
Men dominate as customers; according to local custom it is they 
who buy food at the market.

We cross the grounds of the District Commissioner’s head
quarters, to arrive at the seafront. Outside the government offices, 
people sit and wait to have their business attended to.4 A four- 
wheel-drive vehicle, the only one on the island and a symbol of 
progress, is parked by the entrance to the area. The lavish white
washed two-storey veranda houses on the seafront, built at the turn 
of the century by Indian merchants, house prestigious institutions - 
the town’s only bank, the Post Office and the Lamu Museum. At 
the main jetty porters are at work unloading a cargo of Coca-cola 
and beer for the Petley’s Inn, the resort of civil servants and tour
ists. A group of women, their veils flapping in the wind, rush to 
catch a crowded ferry-boat which will take them to the mainland 
and a waiting Malindi bus. Some tourists and a few well-to-do 
locals await a boat to take them across the channel to the airstrip.5 
Along the southern side of the seafront, stacks of mangrove poles 
are heaped high and under the shadow of a tree a man sits stitching 
a sail, probably for one of the fishing boats which lies at anchor just 
beyond.

We now make our way to the southern part of the town, cross 
the sandy square in front of the domed Riyadha Mosque and are at



once in Langoni, the newer part of town. The alleys between the 
houses are broader here. Houses of the well-to-do stand out. Built 
in ‘modem’ styles with concrete blocks and corrugated iron roof
ing, some have several floors and are whitewashed. On the out
skirts of the area and towards the more recent expansion area 
Gardeni, the one-storey mud and wattle house with palm thatch 
(,makuti) roofing, so typical of the coast, dominates. Main entrances 
open on to the street, and women and children sit outside their 
houses on the stone benches lining the front walls. Privacy and 
seclusion of women seem a lesser concern here, although some 
have screened off the house fronts with palm-frond matting. We 
arrive at the house of a Sharifu healer for a consultation about 
Lutfia’s head-ache.

It is already noon when we walk back home to Mkomani. 
Many like us are returning home for ‘lunch’ and the midday siesta. 
Most offices and shops are closing. The street soon becomes con
spicuously empty. Even the stray cats withdraw from the unbear
able heat of the sun. Offices will open again at 2 pm but most shops 
stay closed until 4, when the sea breeze starts to cool the island.

Later I join a group of friends who want to go shopping. We 
decide to take the seafront route which is now a promenade where 
men as well as women, appropriately dressed in modest attire, 
come for a late afternoon stroll to catch the salt-laden evening 
breeze. Along the main street the clothing and fabric shops are now 
crowded with women buying cloth and sewing accessories.6 Some 
of them take the opportunity to communicate discreetly with the 
young men who hover around the shop entrances. Further down the 
street in the cafe area the air is heavy with the aroma of grilled 
meat and a thick coffee spiced with ginger. Groups of older towns
men sit around on the baraza benches that line the street, convers
ing or just watching the passers-by while they wait for the call to 
evening prayer.7 Dignified men stroll along, many wearing the 
classic Muslim dress - a long white robe (kanzu) and an embroi
dered skull cap (kofia). A group of young professionals assemble 
around the bookstore, to discuss the latest newspaper headlines.
The cafes bustle with life, and pop music flows. At the New Star a 
beachboy, casually dressed in T-shirt and shorts, has brought some 
tourists to taste the local specialities. Some young men with bun
dles of miraa stalks wrapped in brown paper prepare to leave,



possibly for one of the garden clubs (gardeni) on the outskirts of
the town, where they often indulge in private chewing sessions.8

The Past into the Present

For centuries daily routines in Lamu have pulsated with the position 
of the sun and the five daily prayers (salaat). Islam permeates the life of 
most people here. Today school and office hours also contribute to regulat
ing the use of time. The street scene demonstrates how ideas about status, 
age and gender are reflected in clothing, comportment and the symbolic 
and practical organization and use of space. Sexual segregation is obvious; 
men still dominate the street scene. Indeed, interaction in most spaces in 
Lamu demonstrates that everyday chores and sociability, even festivities, 
are all gendered practices. These are sites (physically and conceptually) 
where people perform in gendered ways and experience themselves as 
gendered subjects.

The mosques, cafés and baraza benches which line the streets are 
primarily the central institutions of male social life. It is here that manhood 
is expressed, reputation negotiated and social relations affirmed through 
endless political debate, competitive talk and reciprocal hospitality and play
ing of games.

Here men enjoy the visual pleasures of the ‘flaneur’ to their full. 
Looking at people and things from a distance is regarded as pleasurable in 
itself; the gaze must allow for the maintenance of privacy and integrity. 
Women are less visible, although the many changes of the last few decades 
have opened up traditional male-dominated arenas to them. At least they 
have access to these sites during particular times and circumstances, as we 
shall see in Chapter 5. They too have started to appropriate the values of the 
‘flaneur’, the joy in the visual pleasures of promenading on the seafront or 
browsing back and forth while shopping. From this perspective the veil 
helps them maintain both distance and integrity. Veiling, as well as a de
gree of seclusion, has been a central feature of the upper strata of Lamu 
society for many generations, as it has been in many parts of the Muslim 
world. Arab culture and lifestyle are emulated and are regarded as an indi
cator of status and wealth. The expression of womanhood has been, and 
still is to a large extent, explored behind the anonymous walls of the 
townhouse as we shall see in the following chapters.

However, the street and harbour scene described above are conceived,



by locals and visitors alike, to be the quintessence of Lamu Town. It is here 
that the significant trade and commerce of the present, but even more so of 
the ‘glorious’ past, have taken place. It is thus not only the tourist industry 
that cultivates a nostalgia for the past. The locals are also proud of their 
past glories, and indeed no present can be understood without an under
standing of people’s notions of their past. Yet it is important to bear in mind 
that people are not so much exponents of a given, ‘objective’, history; rather, 
they relate to their own construction of the past.

Most of the young people that I had contact with had a very fragmen
tary knowledge of coastal history. Nowadays, information is largely de
rived from school books and from the Lamu Museum which runs educa
tional programmes. Young people are aware of Lamu’s glorious past and 
many feel indignant about the fact that Lamu is so peripheral in contempo
rary Kenya. Others feel that the past was a period of backwardness, which 
does not concern them. They look rather to the future, as illustrated in the 
following incident. Bakari, a young office clerk working in Mombasa, was 
back in Lamu. He was walking down the street with a colleague when he 
ran into a woman, who in his own words ‘threw herself at my feet and 
declared that I was her master.’ It turned out that the woman was a mzalia, 
a descendant of slaves who once belonged to his family. He felt embar
rassed to be associated with the past of slavery in this way, particularly as 
his companion was not a local man. Many descendants of slaves still asso
ciate with the offsprings of past slave owners in patron-client relations. For 
young professionals like Bakari who consider themselves modem and pro
gressive, this reality is somewhat discomforting. As Bakari explained, ‘Slav
ery is a thing of the past - we have to keep it there if we want to get ahead.’

The history of Lamu Town is closely linked with the history of the 
rest of the East African coast. Ruins along the coast are the rich testimony 
of a long heritage of trade and urban settlement. These ruins are just begin
ning to be excavated. Our knowledge about the origins of Swahili society 
is fragmentary, but the early written accounts of some travellers, coupled 
with local myths and ‘legends’, many which have been written down, as 
well as new archeological evidence, help us form a picture of the coast 
prior to the arrival of the Portuguese around AD 1500.9

We know that settlements were established on some of the islands of 
Lamu’s archipelago as early as the tenth century (Pouwels, 1987:12). The 
people at that time fished, farmed, kept livestock and traded locally. Trad
ers from Arabia began visiting the East African coast around this time. 
Some stayed and intermarried with the local tribes. A unique lifestyle be-



gan to emerge, distinctly Afro-Arabic, Islamic and urban.10
Lamu Town probably did not exist on its present site much before the 

fourteenth century. It is first mentioned by an Arab, Abu Al-Mahasin, who 
m eta kadi (judge) from Lamu visiting Mecca in 1441 (Freeman-Grenville, 
1962). By this time a string of relatively affluent coastal towns had been 
established, each with its own ruling family. Acting as an entrepot for the 
Indian Ocean trade, Lamu became a thriving centre.

At this time Lamu society had become increasingly stratified socially 
and materially. The moral universe revolved around making a distinction 
between the dominant townsmen and those they considered their social 
inferiors: a world of status quo order, predictability, and civilization was 
posited against one of chaos, barbarity and the fear-inspiring ‘unknown’ 
(Allen, 1974; Pouwels, 1987). The townsmen were referred to as waung- 
wana, meaning free men, civilized people, men of breeding. Their status 
stood in contrast to that of the washenzi, the uncivilized, savage people, 
belonging to African tribes, who lived in the ‘bush country’ (nyika) and 
who were regarded as being without culture. The waungwana lived in the 
coral stone houses, had durable goods, dressed in imported cotton and silk, 
wore leather sandals and decorated their houses with Chinese porcelain. 
Stone symbolized permanence, rank and ancestry as well as wealth and 
power. Women rarely went out in public, as the waungwana could afford 
female seclusion to guard the moral purity of the lineage. They cultivated 
an interest and pride in their literary and cultural heritage. Being a well- 
bred townsman also meant worshipping in the mosque. In contrast, the 
washenzi lived in mud and thatch houses made of less permanent material. 
Inside the town walls they had to go barefoot, and they performed menial 
and ‘polluting’ activities. The elite’s claim to power and wealth was, in 
other words, legitimated in terms of a hierarchy, a ‘natural’ order in which 
each category had its position according to its relative purity (usafi) (El 
Zein, 1974).

A long period of prosperity came to an end with the arrival of the 
Portuguese at the end of the fifteenth century. The European quest for gold 
and spices in the Far East had started. For the next two hundred years the 
Portuguese tried to control the lucrative Indian Ocean trade and to exact 
tribute from city-states such as Mombasa and Lamu (Strandes, 1961). The 
subsequent Portuguese plunder and exploitation of the rivalry between the 
towns broke their balanced autonomy. Their loss of control of economic 
and political activities, and of their middleman position in trade, led to a 
decline in the fortunes of the coastal towns during the sixteenth century and



brought about a decisive change in the patterns of Indian Ocean trade. Not 
until the end of the seventeenth century, and with the assistance of the emerg
ing Arab maritime power in Oman, were the Swahili city-states able to 
throw out the Portuguese once and for all (Pouwels, 1987:98).

However, local feuds were to continue. In the archipelago on the north 
coast, the Sultanate of Pate, backed by Mombasa further south, tried to 
dominate the smaller city-states like Lamu. But, as its prosperity grew, Lamu 
began to resist Pate’s interference. The latter responded by starting to con
struct a fort in Lamu to control the town. Tensions came to a peak around 
1812. A battle was fought on the beach of Shela outside Lamu, in which 
Pate and its allied forces suffered a final blow (ibid.). Fearful of similar acts 
of aggression, Lamu now appealed to the new Sultan of Oman for protec
tion. Sultan Sayyid Said sent a governor (liwali) and a garrison to the town, 
and the construction of the Lamu Fort, which still stands near the seafront, 
was completed in 1821. In exchange, the Sultan gained a foothold on the 
East African coast. Having recognized the potential for trade here, he was 
to exploit this and exert a dominance such as no other colonial overlord had 
experienced. Around 1840 he moved his capital from Muscat to Zanzibar 
town.

The establishment of the Zanzibar Sultanate marks the beginning of 
a new era for the whole region. During the nineteenth century explorations 
and a caravan trade with slaves and ivory expanded in the interior of Af
rica. The slave trade, which had begun on a small scale, now increased 
markedly, both for export and for domestic labour as well as to work the 
newly established plantations in Zanzibar and Lamu (Salim, 1973). During 
the nineteenth century, Europeans were coming in increasing numbers to 
trade in the Indian Ocean, and Zanzibar became an international port of 
call. The Sultanate provided raw materials for the expanding industries of 
Europe, America and India. Encouraged by the Sultan, a period of exten
sive immigration followed. Merchants, craftsmen and builders from Gujarat 
in India and the Hadhramaut in Yemen came to settle on the coast and 
established expanding businesses. This stimulated the resurgence of build
ing along the coast. Lamu Town thus prospered from the new trade and the 
cheap slave labour. Many townsmen were able to lead a leisured life in 
luxury.

With the massive economic development during the Zanzibar era, 
however, changes were to work their way into the social and ideological 
spheres. Real power and control no longer lay in the hands of the local 
people. Zanzibar Town, renowned for its liberal and cosmopolitan profile,



was the new power centre where Islamic power and civilization fused with 
Western and Indian ideas of modernity, and luxury commodities.11 People 
came back to Lamu with stories of the cultural metropolis, the ‘Paris of the 
coast’ (Pouwels, 1987:128). The Omani way of life became the new model 
for Lamuans. Increasingly, to be civilized was to be an Arab. The towns
men emulated the customs and lifestyle of the Omani Arabs in Zanzibar, 
and those with claims to social standing adopted the title ‘Arab’. Indeed, 
the Swahili word for civilization, uungwam, was replaced by ustaarabu, 
meaning ‘being like an Arab’ (Allen, 1974:1; Pouwels, 1987:72). This was 
a vivid reflection of the high regard in which the Omani regime in Zanzibar 
was held, but also of the fact that the Omanis tried initially to remain aloof 
from the local Afro-Arabs whom they regarded as lacking in physical pu
rity, being more ‘African’ than Arab. The distinction between persons of 
Afro-Arabic stock and ‘true’ Arabs with established genealogies connect
ing them to the prestigious Islamic heartland, was accentuated and the po
sition of the old elite, the waungwana, was thus challenged. The latter, 
however, refused to accept such differentiations and reacted by inventing 
genealogies which laid claim to Arab descent: they claimed that, centuries 
ago, their forefathers had arrived on the coast from Arabia (Pouwels, 
1987:129). Arabization then became the dominant trend, although the Indi
ans, too, were influential as wealthy merchants and money-lenders.

Religious scholars and holy men had been coming to the coast for 
centuries, imparting religious education, converting followers and building 
religious communities. The most influential of them were the Hadhrami 
Masharifu, who claim to be descendants of the Prophet and who are said to 
have baraka, the blessing of God, and thereby spiritual power. The prestig
ious ancestry and holiness of the Masharifu assured them the respect of the 
elite and the veneration of the deprived. Belonging mostly to the Shafi’i 
sect of Sunni Islam, the Masharifu have had a profound impact on Islamic 
practice in East Africa and have given it its unique character. With the fresh 
influx of immigrants during the nineteenth century, new such groups ar
rived. In Lamu the Hadhrami Masharifu would come to play a significant 
role, as the result of the influence of one Hadhrami Sharifu: Habib Sualeh 
bin Alawi of the Jamal Al-Layl clan, who came to Lamu via the Comoro 
islands in the 1880s. He was to become the founder and spiritual father of 
the influential Riyadha mosque, which has since been an important centre 
of religious ritual and learning in Lamu and East Africa (Pouwels, 1987:148). 
Under Habib Sualeh’s guidance new forms of scholarship and new meth
ods of teaching the fundamentals of the faith were promoted. His approach



to Islam was deeply influenced by Sufism, which believes that there is 
more to religion than merely following the ‘divine’ Sharia law, as formu
lated in the Koran and the traditions of the Prophet (Bikales, 1990). It means 
following the tariqa (way, path) of inner spiritual development that seeks 
to bring about personal mystical experience with the divine. Through spe
cific ecstatic rites and practices, a union with and a heightened awareness 
of God and the Prophet are achieved. The strong emotional appeal of the 
tariqa ; its flexible interpretation of Islamic law, the role it gives the indi
vidual in defining his/her own faith and its tolerance for local custom, have 
all been important characteristics of the Islam professed by Habib Sualeh.

Among other things, this has made the conversion of African groups 
in the Lamu region easier. Koran schools and madar asa (colleges) were set 
up in Lamu Town and on the islands in the archipelago, which were open to 
all. Habib Sualeh argued that religious piety could be attained through the 
Prophet’s love, which was open to all, not just to the favoured few. Of 
course, this approach appealed particularly to the humbler social strata, 
like the descendants of slaves and newcomers of low status. Habib Sualeh 
was to gain an enormous following, and since the turn of the century his 
clan has more or less monopolized the positions of religious authority and 
teaching in Lamu, thereby gaining considerable economic power as well. 
The establishment of the Masharifu and other newcomers was thus to chal
lenge the waungwana elite in a fundamental way.

Tension over matters of belief and religious practice together with 
economic and political decline contributed to make the period around and 
after the turn of the century a time of social and cultural unrest in Lamu. 
The British took action to suppress the slave trade and interfered increas
ingly in the affairs of Zanzibar.12 British and German interests ‘divided’ 
East Africa into spheres of influence. The British East Africa Protectorate 
was set up in 1895, to form the present-day Kenya including the coastal 
strip which was leased. The Sultanate was dismantled and Zanzibar be
came a separate protectorate. Political power had once again changed hands. 
Local institutions and forms of government changed and Western state struc
ture and administration was imposed. Within a few decades the British 
managed to alter the essential socio-economic underpinnings of life on the 
coast.

Development activities in cash-crop agriculture, industry and infra
structure were soon concentrated in the fertile ‘highlands’. No similar ini
tiatives were initiated on the coast (Allen, 1974:108). Lamu’s source of 
cheap labour disappeared with the abolition of slavery, and this, combined



with the expropriation of land and increased taxation, contributed to a se
vere drop in agricultural production. On the mainland plantations the bush 
slowly reclaimed the land.13 The waungwana were ill-equipped to make a 
successful transition to a modem economy. They were unaccustomed to 
working for a living, and made little effort to experiment with the new 
agriculture or industries. With little experience of banking, the use of free 
wage labour, and knowledge of the working of the market, the locals found 
few opportunities. Their wealth had been in slaves, cash and land. What 
remained was steadily sold to raise more cash to keep up the appearance of 
wealth and aristocracy (Salim, 1973).

As Mombasa, with its good natural harbour, was developed as the 
new coastal seaport centre and depot for the Uganda railway under con
struction, a stream of migration to the new centre began. This drew capital 
and labour from Lamu, but also resulted in groups of Bantu-speaking peo
ple from ‘up-country’ seeking work and fortunes in Mombasa. In Lamu 
District, the population fell by almost half between 1914 and 1923 (Ranger, 
1975). The trade contacts of Lamu and the other smaller ports diminished 
and the town become gradually marginalized in relation to the trading net
work of the Indian Ocean. With neither trade nor agriculture to support the 
economy, the town declined, and during the 1920s and 1930s Lamu was 
caught in a full-scale depression.

Optimistic ‘Arab’ townsmen, who regarded themselves as superior 
to the ‘up-country Africans’, had hoped that they would gain exclusive 
political favours and influential positions in the new colony (Kindy, 1972; 
Allen, 1974). However, during the colonial era the political and economic 
centre of the Protectorate shifted from the coast to the highlands and to 
Nairobi. In the recmitment of the indigenous population to posts in the 
colonial administration, the coastal Muslims were soon disadvantaged by 
the British preference for non-Muslim people from ‘up-country’, who took 
advantage of the growing British education system through the Christian 
missions (Salim 1973:90). The coastal Muslims were suspicious of this 
‘colonial’ and ‘Christian’ system, feeling that it was a threat to ‘the Islamic 
way of life’. Not until the government helped organize special ‘Arab’ schools 
free of the Christian influence did the secular education system take root in 
the Muslim communities along the coast. Racial and religious categoriza
tion were serious points of contention in education as well as in politics at 
the time.

During the depression of the 1920s and 1930s Lamu was a seat of 
conservatism, resentment and passive protest. The Masharifu, who had



gained considerable influence in education matters in the town, encour
aged mystical rather than reformist thought and campaigned vigorously 
against the introduction of a secular education system. It was not until 1947, 
after several futile attempts, that the town opened its first primary school 
(ibid.: 152). Some progressive families who recognized the benefit of this 
type of education were, of course, sending their children to Mombasa and 
Zanzibar where educational development had gone further (Pouwels, 
1987:189).

More and more people realized that compromises had to be made 
between the traditional culture and the new order; many also recognized 
that material benefits could be gained in the ‘new’ professions, in the colo
nial administration and the new modem sector. Slowly the opposition to 
secular education diminished.

After the Second World War a growing political consciousness was 
felt in Kenya, as elsewhere in colonial Africa. Increasing contact with the 
Pan Islamic movements, the Middle East, and other parts of the world broad
ened the outlook of people on the coast. The first radio station here, Sauti 
ya Mvita - The Voice of Mvita (Mombasa’s old name) - created a wider 
audience than in the past for news, Koran readings, religious talks, Swahili 
song, poetry and music as well as interviews with prominent personalities, 
all strengthening the local cultural identity (Kindy, 1972; Salim, 1973:216). 
Modernized music from Europe and the Middle East and alternative styles 
like African urban jazz (from the Congo and South Africa) now became 
accessible and met with enthusiasm. Students were increasingly going 
abroad to Britain and the Middle East for higher studies and returning home 
with new ideas, perspectives and visions. A new Western-educated profes
sional class emerged. Political consciousness, an interest in nationalism 
and a growing sense of the disadvantage at which the coast found itself in 
relation to the rest of the country, emerged (Ranger, 1975:152). Lamu ex
perienced a revitalization of its cultural and economic institutions during 
this period.

In the 1950s a great deal of civil unrest made it increasingly clear that 
the withdrawal of colonial rule was inevitable. The Kikuyu ‘Mau Mau’ 
uprising, in protest against the alienation of land by the white settlers in the 
fertile highlands, was perhaps the most potent. Different national parties 
were now being formed. On the coast ambivalence and fear were expressed 
at the prospect of being integrated into a nation-state with an ‘up-country 
African’ dominance.14 Various factions of coastal Muslims pushed for the 
autonomy of the coastal strip, in the Mwambao movement, or a union with



Zanzibar. But when Independence came, in 1963, the coastal strip became 
part of the new Kenyan state, united under Jomo Kenyatta and his KANU 
party (the Kenyan African National Union) - soon to be the single legal 
political party. Separatist tendencies, continued after Independence and many 
people on the coast say that, as a consequence, the government continued 
to divert goods, modem technology and services away from the coast.

Muslim Reformist Thought since Independence

The aim of the Kenyan state has been to create a modem nation. 
After Independence the political leadership - like its counterparts in many 
other former colonies - found itself presiding over a very heterogeneous 
population. To build a ‘nation’ out of a population comprising more than 
forty ethnic groups became the ambition and programme of President 
Kenyatta and his followers. In order to minimize the resistance to proposi
tions of national integration and mobilization, which has been consider
able, especially along the coast, the importance of cultural differences has 
been downplayed. In an attempt to foster economic development along capi
talist lines, a unified judicial and administrative system and the type of 
cultural homogenization which can emerge from a common state-control
led secular education system were considered necessary preconditions for 
a common identification with, and participation in, the new nation.

A whole symbolic apparatus has been formulated in order to mobi
lize the moral resources of ‘com m unity’ and nation. Development 
(maendeleo) has become a central symbol in the government’s efforts to 
achieve the basis for citizens’ (wananchi) identification with the ‘nation- 
building’ project.15 However, in spite of such efforts, more than 25 years 
after Independence, the ‘nation’ remains an unfulfilled project.

Models of what ‘development’ and ‘progress’ should be about are 
not only presented by the Western-oriented development agents of the state. 
Many Afro-Arabs have felt discredited and marginalized under the new 
African government, and on the coast alternative models of ‘development’ 
are presented by the local leaders and by various groups of Muslim reform
ists influenced by the transnational Islamic ‘revival’ movement. Many are 
exposed to ideologies of modernization through the images created by the 
mass media, i.e. newspapers, radio and videos, which are flooding into 
Lamu Town. The ability of various reformist movements to use the modem 
media efficiently in order to spread information is striking. Popular culture,



particularly music and film from India, presents yet other images of ‘devel
opment’ and ‘modernity’ as we shall explore later on.

However peripheral Lamu may have been during the past decades, 
messages of modernization from various centres have now taken root. Lo
cal debates about maendeleo revolve around being ‘modem’ and still re
taining one’s identity as a Muslim in the context of a secular and Western
ized Kenya. Mangrove exports, commerce, traditional maritime activities 
and government jobs have sustained the economic base of the town, but it 
still suffers from lack of economic investment and initiative.

Saidi, a young Mwamu intellectual and businessman who is married 
to Nuru (see informant chart), belongs to a group of progressive and re
form-oriented young men.16 In the evenings his group of friends gather at 
a certain shop in Lamu where they discuss political and religious issues, 
the reasons for the economic and moral decline in Lamu, and how to re
cover from it. Some of them are members of the local Muslim Youth Asso
ciation.17 Saidi and his friends want to see change. They adopt a liberal, 
modemist stand and feel that the local community and its leaders have been 
too passive in the process of decline. In their eyes it is unreasonable that 
Lamu, once an affluent and influential community during the Sultanate, is 
now an isolated outpost, where up-country officials hold the important gov
ernment posts and positions of power. Lamu reformists legitimize their 
claims to power in terms of an ideology of development, as well as of Is
lam. They want to see reform in education, and in the social and economic 
sectors. Although a recent expansion in coastal tourism has brought cash 
and a new influx of people and government interest to Lamu, they express 
disillusionment with the present mode of development in the District. They 
want to see investments in industry and production, a proper piped-water 
supply, improved transportation facilities and an electricity reserve. They 
envy the material status and the affluent lifestyle of Westerners, for in
stance, their consumer freedom, physical mobility and relaxing ‘holidays’. 
However, they also share the older generation’s misgivings about the moral 
impact of the tourists whom many young people imitate blindly. They ar
gue that development and modernization for Muslim communities should 
be conceived of within the framework of Islamic principles. Although some 
parts of the Koran are eternally relevant, others refer to issues relevant only 
in the time of Prophet Mohammed. Religious faith and moral prescriptions 
for everyday life have to be consolidated and adapted to the needs, ideas 
and demands of modem ‘rational’ living. However, Islam as such, with its 
spiritual and moral superiority, is posited as the hope for a revival of Swahili



fortunes, power and integrity.
Saidi and his friends say that they are inspired by Sheik Al-Amin of 

Mombasa who was a leading scholar and spokesman for reform on the 
coast in the 1920s and 1930s (Salim, 1973:167). He was influenced by, and 
well acquainted with, the Islamic reformist movement in the Middle East, 
and argued that the coastal societies had to face and accommodate the prob
lems of the new age by means of a modernization programme rooted in the 
fundamental principles of Islam. He admired Japan which had modernized 
within the terms of its own culture. He urged programmes of education for 
both boys and girls, financed and controlled by the Islamic community 
itself. But he was distinctly conservative in his opposition to the adoption 
of foreign modes of dress and entertainment. However, his reformist ideas 
were met by bitter polemics, for example, on the part of the Masharifu at 
Riyadha, including Habib Sualeh and his sons. These religious traditional
ists did not want modem technology or a modem education system, which 
they obviously feared would challenge the local Islamic system of educa
tion which they more or less monopolized at the time, and ultimately their 
leadership (ibid.). To traditionalists and conservatives, reformist ideas like 
those of Al-Amin seemed revolutionary. The time was not yet ripe for a 
reform movement and Al-Amin never won massive popular support. Yet 
his ideas and personal appeal lived on and have continued to inspire. He 
published the first weekly to appear on the coast, the Al-Islah (Reform). 
Today the bi-lingual newspaper, Ar-Risala (The Message), which is pub
lished by the influential Ansaar Muslim Youth, operates in the same spirit. 
The newspaper is one important means by which the ‘sauti ya umma’, the 
voice of the Muslim community of Kenya, is making itself heard.

Today, the activities of reformist thinkers and movements in the Mus
lim world, e.g. the Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt, the official Wahhabism 
of Saudi Arabia, and the Islamic revolution in Iran, are followed with per
haps more interest than ever before.18 Needless to say, the Islamic revolu
tion in Iran was an important source of inspiration for many in the 1980s. 
Pictures of Khomeini were for a while plastered all over Lamu Town. Shiite 
organizations have also established contact with religious factions in the 
town. Wahhabi reformist doctrine has also inspired many and has perhaps 
caused most debate because of its association with the ‘opposition’ in Lamu. 
It seeks to purify Islam by rooting out all forms of heretical innovation 
(bidaa).

Saidi and his friends voice a criticism of the Masharifu and their reli
gious institutions by attacking elements of religious worship and practice



along these lines. They are of the opinion that the use of musical instru
ments (drums, tambourines, flutes) in the mosques in Lamu (introduced by 
Sualeh), and many superstitious beliefs and practices are bidaa. Further
more, that the veneration of Habib Sualeh as a saint is idolatry (shirk), an 
unforgivable sin amongst Muslims.

Saidi and other well-known reformists in Lamu are often called 
‘Wahhabis’, with a negative and derogatory tinge, by the Masharifu. How
ever, Saidi explains that this label is too limiting. He points out that it is not 
true that they are ‘Wahhabis’ only. They are to various degrees influenced 
by different schools of reformist thought.

During my fieldwork, discussions in various mosques and in more 
private settings reflected constant concern and diverging opinions about 
what should be considered bidaa. This preoccupation elaborates, but also 
complicates, the distinction people along the coast make between religious 
belief and practices which they classify as sunna (good, commendable, 
Islamic practice in the tradition of the Prophet) and beliefs and practices 
having nothing to do with Islam which they label as mila (custom) or part 
of (African) tradition.19 This distinction reflects an acknowledgement that 
African religious beliefs and institutions continue to exists alongside the 
Islamic doctrines, but also that there is a tension between them. From the 
analytical perspective, what we have here is a reflection of what anthro
pologists refer to as the ‘great’ and ‘little’ traditions in areas where univer
sal religions meet local beliefs and customs to form a syncretic culture (see 
Redfield, 1956). Today elements of the local Tittle’ tradition, many located 
outside the realm of the mosque, e.g. possession by spirits and aspects of 
female life-cycle rituals, are rejected, as we shall see in Chapter 4.

People who want to accentuate religion, piety, respectability even 
‘modernity’, distance themselves from practices they interpret as unortho
dox, whether bidaa or mila. Nonetheless, the difficulty in being consistent 
when faced with custom is a matter which we shall discuss later on in this 
study.

Reformists in Lamu also attack the Masharifu establishment for not 
having contributed much to facing the challenges of development. Some 
accuse them of defending a so-called ‘closed-door’ policy, aiming to keep 
the town free from secular and modern influences in order to preserve their 
own prominence. They are accused of perpetuating a state of illiteracy, 
ignorance, superstition, underdevelopment and lack of democracy. Even 
the issue of male homosexual activity, which some Masharifu leaders are 
said to engage in, became a powerful ‘weapon’ to discredit them in the



struggle for political influence.
Educational development, both Islamic and ‘Western’, and the par

ticipation of women in social development, are issues which are said to be 
neglected by the Masharifu. Despite this, schooling has increased rapidly 
in Lamu District since Independence. Two primary and two secondary 
schools are operating in the town today. However, discontent has been voiced 
about the way the secular, Western education system promoted by the state 
has come to be so dominant. Although reformist leaders acknowledge that 
secular education is useful, even for women, it is felt that it is not sufficient 
in itself. Expanding the scope of Islamic values in educational matters as 
well as in civil society is seen as important today, and as capable of pre
venting moral decay and the spread of secularism. However, the local Is
lamic education system monitored largely by the Masharifu has become 
outmoded and dysfunctional as a result of neglect. Although most children 
at the primary level are involved in both a Western and an Islamic system 
of education, for example in the Koran schools (chuo), the latter is no longer 
regarded as so important by many families. Attempts have been made to 
bridge the gap between the secular and Islamic systems. With the country 
wide ‘844’ educational reform, introduced in the latter part of the 1980s, 
the state schools have introduced Islamic Religious Education as an exami
nation subject.20 Initiatives have been undertaken to update the Koran 
schools, through new methods of teaching, training programmes for teach
ers and curriculum development (see Chapter 5). Interference in the educa
tional activity at Riyadha and its associated institutions has not been wel
come, but reformists are going ahead with their criticism anyhow, remind
ing the Masharifu that they have no right to monopolize religious educa
tion.

In quite a few neighbourhood mosques where the reformists are sup
ported, they have a platform and hold madarasa meetings and speak up 
about current events and issues that concern them. After a long period of 
campaigning and conflict, the reformists are now allowed to hold ‘alterna
tive’ Friday prayers, with the sermon (khutba) in Swahili instead of the 
customary Arabic, so that the audience are given the opportunity of under
standing what is being said.

The Masharifu and their followers argue that the ‘revolt’ and opposi
tion against them and against the Riyadha tradition are motivated by ‘po
litical’ rather than religious reasons. Sulemain, one of their supporters, said 
that the reformists were only after fame and influence, that they were jeal
ous of the position and spiritual wealth of the Masharifu. It is indeed a



power struggle, but the Masharifu have reason to feel threatened, their su
premacy is no longer evident. The massive unquestioned support and rev
erence they once experienced are gone. It is also disturbing for the Masharifu 
that some of those who espouse reformist thought and challenge them come 
from their own ranks, and are people whom they have trained diligently in 
their own tradition. This was the case with a renowned religious leader in 
Shela Town who espoused Wahhabi reformist thought with vigour during 
the 1980s, and in consequence gained considerable support and influence 
(see Bikales, 1990).

However, it is also common knowledge that there is much internal 
disagreement among the ranks of the Masharifu about how to organize and 
lead mosque and college activities. More than a decade ago a splinter group 
broke off from the Riyadha mosque and established a rival mosque and 
college called Swafaa. This group did not espouse Wahabi reformist thought, 
but linked up with Shi’ia organizations, arguing that the Shi’ia, like the 
Masharifu, believe in divine leadership and the notion that there are fami
lies who are descendants of the Prophet.

Mounting criticism as well as internal splits have contributed to weak
ening the role, power and prestige of the Masharifu. This religious elite and 
its institutions are being challenged both from within and from without, as 
they themselves challenged the waungwana at the turn of the century. One 
of the most visible signs of Masharifu pre-eminence used to be the huge 
attendance at the Maulidi, the annual religious festival to commemorate 
the Prophet. Today criticism limits the scope and numbers attending this 
week-long celebration which once attracted people from all over East Af
rica. Nor can the Riyadha institution be said any longer to represent an 
outstanding centre of learning. Outmoded teaching techniques and curricu
lum development as well as a lack of qualified teachers are the causes of 
this. Islamic education centres with efficient management, organization and 
pedagogy are mushrooming in other parts of Kenya.

The conflict among different religious factions in Lamu has been ac
centuated by the fact that development assistance money has been pouring 
in from donors in the oil-rich Middle East countries, e.g. Saudi Arabia, 
Kuwait, Dubai and Iran in order to build new mosques and educational 
institutions and counteract ‘Christian’ influence.21 The external relations 
of the factions have been strengthened in the process. During my time in 
Lamu several delegations of dignitaries from different Islamic organiza
tions could be observed visiting local institutions, looking for projects wor
thy of support. The Riyadha mosque Academy and Library and the new



hospital just outside Lamu have been built with support from associations 
in Saudi Arabia. The most noticeable example of foreign support is perhaps 
that for the Swafaa mosque. The Swafaa group has received funding pri
marily from the Shiite, Kuwaiti-based foundation, the Ahl-ul-bait (the chil
dren of the house of the Prophet, i.e. the successors) (Nadhi, 1987:22). In 
the mid-1980s the modest mosque structure was replaced by a spacious 
and imposing complex, quite different from the local scale and building 
traditions. Many locals viewed the emergence of Swafaa with apprehen
sion. Suspicion was expressed about the motives of the Shiite sponsors. 
There was also speculation about whether the Kuwaitis would bring in their 
own teachers and order the people to follow Shiite beliefs and customs. 
The celebration of the Ashura feast in commemoration of the two martyrs 
Hussain and Hassan, a feast unique to the Shi’ia, met with scepticism in 
Lamu. However, it was difficult not to appreciate the material goods that 
the Shiite organization donated.

During my fieldwork a ship from the Ahl-ul-bait association laden 
with foodstuffs, notebooks, new as well as second-hand clothing, and cloth 
docked in the Lamu harbours. The intention was that the items should be 
distributed among the ‘poor and needy of Lamu’. A crisis arose about how 
to distribute the goods, but no satisfactory system was set up. The origin 
and novelty of the goods made people of all categories want to get hold of 
something from the shipload. When mmours started circulating that goods 
were being distributed among the networks of the religious leaders them
selves and that government officials were being given permission to enter 
the Fort, where the goods were kept, to ‘choose’ items, not only men but 
also women of the lower strata stormed the Lamu Fort to ensure that they 
got access to some of what they thought of as being rightfully theirs. Fujo 
(chaos) broke out and was to characterize the continued distribution. ‘Ni 
Kuwaiti hiyo?' (‘is that a ‘Kuwaiti’ thing’) was the most common remark 
when people were noticed wearing something new.

The reformists, who had not been able to mobilize such resourceful 
support, condemned this compromising ‘flirtation’ with the Shi’ia. How
ever, by the late 1980s the symbolic potency of the militant Islamic revolu
tion and Islamic radicalism decreased as people became more familiar with 
the intricacies of the Iran-Iraq conflict, and felt they had to take sides. Dur
ing the 1991 Gulf war, which was followed on CNN, feelings ran high in 
Lamu. In order to avoid rioting between different supporter groups, public 
meetings were banned. Since the war the alliance with the Kuwaiti Shi’ia 
seems to have collapsed.



As a result of all this, competition between factions in influence and 
the running of educational institutions has ensued. Demands for higher teach
ing standards in Islamic education are being taken seriously. The Masharifu 
have also realized that they must adjust to the times.

Scholarships to study at renowned places like Al-Azhar in Egypt, 
Medina University in Saudi Arabia and Qum in Iran have increasingly been 
provided by Muslim institutions, e.g. the Islamic Foundation. Many young 
men in Lamu have gained such scholarships, and so have a handful of 
women. The different groups in Lamu await the students’ return so that 
they can contribute to strengthening the position and institutions of the dif
ferent ‘factions’.

The local Muslim reformists are, thus, no fanatics. Their aim is to 
combine ‘modernity’ with ‘Islam’, having recourse to both national devel
opment and Muslim rhetoric. This, I feel, is the reason for their increasing 
influence in Lamu. They use rhetoric from both the national ‘development’ 
campaign and Islam. In Lamu, we can speak of a religious and a political 
awakening, or at least a new perspective on the issue of religion in society. 
Islam has become relevant to politics and is used in the bid for power both 
externally and internally. Vis-à-vis the state the reformists demonstrate that 
they are indeed tackling the major issues of change and modern develop
ment. Although they stress their distinct identity, there is an expressed wish 
to co-operate with government representatives in order to deal with the 
underdeveloped economy and to improve school attendance, but at the same 
time to see to it that the new programme of religious education in schools is 
successful.

Suudi summed up the situation in an illuminating way: ‘You see, 
people are now saying that they followed the Masharifu blindly because 
they thought they had special powers, but in fact they followed leaders who 
did not practice what they preached. People have become self-critical and 
are now saying that there is no need to show the Masharifu exaggerated 
respect, that it is better to show a learned person respect whatever his or her 
background. We are all the same in the face of God. However, we can’t 
follow all the bidaa people preach because they are against all we have 
learnt, all our grandfathers believed in. They want to forbid all our tradi
tions! It is a very confusing time we live in in Lamu. These days it is diffi
cult to know what is right and wrong and what to believe in.’



The People of Lamu

Today the population of Lamu Town is as varied as ever. As always 
Lamu is involved in the process of integrating new groups of foreigners, 
including non-coastal Kenyans and Westerners, both of whom are mostly 
Christians. The cultural traffic linking Africa with Arabia and other parts of 
the world has been continuous. The process of integration and adaptation 
of the heterogeneous population maintains a complex, dynamic and truly 
‘creole’ culture.

The term Swahili (derived from the Arabic sahil meaning coast) is 
used by outsiders to denote the inhabitants and the culture of the various 
settlements along the East African coast. However, the Swahili are not 
members of a tribe or ethnic group in the usual sense of the word. The 
people we observe in the streets of Lamu and the families of the young 
women who are the focus of this study have various backgrounds in, for 
example, Arab, Persian, Baluchi, Bantu, and Somali groups, who have in
termarried. Most people speak of themselves as ‘Swahili’ in specific con
texts, for example, strategically vis-à-vis the state. The term Swahili is typical 
of a complex society, where people operate with several, partly overlap
ping collective labels - ethnic or otherwise. The question ‘Who are the 
Waswahili’ has been central in scholarship on East Africa for the last few 
decades. Eastman (1971) has tried to arrive at a definition of the group, a 
list of ‘traits’ that could define membership. However, these did not prove 
satisfactory as the range of applicability proved to be too wide.

What unites these people and makes them identify as an ethnic unit 
in contrast to others is their common home, the coastal niche, their Swahili 
language, a consciousness of sharing a common culture, and the Islamic 
religion that has greatly influenced and added to that culture. 22

But internally they prefer to distinguish themselves from one another, 
on the basis of origin and location, race and skin colour, as well as other 
criteria which the actors regard as significant: in fact, we may divide the 
Swahili into several sub-groups, as we shall see below. Eastman (1971; 
Arens, 1975) therefore argue that one will be better-off using people’s own 
self-identification as a point of departure.

My informant friends had difficulty in articulating their ethnic iden
tity Binti: ‘...well, we are Waarabu (Arab) but different from the Hadhrami. 
At the office I say we are Waswahili orjust Waamu (people from Lamu), to 
make it easy; there are a lot of up-country people working there.’

Saada expresses somewhat the same dilemma: ‘...we are Hadhrami



Arabs from the Hadhramaut (Yemen), but we’ve lived here for a long time, 
many of our ways are like those of the Waswahili. But I don’t use that term 
too often.’ Fumo has no problem: *... our people are Bajun ’

‘Arab’ is another general label which is used situationally by many 
people in Lamu. There is still a strong undercurrent of tension between the 
light-skinned ‘new’ Arabs, whose ancestors arrived in Lamu a hundred or 
less years ago, and the ‘old’ dark-skinned waungwana elite in Lamu, who 
also claim Arab origin. Arab racial consciousness and the wish to ‘belong’ 
to the Arab world seem to be ever-present in people’s minds. Rank in Lamu 
is ascribed as well as achieved; it is composed of one’s ability to claim 
Arab ancestry as well as wealth and a degree of Muslim piety and learning. 
All this, of course, has historical connotations. The issue of what it is to be 
a ‘native’ on the coast, then, still has a basic implication for how the people 
see themselves in relation to others.23

People who live in Lamu are thus, to a lesser or greater degree, part 
of the local Swahili culture. There are still groups of recent immigrants 
who are in the process of being integrated. However, many would say that 
they cannot yet be counted as Swahili or Waamu. As we shall see, this is the 
case with the Hadhrami.

Although the reception of the continuous flow of new settlers has 
been ambivalent, as they were often seen as a challenge to local supremacy, 
there has always been a readiness, a necessity to assimilate those who have 
been distinguished as newcomers (wageni) together with the innovative 
ideas they have brought with them. There has always been a need to main
tain order and continuity in town life while creating unity out of diversity, 
one society out of many. Differences from those who were already settled 
may have been accentuated by locals or newcomers, but over time these 
distinctions have become blurred. Within two or three generations the new
comers have been incorporated and fused with the mainstream town cul
ture. Adopting language and cultural practices, intermarriage, lineage af
filiation and clientship and adoption were important mechanisms of as
similation. In this integration process the newcomers have contributed new 
elements to the town culture.

A strong element of competition among rival factions is described by 
many scholars as having been characteristic of urban Swahili civilization 
(Prins, 1971; El Zein, 1974; Ranger, 1975; Pouwels, 1987). They agree that 
this factionalism was also a basic integrative device for urban settlements 
which had constantly to absorb new people and cultural elements. Lamu 
Town was, for instance, divided into two location halves. The established



townsmen tended to cluster in one group representing tradition, the status 
quo and the ‘posh’, while the less well-established newcomers became syn
onymous with innovation, change and the ‘vulgar’ (Ranger, 1975:165). 
These major groups united within themselves smaller oppositional group
ings, with the consequence that solidarity between disparate elements was 
created.

Negotiation of rank, ethnicity and prestige was expressed through 
contests mashindo (from to conquer or overcome) between the two oppos
ing categories. Ranger’s (1975) description of the popular dance move
ment beni (brass bands) and Strobel’s (1979) portrayal of the female equiva
lent lelemama illustrate this well. Beni surfaced in East Africa at the turn of 
the century inspired by the ceremonials of the British army and navy. Groups 
would stage dance, music and song performances characterized by the use 
of colourful uniforms (costumes), parades, dance drill and mimic combats. 
Each beni association was organized into a competitive hierarchy of office
bearers with European titles such as ‘kings’, ‘admirals’ and ‘court offic
ers’. The performances contained elements of admiration but also mockery 
and symbolic protest against the reigning political order. But by means of 
beni members experienced in play the power of the colonial overlords, a 
power which they lacked in reality.

However, beni was also an important forum for releasing tension be
tween oppositional factions. In Lamu the two major factions had their own 
beni associations. Initially the patrons of the bands were wealthy, influen
tial townsmen, while the members were mostly their clients who often came 
from the lower strata. Beni associations thus integrated people of different 
social status and ethnic background in a common activity. The rival beni 
teams competed for prestige by proving their dance and song skills and 
displaying innovative costumes and the latest ‘fashions’. Having a big mem
bership and gathering a big audience at public performances as well as 
giving lavish feasts were also important. Rooted in traditional dance com
petition, beni was a medium for creative accommodation and did not sim
ply emulate Western style. Many parallels to the male beni were found in 
the female lelemama dance associations, although these were not so pub
licly visible or politically significant as the beni (Strobel 1979:156). 
Lelemama was also performed during women’s wedding festivities. Such 
female rituals have always been flexible, drawing on the cultural repertoire 
of various people, including that of slaves (see Chapter 4 and 7). Indeed, 
women have always been important agents in the process of integrating the 
different ethnic groups in coastal communities (ibid:21).24



The beni dance associations with their extravagant performances came 
under increasing attack over time, and the associations gradually dwindled 
as new fora of entertainment and creative expression came into fashion. By 
the time of Independence beni had lost much of its former potency (Ranger, 
1975:87). The ‘dual’nature of social organization in Lamu is now acknowl
edged as a thing of the past. Yet today competing football teams still fulfil 
something of the role once played by dance associations. Indeed, the beni 
drum and trumpet are often played at football matches in Lamu where feel
ings of team spirit run high. A competitive element is also felt at today’s 
wedding celebrations, when women dance and display the latest dress fash
ions.

‘Style’ is accorded great value in Lamu. Now as in the past ‘fashion’ 
follows the ‘powerful’, whether these are Westerners or Omanis. Fashion 
styles are absorbed, mastered and displayed by people to prove that they 
are civilized, have taste and are modem. These constitute an important cul
tural technology, tools of prestige and imitation, which serve as a mecha
nisms of change and integration (Ranger, 1975; Craik, 1994:27). The de
sire for exclusive dress codes, to express distinction, identity even opposi
tion enhances creativity and innovation. The meaning and organization of 
fashion is, as we shall see in the course of this book, intricate in Lamu. 
During the British era, for instance, the progressives emulated the Europe
ans. Games like football became popular. So did eating from tables and 
chairs and with a knife and fork, or listening to modernized music on gramo
phones introduced via the Middle East and India. New dress fashions were 
established. Women started wearing European style gowns, while the men 
created the Hamudiyya style. This consisted of wearing shoes and trousers 
under the kanzu, and using overcoats instead of the Omani-style joho 
(Pouwels, 1987:188). Since Independence music, dance and fashion have 
been inspired by both Western and Indian cultural elements, as we shall see 
reflected in the female wedding costumes, in particular (see Chapter 4). 
However, during the most recent upsurge of Islamic reformist thought, in
spiration has also been gained from the Middle East, as is the case with the 
new veil models used by women. This demonstrates the process and capac
ity for cultural assimilation for which Swahili culture is renowned.

Integration of new groups and new ideologies in Lamu has meant a 
constant negotiation of order, rank and origin. At the same time integration 
has meant stratification. Criteria such as descent, date of migration, occu
pation, religious piety and reputation, as well as wealth have contributed to 
defining rank. The basic structure still exists, but today boundaries are be



coming more diffuse. The physical segregation of people spatially in dif
ferent parts of the town is no longer so clear-cut. Wealth has perhaps be
come more important as a defining criterion of rank during the last few 
decades.

The old stone town is still the residential quarter for the core of old 
townsmen. However, Hadhrami Arabs, Indians and Europeans, who sur
passed the old town elite in wealth, have also bought houses there and moved 
in. The old townsmen tried to keep the newcomers out, preferring to sell 
vacated houses or ruins to Europeans who stand outside the internal hierar
chy, but this has not been successful. With the current population pressure 
in the town, lower strata families are increasingly renting the ground floor 
quarters of stone houses, which are considered unfit for living in by their 
landlords. The population of the stone town area has become quite hetero
geneous, both in rank and ethnic composition. In the following pages I 
shall try to relate features that characterize the various groups in more de
tail.

Binti and Mariam and their families belong to clans that claim to be 
the ‘original owners’ of the town.251 refer to them as Waamu, meaning the 
people of Lamu, a term they often use to describe themselves. They still 
form the core of the residents in the old stone town, although they are a 
minority group today. Waamu are, of course, Waswahili and, as I have al
ready commented, they use this term alternately with Waarabu (Arab) to 
describe themselves. The terms waungwana and washenzi are no longer 
used so frequently, at least not in public. This reflects the fact that the val
ues and ideology on which the waungwana sustained their power position, 
as being ‘freebom’, ‘noble’ and ‘civilized’, have become outmoded in the 
context of the new Kenyan state. Prestige is now increasingly accorded on 
the basis of criteria such as education and profession, particularly by the 
younger generation.

Many once wealthy and politically influential Waamu families saw a 
decline in their quality of life when they lost their land and traditional oc
cupations. Throughout this century families have been struggling to main
tain their position as the elite of the town vis-à-vis the different groups of 
newcomers whose wealth has surpassed them. Although some of the Waamu 
have had to sell off property in the town, they have tried to hold on to their 
stone houses, the proof of a heritage that goes back many generations. Stone 
houses have been a symbol linked to people with wealth and power. Most 
Waamu families still live in such stone houses, even though they are dilapi
dated and cmmbling. They are still relatively affluent in comparison with



most of today’s inhabitants. The Waamu still consider themselves the no
bility of the town, refined people with dignity, respect and concern for fam
ily honour. Energy is infused to maintain stylishness and elaborate etiquette 
in all that they do. Their lifestyle still provides a standard for ‘Swahili civi
lization’.

In certain matters they have kept their social distance from newcom
ers, dwellers in the rural areas and non-coastal Kenyans. There has been a 
preference for marriages with other Waamu, although strategic alliances 
have always occurred. The term joho, which designates the Omani robes 
which are still used by the elite on festive occasions, is often used as slang 
for ‘pretentious snob’ by other categories of people, particularly non-Waamu 
and the young. The term mocks what is taken to be the Waamu claim to 
nobility. Like aristocracy everywhere, the Waamu are the object of both 
admiration and contempt. Keeping a social distance has become increas
ingly difficult, and as we shall see, this distance is not evaluated in the 
same way by the younger generation.

The days of large-scale plantation agriculture are long gone for the 
Waamu. However, many have retained small plots of land (mashamba) on 
the outskirts of town on the island. Waamu and other people who own such 
plots have tree crops there: mango, lime, coconuts, mostly for family use. 
Livestock are kept for meat and milk. Some people have cultivated gardens 
(bustani) in town, in the ruins of old houses. Leaves of betel nut (tambuu) 
are produced here and are the source of some export revenue. Most of the 
Waamu have clients who look after their mashamba, as many still consider 
all forms of manual labour beneath their dignity. However, few can support 
their families on what they cultivate. Property in the form of town houses 
also supplements income; houses or rooms are rented out.

Mangrove timber (boriti) for construction is plentiful in the Lamu 
archipelago and has been a profitable industry. It used to be exported to 
markets on the Arabian peninsula. Since the 1980s when the government 
imposed restrictions on cutting, the trade has dwindled. Shipbuilding and 
house construction, woodwork and carpentry, religious and educational 
services are other important sources of income from which the Waamu 
benefit. House renovation and souvenir production have been boosted by 
the tourist industry. Several woodcarving workshops have been established 
with success. However, few Waamu own shops. Shopkeeping has become 
the virtual monopoly of Indians and Hadhrami.

In order to be able to sustain their way of life and ‘tradition’ many 
Waamu have learnt to take advantage of new opportunities and adapt to



certain aspects of modern life. When family businesses became defunct, 
new sources of income had to be found. To obtain access to ‘clean’ work 
they have increasingly invested in education for their young sons and daugh
ters. As a district administration centre, the town’s biggest employer is the 
state. Today the Waamu occupy positions in the civil service. Out of all 
proportion to their numbers, they supply teachers, clerks, managers and 
executives. Such work is extremely prestigious among young people. Civil 
servants have relatively secure jobs, by local standards their income is good, 
they receive pensions of various sorts and undergo internal training courses. 
The household survey of the old town mentioned above estimated that 35 
percent of the people living there were involved in administration (Siravo 
and Pulver, 1986).26

Waamu people increasingly acknowledge that it is acceptable for 
women to undertake ‘real’ work outside the home and that this does not 
necessarily conflict with maintaining respectability through modest behav
iour.27 Waamu women who are not educated or who do not get permission 
to undertake employment outside the home have increasingly been pushed 
into informal ways of supplementing the incomes of their menfolk who 
find it difficult to live up to the demands of full provision for the family 
today (see Chapter 3). They have moved into the sector of home-based 
petty trade. Handicrafts like weaving mats and baskets or embroidering 
Muslim caps can bring in small sums of money. Some women sell cooked 
food from their kitchens directly to customers who come to the house, via 
small maduka (shops) in the neighbourhood, or through their children in 
the streets. Seamstresses who have sewing machines earn good incomes, 
especially before the Muslim Idd festivities and weddings when everyone 
wears new clothes. Trading is also done from the privacy of the home (see 
Chapter 4).

While there has been a need for manual labour in the town, and many 
newcomers have taken advantage of this opportunity, unemployment is a 
problem in the white-collar sector. Many young people become unemployed 
after primary school. Some make a living as ‘beachboys’, but this work is 
not held in high regard among the upper strata. Unemployment has resulted 
in the out-migration of those with Strong economic motivations and a taste 
for ‘modem’ urban life, as well as those with academic ambitions. They go 
to Malindi, Mombasa and Nairobi. During the 1970s and 1980s, many young 
men who knew people with ‘influence’ (wastwa) obtained work in the oil- 
rich Gulf States. Athman, a young man of 30 (see informant chart), has 
been working in Dubai as a clerk for the past three years and only comes



home to visit once a year. He saves his money and wants to buy a house and 
amass enough to start his own business. Like other labour migrants, he 
regularly sends his sister, Zeinabu, who we shall meet in the following 
chapter, textiles and other goods which she sells locally from her house.

The Waamu try to keep up a semblance of the old leisured way of 
life. The descendants of former slave owners, used to domestic help, still 
keep servants today. Their priorities still make them accentuate the visible 
‘display’ of wealth through, for instance, the staging of large lavish wed
ding celebrations and religious festivities. They also invest in modem con
sumer goods such as videos, although a set may cost half a year’s salary for 
a junior civil servant. At least one person in every family tries to make the 
expensive hajj pilgrimage to Mecca. However, the way of life of the Waamu 
upper crust is no longer very different from that of other elite groups such 
as the wealthier Hadhrami and Bajun.

Binti’s friends Saada and Aisha live in the same neighbourhood but 
the families are washihiri (people from Shihir in the Hadhramaut). The 
term washihiri is sometimes used in a derogatory way, so, like some of my 
informants, I shall use the term Hadhrami (people of the Hadhramaut) to 
refer to this group. Saada’s family have been on the coast since the turn of 
the century. Her father is a shop-keeper like so many other Hadhrami in the 
town. Whether the Hadhrami are to be considered ‘Swahili’ is a matter of 
some dispute. They have assimilated much of the Swahili way of life, but 
still insist on distinguishing themselves from the locals as Hadhrami Arabs. 
The Waamu, on their side, still see them as wageni, newcomers and visi
tors. The Hadhrami are the entrepreneurial class of Lamu, considered by 
some to be the ‘nouveau riches’. In a couple of generations many who 
started off with a social stigma have risen to positions of prestige and po
litical power.

Pouwels (1987:112) argues that Hadhrami socio-economic ascend
ancy was linked to a new work ethic. When Hadhrami and Indian trades
men and entrepreneurs arrived in the town at the turn of the century they 
effectively challenged the Waamu monopoly as middlemen in the trading 
network. Few of the Hadhrami were traders when they arrived, but rather a 
heterogeneous group from different strata in their own society, many of 
them of modest means and from a humble background. But in their new 
homeland they were to seek a new economic orientation and become uni
fied as a group. They were willing to take on all sorts of jobs, e.g. as porters 
in the docks, water carriers and sailors alongside ex-slaves (Le Guennec- 
Coppens, 1989). They lived cheaply and saved money, and with time they



were able to set up small-scale businesses such as small kiosks which did 
not require much capital. They bought goods cheaply and illegally from 
dhows and resold them at lower prices than the Indian duka owners could 
do (Curtin, 1984:141). In business they dealt with anyone, regardless of 
social status and ethnic background, and they were less dependent on the 
older clans of the town. In spite of lack of capital and rivalry with Indians 
they were successful in retail trade. Later when the Indians began to leave 
for better opportunities elsewhere, the Hadhrami bought them out (ibid.). 
As their business enterprises expanded, so did the wealth and prestige of 
the group.

To begin with, the Hadhrami were relegated to Langoni and the out
skirts of the town, where they cohabited with other ‘marginal’ newcomers 
and slaves. Consequently they tolerated those who, like themselves, were 
not part of the local establishment, e.g. Bajun and Indians who settled along
side them in Langoni. They all had little to gain by accepting the old social 
order (Pouwels, 1987:113). Due to their hard work, moral vigour, matrimo
nial strategies, great adaptability and determination, they managed in due 
time to work themselves up into the local establishment (Le Guennec- 
Coppens, 1989). Although they preferred Hadhrami women, they also mar
ried coastal women of different origin and status, slaves as well as local 
elite women who had formerly been inaccessible to them (ibid: 190). They 
acquired new cultural and social values, and adopted the Swahili language. 
Elements of local music and dance customs were incorporated into their 
weddings (see Chapter 4).

The Hadhrami continue to insist on their Arabic identity, keeping 
their Arab tribal names. However, in most respects they behave in accord
ance with Swahili rather than Arab culture. Within two or three generations 
they have come to ‘belong’ in many ways to Lamu society. But their rel
egation by their hosts to separate neighbourhoods, their large numbers, their 
concentration in specific economic spheres, and their strong sense of com
munity have contributed to the conception of them as a separate social cat
egory. 28

Some of the Hadhrami families have been able to accumulate enough 
wealth to buy stone houses and live comfortable lives, devoted to learning. 
In the 1980s the Hadhramis were among the wealthy families in Lamu and 
surpassed the Waamu in the number of their businesses (Curtin, 1984:142). 
Tourism has given a new boost to shops, hotels, and restaurants. The 
Hadhrami are the group who have taken advantage of this expanding sec
tor. However, in the late 1980s many were complaining that there was an



excessive establishment of shops and lodging houses catering to the same 
needs, e.g. souvenirs or textiles.

When it comes to education the Hadhrami have been more restrictive 
about educating their young in the Western system, particularly the girls 
and there are less Hadhrami than Waamu women in employment. The ideal 
is still to order their households in imitation of well-to-do Arabs, by not 
involving women in external economic activity and keeping them secluded. 
But even Hadhrami women are involved in home-based informal trade.

The families of В inti and Saada, one belonging to Waamu, the other 
to Hadhrami clans, are neighbours and friends. The women of their moth
ers’ generation pay each other courtesy visits and attend each other’s wed
dings, which is an important forum for communicating ethnicity and pres
tige. Only the girls of the younger generation mingle on a more regular 
basis in each other’s houses, as they have been at school together. Binti’s 
cousin has married a Hadhrami girl who is a distant relative of Saada’s, so 
there are bonds of affinity between the families. Social barriers between 
these groups are breaking down with the help of the lifestyles of the young.

While some Hadhrami have been economically successful in Lamu, 
others, such as the Hadhrami Masharifu, have played important religious 
roles. Aisha’s aunt is married to a Sharifu and she has many relatives who 
are descendants of Habib Sualeh and live in Langoni. Her aunt and uncle 
and their children live in the neighbourhood around the Riyadha mosque. 
Some of them are involved in the running of the mosque and college. The 
Masharifu descendants of Sualeh have married strategically into different 
strata and ethnic groups. Their kinship network and relatives stretches 
throughout the District.29 Under the Masharifu a strong communal senti
ment and identity were to grow in the living quarters around the Riyadha 
mosque. The Masharifu are still accorded high status for their religious 
knowledge, but they are also renowned as diviners, healers and medics.

Fumo, who is a good friend of the other girls, belongs to the Bajun. 
The Bajun are recent arrivals in the town. They come from towns and vil
lages on the other islands in the archipelago or from the northern parts of 
the District. Fumo’s father originally came to Lamu as a refugee in the 
1960s because of the political unrest and continued raids by the so-called 
Somali shifta (guerrillas or bandits) when the border region was claimed 
by the Somali Republic, a problem which has not so far been resolved. In 
the colonial days, Lamu Town was obliged to open its doors to the Bajun, 
who were previously not allowed to settle in the town (Pouwels 1987:193) 
and an increasing number of them have continued to arrive. Jobs have been



available for them as they have been willing to take on manual work and 
unpleasant, low-paid tasks. The Bajun are usually considered to be Swahili, 
although in some contexts they are considered a separate ‘tribe’. Like the 
Waamu, some of them claim Arabic origins. In Lamu the Bajun live scat
tered around the town, the wealthier in the old stone quarters where they 
have bought houses, in Langoni where, like other ‘newcomers’, they first 
installed themselves or in the latest expansion area of Gardeni, where some 
have built houses for themselves or live as tenants.

The Bajun have traditionally worked as farmers, sailors, fishermen 
and in various occupations connected with the sea. In Lamu they have come 
to constitute a so-called service class. Many of the Waamu and Hadhrami, 
consider the Bajun to be country bumpkins, rural dwellers. They retain 
strong links with their home villages. People, goods and services flow back 
and forth. Everyone among them who is capable works. Women have al
ways played a productive role comparable to that of men in farming. In 
Lamu Town they engage in all sorts of petty trade to generate income. Bajun 
women are, in consequence, not secluded. Although they wear the bui-bui 
cloak when walking around the town, many do so nonchalantly; in practice 
it does not ‘veil’ their bodies. Bajun women in town are not subject to so 
many behavioural constraints as those of the Afro-Arabic elite. They are 
said to be fierce (kali) in their relations with men and do not let themselves 
be pushed around. Bajunis are characterized by their cognatic descent and 
their ‘rural’ dialect, but also by their character (tabia). They are said to be 
talkative, quick-tempered, insultingly outspoken and to have less polished 
manners (adabu) and less sophistication than the original Lamu people. 
They do not have a proper concern for dignity and discretion and cannot 
keep secrets. Today many people complain that they comprise more than 
half the population in Lamu, and that they are taking over and ‘spoiling’ 
the town. The freer and more easy-going manners of lower-class Bajun 
both, men and women, are said to ‘lower standards’ as they set bad exam
ples. Despite their initial disadvantages, many among the Bajun have be
come wealthy entrepreneurs, and their matrimonial strategy is to intermarry 
with the Waamu and Hadhrami whom they emulate.

The poorer section of the Bajun constitute the urban poor. This cat
egory is also composed of the descendants of former slaves, wazalia. Many 
of these are of Bantu origin, brought to the coast from Central and Eastern 
Africa (Strobel, 1979:30). Over the years many have intermarried with poor 
Bajun. The women, in particular, often live in poverty, some surviving on 
prostitution. As we already noted, many of the wazalia who were house



hold slaves, retain to this day patronage ties with the descendants of their 
former owners, and receive support and alms from them. However, that the 
descendants of slaves are ‘inferior’ is a virtually universal view in Lamu, 
held by both women and men. Their origin is not forgotten.

Today there are only a handful of Indian Bohora families left in Lamu. 
Because of their material wealth and business enterprises, their presence is 
still noteworthy. Most of them arrived as merchants from Gujarat in India, 
during the Zanzibar Sultanate. Together with the Hadhrami, they soon came 
to control the commerce in the town. They belong to the Bohora sect of 
Shi’a Islam and have their own mosque, one of the biggest and most expen
sive buildings in Lamu. The Bohora have kept their own language and many 
distinctive cultural habits. The women, for example, do not use the black 
bui-bui, which unites all other women in Lamu Town regardless of back
ground, but wear their own model in different pastel colours. The Bohora 
have largely kept to themselves; they have not intermarried with the locals 
and they mix with them mostly during business transactions. The young 
generation show signs of a freer way of associating. These days younger 
Bohora women go to the weddings of other towns women and invite them 
to their homes to watch Indian films on video. However, it has generally to 
be said that the Bohora have remained socially and culturally marginal to 
Lamu society. Of the many groups of Indians that came to settle in Lamu, 
the Bohoras are the only ones to remain as a community. Individual Indian 
Muslims and Hindus can still be found.

A group which has made its presence felt in Lamu during the last few 
decades is the wazungu (Westerners). Apart from the tourists and travellers 
who pass through the town on relatively short visits, these are of two cat
egories. There are the relatively affluent who buy or rent houses in the old 
stone town neighbourhoods and who come to live in the town seasonally 
for months at a time, or for years if they work as expatriates or researchers. 
These are usually appreciated and become neighbours with whom the local 
people establish personal relations despite the fact that many of them are 
ambivalent to aspects of the lifestyle of these Westerners. They renovate 
houses piously, and this is appreciated. Such houses are noticeable in dif
ferent neighbourhoods; their renovated facades often stand out from the 
more neglected houses of local neighbours. The other category of wazungu 
are the men and women who marry into the community, some converting 
to Islam. Many of them live in Lamu for years or even permanently. The 
American Elisabeth (Amina), who is part of the friendship network of Saada, 
Binti and other young women, is such a person.



There are, of course, members of other coastal ethnic groups living in 
the town, for example, mainland Pokorno, Somali and Mijikenda.30 None 
of these groups are considered as Swahili, although many of them are Mus
lim and have long-standing economic political and social links with the 
people of Lamu Town. Up-country Kenyans have also come increasingly 
to the town since the early 1970s. Many come as civil servants and are then 
educated and become relatively wealthy and rent houses in the old town. 
Despite holding political power, these people are often despised and re
garded as temporary residents. Yet Binti’s colleague, Mary, who is a Luo, is 
a valued friend. Many come from the Kenyatta agricultural settlement 
scheme on the mainland. Here in the 1970s, to the anguish of the locals, 
land was cleared and distributed to up-country beneficiaries of mostly 
Kikuyu and Luo descent. Many of these come over to Lamu to take advan
tage of the tourist industry. They are said to be hard-working and enterpris
ing. Some have even taken to sailing, finding it more profitable and pleas
ant to work with tourists than to farm.

The rigidity of the original social stratification system has weakened 
significantly. Social mobility has increased with changing access to land 
and education, new professions, and employment in the modem sector, 
which brings a stable income. Previous distinctions upon which status dif
ferences were based have become less relevant. Kenya is today a multi
ethnic society. This reality is making itself felt in Lamu, where the govern
ment institutions are often manned by people from various ethnic back
grounds, who do not share the local values and customs, who are not Mus
lim but Christian, and who come from groups with which the Lamu people 
have no long-standing bonds. This presents a challenge, and puts pressure 
on the local ranking system. The problem of identification vis-à-vis other 
groups and the would be nation-state of Kenya is thus, difficult for the 
various groups that now live in Lamu. Among the young there is perhaps a 
stronger notion of being part of the Kenyan state; there is certainly a preoc
cupation with the problems of nationalism. However, there is also a re
newed interest in the issue of Muslim, coastal and local identity in the na
tional context, as we shall see in the following chapters.







Inner Circles

At Binti’s home in old town Mkomani, the women are busy 
with household chores during the morning hours.1 Hebaba, Binti’s 
mother and the household ‘guardian’, a woman in her fifties, is 
seated in the middle of the courtyard, folding laundry and keeping 
an eye on one of her grandchildren. Her oldest sister Jamila is busy 
sorting stones from rice. Lutfia, who is only a few years older than 
Binti, is sorting laundry into buckets by the water tap and putting it 
to soak. Hamisi, who looks after the family farm (shamba), comes 
to deliver fresh milk. Jamila immediately puts the milk to boil on 
the gas cooker. Soon afterwards Zeinabu, a neighbour, drops by. 
The women chat eagerly this morning. The conversation circles 
around the forthcoming wedding of Farida. Zeinabu’s brother 
Athman, who is working in Dubai, has sent news that he will come 
home for the wedding and bring the cloth and accessories that have 
been requested. The women discuss the savoury snacks to be 
served, and wonder about how much wheatflour and sugar will be 
needed. Noise is heard from the street. The cinema announcer is 
passing with a megaphone. Some of us go to the window to see the 
poster of the evening show which he carries with him. Zeinabu 
notices with dismay that it is a repeat, but suggests we come to her 
place at the weekend as a batch of new video films will be arriving 
from Mombasa. We agree before she retums home. It is high time 
to start cooking lunch, the main meal of the day. Jamila, who has 
been grating coconut while we talk, climbs the stairs to the roof-top 
kitchen and starts preparations on the charcoal jiko. Soon the smell 
of cooked food reaches us in the courtyard.

While they wait for the family earners and schoolchildren to 
arrive back home, the women slip off one by one to the enclosed 
backrooms, where the prayer mats are stored. After ritual ablutions, 
they perform their worship. The men, Bwana (‘the master of the 
house’) and Lutfia’s husband Shaaban, have passed the local 
mosque on their way home. The men go straight to the table. Binti, 
who has a more prominent role in the family since she is an em
ployee and an earner, is the only woman who eats with them.
Today, the meal consists of a big plate of rice, fish cooked in coco
nut milk, and a curried vegetable relish.2 Dishes are passed round



the table. Each person fills his plate and eats by hand at his own 
pace. Shaaban talks about the meeting at the town square, and then 
there is discussion about the electricity bill which is unusually high. 
After having served the men, the women and children eat on the 
floor on a round mat from communal platters. When they have 
finished the meal and washed their hands, it is soon time for family 
members to return to work and school. Only Shaaban, who runs a 
woodcarving shop, sleeps the heat away. He will return to work 
during the evening hours. The women tidy up after the meal, del
egating the dish washing to Juma, the servant boy.

Relieved at being able to relax, they sit together near the 
courtyard, sipping ginger coffee as they are cooled by an electric 
fan. Hebaba, who chews tambuu leaf and chopped betel-nuts which 
turn her mouth crimson, makes garlands of jasmine flowers which 
she sells to women in the neighbourhood. Lutfia has nestled down 
in a cool spot and mends clothes. Soon, Hebaba and Jamila retire to 
a bed to stretch out and doze for a few hours. At four o ’clock it is 
again time for prayer and the house begins stir. The women bathe 
to wash away the grime of the day. Jamila prepares tea which she 
pours into a thermos and sets on the table for the family members 
to serve themselves. Her children, Fatma and Ali, arrive home from 
school. They play music on the cassette player but soon start quar
relling about what music to play. When Binti arrives back she has 
tea and rests, leafing through a copy of The Daily Nation, a news
paper which Shaaban brought in at lunch. She chats for a while 
with her mother and her sister Warda, then tells the children to sit 
down at the table and do their homework. After some time she joins 
them and tutors them in maths and English.

But as the sun’s downward course begins to cool the island, 
the streets come back to life and it is time for socializing with 
friends. The men bath and dress in the kanzu. Shaaban plays with 
his toddler for a few minutes and chats with his wife before he 
leaves for his shop. Jamila goes off to visit a neighbour but is back 
for the evening prayer and to serve supper - newly brewed tea and 
leftovers from lunch. Later Lutfia joins some of her friends and 
goes to the Coast cinema for the evening show. Binti leaves for the 
house of a friend to watch belly-dancing on video. Fatma, who has 
finished all her homework, is allowed to go with her. Jamila de
cides to stay at home with Hebaba to watch over Lutfia’s sleepy



baby. Bwana retires to the reception room to listen to his radio. He 
grunts and is dismayed about the women’s constant excursions 
outside to the movies, but is reluctant to invest in a video. Not 
before midnight, when everyone is back home, can he go down and 
bolt the door.

The House: Organization, Decoration and Meaning

Women, young or old, employed or not, ‘belong’ to the house 
(nyumba) in a fundamental way. It is here that the family (jamaa) spin their 
network of intimate relations.3 For the old town elite, the Waamu, the stone 
houses are an extension of family history and represent permanence and 
stability. Houses and rooms are imbued with notions of purity, ancestry and 
honour. The Swahili house has been the object of much research interest 
from archaeologists, historians and conservationists. It has come to repre
sent the epitome of Swahili material culture (see Allen, 1979; Donley-Reid, 
1982, 1984; Siravo and Pulver, 1986).

Let me give a brief outline of the typical stone house in the old town 
- such as Binti’s where we just were. Lamu is the largest stone town on the 
East African coast, with some 400 houses still standing. The internal spa
tial organization and the symbolic nature of the house are sophisticated and 
complex. Boundaries are firmly drawn in order to distinguish the public 
from the private, non-family from family, outside from inside. In this way 
women have been shielded from the eyes of passers-by. The spatial relation 
up/down is also an important ordering principle (see Bourdieu, 1979:140). 
As we have noted, the rich and powerful live upstairs, in the light and airy 
apartments, while the poor live downstairs in the less desirable quarters. 
The up/down dichotomy reflects a ‘natural’ way of conceptualizing rank as 
well as moral and social values in Lamu. This metaphore is also reflected 
in the use of space inside the house as we shall see in the following. The 
significance of the use and meaning of space has, of course, shifted with 
time. Evidence of this is found in a reading of the contemporary code. 
Adoption of Western aesthetic values and dependence on imported goods 
for the family’s domestic comfort are marked features. But before we dis
cuss the contemporary code, let us dwell on the more traditional one.

The classic Swahili houses of coral stone and mangrove timber have 
a standard plan.4 They usually consist of two storeys, although today peo
ple are adding a third storey. Houses were customarily built along a north-



south axis, with the open courtyard (kiwanda) and entrance facing north 
towards Mecca. However, there is also a functional aspect to this: it allows 
the courtyard to profit from the kaskasi, the north-east monsoon which cools 
the town during the hot season. The limited span of mangrove timber has 
given these houses their character. From the courtyard long narrow galler
ies (misana), seldom wider that three meters, lead on to each other and run 
the width of the building. Pillars separate the units, and there are few walled 
enclosures. Rather, in the end comers of the galleries there are sleeping 
alcoves created by dividing off the bed with a curtain. Elaborate plaster 
decoration occurs on most wall spaces of the house. The innermost gallery 
(ndani) is the master bedroom, the wife’s room and the most private space 
in the house. The back wall in this room is the most elaborately decorated 
and is covered with complex niches (zidaka) set in plaster, like prayer niches 
in the mosques. The primary function of the zidaka was probably to display 
imported porcelain and other prestigious goods. Donley-Reid (1984) sug
gests that the decorations were related to ritual and religious concerns, pro
tecting and purifying the domestic space. That the decoration may have 
been connected with special ceremonies is suggested by Allen (1979:14): 
the zidaka would have provided a spectacular backdrop for the formal view
ing of the bride at weddings.

In the past, there were few separate rooms in the lay-out. Except for 
the ndani, there was the reception room (sabule) located near the main 
entrance and staircase, away from the galleries and main living quarters. 
Traditionally this space was used by the men to receive guests. It has shut
tered windows opening on to the street. Today it is often used as a reception 
room in the new sense of the word, entailing that women have access to it. 
However, the demand for separate rooms has also increased. The changing 
family lifestyle, the new desire for privacy and the need for units that can 
be securely locked have led to partitions being put up to divide the galleries 
into several rooms. One consequence of overcrowding and land shortage is 
that people now increasingly build upwards. Penthouses are added to make 
use of flat roof tops. Cement instead of lime and mortar is now used to 
rebuild the houses. Many have started complaining about the raw ambi
ence created by the damp stone walls. Although these leave the house nice 
and cool, many people nowadays install windows to let in additional air 
and light. Walls, which were once plastered with lime, a symbol of purity, 
on ceremonial occasions, e.g. for weddings and for Ramadan, are today 
often painted with coloured plastic paint. The old wall niches are being 
plastered over as they have lost their symbolic significance.



Alterations, or renovations like the ones described above, are threat
ening the local building tradition. They are certainly upsetting to the con
servationists who are working to preserve the old Swahili architecture. But 
the local people do not seem to be very concerned. Many prefer a ‘modem 
house’ (nyumba ya kizungu) if they can afford it.

These days most houses have electricity and mnning water, but the 
latter is a cause of much concern as the supply has been sporadic and insuf
ficient. During the last few years old house wells have once again been 
brought into use. The stone houses have two bathrooms (choo), one near 
the courtyard and sabu l, the other connected to the ndani. These contain 
dry pit latrines, vertical ducts set inside the walls and large stone cisterns, 
and are usually decorated with plaster details. Today some have installed 
wash basins, showers and flush toilets in the traditional bathrooms. Physi
cal cleanliness is seen as linked with moral purity and high standing, so 
facilities for purification in the house are seen as important. However, the 
excessive use of water causes problems to the traditional drainage system.

In houses like Binti’s, where family members have income and mod
em aspirations, one room is set aside as a sitting or reception room. This 
might be the sabule or one of the rooms created by dividing one of the 
galleries. The room is more a parlour than a living room. It is the most 
valued room in the house. Children are not allowed to play here and if they 
do they are scolded. All those who enter must remove their shoes. Here 
most electrical appliances and other prestige objects are kept or put on dis
play. The room will contain a carpet on the floor, a sofa (kochi) upholstered 
in imitation leather, with matching chairs, cushions embroidered in a femi
nine way, with love sayings, e.g. ‘Love is sweeter than coconut milk’, and 
a small coffee table. The Indian-style furniture which was high fashion at 
the turn of the century has been replaced by more Western-inspired styles. 
A traditional Swahili chair (kiti cha mpingo), a large square chair with arm 
and foot rest, engraved or inlaid with ivory, is reminiscent of older times 
and a family heirloom. The original meanings of the decorative elements 
have largely been forgotten. Pieces of Chinese porcelain (a common fea
ture in houses during the last century) and other prized possessions may 
feature in the display cabinet, which has become an important piece of 
furniture. In the past, the blue colour of Chinese porcelain was considered 
a protection against the evil eye. It was never used for meals. Today porce
lain has lost this significance and is used for serving tea and some food. 
American clocks which were also in vogue around the turn of the century 
still hang on many walls. The display cabinet also contains ornamental



pieces such as models of the Kaaba in Mecca which have been brought 
back from pilgrimage, models of coastal sailing boats (dhows), toy animals 
or beautiful coral souvenirs of the kind tourists buy. There may also be 
presents brought, by guests from abroad, a pair of crystal glasses, some 
plastic flowers in a vase etc. The walls are decorated with printed calen
dars, photographs of relatives, and pop idols but also pictures of religious 
leaders or an image of the Prophet’s sandal. The latter are symbols believed 
to bring blessing and protection.

The electric fan, fluorescent lighting, and transistor radios and cas
sette players are all objects of modernity and status. The TV and the video 
are the latest status symbols. They are placed in the centre of the room and 
covered by a cloth to protect them from dust. The whole room gives an 
impression of luxury and comfort. Some may have bookcases with roman
tic novels in paperback, school books, teach-yourself books and religious 
leaflets or magazines. Photograph albums depicting the family members in 
various modem contexts and in fashionable clothing, usually lie on the 
table ready to be shown to visitors. Such self-presentations have become 
essential to young women in particular. The reception room is usually kept 
locked and in a ceremonial state of order and cleanliness. It is opened only 
when a visitor of some status arrives. Such rooms reflect a new preoccupa
tion with home decoration and display. They symbolize an upper-class and 
modern lifestyle, with which the women want to identify themselves. Ob
jects with biographical connotations, some strongly associated with herit
age, others with the modem world, communicate identity and a concern 
with reconstructing the past as well as with creating and displaying conti
nuity. Such reception rooms, which display luxury items, symbols of the 
rich and successful, are important in the effort made by people to constitute 
themselves as ‘modem’ and ‘progressive’.

In contrast, the courtyard, which is the focus of daytime activities for 
the women and children, is sparsely furnished with traditional Swahili beds 
(ulili) and a few chairs, functional but often worn out, lacking in comfort 
and ornamentation. It is obviously not considered appropriate for elaborate 
decoration and the display of wealth. The walls are adorned with printed 
calendars, with photographs of relatives or pictures of pop idols. Here the 
women relax and sew; many homes have sewing machines, some of the 
modern electrical sort. The video will also be pulled into this space for 
viewing sessions. The dining table is usually located at one end of the court
yard. Dining tables (meza) became popular around the turn of the century 
(Pouwels, 1987:188). It is a symbol of modernity and distinction to eat



from a table and from separate plates, in contrast to the traditional manner 
of eating ‘down’ (chini) and from a big round communal tray (sinia). Some 
women nowadays follow the Western manner of laying the table with a 
cloth and make an effort to obtain nice porcelain and cutlery. At the dining 
table the children also do their homework. Meal time around the table is 
one situation which is increasingly shared by family members, particularly 
the young ‘modem’ ones. Video viewing is also changing the use of space 
and ways of being sociable. It has become one reason for men to stay at 
home in the evenings in the company of women and children, as we shall 
see in Chapter 6.

The kitchen (kidari cha meko or jiko) is often located on the flat roof 
in a penthouse with a narrow staircase leading up from the courtyard. This 
is ideal as the smoke and heat from cooking are kept away from the living 
quarters. It may also be placed in a comer of the courtyard. At Binti’s house 
a small modem kitchenette (jiko la kizungu) has been installed, with waist- 
high benches, a refrigerator and other household appliances - again objects 
of status and modernity. Here women can stand up to cook as they do in the 
modern sophisticated kitchens in the films, rather than cooking ‘down’ on 
the ground with wood or coal making them smell of smoke.

However, the gas cooker is usually only a complement to the tradi
tional jiko  (charcoal stove), and does not replace it. The cost and shortage 
of fuel do not allow for its constant use, and anyhow the women say that 
rice tastes better, and is sweeter, when cooked on charcoal. Many modem 
gadgets function more as objects for show. I found most refrigerators con
taining ice cubes and cooking fat only. They are not used for meat, fish and 
vegetables as these are bought fresh in the market every day. The most 
favoured modem kitchen utensil is perhaps the labour-saving food proces
sor. Jamila just about revolutionized the household cooking when she 
brought hers along from Malindi, after her divorce. One old woman told 
me, however, that she was afraid of the modem electrical appliances and 
would not use them. It is obvious that the possession of modem gadgets 
brings prestige, and that such objects have considerable symbolic signifi
cance. This is also apparent from the way people use and handle them: 
modem electrical appliances, in particular, are treated with conspicuous 
care, as if they were fragile, perhaps sacred things. They are a symbol of 
having broken out of the traditional mould in which older women are still 
entrapped. Through these objects and facilities women are in a way ‘linked’ 
both technically and symbolically with the modern world.

Farida, the young bride we shall meet in the course of this book,



prepared diligently for her wedding by choosing the bedroom suite for the 
separate room at her parent’s house where she and her husband were to 
install themselves after the wedding. This is usually part of a girl’s 
bridewealth and has become prestigious furnishing. These days the beds 
which are found attractive and appropriate are so-called kitanda cha kizungu, 
Western double beds with headboards. Beds with elaborately carved head
boards, made locally in the woodcarving shops, are extremely popular, as 
they combine concern for modernity and tradition. Woodcarving has a long 
tradition in Lamu, but today it is adapting to the changing preferences. 
Artisans are experimenting with new designs. Farida chose the floral and 
geometric patterns that she fancied. She would go regularly to the wood- 
carvers’ shop to supervise the production of her suite and encourage the 
masons to make sure it would be ready for the wedding day. The bedroom 
suite also included a similarly carved wardrobe and a dressing-table with a 
mirror. The latter is important; here women store and display bottles of 
perfume, creams and other beauty accessories. Most young married cou
ples who live at home have a room of their own, furnished elaborately with 
their new bedroom suite. The other members of the family share bedrooms 
which are often sparingly furnished and to which they do not have free 
access (see Chapter 7). Clothing and other personal belongings are stored 
in trunks under the beds or in cupboards. In the hot season boys, in particu
lar, will take mattresses on to the roof and sleep in the open.

So far the discussion has centred on the traditional Swahili house. 
However, there are other types of stone houses in Lamu. The Indian-style 
veranda and shop-front houses built at the turn of the century also function 
as dwellings, particularly on the top floors. Built with facades which have 
much more of a outward orientation, accentuating appearance and display, 
they represent the aesthetics of the powerful during the Zanzibar era (the 
style of buildings reflect the styles of domination!) (Siravo and Pulver, 1986). 
However, they also have internal courtyards, bathrooms and pit latrines. 
The rectangular mud and thatch (makuti) houses found on the periphery of 
the stone town are somewhat simpler structures. Rooms are lined up along 
both sides of a central corridor. Kitchens and toilets are often found in an
nexes or outhouses at the back. Palm fronds are often used to set up screens. 
Finally, there are the concrete-block houses that are being built nowadays, 
usually containing bathrooms, kitchens and toilets. They are often designed 
with decorated facades, balconies and windows which open up the interior. 
Such buildings are more outward-oriented; they face on to the street, and 
reflect a more open lifestyle in contrast to the internal orientation of the old



stone houses. Of course, the three latter types of Lamu houses lack the 
internal decoration and symbolic content of the old town stone houses. 
Furniture styles are, however, more or less the same.

The use and meaning, as well as the decoration, of the houses have 
changed considerably with time. The meaning of ‘gendered space’ seems 
to be less clearly defined nowadays than it used to be, reflecting the reality 
of changing everyday life both inside and outside. However, the up/down 
metaphore is still relevant for ordering space in the house.

The house and ‘household’ of Binti’s family, described in the intro
duction to this chapter, is typical of the larger, extended three-generation 
households of the upper strata of Lamu. It consists of one elderly couple 
and their children: one daughter who is married and lives there with her 
husband and child; one daughter who is divorced with two children; and 
four children who are still unmarried. Finally, it also houses the daughter of 
an aunt, twelve people in all.5 All are addressed as ndugu (relative). Lutfia 
and her husband Shaaban, who have been married for less than two years, 
live in her parental home. Among the Waamu living in the stone houses, 
there has been a tradition of uxorilocal residence at least for one daughter 
and her husband in spite of the accentuation of the patriline.6 This pattern 
continues today, but, of course, there is not space for all daughters to be 
housed in this way. Patrilocal and neolocal residence has therefore always 
occurred.

During the past few decades social change has had many effects on 
the traditional organization and notion of the family. Kinship is not as broad 
in scope, nor as powerful in directing the activities of individuals, as it used 
to be in the recent past (see Swartz, 1991:52). The aspiration to establish an 
independent household is widespread among the younger generation and 
residing neolocally as a nuclear family is the ideal. This is particularly so 
among the educated young people who aspire to a modern lifestyle. Many 
feel ambivalent about living with their elders; they seek more autonomy 
and freedom. The obligation to contribute a large proportion of their earn
ings to the joint family expenditures, for example, to help with the cost of 
educating siblings and in the staging of religious rituals and wedding cel
ebrations, is often a source of friction. Many feel that what they earn should 
be more freely available for their own expenditure. They want to empha
size the education of their own children and to have a more comfortable 
home. However, the moral obligation for members to be loyal, to protect 
and take care (kutunza) of each other is strong. The family functions as a 
social security system, caring for the divorced, the old and the sick and the



less fortunate family members. Jamila, for instance, was able to return to 
her family home with her children when she got divorced. Furthermore, 
members will protect each other’s reputation and honour outwardly even if 
one of them has committed a shameful act. I was told that when a young 
unmarried woman was found to be pregnant, she was likely to be married 
off to a cousin, for instance, to cover up the disgrace and avoid a scandal. 
The saying ‘nyumba husetiri mambo', ‘the house usually conceals embar
rassing events’, illustrates this spirit (quoted in Swartz, 1991:xi). There is a 
constant concern about what other people will say or think. It is everyone’s 
concern that the house and the family name should be spoken of with 
respect in the town. The reputation, honour (heshima) and prestige of the 
family is enhanced by the generosity and hospitality shown to one’s own 
relatives and other people.

Lutfia and her husband Shaaban talk a lot about the lack of privacy 
and they long for the day when they will be able to have a home of their 
own. This is not always feasible, as housing and land are scarce and expen
sive. As many young couples do not have a stable income, they end up 
living in the parental home. When a couple can afford it, when they have 
established a good reputation and have a couple of children, they may move 
to their own house and become a separate unit. On the other hand, if the 
parents are very old, the young may remain and become the centre of the 
family. To have one’s own house is a symbol of being independent and 
modem. Yet many couples who do move out, prefer to remain in the same 
neighbourhood as their parents and end up spending a lot of time with their 
kin. This is well illustrated by the case of Rukia and Hassan (see informant 
chart). A ‘modem’ couple, they are both professionals. The two of them 
spend time together, sharing ideas and decisions affecting leisure activities, 
the household budget and the bringing up of their children. Since giving 
birth to her first born and ‘proving’ her fertility, Rukia has practised contra
ception.7 She now has two daughters but wants to try again for a son. 
Among the young it is prestigious and a symbol of modernity to ‘plan’ the 
family in this way. The leisure life of the couple is less segregated and they 
sometimes have other couples in for mixed gatherings at their house. They 
also like to go together to the movies on Saturdays. However, Hassan does 
not really help with the domestic chores, nor does Rukia see it as his obli
gation to do so. Rukia is adamant that separate residence and a degree of 
distance allow each generation to ‘retreat’ and follow its own customs while 
reducing potential conflict. ‘Distance away from relatives is good’, says 
Rukia. ‘If you stay too close, misunderstandings and quarrels are part of



the day. You see, we want to live our way, and they can’t always understand 
that. I just feel better deciding about things around here.’

Yet on weekdays she leaves her children with her mother at the fam
ily house, and a few days a week the couple eat their meals there. They do 
not really constitute a separate economic unit. The domestic servicing and 
support they receive are convenient but also a prerequisite enabling Rukia, 
and other professional younger women, to go out to work, to make careers 
for themselves and enjoy other freedoms. Public child-care facilities are 
extremely limited in Lamu. Rukia admits that she is dependent on her moth
er’s help with the children; she also has a young servant boy at home who 
performs household tasks. Few professional women in Lamu suffer the 
double burden of domestic and professional work which is so typical of 
working women in many Western countries. During leisure hours, when 
her husband goes out or to his mother’s house, Rukia admits that it gets 
lonely at her own place, and she pops over to the family house for a chat or 
to watch a video. She enjoys the company and the emotional fulfilment she 
gets from the contact with her parents and her sisters who still live at home. 
With them she can discuss family matters and other things of relevance; 
their judgement and support are important to her.

In reality the residence patterns of Lamu families reflect such factors 
as socio-economic class and the marriage status of the members. No single 
domestic household and family arrangement is dominant. An increase in 
female-headed households can be observed.8 Zakia, who is a Bajun and 
works as a beautician, stayed with her mother, Abla, siblings and grand
mother. Her mother had been given the right to live in the house by a former 
husband who was a Sharifu, and had daughters from several marriages. As 
a consequence, Zakia had grown up with matrilateral kin. When she mar
ried Mohammed, they could not afford a place of their own and he moved 
in with her at her mother’s house.

Divorce, widowhood, ‘secret’ polygamous marriages, labour migra
tion (where the husband is absent for long periods) and the fact that some 
women think they can do better on their own, account for the increase in 
female-headed households. According to Le Guennec-Coppens (1983: 235) 
divorce terminates approximately 73% of all marriages contracted during a 
year. 44 % of all first marriages end within the first year.9 The number of 
divorces has been steadily on the increase during the past decades. When 
fathers or other male ‘guardians’ are absent, women as mothers take on the 
responsibility to provide for their children. This pattem seems to occur 
among women from all strata but is more widespread among the lower



classes (ibid. 1989:39). Women heads of household may live in stone houses 
where they have rights of residence. Others live in houses which are bought 
or rented by an absent husband, as in the case of so called ‘secret’ mar
riages (see Chapter 8). Some women may rent the house themselves, and 
be responsible for paying the rent with income from work or temporary 
liaisons.10 Such household constellations, with strong links between women, 
strengthen female solidarity. Women help each other to find a place in soci
ety. Without provision from a man, women are not subject to a man’s con
trol. The instability of marriage patterns in Lamu actually contributes both 
to the autonomy of women and to strengthening bonds with matrilateral 
kin. Being single entails self-imposed restraint but also certain types of 
freedom.

A rather unusual example of a ‘female’ household was set up during 
my fieldwork period. Two young educated, unmarried Bajun girls from 
Mombasa, who were assigned places in Lamu by their employers, rented 
their own house. The girls, who had no immediate family in Lamu, saw no 
alternative to this. Their parents, I was told by one of the girls, ‘trusted 
them to know what they were doing’. However, the fourteen-year-old brother 
of one of the girls stayed with them as ‘chaperone’. The idea that two 
wanawali should live on their own before marriage without an adult guardian 
was unheard of in Lamu. Many people thought it was scandalous; the women 
were ‘watched’, and gossip and suspicion followed them. However, they 
were educated and had good jobs, so they were also respected and admired 
as modem and progressive at least by other young women. The house was 
a popular place for the neighbourhood girls to meet and listen to music. 
Mombasa girls are always considered to be more ‘advanced’ than their 
Lamu counterparts. Somehow the two girls managed to handle the sensi
tive situation, and no big scandals occurred during their first year in Lamu.

Women, young and old, often have close relationships with neigh
bours Ųirani), whether they are kin, which is not unusual particularly in the 
old town, or people of different ethnic origin and class. Important aspects 
of such friendship relations are trust, concern and affection, but also ‘get
ting used’ (mazoezi) to each other. An important means whereby women 
create and sustain friendship and kin ties is by visiting. Women gather in 
each other’s houses, informally and briefly in the morning and more for
mally in the afternoon and evening. Visiting is a welcome break from daily 
routines and gives them a chance to get out of the house and exchange 
news for a few hours. Women are thus vessels of alliance and communica
tion. In a community where competition for prestige and wealth among



families is taken for granted, exchanging ‘news’, or rather gossip, is often 
focused on the accomplishments or misfortunes of others.11

The ‘Natural’ Gift of Homemaking

The house is the domain of women; here they are most at ease, and 
they speak of it with great feeling. Girls are taught to make themselves 
useful around the house from an early age. In an extended household like 
that of Binti’s family the domestic work is shared. Jamila, who is divorced, 
is responsible for the cooking on weekdays with the help of Lutfia. Warda 
and Binti, who divide their days between home and the secondary school 
and the office respectively, take over the cooking at weekends when Jamila 
has a ‘rest’. Hebaba supervises; she is anxious that they learn to master the 
‘art’ of cooking and domesticity. Such skills are attractive attributes in the 
marriage market. Lutfia, who is a seamstress, does most of the family sew
ing and washing of clothes with the help of Juma, the young servant boy.12 
He does the menial dirty work but also runs errands, although it is the men 
who shop for food in the mornings. Hebaba takes the overall managerial 
role in household affairs and keeps an account of the expenditures. She 
mediates in disputes and keeps family relations harmonious. The bounda
ries between leisure and work are not distinct in the house. There is always 
time for small talk and a laugh. Listening to music makes tedious tasks 
easier.

Except for shopping, the men in the family have little to do with the 
everyday running of the household. Domestic tasks are considered femi
nine and men are generally unwilling to do them. This is reflected in the 
bringing up of boys. While household chores and responsibilities soon re
strict the play and movements of girls when they are out of school, boys are 
encouraged to play outdoors, with their radius quickly expanding. Occa
sionally they are asked to run errands, but the women of the house have 
little opportunity to supervise their activities. They accompany their fa
thers to the mosque but are otherwise left to roam around with their peers. 
The degree and nature of male involvement in the social and emotional 
aspects of home life tend to be limited. The family home is though valued 
by both men and women, in spite of the fact that ‘home life’, like marriage, 
means very different things to them.

Although the women dominate the household activities in Binti’s 
home, Bwana, who is a dignified businessman and a good provider, is un



mistakably the household head (mwenye amri). All family members sub
mit to his authority. Respect for the older generation and for the learned has 
always been an integral element in the education of youngsters in Lamu 
society. Disciplinary measures are seen as essential in moulding the char
acters of children, and the whip (kikoto) is a central tool in this process. 
Hebaba, who often told me stories of the old days (zamani), recounted that, 
when she was young, girls seldom dared to talk or raise their voice to their 
elders, or to express disagreement. Their duty was to obey the orders and 
wishes of the older generation of the family. Humility and submission were 
important virtues. She spoke with some sorrow of the changes in the world 
today and the maana ya wasichana, the ways of the young. She was aston
ished at the assertiveness of her daughters. ‘Girls know everything these 
days, nothing is a surprise to them. We parents are “conquered”.’ Binti and 
Warda, for instance, expressed their views freely, and even had small argu
ments with their fathers and brothers about things they had learnt at school 
and work. However, Hebaba was also worried: ‘They persuade their moth
ers to give them permission so that they can go here, there and everywhere 
and see new things, but they can get into matata (trouble).’ She is con
cerned about young women who behave foolishly and become victims of 
the vice in the world outside.

As the ideals and reality of socialization are changing in Lamu, so are 
the process and conditions of identity formation which are so central to the 
youth period everywhere. Whereas the destiny of young women in the up
per strata in ‘traditional society’ used to be mapped out for them, an enor
mous potential now lies in the opportunities and freedom of choice gained 
by today’s generation through education, employment and increased physi
cal mobility. The changing organization and meaning of work and leisure 
activities in Lamu are to a certain degree changing intergenerational rela
tions and narrowing the distance between men and women. In Lamu as 
elsewhere, this has provoked a new preoccupation with notions of wom
en’s roles in society, with ‘equality’, ‘rights’, ‘obedience’ and ‘independ
ence’. Ideas about the ‘natural’ roles and preoccupations of males and fe
males are legitimated and reproduced in everyday life. Such ideas and norms 
are resonant with customary ideas of the social and ethnic groups living in 
Lamu, as well as with interpretations of Islamic doctrines. Today, they also 
reflect reformist thought. Let me try to convey some of the opinions that 
are voiced on the issue.

There is an ingrained belief among men and women in Lamu that the 
‘nature’ of women is significantly different from that of men. This is re



vealed in what people say in everyday discussion but also in didactic po
etry (Knappert, 1970:131). The idea is common that men are superior both 
physically and psychologically and have more intelligence, reason, under
standing and judgement (akili) than women. According to this view men 
can more easily separate their emotions from their rationality and control 
them. Because women are seen as emotional they are also regarded as im
pulsive, irrational people who are easily influenced and prone to give in to 
their tempers, jealousies, desires (tamani) and temptations (ibid.). In other 
words, they are regarded as having a weak character. Women’s passion 
(shauku) for gold and finery, and their extravagant, unreasonable spending 
at weddings, is seen as an example of this (see Chapter 4). Furthermore, 
they are seen as less able to control their sexual desires. Men who are at
tracted by women’s erotic power are cautioned to restrain them, so as to 
prevent chaos and the disruption of orderly social life.

This perception of differences is also used to determine the ‘proper’ 
place and responsibilities of the members of each sex within society. Many 
men even invoke the Koran to provide indisputable authority for such opin
ions.13 In a more positive phrasing of the same assumed characteristics, 
women in Lamu are considered by ‘nature’ to be better at homemaking, 
more sensitive to the needs and emotions of others, and more interested in 
maintaining kinship links. It is their duty to nurture and to look after imme
diate concerns. Men are supposed to see to the interest of the group, to take 
‘political’ action and have an overview. The man’s duty is to provide for 
the upkeep of his family and maintain order. In return he has the right to his 
wives’ domestic and sexual services and their procreative capacity.

By means of sexual segregation and the custom of veiling and seclu
sion, men carry out their guardianship role and ‘protect’ their female de
pendants from external influences as well as from the uncontrollable de
sires.14 Both women and men in Lamu regard men as more knowledgeable 
about the world. They are the propagators and guardians of Islam and their 
religious erudition is said to be more profound. Their ceremonial practices 
are associated with sunna (good, commendable). Women are seen as more 
marginal in their involvement with Islam, and their celebration of, for ex
ample, life-cycle rituals featuring dancing and singing, are associated with 
mila (custom, non-Islamic practice) (Caplan, 1982). Although they are re
fused access to the town mosques, the principal public places of worship, 
they are by no means excluded from religious ritual. They participate ac
tively in the festivities associated with Maulidi and the month of fasting 
and have developed specific religious activities which reflect and accom-



modale their needs, as we shall see in Chapter 6.15
The social attitude to women is obviously ambivalent. Revered as 

mothers who pass on tradition and moral training to their offspring and 
regarded as capable in household management, they are at the same time 
mistrusted on their own. However, in spite of the assumed ‘naturalness’ of 
a certain gender order which is deeply ingrained in women’s and men’s 
own perception of how people are or should be, the status of women in 
Lamu Town varies considerably, mirroring factors such as ethnic group, 
descent, forms of marriage and residence, inheritance and rights in prop
erty.

As we move down the social ladder there has always been an incon
gruity between ideal and actual gender roles. Women in the upper strata 
have been more constrained by sexual segregation and seclusion. Their 
access to forms of education, occupation, individual wealth and formal power 
has been curtailed. Lower-strata women, on the other hand, have been con
strained by economic poverty, although they have always taken a more 
active role in providing for the family. In spite of this pattern the Lamu 
woman is a person of considerable social and economic importance in her 
own right, and plays a role equal to that of her male kin in most of the 
affairs of her kin group. She has, for instance, a strategic role in arranging 
marriages and the bigger celebrations. Many townswomen, like Hebaba, 
hold rights of residence in stone houses which belong to their lineages. By 
such means women have gained access to certain forms of ‘male’ power, 
i.e. a foothold in the family decision-making hierarchy.

Gender ideology is never defined clearly and irrevocably. Interpreta
tions of the roles of men and women in society, or how different they are, 
and whether women are inferior, have varied historically in Lamu as in the 
rest of the Islamic world. Today, most young women have something to say 
on the issue, and for professional women like Bind, Mariam, Nuru and 
their friends it is particularly relevant. Whether they move to the office, 
contribute to providing for the family, or enter the new leisure spheres of 
the cinema and the cafés, their daily activities constitute arenas where tra
ditional modes of femininity are being contested.

Nuru (see informant chart) was always very keen to discuss the issue 
with me. Educated and endowed with a great deal of energy and confi
dence, she is an opinion leader, respected and admired by many for her 
pious yet modem character and her involvement with matters of education, 
religion and women’s roles. She is one of those who wears the modem, 
more functional veil referred to locally as hijab. In doing so she hopes to



set a good example and to protest against the public speech made by Presi
dent Moi himself, insinuating that the veil is a symbol of bondage and back
wardness (see Chapter 6). The incident elicited an emotional debate in the 
coastal community and stimulated a great deal of discussion on women and 
Islamic identity.

Nuru, Binti, Aisha and a few of the other professional women got 
together and formed the Lamu Muslim Sisters, popularly known as the 
chama (association), in the mid-1980s. Inspired by the debate on veiling, 
by reformist thought and by similar initiatives in other Muslim communi
ties, the group wanted to prove that young Muslim women are far from 
ignorant and can contribute towards the development of their country and 
community. ‘You see, what we want is to balance modernity with Islamics’, 
Nuru explained. Indeed the organization had a strong religious and ‘im
provement’ profile.16

The following objectives were listed in the chama’s constitution:

- to promote Islamic education and guidelines for the young
- to wipe away foreign ideologies and fashions from our Islamic community
- to help young mothers and girls to be good, contented housewives. The high 
rate of divorce, resulting from the fact that most women are either too 
demanding of their husbands or are not content with their lot in life, makes it 
necessary to get them to understand that marriage is a good institution
-to cut down on unnecessary expenditures on weddings. The money spent on 
these weddings should be used for more useful things, like educating chil
dren, helping the disabled and so forth.

Married as well as unmarried women were encouraged to join, but 
‘tourists and non-Muslim women’ were not welcome. Nuru was quite an
gry about the argument posited by many non-Muslims, whether govern
ment officials promoting maendeleo (development) for women or Western 
feminists insisting that women are unequal, unimportant and unrecognized 
in Islam. The argument that women have no right to speak for themselves 
and are defined as a man’s property and the means of his pleasure is a 
misconception, says Nuru. ‘There is nothing in Islam which says that a 
woman is a man’s servant.’ Although I could not participate in any of the 
chama meetings, Nuru and I spent many afternoons at her house, discuss
ing the chama, and the ‘woman’s issue.’

We would leaf through the religious periodicals she kept stacked (with 
Indian film magazines) on her coffee table. In addition to the Al-Risala 
{The Message), her favourite was Mahjubah (meaning ‘a woman with a



distinet religious profile’), a magazine for Muslim women. The latter is 
published in English by an Iranian institution and distributed internation
ally, free of charge. Nuru and other members of the chama found inspira
tion and advice for their work in such reformist oriented periodicals. Cop
ies could be found lying about in most households and schools in Lamu. 
Many of the chama members were also actively improving their own edu
cation by attending religious classes held at the Riyadha College. In the 
mid-1980s the climate was such that for the first time the College opened 
its doors for further Islamic education to ‘all the women of the town’. One 
of the most knowledgeable women of the Masharifu clan, who had until 
then mostly taught women of her own family, supervised the programme.

Nuru argued that the Prophet had pointed out that a woman is equal 
in value, but that her role is different. ‘Equal but different’ was the slogan 
she used. A woman should develop her full potential, but as a woman, not 
as a man. She should be given every opportunity to be educated and to 
develop her natural abilities to the full. There is nothing in Sharia law against 
the participation of women in political, administrative, religious and social 
life. With her husband’s permission, a woman can work and do as she wishes 
with the proceeds. ‘Women know their rights today, they want to be more 
equal, act more equally, they do not want to feel “defeated”.’

However, she admitted that some aspects of Sharia law, such as those 
relating to inheritance, testimony and divorce by repudiation, were dis
criminatory and should perhaps be revised. On these points she was un
clear, however.17 One thing she was sure about was that the idea of female 
virtue as passive and dependent, was inappropriate. Women in their role as 
complementary to men should be free, autonomous and self-reliant as ‘per
sons’. Nuru argued that all false beliefs derive from ignorant ‘customary’ 
interpretations of the Koran that have been used to legitimate things as they 
are in many Muslim societies. ‘Unfortunately many women think that de
velopment and “pushing ahead” in this world mean fashions, videos, ex
pensive weddings and escaping from the control of their husbands.’

It is evident that young women in Lamu today are diagnosing and 
verbalizing their problems and taking an interest in their ‘rights’. Mernissi 
(1987:xiv) argues that around the world Muslim women, illiterate and liter
ate alike, are increasingly recognizing that their problems and dilemmas 
are political rather than emotional. They can be related to notions of their 
‘rights’ and Sharia law. She postulates that this is the essence of the subtle 
gender revolution taking place in the Muslim world.

Nuru’s eloquent but defensive attitude reflects the stand of many of



Lamu’s young male reformists, although she was quick to add that the chama 
was not affiliated with any religious faction. Yet the women’s issue has 
become central also to the reformists as a weapon in the local political 
struggle as well as in the defence and promotion of Islam via the state. Men 
express clear opinions on the women’s issue in Lamu. Although they often 
blame the women for many social ills, they do promote women’s active 
participation in religious and educational development. In spite of the am
bivalence and mistrust on the part of women, the reformists have won many 
women over, and have helped them to get organized.

To give the ‘voices of women’ a forum in Lamu, the chama arranged 
their own meetings with prominent speakers and, inspired by the many 
women’s magazines, produced an information bulletin, Al-Ukhti (sister). 
The women themselves wrote articles in Swahili. However, these and other 
activities came to revolve around women’s responsibility to their husbands, 
children and the community, as well as the fate of the family, and further
more on the need for women to ‘improve’ and impose strict moral stand
ards on themselves, since they are weakened by ‘decadent’ influences. Al
though aware of the importance of women’s rights, there was a reluctance 
to speak up about these politically sensitive issues, at least, in public fora.

The serious goals and the members self-prescribed role as ‘moral 
guardians’ of the town’s women made the role of the Lamu Muslim Sisters 
problematic. Their agenda, activities and statements made a deep impres
sion on the discussion in the female community, but provoked many peo
ple, as we shall see in the different chapters of this book. The exhortation to 
cut down on wedding expenditures and eliminate mingling of the sexes and 
other ‘un-Islamic’ elements in the celebrations, as well as the challenge not 
to mix with foreigners, met with scepticism, and only limited success. The 
chama and its leaders were criticized for being hypocrites, as they them
selves did not practice what they preached. Some said that they were sim
ply using the organization to gain prestigious positions for themselves (and 
their families). Many could not see what they had to gain from joining such 
an ‘elitist’ association.

That young Lamu women spend time and energy discussing aspects 
of the ‘women’s issue’ is evident. How they use, manipulate and contest 
the dominant gender ideology in the practice of everyday sociability, whether 
at wedding celebrations, while video watching, or at dance events, will be 
at issue throughout this study. The meanings of gender are produced and 
reproduced there. However, although young women are rapidly adjusting 
to changes in the world around them, we should not take it for granted that



their position is automatically improved. Female youth culture is still largely 
‘home-centred’, the traditional division of labour is largely sustained, and 
in the contemporary situation young women find themselves faced with 
new dilemmas.

Intergenerational Relations: Control, Anger and Blessings

Marriage (ndoa) in Lamu has been dominated by the ‘arranged’ mar
riage system, i.e. a union between two people which primarily serves to 
create bonds between families, widening the network of kin and thereby 
sources of alliances, friends, support and co-operation. The choice of spouses 
was determined by elders of the bride and groom according to their wishes 
and interests. It was hoped that love, mutual affection and compassion would 
develop after marriage. Among the upper strata marriage usually took place 
according to the principle of mkufu (marriage between equals). Preoccupa
tion with this is still considerable. Lineage endogamy and marriage to the 
closest possible kin e.g. cousins, has been the ideal.18 People say that mar
riages between cousins are more stable and offer certain advantages: nego
tiations are more informal than with non-relatives, interests are more or 
less identical, the parents know each other, marital disputes can be settled 
and bridewealth can be kept at a lower level.

Marriage with outsiders with different access to wealth and symbolic 
power has nevertheless always been practised as a strategic route to up
ward social mobility and alliances, for example to Omani Arabs or wealthy 
Muslims from other towns and regions. Today, changing circumstances are 
encouraging an even more open attitude among both men and women and 
their families to marriages across borders of kinship, township and ethnic
ity. Financial and professional status and social integrity have become more 
important as criteria for the selection of partners. As a result the range of 
‘equals’ has widened.

Women recounted how, in the past, a girl would not be informed about 
her coming wedding until shortly before it was to take place and when the 
marriage contract had already been drawn up.19 Although, according to the 
Koran, a woman has the legal right to refuse the candidate proposed, she 
was seldom given the opportunity to do so. She was considered too imma
ture to know her own good. If the husband-to-be was a stranger she would 
not be allowed to see his face until the evening of the consummation of the 
marriage. If he was a relative she would, of course, have some prior knowl



edge of him. Today the anonymity of bride and groom in arranged mar
riages has largely been removed. Photographs are exchanged and a meet
ing may be arranged between the potential partners so that they have a 
chance to see and even speak to each other. The girl’s active consent to the 
marriage is sought.

In Lamu the legality of a marriage union is affirmed, in accordance 
with Sharia law, when the terms of the marriage contract (nikaha) are agreed 
upon, witnessed and validated by the payment of a symbolic sum (mahari) 
presented by the groom to the bride.20 For the first socially important mar
riage of a ‘virgin’, an additional customary bridewealth or gift, referred to 
as hidaya, is presented. In the upper strata of Lamu families, this sum can 
be substantial and is used by the bride’s guardian to equip the young bride 
with household furniture, cooking utensils, clothing and gold jewellery. 
The wedding (arusi) is surrounded by lavish public celebrations for which 
the families of both bride and groom incur great expenses (see Chapter 4, 
for details of wedding celebrations). Big festivities continue to be the ideal 
even if few can afford them, and the ideal is increasingly challenged.

Even though young women often say that they regard an arranged 
marriage to an unknown man as a ‘last resort’ today, it is still true that 
timid, old-fashioned girls who lack assertive personalities, are not success
fully engaged in courting, or who have extremely authoritarian parents, 
leave the match-making to the parents. Not everyone is in the position to 
choose or be chosen.

At the age of twenty, Kauthar, a sensible, unsentimental girl, was 
married to a distant cousin. She had known Kadir during childhood but 
later his family had moved to Bagamoyo in Tanzania. Only recently, after 
the marriage negotiations had started, had he returned to Lamu to work in 
his uncle’s business. Photographs were exchanged and formal meetings, 
under surveillance, were arranged between the prospective partners. It was 
not a love match, but she had agreed as she had no sweetheart (mpenzi) 
whom she wanted to marry: anyway, she told me she did not think she was 
the type for a ‘love’ marriage. With time a certain kind of understanding 
developed between them, although there was not much companionship in 
their relationship. At the time of my fieldwork she had just had her first 
baby and her life revolved around the infant, the activities around the house 
and her social visits with friends. Kadir, her husband, supported her and 
she made extra money making pastries for sale in local cafés. However, the 
husband was seldom at home and seemed to prefer the company of his 
friends on the baraza. Kauthar said she thought her husband was kind al



though indifferent. She had no trouble with him and she still had a close 
relationship with her own kin who lived in the same neighbourhood.

Those who marry by individual choice and for love usually get to 
know each other by means of so-called mkutano wa siri, ‘secret meetings’. 
But ‘love marriages’ are officially contracted in the same way as arranged 
ones. The young man presents himself to the girl’s guardian and asks for 
the girl’s hand in marriage. That the couple are in ‘love’ is not always re
vealed to the older generation. Young people increasingly act on their own 
initiative, and although few are openly challenging the ‘arranged marriage’ 
system, it is in fact under siege. But just as love relations before marriage 
are disliked, love as a main reason for contracting a marriage is still viewed 
with scepticism by the parental generation. Their concern still revolves 
around the strategic aspects of marriage. However, if it is revealed that the 
boy is the desired partner of the girl and he is acceptable according to crite
ria such as education, wealth and rank, the parents usually give the couple 
permission to marry (idhini).

Many older people today acknowledge that the young woman should 
play a more active role in the selection of a mate and in the wedding ar
rangements. Not only is the girl’s consent sought; her wish to postpone 
marriage if she is still undergoing education is often respected.

But at times parents are anxious about getting their daughters mar
ried off before it is ‘too late’, before their daughters become haribu (spoilt, 
defiled, dishonoured). One often hears mothers say ‘Mungu akipenda 
atapata mume’, ‘May God see to it that she gets a husband’. If a good 
proposal presents itself they may push the girl to marry a man not of her 
own choice. Disputes about the choice of a spouse do occur between the 
generations, and finally the girl or the parents will give in, notwithstanding 
the emotional tension and conflict created in such situations. In Chapter 8 
we shall acquaint ourselves with Yasmin, a Hadhrami, and the ‘tug of war’ 
she and her parents kept up for two years before she was allowed to marry 
the В ajun boy next door.

Although young women are afraid of going against their parents, of 
losing their satisfaction or blessing (radhi) and provoking their anger 
(gadhabu), many feel that the parents’ grounds for refusal are often unfair. 
Gadhabu embraces different types of responses to disrespect and disobedi
ence ranging from momentary anger to long-lasting displeasure, outrage 
and even rejection in extreme cases. Above all, anger affects the soul, it is a 
sort of di vine retribution (Swartz, 1991:69; see also Altorki, 1986:72). These 
notions represent a culturally conditioned way of regulating relations with



the older generation which still persists and contributes to maintaining a 
certain degree of conformity and respect. Aisha quoted the following prov
erb as illustration: ‘Radhi iko chini ya nyayo za mama’, ‘Blessings lie un
der the feet of the mother’.

Old and young tend to see marriage and courtship differently - but so 
do men and women and people with a different educational background. 
Having a ‘boyfriend’ (mpenzi) is not considered appropriate or permissible 
and premarital sex is strictiy forbidden (zina). The ideal of ‘virginity’ for 
first brides has always been central to families of the upper strata in Lamu. 
A young woman’s moral and sexual purity is a symbol of lineage purity. 
This unacceptance of youth sexuality is in accordance with Islamic ideas 
and principles. Let me elaborate.

The sexual drive is described in Lamu as a positive force resonant 
with the Islamic tradition. It is seen as a means of procreation to ensure 
blood successors, but also as a source of relaxation, pleasure and rejuvena
tion (Sabbah, 1984). In this sense, women’s sexuality is seen as active and 
equivalent to that of men. Intercourse and sexual satisfaction are the right 
of both partners in a marriage, indeed an expression of it. However, preoc
cupations with the legitimacy of children and the notion of the virtuous, 
chaste, honourable woman in contrast to the loose, treacherous woman, out 
of control and indulging in illicit sexuality, are part of men’s control over 
women. Accordingly, virginity and chastity are expected of women. In Lamu 
the marital bed and female dance events are the only accepted fora for the 
expression of female sexual desire and feeling. The dances have their roots 
in customary Bantu initiation rites to prepare pubertal girls to confront their 
sexuality and to educate them about gender roles, how to ‘live with a hus
band’ and how to deal with their bodily functions. How they do this we 
shall discuss in Chapter 7. This dance activity is, however, criticized by 
reformists.

Ideals and reality often clash, of course. Although Islam and custom 
encourage both men and women to restrain their sexual desires and be sub
missive to injunctions of fidelity, there seems to be no way that men can be 
made to comply. In Lamu a recurring issue, when discussing gender rela
tions and sexuality, is the prevalence of a ‘double standard’ by which men 
and women who engage in sex are judged.

The popular image of a ‘real man’ is one who is sexually active, 
potent and lustful, a womanizer. Even though young women say that a ‘good’ 
man is one who is faithful to his love they also embrace this understanding 
of masculinity. The opinion of women is that men are impatient and cannot



resist temptation. Zeinabu said: O u r bwana can’t stay away from girl
friends, and what can we do? It is the character (tabid) of men.’ Although 
some seemed to adopt a rather fatalistic attitude to this, many question the 
fairness of this arrangement. Women’s distrust of men’s claims to fidelity 
is aggravated by the fact that, irrespective of male behaviour, women once 
married are expected to be chaste. The worst shame a man can experience 
is for his wife to be unfaithful to him by committing adultery (uzini): it is a 
real attack on his masculinity and honour. People will think that he cannot 
control his wife nor satisfy her sexually. Accepting her back is stigmatiz
ing. Many men claim, with some truth, that women connive with other 
women to hide extramarital adventures from their husbands.

Men justify their double standard by arguing that they have the right 
to do what they want and satisfy their needs in the way they desire. As one 
man declared: ‘It is not healthy for men to go around building up sexual 
tension when the wife has her “days” (menstruation).’ Sexuality for men 
has to do with pleasure, relaxation, desire and fun. Hesitation on the wives’ 
side to service them sexually is regarded as ‘wrong’, but withholding sex is 
still one sanction women have at their disposal to some extent, and they use 
it. On their side men argue that such harassment provides them with a so
cially acceptable excuse to look for other women. Young men with ‘virgin’ 
girlfriends declare that, since many of them are not willing to satisfy them 
sexually, it is legitimate for them to have divorcees (mke mkuu) as girl
friends. Many think it natural that men have such affairs ‘on the side’, as 
long as these relations are clandestine so as not to upset the norms of dis
cretion and reputation more than is necessary. One man argued that the 
reason why Islam allows a man to marry up to four wives, i.e. polygny, is 
preventative; otherwise he will commit adultery.

Lutila summed up the situation for me: ‘There are different types of 
men. A few stay with their girlfriends or wives but there are many who just 
like to ‘smell the pillow’ (kunuka mto). They are the type who marry today 
and divorce tomorrow. If you are lucky you will find the first type.’

In accordance with this double standard boys are encouraged to ac
quire and demonstrate sexual experience before marriage while girls are 
discouraged and punished for such actions. However, the prolonged youth 
period of young women, with its demands for abstinence and self-restraint, 
becomes a strain, since they are in a phase of development which is charac
terized by an increased awareness of themselves as sexual beings and are 
trying to integrate notions of ‘partnership’ and ‘courting’ into their per
sonal lives. How young women and men relate to their sexuality comes to



constitute a significant part of their self-perception.
Furthermore, the urge to discover sex is enhanced by information 

received from influential peers, tourists and the popular media, informa
tion which accentuates a love ideology. Even the cultural expectation that 
girls should gain sexual skills through the medium of chakacha dance and 
song give an idea of bodily and sexual pleasures. Young women’s observa
tions of adult conduct also reveal inconsistencies.

From what the girls say it appears that they find it hard not to trans
gress the boundaries of the forbidden, and to abstain from sexual play until 
marriage. Indeed my data indicate that a significant number of the younger 
generation are in reality sexually active.

Flowever, the elders, whether religious leaders or parents, refuse to 
acknowledge this. They worry about the mobility and visibility of young 
women in the modern world of work and leisure. They acknowledged that 
young women may be curious about sex, and that this makes them take 
risks and exposes them to ‘danger’, but they do not want to admit that their 
own daughters actually engage in sexual activity. When it is revealed, such 
behaviour is met with condemnation and sanctions, although pragmatic ‘so
lutions’ to unforseen consequences may be found.

The severe moralizing attitude of parents to young women’s sexual
ity is only aggravated by the fact that it has always been taboo for mothers 
and daughters to discuss such matters. In the past this was always left to a 
third party, to the somo (the sexual instructor), although this is no longer 
the case (see Chapter 4).

Cultural norms, and the lack of skills on the part of both parents and 
children to converse about topics of sexuality, hamper the management of 
boy-girl relations. As a consequence, misunderstandings are common and 
parents have no accurate or realistic understanding about their daughters’ 
activities. The case of Mariam and her mother Saimaa, illustrates this well. 
They enjoyed a warm and trusting relationship in many ways. They were 
able to discuss personal issues and worries, but on certain topics there was 
just condemnation or silence; ‘Well, you see, I could never tell her that I 
have a boyfriend although she may suspect it, she thinks you can’t have 
one without having sex, that I will get “spoilt”.’ Her mother drew a simple 
equation between being alone with a boy and sex, assuming that neither 
party was to be trusted in such a situation. She told Mariam to keep away 
from men; apart from that, she offered little advice or guidance. Mariam 
complained that, like most mothers, she talked a lot about things in the 
past, how they were when she was young, and made no effort to understand



what it was like to be young today. She admitted that, like her, her mother 
might be too shy to take up the issue, as it is not considered proper to speak 
openly about such things, but she resented the absence of trust.

The lack of communication on issues of sexuality thus leads to frus
tration and a cycle of mutual blame. The young women feel guilty and 
reproach their parents for not keeping up with them, and the parents blame 
their children for engaging in activities which contradict their values and 
wishes. Parents too are frustrated at their inability to reach and communi
cate effectively with their children, as Hebaba insinuated to me many times, 
but this frustration is usually hidden behind complaints about the ‘ways of 
the young’. Adults tend to look to others, to teachers and religious leaders, 
who they hope will help. The lack of communication and advice from moth
ers contributes to the growing dependence of Mariam and her friends on 
their peer group for information and support. Unfortunately the understand
ing they have of these phenomena is often scanty and misleading (see Chap
ter 7).

Although mother-daughter relations are close, they may also be full 
of tension, as it is the mother’s responsibility to see to it that her daughters 
uphold modesty, restraint and ‘purity’ by abstaining from sex. As a conse
quence, quarrels and conflicts are not uncommon. Abuse and insults are 
often hurled by mothers at their daughters, and are a clear indication of this 
frustration. A fairly common derogatory form of address is mshenzi mean
ing uncivilized ‘fool’, or an accusation that the girl tingis ha matako, ‘ swings 
her buttocks’ in front of men.21 Girls may answer back but this is less com
mon, it is usually the mothers who do the abusing.

There is a pervasive concern among opinion leaders but also the older 
generation in general, with the many ‘social evils’ afflicting the lives of 
young people and influencing them to become hedonistic and defiant. Worry 
about the consumption of popular culture - videos, pop music, disco danc
ing as well as drug abuse - is widespread in Lamu as in so many other parts 
of the world. An article in The Message (1985 (12)) which caused discus
sion among my friends took up the topic in the following manner:

War on social evils
The chairman of the Ansaar Youth Organization said that the future of the 
Muslim community was at stake due to the present attitude of the younger 
generation...The increase in miraa chewing among the youth is in most cases 
initiated by parents themselves who chew miraa at home, he said. Apart from 
this, he added, there are several other factors which also contribute towards 
the spread of bad habits among the youth, such as drop-outs, joblessness and



bad company. The parents seem to be defeated in controlling their children 
from these evils because of the completely corrupted environment in which 
they live. They think the situation is beyond their control and just watch 
stunned, as their children go astray. While many are willing to spend a lot of 
money on useless and destructive things like miraa, videos and extravagant 
weddings, they let their children go without proper care and education .

Drug abuse in the form of miraa chewing is said to have assumed 
epidemic proportions along the coast and in Lamu, in contrast to a few 
decades ago when it was confined to a few eccentrics. People say they 
chew to feel good (starehe), to break the routine and boredom, and because 
friends do it. The drug stimulates in a way that makes the individual forget 
his hunger and sleepiness and arouses sensibility. Chewing is a social ac
tivity, which is important in the leisure culture of young men, in particular. 
In some groups chewing is a sign of identity, and to abstain is anti-social. 
Young women with husbands or boyfriends who can provide them with the 
product also chew, ‘to keep them company’. I also participated in all-fe
male groups of chewers, but these consisted of married or divorced women. 
Such female miraa consumption tends to be undertaken discreetly behind 
closed doors.22 Drug abuse among young men in particular is said to be an 
important cause of the growing number of wahuni (drifters, bums) in Lamu, 
people who are unable to lead a decent life, hold down a job, and maintain 
a home.

Mwenye, Saada’s brother, is a typical case. He dropped out of school 
for lack of interest or misbehaviour, failed to find secure employment, and 
drifted into drug trafficking and immoral business dealings, hassling tour
ists as a ‘beachboy’. ‘Negative tourism’ or ‘bad company’ or ‘bad upbring
ing’ (malezi maovu) are often quoted as the causes of this state of things.

Although most of the young women I knew in Lamu were on good 
terms with their families and endorsed the values of loyalty and commit
ment, submission to parental authority becomes problematic during youth. 
Discrepancies in expectations, aspirations, ideas and views on a number of 
issues, are expressed in the idiom of ‘modernity’ and ‘tradition’. This is 
reflected in the following excerpts from Swahili language essays written 
by female secondary school students on the theme of change. The proverb 
‘Mwacha mila ni mtumwa’, ‘The one who discards tradition is a slave’, 
often quoted by the older generation, is challenged by the following two 
writers:



The Swahili say ‘That which has passed is not a disease; treat that which is 
coming!’ As times have changed and years are increasingly passing by, 
many things have changed. Every happening in the world is dependent on 
its time. When our elders unanimously conceded that ‘The one who dis
cards his traditions is a slave’, it was during the time o f bliss and prosper
ity in the past. But today is the time o f confusion, o f anxiety and disquietude 
and distress in the heart. Everyone you see is rushing here and there. The 
Swahili have also said, ‘That which does not come in the morning, comes 
in the evening!’ Therefore, there are many things which, when thought about 
carefully, would lead one to realize that the one who discards tradition is 
not a slave.

Firstly there is marriage. In the past, a virgin would be married o ff to 
a man whom she did not know and had never heard of. But today a girl is 
married to the ‘flower o f her heart.’ And what do the elders say? She would 
absolutely refuse to be married to any fellow whom she does not know at 
all. This also indicates love between the husband and wife and makes their 
life enjoyable and happy. Things o f the past no longer exist. In the past, the 
woman was the jewel o f the house. But today it is difficult for a woman to 
stay at home. Girls have become equal to boys, and both are competing to 
lead. There is no girl who just sits and sings wedding songs. I f  she does not 
have a government job, then she sews dresses or weaves and knits, and that 
is how the game goes on in the world. One has to push on in life today. It is 
necessary fo r  the woman to get what she wants, and for the man to get what 
he wants, only then can they live in happiness and prosperity......

The world is fu ll o f things, especially fo r  girls. I advise them not to be 
influenced by the values o f the proverbs o f the past. They would be wise to 
make efforts to sow and reap accordingly. And men should do likewise and 
play their part by co-operating across different tribal barriers and profes
sions in this country.

Every ethnic group has its own culture and traditions. Some traditions are 
a blessing while others reduce our humanity. When we say that we ought to 
follow our old traditions, it means that we have no freedom at all but are 
persecuted and oppressed by the old way o f thinking which does not fi t  in at 
all in the world o f today.

Let me draw the picture more clearly and explain my opinion. The 
way our forefathers lived and the way we live today are very different. To
day’s world pushes people forward with speed; and if  we were to sit and 
follow  our old traditions, there would be no development at all to comply



with the reality and the state o f our environment. For example, i f  you were 
to wear clothes made o f bark or skin, you would appear mad and would be 
laughed at and despised by people who have now become enlightened. Let 
me give you another example. According to the old culture and traditions, 
i f  a girl were seen talking to a boy, even if  she was only greeting him, then, 
without further delay, they would be quickly married o ff by force by the 
elders; and if the girl refused, she would be flogged until she bled. Thus 
girls have no right to speak to males. They have no right to inherit from  
their fathers. You would see many a beautiful and extremely attractive girl 
being married off to an old ‘burger’ aged 90 or 100. What culture is that? 
That indeed is de facto slavery. Some traditions are contrary to our reli
gion [Islam] for example, fo r  a woman to be married off by force is against 
the religion. According to other traditions, a boy and a girl dare not wish 
fo r  education simply because they have no right to be educated. Why should 
an individual not be allowed to join others and achieve development, and 
discard bad traditions which are o f no benefit to human life? Just look 
around and see how people have become cultivated and have enriched them
selves by leaving the old traditions behind. People have become so enlight
ened that they even leave their birthplace and travel to foreign lands to 
learn and gain more experience. In fact, the one who discards traditions is 
not a slave; on the contrary, he develops and participates with his fellow  
human beings in improving life.

A predominant theme in these essays is that of marriage and relations 
with the opposite sex. Marriage as such is not questioned, but there is con
siderable preoccupation with the form and content of its institutions, and 
with the arranged marriage system, the issues of choice of spouse, and ‘love’. 
Young women are affected by the lack of trust and companionship, the 
disappointment and jealousy which characterize many aspects of the inter
action between women and men in Lamu. The rather distressing marriage 
situation may be one reason why young people, and particularly young 
women, so eagerly seek the alternative of a ‘love marriage’, shrouded as it 
is in talk of love, companionship, exclusiveness, sharing, and of making a 
life together, and at least apparent freedom of choice.

As a result the ideology of romantic love has moved forcefully into 
the marriage system, legitimating freedom of choice of spouse. With this 
emphasis, courtship has become important as an arena where subjective 
feelings can develop. Among young women, courtship is beginning to be 
regarded as a necessary prelude to marriage. Many customary ideals are



challenged as we shall see, and the parental generation look on as their 
authority and influence over the younger generation, e.g. the right to ar
range marriages are disintegrating.

Giving vent to their newly awakened sexuality and fantasies of ro
mantic love represents a predicament for young women. It is accompanied 
by intense excitement and pleasure, but it also puts them in compromising 
situations. Many a Lamu mwanamwali takes ‘risks’today. The choices they 
make now about courtship, boyfriends and sexual behaviour may put them 
in a precarious position in which their future, their reputation, and their 
health may be endangered (see Chapter 8). The information young women 
have today about courtship and the consequences of premarital sex is frag
mentary and offers little in the way of understanding how they can cope 
with the situation. As the traditional sex education practices are falling apart 
and modem society fails to replace them with a family life and sex educa
tion system appropriate and acceptable to all (see Chapter 7), women’s 
vulnerability is accentuated.

In this context love and romance become the idiom by which young 
women resolve the contradiction of having sexual desires, and offer a moral 
framework in which their actions are explained. Girls sublimate their sexual 
feelings into a mould of courtly love, and obscure the relationship as one of 
choice and tender ‘outstanding’ love. They want to be in love in order to 
experience violent emotional attachment to a person. The ‘love ideology’ 
is thus important in understanding the regulation of the sexual life and be
haviour of young women.

It is obvious that the older generation no longer function as self-evi
dent authorities and guides. Saada comments: ‘Respect for parents is de
clining. They don’t want to give us our freedom. They ought to trust their 
daughters more or there will be no development, they ought to send them to 
school and for training. You see now is our time, their time has passed.’ 
Parents feel confused in today’s society and ill-equipped to help their chil
dren prepare for experiences they themselves never had. And young people 
have discovered that there are other strong and wise people and other life
styles than those pursued at home. This does not necessarily mean that 
young people turn away from their elders, as Mwenye seems to have done. 
Many still share fundamental values with their elders and feel adamant 
about the need of their peers to respect the ways of the older generation. A 
third essay in the series Mwacha mila ni mtumwa expresses this in the fol
lowing way:



Although, as the saying goes: ‘Things o f the past are no longer valid to
day!’ I  disagree with those who advocate this. And when I  thought seri
ously about it, I  was able to decide fo r  myself that old traditions ought to 
exist today. Our parents and ancestors were not stupid when they followed  
the traditions o f the past; and if  we say that we cannot follow them [our 
traditions], it means that we have neglected our elders and insulted them. I 
hear that knowledge has increased and things have changed, but changes 
in life have brought harm to a lot o f our people...Those who get education, 
when they are told anything about traditions, never listen to anything or 
anybody. Because they feel they are special! Let them be, those unculti
vated people who falsely claim to be educated and to have achieved excel
lence. How long are they going to be exploited by those who come here 
with their propaganda and deceive them, and who are in fact making a 
living out o f it? I  looked into this and realized that [Western] education is 
the source o f our losing our culture. It has brought a lot o f destruction 
which continues to mount. Let us look at the question o f respect and man
ners among today’s children. They refuse to do anything and completely 
disregard the words o f their elders, and shamelessly say ‘Things have 
changed now!’ They do not realize that novelty cannot exist without antiq
uity [literally: nothing new can exist without its predecessors]....

The breach frequently described in Western societies as the ‘genera
tion gap’ should not be exaggerated in the Lamu context. Challenge and 
resistance to adult norms and values often take very subtle forms, at least 
on the individual level. Young girls and boys formulate strategies which 
take on different forms and expressions, mostly passive resistance and avoid
ance, self-censorship, and deception, but also humour and diplomacy. Bind 
and her friends obviously get a lot of pleasure from finding ways to avoid 
the control of authority. They come home late with evasive excuses, go out 
without permission when nobody happens to be around, and deliberately 
defy the rules of modesty in public. Rahima told me that she would listen to 
her elders and never speak up against them but would later ignore their 
orders if she thought them unreasonable. Those who do indulge in court
ship do so in the greatest secrecy. Evasion is also accomplished by day
dreaming. For instance Zulfa, who was betrothed to a man she did not know, 
refused to take part in the preparations for her wedding and spent her time 
looking at romantic films on the video or reading. In this way she withdrew 
and shut out the intrusion of the world of her elders. Others put on a front of 
religiosity to evade sanctions, although their attitudes and demeanour do



not always correspond to the initial impression of piousness which their 
dress expresses.

Collective expressions of opposition or protest may take more active 
forms, of defiant and provocative behaviour, such as storming the premises 
of the kupamba celebration, veiled and anonymous, as a symbol of protest 
at their exclusion, as we shall see in the following chapter. Such bold, abra
sive and undisciplined behaviour is often ascribed to the lower-class Bajun, 
the country bumpkins. The fact is that women of different strata and ethnic 
backgrounds participate, under cover of their anonymous veils. Through 
such actions they recognize themselves as individuals in their own right, 
even as ‘rebels’, and they often achieve what they set out to do, namely to 
make a strong statement about how they regard the sex or age segregation 
of public festivities. Of course, the degree of defiant behaviour of the young 
varies, depending on personal characteristics, orientation and age. How
ever, the older generation still have the final power and they certainly reas
sert it by sanctioning and punishing the young women for their defiant 
actions. Mwana, who is a secondary school student, told me that she and 
her friend were once caught by her brother talking to a group of young men 
chewing miraa inside a lodging house in the neighbourhood. Her father 
was furious when he heard about the incident and refused her permission to 
go outside during leisure hours for a month. We are dealing here with what 
has been termed creative ‘resistance’ and ‘evasion’, an individual and a 
collective drive against the mainstream culture on the micro level of every
day life (Fiske, 1989).

Without romanticizing this opposition and rebellion, it is important 
to see the political aspect of such practices, which on the surface are not 
very verbal or politically conscious. What we are dealing with, after all, is 
a struggle for power. By refusing to give in to the constant demands for 
obedience and docility, the young women are resisting the norms of female 
conduct and constructing their own oppositional meanings of self and so
cial relations which empower them to promote their own interests. Such 
actions lead to a constant process of negotiation and redefinition of the 
boundaries of what is acceptable. The result is progress in their relation
ships with boyfriends and parents. The gains are in no way vast or radical, 
but they are significant over time they enlarge the space and the action of 
young women, and they effect a shift in power relations.

Indeed, most young women manage to cope with this period of change 
in their life. However, self-esteem and maturity reflect the way adults and 
peers react to them and the support and response they find in the world
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around them.
Customs, norms and values cause men and women to live in some

what different worlds in Lamu. The discrepancy between ideals and reality 
creates tension and resentment. This accentuates the fact that men and 
women have difficulty understanding each other’s problems, or develop
ing relations of sharing, trust and solidarity. Yet women have their own fora 
and means of finding self-gratification. This becomes evident when they 
are participating in wedding festivities and particularly in the ‘display of 
the bride’, which young women have more or less ‘taken over’. The feast 
has become a vivid celebration of femininity. How it has done so will be 
explored in the following chapter.





Celebrating Femininity

It is about 8:30 pm and once again we are on our way to the 
Zinj, Lamu’s only indoor cinema. However, no film will be shown 
tonight. We are going to a kupamba, the public display of a bride, 
on the evening after the consummation of her marriage. The bride 
is Farida, Mariam’s sister. At the entrance of the cinema hall groups 
of female guests are arriving. The unmarried girls, the wanawali, 
who are not supposed to participate in the festivities of married 
women, as well as some ‘unofficial guests’ who want to remain 
anonymous, cluster around the entrance as spectators, their veils 
covering their faces. Once inside the foyer, the mamed women 
start removing their bui-bui covering, revealing beautiful silk 
dresses, gold jewellery and elaborate hairstyles, all of the latest 
local fashion, often inspired by designs seen in popular films. The 
balloon-style dress that many are wearing is inspired by a design 
worn by Diana Ross, and the so called mandingo-style which also 
seems to be in vogue is taken from an Indian film. Several women 
have pepeo collars with frills, as worn by Sue Ellen in Dallas; 
many have seen the series in a nearby town which, in contrast to 
Lamu, has TV reception. Women from the lower-status groups 
wear dresses of synthetics and cotton, but they mingle freely with 
their superiors. Most women are heavily made-up and some have 
‘disco highlights’ glittering on their cheeks, the latest fashion. 
Many are also adorned with the traditional kikuba, a garland of 
sweet-smelling jasmine flowers which is attached to hair and dress 
as a symbol of female sensuality.

The women, who have rolled up their veils into little bundles, 
enter the cinema hall. We are astounded by the shimmer of gold 
jewellery and coloured materials, by the chatter and music which 
flow towards us, and the heavy scent of incense and perfume. The 
hall, which can hold up to 400 guests, is quite full. A large propor
tion of the women in the town have been invited. There are also 
guests from afar. We greet a group of women from Mombasa who 
arrived earlier in the week. Some female tourists are also present, 
as wedding celebrations have become popular public attractions. 
We find our seats. The women chatter and giggle, their nervous 
anticipation is clearly felt. There will be a few hours yet before the



bride arrives. However, below the stage in a seat of honour facing 
the audience sits Barka, a young woman who was married a few 
weeks ago. She wears a fancy but appropriate dress so as not to 
steal attention and admiration away from Farida, who is to be the 
evening’s prima donna. As usual, those who want to show off their 
new gowns walk up and down the aisle and move about, while 
others remain seated. It is obvious that the women love such occa
sions where they can indulge in finery, where they can see and be 
seen. I overhear sarcastic and admiring comments about the gowns 
of others around me. It is a long-standing rule among the women 
that one has to wear a new dress to a kupamba. The women dress 
up for each other as well as for themselves. It occurs to me that, in 
a sense, the kupamba is the local fashion show: designs, materials, 
accessories and who wore what, will be gossiped about for weeks. 
Tonight, new local fashion trends will be set for weeks or months 
to come.

Even if this, and all other wedding celebrations, are sexually 
segregated - men have their own less elaborate celebrations - some 
categories of men are present at this particular kupamba: A few 
‘passive’ homosexuals (mashoga) are seated among the women. A 
foreign friend of Ahmed’s is allowed to be present, as he has been 
asked by the women to video-record the event. He moves around in 
the front part of the hall near the stage. The fact that he is video
filming makes him an interesting object of attention. The musicians 
are also male. Tonight, Bhalo and his band, one of the most popular 
coastal groups from Mombasa, are entertaining. To provide profes
sional entertainment is a symbol of status. The group combines the 
Arab-rooted tarabu tradition, introduced on the coast long ago, 
with popular Hindi film tunes, which are borrowed freely. The 
soloist Bhalo sings love poetry (mashairi) in Swahili, while playing 
an electronic key board. The rest of the ensemble includes an 
accordion, small drums and tambourines. Many in the audience are 
humming along, moved by the stories of romantic love and pas
sionate desire. The women enjoy the live music performance; 
Jamila declares that she has come above all for the concert. She 
loves poetry and explains to me how in the past female poets 
0mashaha) would be encouraged to entertain. Her aunt, for in
stance, was famous for her poetic skills; she recited and sang 
elaborate songs, many about love or the beauty of the bride. Every



now and then a woman, entranced, her body swaying to the 
rhythms of the music, approaches Bhalo near the stage. She pins 
money notes to his jacket as a token of appreciation. The other 
women watch with amusement and thrill. I am told that many 
women are infatuated with Bhalo, who for his part is often accused 
by men of having clandestine relationships with their wives and 
daughters.

Flasks of expensive French perfume and rose water (marashi) 
are being passed around to please the women who squirt a little on 
each other. The heavy fragrance fills the hot air. Drinks like Pepsi 
and Fanta and food snacks are served by waandazi (attendants), 
relatives of the bride. We fill our paper napkins with local delica
cies like meat pasties, sarnosas, and cakes.

However, something seems to have put a damper on this 
evening’s celebration. The reason is discussed by the ladies seated 
in front of us. Religious reformists have recently condemned the 
performance of male musicians during female celebrations. They 
say that it is religiously wrong to allow men to attend an all-female 
setting where the women are dressed up in sensual, revealing 
clothes and not in modest bui-bui covering. The habit should be 
stopped, and honourable women should refrain from attending such 
gatherings. Furthermore, such musical entertainment is a waste of 
money which would be better spent on education and improvement. 
The women are obviously perplexed and filled with ambivalent 
feelings. To go against religious decrees is shameful, but to aban
don the live music performances would be a painful loss. One lady 
argues that one could use cassette recordings of tarabu music in the 
future, but admits sadly that it would never be quite the same.

A ‘star’ is what is expected in a cinema hall. We lean back 
and admire the stage for a few minutes, while waiting for the 
evening’s high spot, the entry of the bride! The stage is abundantly 
decorated with strands of glitter in silver and gold, with paper 
flowers and with strings of flashing coloured lights. It is clearly 
inspired by the glamorous wedding scenes of Hindi films. There is 
a slogan framed in a red heart behind the sofa, where the bride will 
sit. It reads: ‘Farida + Ahmed’. Beside it there is a picture of the 
holy Kaaba in Mecca. Finally, after more than an hour of restless 
waiting, here comes the Bibi Arusi, the Bride! She is dressed in an 
elaborate pink (Westem-style) wedding gown, decorated with lace



and covered with a matching translucent veil. She wears gloves and 
carries a bouquet of paper flowers. Her arms are heavy with gold 
bracelets. An elaborate gold ornament in the latest fashion sparkles 
around her neck. Everybody in the hall is singing and ululating to 
welcome her as she walks slowly down the aisle to the stage ac
companied by female relatives and attendants. She is seated with 
care on the sofa, part of a suite bought by her family for the bride 
wealth.

Now the chief bridal attendant, the mpambaji (she who 
adorns and decorates) lifts the veil so that the audience can see or 
rather judge her beauty. Parallels to the Christian wedding ritual 
can indeed be noted, although many of the actions have been given 
new symbolic significance in the Lamu context. The young bride is 
heavily made-up and her eyebrows have been plucked. To be 
beautified in this way is the exclusive privilege of married women. 
Farida sits solemnly, with her gaze cast down. It is not considered 
appropriate to meet the eyes of those who are observing you, 
whether in admiration or envy. However, I notice that Farida man
ages to steal some glances and a smile trembles on her lips every 
now and then. Her hands, decorated with henna designs up to the 
elbows, clasp the bouquet of flowers in her lap. Her feet, also 
decorated with henna, are stuck in white high-heeled shoes. A 
neighbour whispers in my ear that a relative of Farida’s who works 
abroad has brought the dress material and the bridal veil from 
Dubai, but the veil was actually made in France. Western wedding 
dresses of this type are the fashion nowadays as young women 
want to signal that they are modem and have mastered the idioms 
of modernity, style and fashion. Meanwhile, the audience is busily 
exchanging comments about her hair, dress and appearance. Are the 
design and material of the dress ‘up to date’ ? The women are eager 
to see how she ‘shines’, if her inner beauty has been ‘awakened’ 
and come to expression. Indeed, Farida literally ‘shines’, the silk 
fabric and gold jewellery she is wearing and the disco highlights on 
her cheeks make her image sparkle. Most of the audience are full of 
praise, but there are those who whisper that she looks tired and that 
her face does not ‘shine’.

Cameras are flashing while relatives and friends come up in 
small groups to pin money notes on her dress in congratulation and 
to have their pictures taken with the bride. Suddenly the Bwana



Arusi, the groom, appears with a friend, to everyone’s joy. He has 
been encouraged to come as the performance is being video-filmed 
and the relatives want him to be part of that. ‘Masuti, Masuti’ , 
others cry out. Indeed, he looks handsome in a dark Western suit 
and a tie as he sits on the sofa with his bride. Gossip says that this 
is a ‘love marriage’. To have the bride and groom on stage together, 
for the first time publicly, is a new exciting element that occurs at 
some kupamba. The audience ululate and when the groom places a 
gold ring on his bride’s finger, whispers something in her ear 
making her smile and then, daringly, gives her a light kiss on the 
cheek, the applause knows no end. Cameras are flashing and the 
heat up on the stage is unbearable with the extra spotlights set up 
for the video-recording.

The influence of the world of film and the media is revealed 
by Rukia as she comments to me in a playful tone: ‘Isn’t it all 
exciting, the wedding is starring Farida and featuring the Ali sis
ters.’ It strikes me that the use of the video-recording underlines the 
parallelism of the bride’s role and that of a film star, like the hero
ines of the Indian love films of which Farida has probably seen 
hundreds in the audience of this very cinema hall or on videos in 
private houses. Indeed, Rukia explains to me that the cassette 
recounting Farida’s wedding will be sent around to relatives and 
friends, even those in distant places like Nairobi and Dubai, for 
everyone to see and enjoy. AH will be able to share in the splendour 
and exorbitant joy of the bride’s kupamba performance. Clearly 
memories of it will gratify Farida and her relatives for years to 
come.

The traffic up and down on the stage continues as people 
want to have their picture taken with the bride and groom. At the 
entrance there is fujo  (tumult). The doorman is trying to keep the 
veiled wanawali girls back. They have been hovering in a big flock 
outside and in the doorway, their veils tied tightly around their 
faces to render them totally anonymous. They push forward, insult
ing the doorman, and finally there is no way of holding them back. 
They barge in, pushing people disrespectfully aside, grabbing the 
remains of the food while they jokingly tease and hurl obscene talk 
and fierce insults (ubajo) at the women. ‘You are not fit to sit 
among the others’ one of them roars out as she passes our group. 
For a few minutes the girls ‘seize power’ and redefine the situation



with their offensive behaviour. Although they are regarded as 
trespassers and a nuisance, their entrance is obviously tolerated. 
Lutfia and other friends take refuge near the wall and finally slip 
out of the side doors. They refer to the girls as ninjas, after the 
ruthless Japanese fighters who figure in the popular media. But 
they also say that they feel sorry for the wanawali who are sup
posed to be excluded from the feast. Many are, after all, their good 
friends. Anyhow, their entrance has marked the end of the celebra
tion; Bhalo and his team have just ended their last song and are 
packing up. The spell of the feast is broken, the adorned women are 
leaving the hall.

Women Adorned and Displayed

Lavish weddings and other life-cycle rituals have characterized Lamu 
and other coastal communities for decades. Such celebrations, with ele
ments of singing, dancing and feasting can go on for days until the wedding 
has been consummated, the bride and ‘new’ woman displayed to the fe
male community of the town. Most young women hope to have an arusi 
kuu, a big wedding once in their lives. In Lamu the kupamba, ‘the display 
of the bride’, is an important element of such a wedding, the absolute high
light, and Farida’s was typical of the dozen I witnessed among the upper 
strata of Lamu in the 1980s. Yet, although basic elements of ceremony are 
enacted at most weddings there is quite a span of variation in style of cel
ebration.

Similarly, different styles of music, dance and dress fashions have 
been in vogue over the decades, reflecting social and ethnic heritage, slav
ery, Western influence and so forth (Strobel, 1979:9). The solemn display 
of the bride for instance exists in some form in most parts of the Arabic- 
Islamic world. Other elements, particularly those of dance, have been in
troduced by the Bantu slaves from their natal societies as we shall see in 
Chapter 7.1 Today variations reflect the wish to communicate religiosity 
and ethnic belonging as well as modernity and participation in the media 
world, as we shall see later in this chapter.

For the bride, her relatives and the women guests in the audience, the 
kupamba takes on different meanings. For Farida the kupamba was the 
final ceremony of the rite of passage that marked her ‘readmission’ into 
society in her new status as a married, sexually initiated woman (mwana-
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mke).2 Today the ‘transition’ period is symbolized most concretely by the 
special beauty treatments and clothing which the bride receives during the 
week prior to the consummation of the marriage. Never again will she be 
the object of so much perfection, attention and celebration. The bride plays 
a seemingly passive role in the wedding festivities, and in some she does 
not participate at all.

For the women in the audience the kupamba celebration is an event 
in which concerns that go far beyond the public display of the bride are 
expressed. Preoccupation with ‘modernity’, rank, ethnic belonging, wealth 
and changing modes of femininity is displayed, communicated and affirmed, 
primarily through ‘fashion’, i.e. the current style of dress, jewellery, make
up, decoration and music.

Looking good’, i.e. being fashionable and displaying commodities, 
is part of the definition of the situation, it expresses both community mem
bership as well as identity. To be seen all dressed up, is important to the 
public presentation of ‘self’ and an important means to gain prestige, re
spectability and self-esteem. Local fashions, which are creative versions of 
elements of other fashions systems are important technologies of self-for
mation. Qualities of personhood are judged by how the body is presented 
and displayed, they are, to a large extent, seen as an achievement based on 
consumer competences. Access to commodities thus give women the re
source and the power to construct their own meanings. The ideals and fan
tasies the women play with in fashions offers them points of orientation for 
the realisation of a gendered self. This process is a source of recreation and 
pleasure. Furthermore, fashion has to do with the desire to be up to date, 
with newness and nowness. It is a way for women to participate in the 
ideology of progress and development, to be part of the modern world, and 
that which lies in the future (Fiske, 1989:34).

The increasing focus on fashion and style, is reflected in the fact that 
the main display of the bride, referred to in the recent past as kutolezwa 
nde, ‘to be shown outside’, is now referred to consistently as kupamba, to 
decorate and adom, accentuating the aspects of exhibition and show. It has, 
at least for women, become the mirror of local fashion and innovation, of 
changing values and identities, a forum for popular cultural expression and 
competition, a role played not so long ago by the beni and lelemama per
formances we discussed in Chapter 2.

The kupamba and other wedding celebrations are thus important so
cial events. They have brought women of different social and ethnic groups 
together in intimate activity. The celebrations play a fundamental role in



the culture of young women and communicate fundamental values and pre
occupation. My aim in this chapter is to delineate the complexity of 
ceremonials associated with marriage, in particular the ‘display of the bride’. 
The kupamba certainly communicates ambiguous values which are worth 
exploring: display but also vulnerable exposure, individual sensuality and 
collective spectacle, sociability and competition, unity and difference. These 
specific tension and ambiguities will be illuminated in the following. The 
fact that women are willing to spend so much energy, time and money on 
commodity consumption in relations to wedding displays is viewed with 
little understanding by men and opinion leaders in Lamu. They constantly 
criticise the practice arguing that this desire is against the women’s own 
interests. But is it really? This will also be explored in this chapter.

Weddings are sensually but also socially intense. For married women 
they are appreciated breaks from everyday life, and young women indulge 
in them with enthusiasm and devotion. They try to attend as many kupamba 
as possible, both of the rich and of the not so well-to-do. Today social bar
riers have diminished and women of all ethnic groups in Lamu mingle at 
the different festivities. This has not always been so. I was told that in the 
1950s Hadhrami and В ajun women did not participate at the weddings of 
Waamu women and vice versa.

Weddings are basically women’s affairs and the relatives of the bride 
are the main organizers. If the families are not related, female relatives of 
the groom usually attend the kupamba as guests. Men are less interested 
and less involved in the organization of wedding celebrations. Their fes
tivities are always separate from those of women, and usually not so exten
sive. This reflects the fact that the transition to the status of a married per
son is seen as less significant for men and that they prefer to spend money 
on other things.

The kupamba is mostly attended by the young, while the older women 
have withdrawn. Although the older generation who are ‘ritual experts’ are 
consulted about ritual symbols and actions and asked to explain their sig
nificance, they condemn some of the more innovative aspects of today’s 
kupamba ceremonial. They find many aspects of the celebration unworthy 
and sometimes even disgraceful. The fact that Ahmed was allowed inside 
the hall, sat with the bride in front of the women and offered her a kiss was 
considered provocative and indecent. It is taboo for couples in Lamu to 
display love in public like this. ‘Hawajali \  ‘they don’t care, they have no 
honour and respect’ was a comment I heard from older women. To focus 
attention on the romantic relationship of the bride and groom, revealing the



secret of their intimacy, is, however, a natural consequence of the young 
women’s preoccupation with marriages based on love and choice. Yet not 
all brides want the groom on stage, many say they ‘feel shy’ and that it is 
going too far.

In the past the kupamba, which is the last of the wedding celebra
tions, was more ‘low-key’. It was usually held in the open galleries of the 
stone houses, but as these have increasingly been subdivided, large rooms 
in which to display the bride are seldom available nowadays. People used 
to prepare a plot in the neighbourhood of the bride’s home, enclosing it for 
the occasion with matting (mikeka). This is still done for smaller kupamba. 
However, some decades ago, affluent families moved their weddings to the 
more prestigious buildings in the town, enhancing the prominence of the 
‘display of the bride’.3 The Zinj cinema hall in particular became very popu
lar. The spacious hall with its grand design has become a central cultural 
institution in the town. It provides a new arena of folk entertainment, an 
arena in which most of the younger generation participate. The cinema hall, 
with its stage, provides a good backdrop for the ‘show’ elements of the 
kupamba, and the move has also contributed to the changing form and con
tent of the kupamba .

In a town like Lamu where there is so much concern with prestige, 
the kupamba constitutes an arena for competition. The Waamu elite still 
tend to set the trend. But today wealthy Hadhrami and Bajun also stage 
grand weddings. Even for them it has become an important means of com
municating social position and distinction. The community will honour a 
family on the accomplishment of a splendid feast. The generosity of the 
servings of food, the quality of the musical performance and the number of 
people invited, are all significant criteria in judging their honour and pres
tige. A bride’s ‘social value’ is recognized and in some ways created by the 
elaborateness of the wedding.

The women of the bride’s family have to mobilize their whole net
work of family and friends to stage a wedding. It entails a great deal of 
organization and co-operation. Details of the different ceremonies have to 
be planned and prepared, great amounts of food have to be cooked. It is a 
social duty to participate and contribute according to one’s means. Reim
bursement will be made at a later date when the contributor is in a similar 
situation of financial need.4 It is a practice of reciprocal social exchange of 
which the women keep track. But it is well known that some families risk 
economic ruin to arrange such spectacles and put on an appearance of abun
dance. Clothes, decorations, live musicians and food can cost so much that



some have to take up additional loans to enable them to go through with 
them. I was told that some suffer from mortgages for years to come.

For the guests the kupamba also has a compulsory quality; it is not 
only for pleasure and sociability. For instance, individuals are expected to 
contribute to the success of the celebration by dressing up. It is a ‘moral’ 
obligation to have new clothes. To refrain is to dishonour the hostess, to 
become the target of malicious gossip and to be dismissed as impoverished 
or incompetent, or relegated to the ranks of the anonymous bui-bui specta
tors with ‘nothing to wear’. The pressure to be able to ‘display’ the sea
sonal fashions is quite taxing. As a consequence, strategies of borrowing 
and lending, particularly of accessories, are common. Keeping up appear
ance entails careful management.

The reformists, who argue that the extravagant kupamba feasts are an 
irresponsible waste of money - an example of conspicuous consumption - 
try to persuade people to spend less and save more. They have tried to 
counteract the pressure of ‘pompous’ feasts by suggesting alternatives, as 
we shall see later on.

The kupamba ritual can be seen as a ‘social drama’, a forum where 
the meanings of ‘femininity’ and ‘ethnicity’ are created and recreated in a 
dramatic ‘performance’, to use the terminology of Turner (1977). It is a 
key senario where a reflexive communication is largely facilitated though 
symbols which may lead the women to particular sentiments, to accept or 
renew beliefs, values, norms and concepts. Indeed acting out aspects of 
‘femininity’ makes the ‘feminine’ role real and important, it affirms iden
tity and it creates a sense of belonging to a community of other young 
women. Wedding rituals are loci of symbolic production, they ‘say’ im
portant things about women’s lives and social status. However, what they 
say is not evident, the meaning of symbols can be ambiguous as we shall 
see in the following as we delineate Lamu wedding culture.

Many of the rituals connected with the weddings are closely bound 
up with the abstract notions of good and evil, ideas about luck (bahati) and 
blessing. Ceremonies must be carried out in the ‘right’ manner to be effec
tive and therefore take months of planning as everything has to be carefully 
thought out. Women are very concerned about the details of the ritual, so 
that it will be a respectable wedding. Mishaps are talked about for months. 
During the planning of Farida’s wedding, hours would be spent discussing 
the ‘right’ colour and texture of the material for the bride’s dresses, and the 
appropriate way of photographing the bride and the various guests. A cer
tain flexibility enables each wedding to become ‘personal’. Farida and her



sisters had very firm ideas about how the stage was to be decorated. They 
insisted on the heart with ‘Farida plus Ahmed’ communicating that this 
was a love marriage.

Some ritual elements are, of course, essential to the performance of 
the display of the bride. But with innovation, new meanings, values, preoc
cupations and realities are accommodated, while older elements are less 
elaborated on or simply omitted. The bride’s behaviour is for instance sup
posed to be ‘solemn’ and passive. She should look like an innocent young 
girl who does not know what is expected of her, not an experienced woman. 
It is difficult for young women to maintain this posture today; indeed young 
women are no longer so ‘innocent’ and have played active roles in the 
preparation of their weddings. Farida could not avoid grinning and stealing 
glances at her surroundings while talking to her assistants. No one among 
the younger generation expected her to refrain.

The meaning of particular arrangements and symbols in the kupamba 
may be significant for some individuals, and for others they may be an 
empty charade. The issue of the veil illustrates this rather well. Religious 
leaders, who criticize the use of the ‘bridal veil’, argue that it is a symbol 
taken from the Christian wedding which has nothing to do with Islam. Its 
use in this context is seen as an offence to Muslims. This has become a 
dilemma for many women who are eager to be fashionable, and who ad
mire the wedding ornamentation of the Western ‘white bride’. They argue 
that, although the idea of the bridal veil is Christian, the veil in itself is not 
alien. Concealing the bride from evil spirits and the maintenance of mod
esty are the purpose of veiling in their own society as well. However, the 
bridal veil started losing popularity after all this debate, and went ‘out of 
fashion’ for a while. The meaning of an element of the wedding ritual would 
often be debated in this manner. But people’s accounts of the meanings of 
rituals and symbols often diverged or were misinformed. Some could not 
explain why they did the things they did. But admitting that there is an 
ambiguity in the significance of symbols is not the same as saying that 
there is not some general agreement about the meaning of particular rituals 
and symbols, nor that the rituals do not express ‘real’ social values or the 
views of the majority (see Gerholm, 1988). The use of the bridal veil and 
dress further demonstrates the ingenuity of the women’s local fashion codes 
in developing their own versions of ‘Western’ fashion.

Although my analysis in this chapter revolves around much of that 
which is enacted in the kupamba, we need to delineate some of the rituals 
which precede it, for example the consummation of the marriage.



From the Outside In

The wedding of Farida and Ahmed lasted four days. In the past, I 
have been told, a high-status wedding could last up to several weeks. To
day the celebrations have been compressed into a few days for economic 
and practical reasons, for instance, people who are working cannot take 
leave for a longer period. Weddings are usually held in the month preced
ing Shabani, Ramadan or ‘mwezi wa mlisho’, meaning ‘the month of fast
ing and festivities’. The women in Lamu say that this is because the men 
want their wives to cook and take care of their needs during Ramadan. 
Weddings also frequently occur after the Maulidi celebrations. Relatives 
often travel to Lamu during that period.

The wedding celebrations were initiated by a kualika, or invitation 
party in the courtyard of Farida’s parents’ house. Women relatives of the 
bride and groom, who are central to the organization of the wedding, were 
present. In between small talk about the wedding arrangements we were 
offered refreshments and the women amused themselves by playing and 
singing vugo, a performance reserved for married women and staged by 
them on different occasions during a wedding.5 The instruments essential 
to vugo are the cow or buffalo homs which give the dance performance its 
name. Standing in a circle the performing women would strike the homs 
with small sticks in a slow rhythmic pattem to the accompaniment of short 
songs, whose subjects range from moral injunctions to love and gender re
lations, some of them quite obscene (see Campbell (1983) and Le Guennec- 
Coppens (1980) for examples of vugo songs). At intervals the homs are 
lifted above the head and struck in a faster rhythm, while the two or three 
accompanying drums beat more loudly. Tambourines, rattles and a melodic 
instrument like the local trumpet (zumari) were also included, the latter 
being the only instrument played by a man in this setting. Two women 
would then dance kiuno, rotating their hips erotically to the music, and the 
clapping and ululating of the women.

Later in the afternoon when the women had tired of the dancing the 
dates and places for the different events of the wedding celebrations were 
announced by one of the main organizers. The women then got ready to 
visit houses all over the town to present invitations to the different festivi
ties. Before they left they recited the Fatiha, the first sura of the Koran as a 
blessing. They then cried out Wake hoja\ (long live women!) in unison 
before they dispersed in small groups. Most of the subsequent events of 
Farida’s wedding were planned for ten days later. ‘The women have to be



given tíme to prepare and make their dresses’, Lutfia explained to me.
The kesha (meaning to keep watch, vigil) was the event which opened 

three days of intense festivity. A separate kesha is held for males and fe
males. It starts late in the evening and lasts until dawn the following day. At 
this event the single lives of the two young people are buried. At the male 
kesha the friends of Ahmed sat with him drinking coffee, chewing miraa 
and listening to taraba and pop music. With time the kesha on the man’s 
side has become more low-key and is even omitted by some people. The 
female kesha, which is the feast of the young unmarried women, continues 
to be important. It is a popular song and dance event and it is held at almost 
every wedding, although live musicians are increasingly replaced by a disco. 
Farida’s kesha was a lively feast, as we shall see in Chapter 7.

The day after the kesha a great number of ceremonies took place. In 
the early morning the female relatives of the bride, singing and accompa
nied by drums, went to Ahmed’s house where the men’s kesha had been 
held, with a tray of toilet articles - soap, tooth brush, razor, towel, and after
shave. The ritual is referred to as kupeka msuaki, ‘sending the toothbrush’. 
Tending to the groom’s needs in this way is a token of goodwill intended to 
make him feel welcome and comfortable with the women of the bride’s 
family.

In the afternoon it was time for the stick dance (kirumbizi) on one of 
the town’s open plots. (The dance is said to be of Bajun origin but these 
days it is performed by both the Waamu, and the Hadhrami). In this dance 
men engage in mock fights. Two men face each other holding long sticks 
raised and extended. Moving in rhythm to the music of drums, tasa (per
cussion) and the zumari (local trumpet), the men strike out at each other 
warding off the blows with their sticks. The sticks clash together with no 
apparent ill-will, but it is said that animosity between men is sometimes 
expressed in the dance. There are never more than two dancers at any one 
time; new partners are invited to enter the dance every now and then.

The kirumbizi for Ahmed gathered quite a crowd, which formed a 
tight circle around the dancers. Both veiled women and tourists with flash
ing cameras formed part of the audience, as is usual for such outdoor feasts 
in Lamu. Ahmed, dressed in a sporty ‘safari’ suit, and his ‘best man’, were 
seated as spectators in seats of honour set out for the occasion. After a 
while a group of about a dozen female relatives of Farida turned up, sing
ing and ululating and bringing another tray of gifts for the groom. The 
women graciously offered him and his friends refreshments and cigarettes. 
They also sprayed the groom with perfume and placed a garland (koja) of



jasmine and paper flowers around his neck. After this public pampering of 
the groom, the women withdrew, and the kirumbizi dance was again the 
centre of attention. Now the groom got up and danced with a friend in a 
restrained formal way. He then retired with his company to get dressed in 
the white kanzu, a jo  ho (an embroidered mantle of wool) and a kilemba 
(turban), and prepare himself for the mosque ceremony where the men, 
who supervise the legal aspects of marriage, would finalize the terms of the 
nikaha (marriage contract).6 Present in the mosque later that day were the 
groom, the ‘guardian’ of the bride, in this case Farida’s father, male rela
tives who served as witnesses as well as friends and neighbours. Specific 
prayers and formulas were recited and the couple were then declared le
gally married by a Muslim official, who had assured himself beforehand of 
Farida’s consent by going to see her at her home. The nikaha ceremony 
was in this case video-filmed, so that the women who are excluded from all 
mosque ceremonies in Lamu, would be able to take part in the ritual.

However, the women of Ahmed’s family were there to greet him as 
he came out of the mosque. Accompanied by a musical procession in which 
the women performed vugo, he was then escorted to the bride’s home, for 
the consummation of the marriage. Contrary to the practice in many Mus
lim societies, this takes place at the bride’s home in Lamu. The party was 
met outside Farida’s house by a group of women from her family, and for a 
while the groups faced each other and with an air of competition performed 
vugo.

The groom and some of his female relatives then entered the bride’s 
home for the kuingia ndani (ndani means ‘inside’, but also ‘that which is 
intimate’. Kuingia ndani means to go inside the house but also refers to the 
‘deflowering’ of a virgin (Le Guennec-Coppens, 1980:43). He was wel
comed by the bride’s aunt. After some introductory rituals, in which the 
women of the house joked with him, asking for ‘entrance fees’, the groom 
was allowed to enter the room where the bride was seated and to take her 
hand (kipa mkono). But he did not stay with her at this point. In the usual 
fashion he was escorted to another room, where he was served a meal and 
given a kind of sweet milkshake drink said to be a symbol of potency. 
Finally, after this meal he was taken to the decorated bridal chamber where 
Farida awaited him on a bed strewn with jasmine flowers.

The kuingia ndani has traditionally centred on the virginity (ubikira) 
of the young woman. Ever since puberty girls like Farida have been made 
aware of this ‘cult of virginity’, the ideal of purity. In the past a girl was 
given a somo, an older confidential personal adviser, a person with whom



she could be close and who would function as an instructor in matters of 
bodily functions, sexuality, affairs pertaining to marriage as well as ideals 
of purity, morality and manners.7 This woman would teach the girl all she 
needed to know and would attend her from the onset of her first menstrua
tion, when she would clean her and look after her needs, through the wed
ding and up to the birth of her first child. In other words, she played an 
important role in the ritual and ceremonial peaks of a woman’s life (see 
Chapter 7). She was usually an experienced older woman, a close relative 
or a trusted female slave (see Strobel, 1979:11), but never the mother, as it 
has been almost taboo for mothers and daughters to speak about sexual 
matters - a fact which promoted the emotional separation of the mother and 
daughter, part of the process of maturing. When a young woman was be
trothed and about to get married, a process of intense preparation ensued 
that contained sexual instruction in addition to the elaborate beautification 
process we shall describe below. She would receive advice from her somo 
about how to live with a man (leukaa na mume). Included in this were in
structions on how to wash his feet, massage him with oils and ointments, 
and how to elaborate on the sex act. The somo would make all the arrange
ments for her at the time of her marriage and would receive various fees 
and presents from the bridegroom for doing so. She would, for instance, 
not only prepare the bride for the first meeting with the groom’, she would 
also stay near the couple on the wedding night and was supposed to help 
the groom if the bride resisted.

Today, however, few girls seem to have had the assistance of a somo 
in the systematic way described above, when they were growing up. Farida 
could identify an aunt and a friend of her mother who had functioned as 
supportive figures to a certain extent. Yet during their weddings brides are 
usually given a somo and at those in which I participated most had an as
sistant whom they could identify as a somo. At Farida’s wedding her aunt 
Amati, functioned as her somo. She performed specific ritual functions but 
she did not stay with Farida throughout the beauty preparations, as was the 
custom in the past, but only occasionally came to see how the bride was 
getting on. Mostly it was her girlfriends who kept Farida company. A few 
young married women told me about their contacts with a somo, explaining 
that it had been a different woman at the wedding and at the onset of their 
menstruation.

The role of the somo today is obviously fragmented. The information 
the girl receives from her on marriage is often scanty, unsystematic and 
irrelevant. ‘It is more about “how to keep yourself in a good way” than



about sexual instruction’ Farida commented to me. ‘Sexual techniques’ are 
not conveyed by the somo, but rather at the chakacha dances taught and 
performed at the young women’s kesha, as we shall see in Chapter 7. Nor 
does the somo seem to play a significant role during the consummation. 
Instructions about how to behave during the sexual act are still transmitted 
by the somo, but also by different women in the household, often in anec
dotal form. The bride is told to remain passive, as it is the man who is 
supposed to be the active confident one. In order to produce the blood the 
rimal intercourse is supposed to be rough. The consummation of the mar
riage has probably always been regarded with ambivalence by both bride 
and groom. A bride, I was told, is anxious about the pain she is to suffer and 
the ‘test’ on which her own and her family’s honour is said to depend. The 
groom’s anxiety circles around the pressure on his ability to perform. In
deed, it sometimes results in impotence, and delays. Many young people I 
spoke to feel that this act is humiliating and traumatic for both partners. 
Wasda acknowledged that this ideal of the consummation of the marriage 
is ‘desturiyetu, ‘our tradition’, but she declared that she was going to refuse 
to do it the rough way, she would want to include some ‘romancing’.

Today the consummation of the marriage is becoming increasingly 
low key. It has lost much of its public character. The ritual intercourse is a 
private act involving only the couple, although their female relatives and 
the somo wait outside the bedroom door. At Farida’s kuingia ndani the 
blood-stained bed sheet, the symbolic evidence of the woman’s sexual pu
rity and a dramatization of her transformation into a fully fledged ‘beauti
ful’ and respectable woman, was acknowledged by her aunt and some 
women in her family who communicated the news to the other women still 
in the house. The news was welcomed with ululation and singing. Most 
upper stratum families have abandoned the practice of ‘exhibiting the proof 
of virginity’ (kutembeya bikira) to the public outside the house. Some ar
gue nowadays that this is a Bajun custom, but others say that the Waamu 
like many other coastal groups practised it extensively in the past.

Farida was glad to get it over with; she told me she felt irritated and 
restless rather than joyful. Around the time of a wedding mmours and specu
lations circulate about the couple, about the girl’s virginity, the boy’s po
tency, whether the couple have feigned the ‘proofs’. In Lamu nowadays 
people seem increasingly to take a pragmatic view of virginity. It is an 
ideal, but young people in particular are aware of the fact that it is not 
always upheld, especially if the couple have known each other for some 
time. There are ways of simulating virginity, thereby satisfying all con-



cerned, and people know that this is being done. I never heard of action 
being taken if a girl ‘proved’ not to be a virgin. Even if a girl is pregnant, it 
can be regulated by a quick marriage (see Chapter 8). Some marriages did, 
however, dissolve after a very short period. The reasons given for this 
seemed, however, to revolve around the man’s lack of potency as he was 
said to be a passive homosexual.

Nowadays some young couples, particularly if it is a love marriage, 
choose to consummate the marriage in their own way without the official 
ceremony. For instance, if the marriage contract has been signed and the 
official date for the kuingia ndani is set for some time in the future, the 
couple go ahead and consummate the marriage ‘on their own’. This is re
ferred to as kwibiya, meaning that the groom has ‘stolen’ the bride’s virgin
ity. This new custom may be a reflection of the fact that the issue of virgin
ity and consummation is something which people have started to regard 
more pragmatically and as a private affair between husband and wife. How
ever, the parental reactions vary from fury to resigned acceptance. In one 
case the couple, or rather the woman, was not given the bedroom suite 
which is usually included in the furniture bought to equip the bride. The 
father withheld the gift as a form of reproach.

After the consummation of the marriage the young woman is consid
ered a sexually initiated woman. From being taboo, sexuality becomes a 
right in marriage. On the following day she is adorned as a bride and dis
played to all the women of the town, and from this point on she can mix 
with other married women.8 She has finally been accepted ‘inside’. She 
has left behind her wanawali friends who will be waiting for the date of 
their initiation into the adult world of womanhood. Today, however, many 
so-called ‘virgins’ are now women in their twenties, some with their own 
income who buy finery and clothing and wear make-up in the style of mar
ried women. This is particularly so among the more ‘advanced’ Mombasa 
girls, some of whom come to work or visit in Lamu. As many wanawali 
expose themselves to sexual contact before marriage, their ‘virgin’ status 
can also be questioned. The fact that it has become more common to ar
range the kupamba before the consummation of the marriage, for instance 
on the same evening, may be a reflection of this. Although many are against 
this ‘switch’, economic and time concerns are given as reasons for it. But 
some people say that it is done simply to divert attention away from the 
consummation of the marriage and the girl’s assumed virginity. Indeed, 
these recent practices all make the distinction between married and unmar
ried ‘virgins’ at times seem meaningless.



That the boundary between the two categories is dissolving is also 
evidenced by the ninjas ‘storming’ the kupamba. This can be interpreted as 
a sort of symbolic anger, a protest against their exclusion from both the 
celebrations of their married peers as well as the privileges of married 
women. A tinge of jealousy at the change of status of their friend, and the 
fact that she has succeeded in contracting a love marriage, can also be sensed. 
While Farida had entered ‘inside’ and become one of ‘them’, they have to 
remain literally ‘outside’. Their actions say something fundamental about 
friends who are in an ambiguous social position. The joke becomes neces
sary in this situation of separation, in order to maintain their alliance. Jok
ing is a means of combining friendliness and antagonism and involves be
haviour which in a normal context would express and arouse hostility (Brain, 
1976:176). In the context of the kupamba there is a suspension of the order 
of things, the ninjas’ outrageous behaviour is given immunity, the other 
women do not take serious offence. Joking is thus an alternative to the 
extreme respect or complete avoidance which is a common form of com
munication with people of different or higher status. In other words, it me
diates the relationship and the ambivalent situation. In any case, the event 
is an exciting adventure for the young intruders, who will talk of their defi
ant behaviour with amusement among themselves for some time to come. 
The excitement may lie partly in the suggestion that any particular ordering 
of experience or society may well be arbitrary. Demonstrating its artificial
ity at weddings by storming the premises is an experience of triumph. The 
fact that the young wanawali are allowed to be present albeit ‘anonymously’, 
signals that the boundary between the worlds of married and unmarried 
women is breaking down. 9

Ornamenting the Body

As already mentioned, the meaning of kupamba is to embellish and 
this concept lies at the core of the female wedding celebrations. Beauty 
(uzuri) is central to the concept of womanhood, purity and compassion in 
Lamu. It is a state which has to be achieved, but also an art to be cultivated. 
During a ‘transition’ period of some days, when the girl is isolated to some 
extent from everyday activities, her body undergoes beauty treatments, the 
process symbolizing the separation from her status as wanawali, indeed the 
death of the young girl. Once the consummation of the marriage has taken 
place she is literally transformed into an adult woman with a fully fledged
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femininity.
During the days of preparation the latent beauty of the bride comes to 

the surface. It is a process that is associated with both discipline and labour. 
Through manipulation and moulding of the body with make-up, perfume 
and ointments as well as with cloth imbued with symbolic significance and 
purifying qualities the beauty of the woman starts to ‘shine’ through. This 
process of transformation of the female body is referred to as kufuga ukuti 
to bring out her beauty. It is essentially the public expression of maturity 
and purity, ideal qualities of the state of matrimony (Middleton, 1992:145). 
In a study of Hagen decoration, Strathem (1979:242) argues that the act of 
beautification is not necessarily just something which is applied to the body’s 
outer surface (skin) hiding the ‘true’ inner self, it can be perceived of as 
bringing out the latter. This perspective is highly relevant to the Lamu con
text.

In Swahili culture there is great sensibility to notions of beauty. The 
use of fragrance, cosmetics, henna and special cloth are important gener
ally and not least in ritual situations. In Swahili the word kutunga (arrang
ing beauty) is used for the art of stringing pearls, stitching precious stones 
on to gold-brocade gowns, tying flowers together in garlands, or stringing 
words into melodious sequences as in the art of poetry (Knappert, 1989:21). 
These arts are widely admired. Lamu people, women as well as men, have 
a keen sense of aesthetics, which emphasizes form over function and ex
presses itself in a conscious stylization of life. It has always been important 
for a woman to beautify her appearance and her surroundings. This is ex
pressed in the different ways women use to enhance pleasure and entertain
ment at female celebrations as well as in their own personal appearance. 
Women should be dedicated to embodying and creating beauty. Beauty 
maintenance and ornamentation of the body is also highly recommended in 
some of the verses of the famous didactic poem, ‘The Advice of Mwana 
Kupona Upon Wifely Duty’, which was composed by a woman living in 
the Lamu of the 1850s (Werner and Hichens, 1934).

As to bathing and perfuming yourself, And plaiting your hair,
And stringing jasmine blossoms, And strewing them upon the coverlet.

Do you adorn yourself with finery, that you remain like a bride.
Put anklets upon your ankles, And bracelets upon your arms.



And the necklace and the clasp, Remove them not from your neck, To your 
body deny not the fragrances, Of rosewater and dalia powder.

The rings remove not from your fingers, Nor lack henna on your fingernails. 
Cease not to put wanda below your eyes, And upon your eyebrows.

Thus, married women are not only mothers, wives, lovers, and work
ers, although these roles may be dominant. They are also ‘beautifiers’. They 
have techniques to make the most of their physical appearance as well as of 
the physical space in which they live their lives. They ‘project’ their femi
ninity through body display and interior decorating. The centrality of ap
pearance and beauty to the definition of women is of course an extension of 
women’s sexuality. A young married woman is proud to wear make-up and 
enticing fragrances radiating seduction. Of course, in a wider sense beauty 
is also intrinsically linked to the other roles of women. There are strong 
bonds between notions of female beauty and giving birth, nurturing and 
mothering, as well as religious piety in local thought.

Beauty is linked even more overtly to the notion of wealth and access 
to commodities or rather consumption of these. Richness is fatness and 
corpulence, in body as well as in food. Thus, to be corpulent is the cultural 
ideal of a beautiful body for women as well as for men. Furthermore, the 
idea of beauty as ‘shiny’ may well be seen as a derivation from the favour
able view of the fat and the rich. Among the young in particular it is also a 
reflection of the preoccupation with newness and the future. To ‘shine’ is 
associated with new commodities and the ‘trendy’. The preoccupation with 
Arabness sets further criteria for beauty; light skin and straight hair are 
idealized. Today the popular Indian filmstars set aesthetic standards. It is 
not uncommon to hear comments such as ‘She has eyes like Hemą Malini’ 
or ‘her smile is as pretty as that of Raki’. Finally, religious piety and purity 
of body and soul are considered beautiful. The Islamic religion is strongly 
preoccupied with cleanliness. Ablutions are performed before prayer, per
fumes and incense are used for purification in rituals as well as in clothing. 
Body odour and discharges are considered dirt to be removed. That which 
is considered ugly is that which stands in contrast to all this: characteristics 
which have customarily been associated with the uncivilized, impure bar
barians, e.g. sloppiness. For the young in particular, the worn and the old, 
things associated with the past are considered adversely. Some fundamen
tal conceptions about beauty in relation to the body are consistent, but such 
notions are also affected by the fickleness of fashion and individual taste.



Beauty is about disciplining the body and is central to the civilizing 
process. It admonishes against ‘letting yourself go’ and looking a mess. It 
has to do with the pursuit of excellence and perfection and with self-con
trol. It is about the disciplined as well as the aesthetic body. As such, the 
image of the woman is both sexual and asexual. It is sexual in defining the 
female condition as pleasing and attractive as much for self-esteem as for 
male esteem. It is asexual in offering a polished, perfected, deodorized but 
perfumed end-product.

The increasing presence of commodities has also intensified the fo
cus on ‘beauty’ in Lamu as in other parts of the world. The mass media are 
reshaping ideas of femininity through their images of beauty, luxury, mo
bility and romance. These seem to make Lamu women more conscious of 
their external appearance, stimulating new needs, desires and buying hab
its, as the images are all associated with the consumption of goods. New 
standards of perfection have been set. In order to get a silky skin, for exam
ple, you need different brands of cosmetic products. In other words, needs 
are created, and the individual is constantly reminded that there is room for 
self-improvement. A critical attitude and vulnerability towards the self, the 
body and the lifestyle develop (Featherstone, 1991).

The transformation of Farida’s physical appearance from that of 
mwanamwari to that of mwanamke was conducted by a group of women, 
all with different functions. The girl is seen as the newcomer, an ‘object’ to 
be initiated into beauty maintenance; throughout the process she is to re
main passive. Four days before the wedding Farida was exempted from her 
daily routines and more or less confined to a room which was turned liter
ally into a beauty parlour. Wrapped only in kanga, a special type of cloth 
used mostly by women, she was given beauty treatments by different fe
male specialists. The preparation started with the ritual washing kutiwa 
chooni (being put into the bathroom). This act once marked the end of a 
period of separation, of liminality and impurity. The impurities, physical 
and moral, of the period of puberty are removed and the mwanamwali is 
left in a state of symbolic and moral nakedness, ready to be recreated 
(Middleton, 1992: 144). This time it was undertaken by Farida’s somo, her 
aunt Amati, who started with the ceremonial washing of the hair, kuosha 
nywele. Following this the pubic hair (mavuzi), considered to be impure, 
was removed. However, Farida told me she preferred to do this herself. On 
the legs melted sugar and lime juice were used.

At this point the mpambaji (she who decorates and adorns) took over. 
She prepared Farida’s hair thoroughly. With the help of a hot iron and a



paraffin product the bride’s frizzy hair was straightened according to the 
ideal, then wound round large rollers. With tweezers and a razor blade the 
adorner shaped Farida’s eyebrows into slim, refined bows and removed her 
facial hair. She then received a face mask of ground sandalwood (liwa) 
which cleanses and makes the skin soft and light. This is a traditional beauty 
treatment as fair skin is the ideal. Her whole body was later massaged with 
oils and lotion to make her skin smooth and supple and her limbs relaxed.

I was asked on this and several other occasions to show the girls how 
to do simple exercises to ‘tone’ their stomach, to make it ‘flat’. Recently 
young women who watch films and read women’s magazines have been 
influenced by Western ideas of body shape. Some also complain that the 
bodies of women who stay ‘inside’ become weak. Indeed, Rahima had per
sonal experience of this. Her aunt who was living in their house, had a 
weight and cardiac problem and had been ordered by the doctor at the hos
pital to go for regular walks to get some exercise. She had hardly moved 
outside the house for years and felt very uncomfortable about this, but 
Rahima and her sister took her out regularly. However, diets and preoccu
pation with slimming are not really part of the beauty regime of Lamu as 
yet, in sharp contrast to the Western world. The young women do discuss 
their figures though, literally in terms of ‘figures’. Of the shapes ‘1% ‘6’, 
‘8’, the latter was considered to be the ideal, indicating a balance between 
bust and hips. Many women see their body parts in terms of problems. 
Complexes about breast size, hair quality, skin tone etc. abound.

For Farida’s preparation a henna expert was called upon, and for two 
whole days detailed designs were painted on her hands and feet with the 
henna paste, while the palms and the soles of the feet were totally covered. 
Following the latest henna ‘fashion’, her arms half-way up to her elbows, 
were covered with intricate designs. Several layers of the henna paste stain 
the skin a deep red-brown colour. Applying henna is a custom found in 
most Muslim societies, and is said to have a purifying and protective effect 
(see Evers Rosander, 1991:98). In Lamu the decorative aspect is accentu
ated. Unmarried girls are only allowed to stain the inside of one hand, as 
henna designs are also considered sexually provocative. Of all the beauty 
treatments, applying henna is perhaps the most arduous, as it demands that 
the young woman sits immobile, with her hands and feet spread on soiled 
cushions on a bed so as not to spoil the application. Farida obviously felt 
uncomfortable but she was told not to complain. Achieving beauty perfec
tion, aunt Amati explained, means submitting the body to pain, discipline 
and endurance. It involves self-help, the more you want to achieve the more



you have to do and endure. On several occasions during the days of prepa
ration her hair was fumigated (kufukiza nywele) with aloewood {udi) which 
is believed to have a healing and purifying effect. It is burnt in a thurible 
(chetezo) which is then held under a person’s clothes so that the fragrance 
penetrates and adheres to the skin, hair and material, purifying them. Fumi
gation in this way is constantly done to women’s clothing, and to their 
wardrobes as well. It is also used, among other substances, to heal and 
disinfect the female sex organs, for instance after giving birth (Le Guennec- 
Coppens, 1983:141).10

Apart from the more ‘traditional’ perfumes and beauty ointments, 
spicy French perfumes like Opium and Black Magic, deodorants and cos
metics were brought to the room. The latter were tested, discussed and 
admired in their modem packages. Cosmetics are used lavishly today; pow
der to camouflage flaws, lipstick to enhance the mouth, as well as the tradi
tional black eyeliner (wanda) to emphasize the eyes and ‘protect’ them 
from disease but also from evil forces. The day before the kupamba, freshly 
plucked jasmine and rose flowers which are used to make garlands (kikuba) 
are brought along, and the women start binding the flowers which will be 
attached to their own as well as Farida’s hair or chest. As we sat preparing 
garlands in Farida’s beauty parlour, Nafissa told me that she always wore a 
sweet-smelling garland when she wanted to be intimate with her husband. 
In other words, it was a non-verbal sign allowing communication between 
man and woman on a topic it is difficult to speak about bluntiy. Fresh jas
mine was also strewn on the bed in the wedding chamber, a common cus
tom before love-making.

During the preparatory days of Farida’s beauty treatment all her ba
sic needs were attended to by attendants and groups of friends who walked 
in and out of the beauty parlour. There was a gay atmosphere in this social 
setting, with the young women singing songs, making sexual jokes and 
uttering obscenities. They would giggle and make insinuations when ad
miring Farida’s different pieces of lingerie, some trimmed with fancy lace 
and velvet, which had been bought specially for the occasion. Farida was 
teased about her coming sexual encounter; it was obvious that the women 
enjoyed making fun of men’s image and potency. Some married women 
relatives and friends of her mother would come with gifts of money and 
wish her luck and blessing. However, during this time the bride should not 
be seen by too many people. The ‘right’ way, I was told, is for her face and 
body to appear before the eyes of the women in the community as trans
formed and with a new ‘shine’.



After a few days of beauty preparations Farida was made ready to 
meet her groom for the kuingia ndani. For this occasion she was again 
bathed and her hair was taken out of its rollers and allowed to hang freely. 
Lamu women always keep their hair long, but ‘tied up’ and ‘controlled’ for 
everyday use. Free-flowing ‘untied’ hair is seen as sexually enticing, a de
vice which attracts and disarms men. It is indecent to appear in public with 
loose-hanging hair, although the taboo is no longer so strong. Cutting the 
hair in short fashionable styles has though become a sign of modernity and 
is seen particularly on young women in Mombasa. Old women who are no 
longer sexually active cut their hair short or shave it off. With her body 
draped in a lace nightgown and wearing some gold jewellery, Farida then 
met the groom. The day after, for the kupamba, her hair was done up into 
an elegant style of the latest fashion, the ‘banana’ style and her face was 
framed with a decorative diadem and a garland.

It is the kupamba display which is the culmination of the beautifica
tion and transformation ritual. The dress she will wear is also of consider
able symbolic significance. It should complement her face and figure, bring
ing out her beauty in the proper way. Details about the dress she will wear 
are kept a secret, thus offering another occasion for surprise. The donning 
of new fabric and clothes is central to major life cycle-rituals and religious 
feasts in Lamu. The Swahili proverb ‘Mke ni nguo', meaning ‘feminine 
nature is brought out by the style of clothing’ or ‘you cannot have a wife if 
you fail to provide clothes for her’ is often heard on the coast and expresses 
this well to the point (see Swartz, 1991:242). The Koranic injunction to 
cover all parts of the body, I would argue, also results in a preoccupation 
with clothing. The dress of an individual is an important source of his/her 
dignity. Furthermore, in Lamu cloth and clothing were what distinguished 
the townspeople from the uncivilized barbarians (washenzi).

Clothing does a good deal more than simply clad the body for warmth, 
modesty and comfort. Codes of cloth and dress are technical devices which 
articulate the relationship between a particular body and its lived-in milieu 
(Craik 1994:4). They embody meanings of sexuality, e.g. modesty and en
ticement, and meanings of social relations, e.g. prestige and distinction. 
Social and sexual identity is lodged in the way the body is draped.

The study of dress and fashion systems have been neglected in non- 
western cultures (ibid.).11 However, as we noted in Chapter 2, in the con
text of Swahili culture Ranger (1975) has directed attention to the complex 
organization and meaning of local ‘fashions’ and innovations. They are 
important cultural technologies which have always functioned as an im-



portant mechanism of integration on the coast. The contemporary local fash
ion system of young women works similarly to create a common sense of 
identity and is an enormous source of pleasure and fascination to them. 
Styles are created from the ‘latest’ elements of international fashion, as 
presented in Indian and Western films and magazines, as well as out of 
what is available locally at the time. A lot of the fashions also mirror the 
trends in Mombasa, the cultural metropolis of the coast, to which the local 
women often travel. Lamu women use such images to create their own 
local ‘fashions’, e.g. ‘mtindo wa siku hizi', the style of these days, or mwendo, 
meaning way, mannerisms and style of dress (from the verb kwenda, to go, 
move, progress).

Indeed the pleasure found in the fickleness of fashion has a subjec
tive dimension. It gives a feeling of being able to change and transform 
when the rest of the environment appears to be static; in other words, it 
gives a sense of power. Fashion and consumption, ‘buying something new’, 
compensate for felt dissatisfactions.

Shopping with Lamu women in preparation for a wedding is a lesson 
in the intricacies of clothing and the local fashion world, and worth some 
elaboration. In preparation for Farida’s wedding, the women in her family 
skimmed the shops to get an overview of the assortment of textiles and 
beauty articles. Going out shopping has become a legitimate activity which 
enables women to partake in the public street scene. Around the time of big 
celebrations, e.g. during Ramadan this is particularly sanctioned. As fabric 
is in demand for the new clothes everyone receives for Idd, the celebration 
ending the month of fasting, the shops get in supplies of new cloth for the 
occasion. With confidence and much pleasure groups of women, married 
or unmarried, dart in and out of the shops in search of new materials, sew
ing accessories, make-up, perfumes, ointments. They can spend hours chat
tering, haggling and bargaining efficiently with the shopkeepers, most of 
whom are male but this is somehow accepted and in Lamu most women are 
familiar with the shopattendants. Shopping gives women a sense of self
esteem, it is they who have the power to choose the commodities on dis
play. In this situation the shopkeepers defer respectfully to the women. Shop
ping gives the latter a sense of control of the everyday activities, it is a 
sense of empowerment.

Young men do not like to escort their womenfolk to the shops. They 
think it a waste of time; the women drive them crazy with their indecision 
and detailed discussions about different fabrics. For their part women pre
fer to be on their own, without someone nagging them on and questioning



their purchases. Furthermore, shopping would not be so much fun and such 
a liberating experience for the women if they were accompanied by men. It 
is after all on such occasions that the women are free to meet their (would 
be) lovers.

Although the supply of commodities in the local shops does not al
ways live up to the women’s demands for extravagance and variety, they 
appreciate what they find. Lutfia, a keen shopper, admitted to me that she 
loved the trading atmosphere, the pleasure of admiring materials of various 
patterns and textures. She always tries out the scent of European perfumes, 
and loves any commodity with an air of elegance, luxury or novelty. How
ever, the big shopping tours go to Mombasa, the cultural and commercial 
metropolis of the Kenyan coast. Here one can go window shopping, and 
commodities, such as electric household appliances and videos which can
not be bought in Lamu, can be admired. Before her wedding Farida and her 
mother and friends went to stay with relatives in Mombasa. Here an Indian 
goldsmith, said to make the best designs in town at the time, was given the 
task of making Farida’s gold jewellery. This has considerable symbolic 
significance for married women. It is an important mark of distinction, but 
also of economic security. It is their ‘capital’, they can dispose of it as they 
want and many invest in gold whenever they can (see Romero, 1987). Gold 
jewellery has its own fashion design. Form has changed considerably over 
the decades; evidence of this can be seen at the Lamu Museum where tradi
tional jewellery is displayed. Farida selected the design of her necklace and 
matching bracelets with loving care. In Mombasa she also bought her wed
ding gown and the material for some dresses, which were complemented 
with ‘matching’ accessories. The attention to detail is hard to overstate.

Ready-made garments are available in the shops in Lamu, but these 
items do not really interest the women. They prefer to make clothes for 
themselves and their children.12 Many are excellent dressmakers and are 
skilled at copying designs from photographs without the need for any pre
cut patterns. Others have local seamstresses, often friends, who make their 
clothes. Tailoring is a central craft in Lamu, although other handicrafts in 
which the Waamu used to excel seem to be forgotten (Knappert, 1989:21).

A wide variety of materials make their way to the women in Lamu. 
Discussing the significance of cloth in India, Bayly (1986:286) argues that 
an evident social use of cloth, and one common to most societies, is that of 
symbolizing status or recording status change. Cloth of different textures, 
colours or origins can do more than simply impart information about soci
ety, it can change the moral and physical substance of the individual (ibid.).



This perspective is highly relevant to Lamu as I hope to illustrate below.
The local shops in Lamu offer a selection of Kenyan-produced cot

ton or synthetic materials. However, porous cotton has a rather low status 
among the women as such fabrics fade and easily pick up impurities in the 
form of spots, stains and smell. They also need to be ironed. Synthetics are 
more appreciated as they keep their shape, have better colours and are easy 
to wash. In the local shops most of the popular materials are given names 
such as ‘radio’, tiger’, evening star’, loveboat’, Lady Di’, etc. (often names 
reflecting light, modernity, and the film world) to make it easier for the 
women to communicate with the shopkeeper about the material in which 
they are interested, or to send a messenger to buy it for them. However, the 
most valued fabrics are imported. Around the time of Farida’s wedding, a 
lot of such cloth of all qualities, textures, colours and designs, appeared in 
her relatives’ houses. It was sold ‘under the counter’ (magendo) by differ
ent women who had kin in the Gulf states and imported cloth by the bale, 
retailing it in dress lengths.

Densely woven silk (hariri) materials are most highly prized. They 
withstand dirt, look refined and are associated with wealth, power and ‘no
bility’. Silk, I was told, is the fabric par excellence for ritual and feasting, 
and naturally the women were searching for the appropriate materials for 
Farida’s new dresses. Nuru explained to me that religion discourages men 
from using silk (as well as gold). Its beauty and shininess ought to be avoided, 
because, like drugs and women’s hair, it distracts the worshipper during 
prayer from the free use of reason and proper submission to God. Its use is, 
however, considered permissible for women. Silk, like gold, is considered 
to have special value as it is shiny and reflects the light (nuru) which is 
considered a divine quality, a visible manifestation of God’s will working 
in the world; it catches the rays of Allah’s light (see Bayly 1986:292). In 
Lamu, women refer to the bride as the ‘star of the show’, which can be 
interpreted in different ways. It is clearly a reflection of their affinity with 
the movie world but, taken in connection with their preoccupation with 
whether the bride ‘shines’ or not, I interpret it as a preoccupation with light 
and reflection. The radiance of the bride suggests spirituality, happiness 
and tranquillity as well as purity of heart. (Shininess is also associated with 
fatness and fertility). This preoccupation with light also gives rise to a taste 
for mirrors, a symbol of femininity that is used to scare away the evil eye.

Another phenomenon continuously manifested in women’s wedding 
preparations is colour coding. In Lamu colour as well as texture is an es
sential feature of the quality of cloth. It can modify the moral and material



status of the user. The coding follows a particular scheme, which is greatly 
influenced by Islamic conceptions, but some people are vague when asked 
to elaborate on this issue.

White (nyeupe), the colour of purity, righteousness, modesty and lei
sure, is largely reserved for men, who are considered to be purer than women. 
Black (nyeusi), on the other hand, is associated with moral ambivalence 
and is used by women in the cloth for veils. Red (nyekundu), which evokes 
notions of blood pollution and danger but also reproduction and fertility, 
symbolizes female ‘essence’ or power. Women therefore redden their hands 
and hair with henna for fertility festivals, as well as weddings, as in many 
other parts of the Muslim world. Red dresses may be worn but this custom 
is not widespread. Green, Nuru explained to me, is the Prophet’s colour, 
and therefore has specific religious connotations. In Lamu, for instance, it 
is common to see green banners at mosques and the tombs of saints. In 
Nuru’s opinion, devout Muslims should avoid wearing green clothing in 
order not to pollute the colour. Cloth of gold and silver is worn, as we have 
noted, to communicate distinction and to create and impression of ‘nobil
ity’ in the same manner as silk.

An interesting example of the significance of how the origin of cloth, 
its colour and texture can impart moral quality was the frantic response 
elicited when the ship full of cloth and clothes donated by the Shi’ia Ahl-ul- 
bait association in Kuwait arrived in Lamu (see Chapter 2). Not only was 
the novelty of the goods interesting, but people of all categories wanted to 
get hold of something from the shipload as it was considered that the goods, 
apart from their material value, had symbolic power. Some told me that the 
goods were blessed and holy and could transmit this quality of (baraka) to 
those who received them.

During the preparations for Farida’s wedding there was a lot of sew
ing activity going on in the houses. One may well wonder how the women 
could afford to have so many fancy party dresses. Observing the everyday 
clothing style of the women I soon realized that after a party dress has been 
used on several occasions it is relegated, first to everyday ‘visiting’ wear, 
then to domestic household use. The dresses my friends were wearing for 
everyday use had faded and lost their initial splendour. Yet when I asked 
Jamila about a dress she was wearing while she was cooking and which 
had obviously been grand at one time, although it was faded and the zip 
fastener was broken, she could recount sentimentally on what particular 
occasion she had worn that particular dress and how wonderful it had looked. 
In addition to the party dresses, Farida had also commissioned a few sim-



pier caftan-style dresses. Wide and cool, these were used only for home 
wear. Around the house all dresses are usually protected with a kanga cloth, 
wrapped around the waist like an apron. This constitutes a typical female 
garment worn widely in East Africa (see Linnebuhr, 1992). In Lamu it is a 
multipurpose cloth which plays an intrinsic part in feminine culture. Like 
all brides, Farida is given and has bought a dozen different ones; they there
fore deserve detailed comment.

Kanga, or leso as they are also called in Lamu, are brightly coloured 
rectangular pieces of cloth. They all have individual designs - decorative 
borders as well as theme patterns sometimes illustrating the proverbs printed 
on them. They come in pairs. Usually one piece is draped around the head 
and shoulders, primarily to cover the head and hair for modesty. The other 
is simply wrapped around the body under the arms and over the breasts. 
Old women in particular don kanga in this way for everyday wear around 
the house. During the days of beautification Farida wears nothing but kanga 
while she is in her wedding parlour. The cloth is used in this manner around 
the house on hot days, when going for a bath or when sleeping. It can be 
used as a veil when popping over to a neighbour, as a baby carrier, or sim
ply as a curtain in the house. It is tied around the hips to emphasize move
ment when the women, young or old, dance chakacha and kiuno at the 
wedding feast for the unmarried girls. We shall see evidence of this later in 
our discussion on dance. The kanga has sexual significance in other ways 
too. A husband or lover usually borrows the woman’s kanga to wear to bed. 
Indeed, Ahmed was given a kanga to use in the bridal chamber when he 
was to meet Farida. Sometimes couples sleep in matching pairs. However, 
it is not a garment men wear in public.

Kanga cloth with proverbs as we know them today have been part of 
the Swahili dress code since the nineteenth century. With time the kanga 
spread to the interior. Designs have evolved over the years from simple 
spots and borders to a huge variety of elaborate patterns of every conceiv
able motif and colour. The cloth is appropriately named after the noisy, 
sociable guinea-fowl with its elegant spotted plumage. In inland Bantu cul
ture the bird kanga is also a symbol of fertility (Strobel, 1979). Most of my 
female friends had over a dozen kanga of different qualities and designs. I 
accumulated quite a heap of them myself. It is an ideal indoor garment in 
the hot, damp climate. I used to buy my own but they are also a common 
gift between women. Lamu women go shopping for kanga and look for
ward to new ones, which appear in the shops every few months.

When I went shopping with Farida and other friends it became clear



that they had their own criteria forjudging kanga designs. They were, for 
instance, sensitive to variations in patterns, colours and the proverbs. The 
latter are chosen according to the sentiment and spirit they express, and 
will be worn in appropriate contexts as a personal statement. Poetry and 
proverbs have always been vehicles for personal expression in Lamu. Clas
sical patterns and proverbs are often about love. ‘ Wapendanao ni vigumu 
kuamua', ‘It is difficult to separate those who love one another’, was one of 
Farida’s favourites. They can also be about relations with one’s superior, 
e.g. ‘Mama nisitiri', ‘Mother protect m e’. In addition, the kanga mirror 
social change and local trends in film and music. A preoccupation with 
‘development’ and modern lifestyles can be traced in both design and prov
erbs. Binti had a kanga with a picture of a radio and a proverb which stated 
wisely 'sikiza yotefanya lako’, meaning ‘Listen to everything but do your 
own thing!’ The radio is a status symbol in East Africa symbolizing par
ticipation in the modem world and contacts with ideas from near and far. 
The proverbs are usually in Swahili, but English sayings such as ‘Time is 
money’ or the title of a popular Hindi film ‘Disco dancer’ has appeared on 
the market. For the month of fasting a kanga with a telephone design ap
peared in use, with the joyous greeting ‘Hello, Idd mubarak ’.

The wedding attire is not complete without shoes. This is another 
item of clothing which is imbued with many different meanings. It is diffi
cult to obtain what the women consider nice shoes locally. Farida wanted 
fancy high-heeled shoes (stilettos) for her kupamba. After searching for 
some time an appropriate pair was found in Mombasa. She also searched 
for good everyday shoes, preferably with wooden heels and leather straps. 
Clogs made by the European firm Scholls are in high demand. Like the rest 
of the outfit shoes are related to social position and are a sign of distinction 
here as in many other cultures. My friends were flabbergasted at the fact 
that tourists went around barefoot in the highly polluted streets, or in plas
tic rubber flip-flops bought locally. In spite of being handy, these are con
sidered low-class and are associated with pollution. Most of the locals use 
them as bathroom slippers.

Space has, particularly in the past, been regulated in terms of purity 
and pollution. There is a strict rule that you should remove your shoes be
fore entering a mosque, a reception room, or any room of some dignity, 
maybe belonging to a respected person. Most people still respect the sig
nificance of such spatial boundaries and abide by the rules. El Zein (1974) 
relates that in the past slaves and people from other towns were not allowed 
to wear shoes inside Lamu Town. Women wore shoes of lower quality than



men. The symbolism of shoes as a marker of status position and respect
ability seems to remain in the patterns of use today.

After the wedding the couple had a few days’ honeymoon (fúngate). 
Relatives attended to their needs. Farida and Ahmed remained for the most 
part in or near the bridal chamber, receiving visits from friends separately 
or together. Farida appeared in her new fashionable gowns of luxurious 
fabrics. Her old clothes were discarded, given away as her old status was 
somehow thought to be trapped in the fabric.13 It brings honour to her and 
her family if she wears finery; a new bride ought to be admired. It is also a 
sign of happiness (raha) when a woman decorates herself; it means that she 
and her husband are alive and well. In the past, I was told, the bride was 
literally on ‘display’ during these days as well, to different audiences of 
visitors. Today the reception of friends is much more relaxed.

After this week Ahmed returned to work. Farida went back to her 
routine, receiving students from the adult literacy programme at home and 
participating in the household work, paying particular attention to Ahmed’s 
needs. The couple were to stay at her house, in a roof-top room, until they 
could afford to get their own place. The first wedding after her own in 
which she would participate would be of someone of similar rank, and it 
would be her final ‘coming-out’ ceremony. During this appearance, she 
would be displayed like Barka, whom we met at Farida’s wedding seated 
below the stage. Such ‘second brides’ are usually more assured, and she 
would by then have definitely made her entrance into the world of female 
sociability.

In the coming years the young women devote themselves to setting 
up their families, and to displaying taste and fashion at the kupamba, com
municating their identity through a composite style. The preoccupation with 
clothing and fashion subsides only when a woman’s daughters are getting 
towards the marriageable age. As she grows older she will gradually stop 
wearing bright clothes and make-up in the flashy manner of young women. 
Customarily older women devote themselves to religion, try to make the 
pilgrimage to Mecca, and after the menopause live with their husbands as 
‘brother and sister’. Those who are divorcees or widows tend not to marry 
again and rely on their children for support and company. They avoid the 
more spectacular wedding festivities and devote themselves more to other 
aspects of the wedding, like preparing the food and participating in the 
vugo at the consummation of the marriage.



An Icon of Femininity

In Lamu womanhood is prized and enjoyed. But it is only in the con
text of segregated weddings that women are given the opportunity to in
dulge collectively in decorating and displaying their bodies, their sexuality 
and their femininity. Norms for dressing and beautifying the body are sought 
on Islamic grounds. Women are, as we have seen, allowed to beautify them
selves with gold ornaments and luxurious materials as they like and ac
cording to their means, but this beautification should only be for the ‘eyes’ 
of their own husband or men in their family, and for other women. A wom
an’s beauty and finery are not to be exposed to other men as this might 
bring friction between herself and her husband. Indeed, part of a man’s 
authority over his wife is ideally for him to be the only one to look upon 
her. A woman’s obligation is to please her husband and to live with him in 
harmony: her looks are to give ‘pleasure’ only to him. Men, on the other 
hand, are not encouraged to adorn themselves with precious cloth and met
als. That beachboys in Lamu, in emulation of the tourists, have taken to 
adorning themselves with gold chains and earrings is considered shameful.

The preoccupation of women with the intimate sphere creates a long
ing for occupying public space, for public representation and action. Moreo
ver, the strict restrictions on dress in mixed gender settings have perhaps 
led to a decorative dressing-up and ‘showing off’ culture in the context of 
female celebrations. ‘Display’ satisfies the need for self-esteem and self 
expression. To see and to be seen are about meeting the ‘gaze’ of others. It 
is about controlling the way you look to others and how they therefore look 
at you.

At the kupamba it is the other women’s gaze that gives women’s 
beauty work its meaning. This challenges much theorising and discussion 
in the West about the connections between femininity, women’s subordina
tion in patriarchy and the notion of the gaze or looking (see Berger, 1972; 
Mulvey, 1975). From such a perspective a woman is regarded as constitut
ing a passive object in front of the masculine voyeuristic gaze. This places 
him in a situation of power over her or at least her ‘image’, for what is seen 
is in a way possessed. Women’s narcissistic pleasure is assumed to lie in 
the way they see themselves as idealised objects of the male gaze, a woman 
is always the bearer of her own image, sees herself through the eyes of the 
other (Fiske 1989:34). This perspective resonates in Lamu to some extent 
where the male gaze is regarded as an act of intimacy and seduction but 
also sexually charged aggression. Religious leaders often attack unveiling



in these terms; it is forbidden (haramu) for a woman to become an object 
for men in this way.14 However, this description ignores other ways of rep
resenting and of seeing which are not organized by the normative hetero
sexual desire. While much has been written about how men look at women, 
little focus has been directed to how women look at each other or how 
women look at men. However, feminist research has started focusing atten
tion to the characteristics of the female gaze (Gamman and Marshment, 
1988). That way women look at each other may not simply be about iden
tification, it may be about objectification, women may indeed constitute 
objects of desire for each other (Stacey, 1988). Although there may be a 
homo-erotic element in this desire, it should not be reduced to a desire in 
the strict erotic sense. Rather it can be seen as a desire to see, to know and 
to become like an idealised feminine other.

In Lamu the notion that women dress to please men becomes rhetori
cal, it is evident that women primarily dress to please other women, they 
seek inspiration and confirmation in the female gaze. If they are not ‘vis
ible’ to other women they are not making an impression, they are ‘nobody’. 
Indeed, at the kupamba women make a point of walking up and down the 
aisle so as to be seen in their new dresses and they spend a lot of time 
looking at the dress designs of others. In so doing they act out the dream of 
who they want to be and how they want to be seen. This vision embodies 
notions of femininity but also that of ethnicity and rank. It is an important 
source of pleasure, the public pursuit of fantasy, of the sexual desire and 
need in women to be confirmed as persons with a complexity of identities. 
In this setting, the women are objects of judgement as well as objects for 
projecting sexuality, eroticism, pleasure and much more. Significant mean
ings about social relations, status and prestige are thus created by means of 
the Took’.

As I see it, female wedding culture in Lamu is like a cult of feminin
ity in the Durkheimian sense of ‘religious cults’ (Durkheim, 1976).15 This 
perspective provides us with useful insights with which to understand the 
role of femininity and beauty in society. The cult is created and maintained 
to a large degree through the wedding rituals. The ‘sacred being’ or totem 
of this cult is ‘Woman’ herself. For the wedding this sacred being is em
bodied in the image of the bride. She is placed on the altar of the female 
cult adorned with her best finery and with an elaborate backdrop, thereby 
starting her career as a married woman as an icon of femininity. She will 
have adoring eyes cast on her, eyes of admiration.

The wedding guests, the audience, constitute the adherents of the cult



and pay homage to the cult’s totem. The high priestesses are the attendants 
and the trend-setters; it is they who set the tone of the event and direct the 
activities that will take place. Their sacred messages are about fashion trends, 
music preferences, and how to do what and when. The cult has regular 
feasts, rites and ceremonies in which the adherents reaffirm their commu
nal existence by means of these recurring observances. The cult of femi
ninity thus consists of beliefs and practices which bind women together in 
their common commitment to ideals and which revise the dogmas from 
time to time. The kupamba can then be understood both as a ‘performance’ 
in the manner of Turner (1977) and as a ‘cult’, or simply as a ‘performance 
cult’ where young women engage in group reflexivity at different levels in 
order to understand and enforce meanings associated with femininity. The 
kupamba can be understood as a forum where women get together and 
communicate about what it entails to be a woman from an ideal perspective 
as well as from more practical experience. Rituals represent a form of com
munication through which women can dramatize and ‘understand’, and can 
posit a female ideal which will promote their position in society, both in 
relation to other women and to men. The kupamba is thus a worship of the 
female Self; the ritual has a narcissistic element to it and confirms the ex
tent to which the totemie object of female society is Woman not Man. Wom
anhood is elevated to the sacred, the holy, and the idealized plane. The 
absence of men (apart from the odd exception) should not be interpreted as 
a sign of men’s unimportance; they are after all important providers of the 
resources which enables women to perfect themselves. Rather, it suggests 
an implicit and latent meaning so powerful that it does not require explicit 
and manifest statements: men are the goals not the Gods (the means not the 
ends). My argument suggests that, although beauty work may seem to be 
finally for the man, this is not necessarily so. It is evident that at the Lamu 
kupamba it is the woman and not the man who is venerated and elevated.

There are many other intricate dimensions to the notion of the gaze. 
The question of who is seeing and for what purpose can also be problem
atic in the all female context. The frustration of the ninjas who storm the 
premises of the feast and by so doing demand space and attention to see 
and be ‘seen’ illustrates this. However, their visibility is ambiguous, they 
are covered with their veils to the point of individual anonymity. It is as a 
group that they are seen and acknowledged.

Meeting ‘the gaze’ of an onlooker may be a way of regaining control, 
but it can also mean making yourself more vulnerable to the destructive 
forces of the evil eye {mato), that is, the malice that acts through other



people. The gaze or notion of the evil eye has powerful symbolic connota
tions in many cultures, not least in the Arabic-Islamic (Spooner, 1970). The 
main general characteristic of the evil eye is that it relates to the fear of 
envy in the eye of the beholder (ibid:312). This applies aptly to Lamu, 
where it is said that ‘jealousy can kill via a look’. Many say that the bride 
should not look at those who observe her, or show any sign of recognition. 
The influence of evil is generally communicated via a look, while the influ
ence of the good (baraka) is via touch. The touch of a Masharifu, for in
stance, is still considered a benediction by many in Lamu. Undue attention 
via a look should, however, always be avoided. Too much admiration is not 
good; beauty is always vulnerable as it may elicit jealousy. The venerated 
bride handles this by looking down and largely avoiding the glances of the 
audience. Protection can be sought in certain verses in the Koran. These 
can be placed in small charms (hirizi) and worn on the body, or they can be 
read. Farida’s grandmother stayed in the house during the kupamba, recit
ing such verses while the display of the bride was going on.

Creating Unity and Communicating Distinction

As we have already noted, the kupamba of today has become in
creasingly dominated by the interests and concerns of young women, thus 
reflecting, I would argue, the elaboration of female youth culture.

There is a keen sense of community at the kupamba; this is con
firmed again and again by the interaction, for example when all the guests 
admire each other’s dresses and ornaments, when they are given food to 
eat, receive squirts of perfume, listen to the tarabu music or cheer at the 
bridegroom when he comes on to the stage, acknowledging that this is a 
‘love marriage’. Young women are united in their preoccupations. The sense 
of community indicates that strata differences are at some levels subordi
nate to the feeling of belonging to a generation which has particular con
cerns and experiences of its own.

Today the kupamba takes on an integrative function, while at the same 
time allowing for the negotiation of rank, prestige and status positions. No 
single coherent statement of social standing, ethnic identity, social moder
nity or piousness is made. Both difference and similarity, both distinction 
and sameness, even equality, are articulated.

Nevertheless, the ‘fashion show’ is an indicator of the shared interest 
of the young women. As the women move around at the kupamba one can



not help noticing the great span of variation in dress materials, accessories 
and gold jewellery, and the way they are used consciously as markers of 
individual ‘taste’, modernity, piety and rank. Fashion, according to 
Christensen (quoted in Ganetz, 1992:204), gives the user an opportunity to 
satisfy the wider desire for identification, to be like the others, as well as 
the desire to express individual ‘taste’, to be different and unique. Once too 
many have taken over the latest local fashion fad, it is no longer highly 
regarded. Individual style is a balance between collective fashion and indi
vidual taste and distinction.

In the past it was the Waamu who had access to prestigious objects 
and clothing through trade, and it was their exclusive privilege to use them. 
Today fashion has become democratised, more people have access to the 
commodities and different style images. The most attractive goods are those 
which are ‘exclusive’ and imported from abroad, for example, Farida’s 
wedding veil came from Dubai but was ‘made in France’. Access to these 
depends on contacts abroad, i.e. relatives working in the Gulf or in the 
West.

Those who want to be seen in the ‘latest fashions’, adopt the styles of 
trend-setters, such as Lutfia and Yasmin (see informant chart). They are the 
entrepreneurs, the ones who actively work at creating local fashion, which 
they then display at the weddings. The leading trend-setters come from 
both Waamu and Hadhrami background and the air of competition between 
them adds to the ‘show’. At each wedding people wait with excitement to 
see what models the trend-setters will come up with; prestige is attached to 
their style of clothing. This further legitimates their eminence; the trend 
setters tend to be local celebrities and personalities, usually the economi
cally superior. The kupamba thus, functions as an arena for demonstrating 
access to luxury commodities, that is spendable income.

Women clearly defy men’s encouragement to stop what they see as 
extravagant and wasteful spending on wedding celebrations. For them an 
important visible proof of a man’s kindness, love, and appreciation is that 
he offers the woman gifts and money so that she can adom herself with 
finery. A beautifully dressed woman is also a proof of her success at han
dling a man, in attaining the means by which to construct herself. A wom
an’s alliance with a materially successful man has clear ramifications for 
social status. Defying men’s wishes pertaining to wedding celebrations can 
be interpreted as a sort of symbolic resistance, an attempt to undermine the 
dominance of the patriarchal more restrained ideal of women. Why do hus
bands give in to their wives demands? Swartz (1991:258), studying mar-



riage relations in Mombasa, argues that they do so as it is primarily in 
marriage that men can express and expect intimacy and emotional support. 
For this satisfaction he rewards his wife with kindness and succumbs to her 
wishes of obtaining finery, and accepts her extravagant spending. This re
ality does, however, not resonate in Lamu where, I would argue, men often 
seek emotional support in extra-marital relations (see Chapter 8). In Lamu 
women are said to accept men’s infidelity if they continue to provide for 
them. Further, women are important communicators of ethnicity and rank, 
a communication which men also benefit from. A family which has staged 
an elaborate wedding, open to most women of the community, is talked 
about with great respect for its generosity and hospitality. In a fundamental 
way, women thus communicate about their relationships with their ‘pro
viders’ at weddings, and about their craftiness at obtaining resources. How
ever, today professional women who are in employment will also spend 
large amounts of money on clothes, communicating that ‘independence’ is 
another viable source of clothing and prestige.

‘Fashion’ also affects the overall style of the kupamba. These days 
many families in Lamu Town arrange a second kupamba, if they can afford 
it, to communicate ‘tradition’, in addition to the more ‘modem’ orientation 
of the first. This additional kupamba is held to demonstrate that the family 
is proud of its particular ethnic background and is firmly rooted in its cul
ture of origin. These second kupamba, are not so excessive, they usually 
cater for a smaller number of guests and they are seldom held in the cinema 
hall. Older women are consulted as ‘ritual’ experts on how to conduct the 
ceremony. Farida did not have such a display, but I did witness a few ‘tradi
tional’ Waamu and Hadhrami displays during my fieldwork. The bride would 
wear what people call a ‘traditional’ gown, or rather a reconstruction of 
past Waamu Swahili or Hadhrami distinctive styles.

Waamu women refer to the ritual by the customary name ‘nta za ny ao’, 
‘to see the sole of the foot’, indicating the bride’s position, sitting on a bed 
with her bare feet stretched out in front of her. However, the bride was 
seldom seated on such a bed at the contemporary ‘traditional’ kupamba but 
rather on the grand Swahili chair, kiti cha mpingo. In the past these were 
used by honourable male members of the household, and some informants 
argued that they were also used by the bride at wedding celebrations. Now 
they are seldom used in the home other than as prestigious heirlooms of the 
past.

The bridal dress was usually of silk and the bride’s face and hair were 
decorated with a net of jasmine and paper flowers, with gold jewellery in



the form of ‘coins’ stuck to the forehead and cheeks. Her hands rested on a 
silk cushion in her lap and her fingers and wrists were heavy with gold 
rings and bangles. This ‘style’ was practised about thirty years ago, I was 
told, and had been ‘revived’ in the 1980s. However, the significance of 
many acts and symbols seems to have disappeared. The music at these tra
ditional events was, as usual, tarabu.

The traditional Hadhrami display of the bride is referred to as kupamba 
kiarabu (Arabic style). A special drum would be played and a dance, which 
I was told originated in the Hadhramaut, would be performed. Two women 
would dance with bells tied to their feet. The bride would wear a silk dress 
and a big silver belt and her hair would be plaited into small braids. At 
some point during the dance the women would take the bride out on the 
dance floor, and to the beating of the drum, she would sway rhythmically at 
an increasing pace from side to side in a seeming trance, her hair whipping 
around her face. She was supported in a firm grip by the two women. The 
dance, I was told, helps relieve anxiety, physical tension and emotional 
stress. Another person told me it shakes off pepo or bad spirits.

In some kupamba elements of both tradition and modernity might be 
combined. In the case of intermarriage between two ethnic groups, e.g. 
Waamu, Hadhrami, and Bajun, for instance, many different elements and 
practices may be joined to communicate the mixed background. It has also 
become common for a young woman who moves to another town after her 
wedding to be given a second ‘modem’ kupamba in the town where she 
will reside, serving as her ‘introduction’ to the community of women in her 
new home quarters.

During the 1980s many elements of female wedding celebrations were 
criticized from different points of view by both religious leaders and re
formists, male as well as female. Apart from the many comments on details 
of the female wedding costume, what elicited most debate was the pres
ence of men, whether the groom, male musicians, or the mashoga (passive 
homosexuals) at the female festivities. As women in this situation are 
adorned and unveiled they can be seen in all their finery. Many people 
argue that this mingling is haramu (forbidden), despite the fact that male 
musicians and mashoga have been part of local wedding celebrations for 
decades. Objections to the video-filming and photographing, which might 
expose women in unintended ways to a male audience, are also voiced, as 
we shall see in the following section.

Such criticism is not new, however. As we have already noted, ele
ments of female life-cycle rituals, such as weddings, have always been



deemed mila (customary, not required in religion) on the East African coast 
(Caplan, 1982:34). With the new surge of reformist thought, people have 
begun taking a ‘new look’ at wedding celebrations and are reflecting about 
alternatives. The criticism of the presence of live male musicians has had 
considerable impact. At one kupamba live musicians were simply replaced 
by cassette recordings of tarabu music. Many consider tarabu intrinsic to 
contemporary kupamba celebrations; in fact it is often referred to as ‘wed
ding’ music.

Some in the circle of sympathizers around the Masharifu choose to 
organize kupamba Maulidi, communicating religious piety. At such kupamba 
a reading of the Maulidi (al-Barzanji) about the life of the Prophet is made, 
as a substitute for the tarabu entertainment. Different women would recite 
chapters and after each chapter, girls from a Koran school sang in choms. 
Most basic elements of the ‘display’ are otherwise performed, light refresh
ments are served, the bride will appear after some time, and the anonymous 
wanawali will be standing in the background as spectators. To the kupamba 
Maulidi the women still come dressed up, but cover their heads with lace 
shawls, sit on the floor and do not move around the room. The stage is 
decorated with glitter but instead of love hearts, for instance, pictures of the 
Kaaba in Mecca serve as decoration. Rosewater, which is believed to re
fresh the mind and bring blessings, is passed round and sprinkled gener
ously on the heads of the guests. No men are allowed to enter.

The events I attended were arranged at the college of the Riyadha 
mosque and not in the more worldly setting such as the cinema. The read
ing of a Maulidi with a kupamba in this manner was an innovation I was 
told. The reformist-oriented women would attend if invited, but would not 
arrange such affairs themselves as they are ambivalent about the Maulidi 
practices of the Masharifu. Some also thought a Maulidi reading too sol
emn for a wedding celebration. One woman told me that the Prophet him
self had encouraged music and drums at such celebrations so as to publi
cize the event in the community.

Another alternative was therefore introduced by some of the women 
engaged in the Lamu Muslim Sisters Association. A group of young girls 
would perform Arabic or Egyptian-style belly dances to entertain and enli
ven the audience before the arrival of the bride.16 Different styles of belly 
dancing inspire many people in Lamu who watch it on video tapes. Some 
of the women in the association took it upon themselves to choreograph the 
dances and make the costumes. I was told by one of the women that this 
type of dance is seen primarily as an expression of sexuality but rather as



one of rejoicing and happiness. However, there was a reaction against it 
even here; to teach young girls to dance in front of an audience was not 
considered a good thing.

All these different alternatives demonstrating innovation, fashion and 
the revival of old ‘traditions’ form the style repertoire of young women, 
and are combined in intricate ways to communicate massages about iden
tity, belonging and orientation. What emerges is an extremely flexible and 
dynamic cultural expression which allows for experimentation, creativity 
and play. A lot of the recent search for ‘alternatives’ has been initiated, 
however, by the negation of male participation at weddings. But, this is a 
‘tradition’ that reaches far back. Strobel (1979) describes how in the past 
male and female slaves played significant roles at female wedding celebra
tions in Mombasa. Men played musical instruments and women sang and 
danced. With the abolition of slavery men from the lower strata as well as 
homosexuals took over these functions. Their participation therefore can 
not simply be excluded just like that.

Viable ‘alternatives’ are not easily found. Few women today seem to 
possess the skills of poetry entertainment and few play musical instruments. 
The ban on male tarabu bands at female weddings may turn out to be a 
catastrophe for the bands, many whose members depend on the income 
earned from entertaining at such feasts.

Although the presence of mashoga (passive male homosexuals) at 
wedding celebrations is increasingly questioned and condemned by many, 
it is rather thought provoking from the point of view of the concern with 
the management of gender identity. At Farida’s wedding, apart from the 
mashoga musicians who entertained at her kesha, Abdul, a frequent visi
tor in her family home, participated actively and took on specific roles. The 
interplay between heterosexual gender roles and homosexuality that is ob
served at weddings and which is common in coastal societies sheds light on 
local meanings of sexuality and gender in an interesting way (see Shep
herd, 1987). Let us explore this. Although Islam condemns homosexual 
relations, a customary tolerance obtains in Lamu, so long as the relations 
are kept relatively clandestine.17 In reality many men (and women, see 
Chapter 7) shift over their lifetimes between homo- and heterosexuality, 
i.e. they are bi-sexual. Male homosexuality as such is not the source of 
stigma; rather it is the role taken in such relations that is stigmatizing. The 
active role in the relationship is referred to as basha (King) and is seen as a 
normal male activity that carries no implication of homosexuality for that 
person. It is only the passive homosexual partner, the shoga (friend), who



is regarded as perverted and abnormal and it is this latter role which is 
stigmatized. Men who engage in homosexual relations are thus not regarded 
either by themselves or by others as ‘homosexuals’, as a particular kind of 
person. A basha may be a respectable and successfully married man of the 
community, and his ‘taste’ for boys may be regarded as one of many sexual 
‘variations’. He may even have been a shoga himself in his youth, but with 
time he ended up marrying to achieve the respectable status of father and 
family head. Some mashoga, however, never marry, have an exclusive in
terest in homosexuality and identify strongly with the shoga role on a more 
permanent basis. They even ‘come out of the closet’, demonstrating their 
homosexuality openly. It is they who mingle with women in their houses 
and serve in specific functions at female wedding celebrations.18

Abdul had ties of affinity with Farida’s mother Saimaa, his parents 
were dead and so she helped him (see informant chart). He was part of her 
circle of loyal dependants, which gave her prestige. A tall, slender man 
who spoke in a high pitched voice, he wore clothes with both male and 
female attributes, the male saroon wrap-cloth with female blouses instead 
of shirts. Mashoga have their own code of dress and comportment. Abdul 
came regularly to the house to visit during the morning hours when the 
men were not around and did the odd job in exchange for a meal at lunch
time. He mostly stayed in the kitchen with the women, contributing jokes 
and stories from his adventures in the male world. Most men treat such 
people as unimportant and do not consider them a sexual threat. But there 
are pious families who will not allow a shoga to mingle with the women.

During Farida’s wedding preparations Abdul helped out in the kitchen 
where the bride’s mother and her female kin and neighbours spent days 
cooking quantities of food, snacks and cakes for the different feasts. As he 
had an aesthetic flair, he helped decorate the bridal chamber where the 
marriage was to be consummated. He often came to the bridal beauty par
lour to chat with the young women, and joined in the obscene talk 
(matukano). Women’s attitude to mashoga is a mixture of benevolence, 
pity and ridicule. He was their ‘fool’ and comedian. Apart from hospitality, 
friendship, and emotional support they would give him small ‘female’ gifts 
of perfume and cosmetics. He would don make-up, perfume and pieces of 
female clothing to the amusement of the women. ‘Mimi ni mwanamke sasa’, 
‘I am a woman now’ he would declare jokingly. Some of the shoga experi
ment with male and female attributes and symbols in their role-play. At 
Farida’s kupamba the company of Abdul and other mashoga was enjoyed 
by the women. They enhance the ‘show’ of staging identity. Rukia corn-



mented, ‘The mashoga must be there, they are the salt in every dish.’ The 
women see them in this setting as embracing female values, as being like 
them, somehow.19

However, mashoga do not mingle with women on religious occa
sions, and do not don female clothes ‘in the public street scene’ where men 
and women are segregated according to biological sex. Homosexuality is 
forbidden by law in Kenya and mashoga are arrested if caught wearing 
female dress or soliciting for male customers. Nevertheless, those mashoga 
who want to, move in reality quite freely between the male and the female 
world. I would argue that they are seen as some sort of androgynous char
acters who reflect the ambivalence and contradictions inherent in current 
ideas about gender roles. This only enhances the demystification and 
deconstruction of such roles. It becomes evident to all that gender symbols 
are culturally constructed, and people adopt positions instead of just ac
cepting them as given. The women discuss in terms of such an awareness, 
which is also expressed when women who have entered into a ‘provider’ 
role call themselves mume (man, husband). These women acknowledge 
that they are experiencing the world of the other sex and that in fact they 
are departing from the strict role differentiation. Such cases reveal that the 
meanings of male and female are in an important way exposed to Lamu 
women as constructed and that they toy with this notion themselves. Fur
ther implications of male and female homosexuality will be explored in 
chapter 7 and 8.

Photo and Video - Documenting Identity

Video-recording has allowed people to elaborate on their own 
kupamba as a performance of lasting consequence. Lamu people use this 
new technology to document their feasts, and in the process change certain 
aspects of the ritual to accommodate new elements; the participation of the 
groom is thus legitimated by the desire to take photographs. Video enter
tainment in private houses has as a consequence been given a new content; 
the drama of the viewers’ own glamorous wedding feasts. Cassettes are 
passed between houses and sent to relatives in other towns and countries. 
‘We are quite famous now’ Farida commented, telling me about the wide 
circulation of her wedding video. Video-taping of the kupamba is the high
est priority, but if a camera is available other wedding feasts will also be 
recorded: the mosque ceremony, where the marriage is contracted, or the
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arrival of the groom at the house of the bride for the consummation of the 
marriage.

However, video-taping wedding celebrations has also brought unin
tended consequences. A ritual which is supposed to take place in a segre
gated female room has become public, accessible to the eyes of men. Hus
bands have acted in fury on learning that other men have seen their wives 
on wedding videos that have been circulated. The fact that women are dressed 
in their best finery, beautifully made-up and often in décolletage has evoked 
strong reactions. In one case recounted to me, a man immediately divorced 
his wife as a consequence. Another man in Lamu told me that it was only 
when he happened to see photographs from a kupamba that he saw the 
complete ‘image’ of some women he had known for a long time. The un
wanted exposure has made some women refuse to be video-taped or photo
graphed by anybody not belonging to the trusted circle. A few keep their 
veils ready to hand in case it should be necessary to cover themselves. The 
idea which is often brought up in discussion about tourists photographing 
locals, is that one loses control of what is done with one’s image and one’s 
soul when on is photographed by strangers.

Yet seeing themselves on video is an exciting experience for young 
women. They are amazed to see their own mannerisms and movements, 
and to hear their own voices. Viewing of such tapes always elicits reactions 
of marvel as well as comments and laughter.

Video documentation is a fairly new phenomenon and in the mid- 
1980s only a few had access to such equipment or could afford to obtain it. 
Many of the cameras had been brought back from the Gulf states. They 
were usually operated by a man. In the case of Farida’s kupamba, a for
eigner living in Lamu for a few months was asked if he would kindly record 
the whole event.

However, photography is a ‘must’ at such feasts nowadays. The feast 
becomes memorable by being photographed. Recording is a confirmation 
of the fact that it is important (see Sontag, 1979). The wedding, the mo
ments to be savoured, the visual experience of display are frozen and pre
served so that they can be shown to others. The photo and video documen
tation is evidence that the events really did take place. If it is not recorded, 
the wedding does not gain the same dignity, the bride and her relatives will 
not be remembered, the celebration will not become an unforgettable ‘clas
sic’ that people will talk about for years to come. Photographs of such im
portant family events as weddings are invaluable in the albums which are 
nowadays found in every home. The images evoke emotions of pleasure



and joy. They stir up memories of past feasts and arouse anticipation of 
feasts to come.

When I was invited to somebody’s house for the first time I was nearly 
always presented with the woman’s photograph album, a sort of ‘presenta
tion of self’ (see Hannerz, 1983). Wedding photographs are shown again 
and again by young brides, illustrating the centrality of this occasion in 
their lives. If I had not attended their weddings I would be given detailed 
supplementary information with which to read the photographs, what shoes 
the bride was wearing if they were not shown, who the guests posing in the 
pictures were - a cousin married and now living in Dar es Salaam, a former 
best friend who had moved to Malindi. It is important to document that 
particular people of significance were present, family, of course, and good 
friends but even foreign friends (like me and tourists they may get acquainted 
with). Photographs thus also function as an important medium for the inte
gration of significant others as well as confirming identity, style and social 
values.

The number of photographs taken is considerable. Having a camera 
has become increasingly common, and many young women handle their 
own. However, this does not mean that one does not have ideas about what 
constitutes meaningless or wasteful photography. Local people have their 
own aesthetic of photography. For instance, they regarded my shots of street 
life and sail-rigged dhows on the horizon as quite meaningless. For them 
photography is closely associated with documenting individual and family 
life, in particular important ceremonies and celebrations. The preferred 
photos for display are those where the women are dressed up looking their 
best, posing formally facing the camera, posture upright, their visage neu
tral. Smiling and laughing is largely avoided as this is regarded as immod
est in the context of ‘presentation’ which is essential to photography from 
their point of view. I was told repeatedly that photographs should be neat 
and realistic. One should be able to see the persons and places as clearly as 
possible. They should not be blurred and distorted in any way.

Spontaneous back-stage pictures of the girls on the beach with their 
hair undone and clothes in a mess, maybe tilted and taken from an unusual 
angle, were deemed ugly or useless. They were thrown away or at best put 
somewhere out of reach. On the whole, photographs of everyday situations 
were not appreciated; they certainly were not snaps one would want to 
show anyone. In other words, there is more of a concern with function than 
with form, as Bourdieu (1977) puts it in his description of what he calls a 
popular aesthetic of photography. The social or moral value of the images



becomes their aesthetic quality, and judgement the two aspects become 
interchangeable. Bourdieu (ibid.) would argue that strong norms of honour 
and respectability in a society demand that a person’s posture on a photo
graph is ‘respectable’.

Photographs are also considered by many to have a magical quality. 
In the event of death, I was told that photographs (as well as mirrors) are 
turned face to the wall or covered so as to let angels enter the house. Many 
people also refuse to be photographed by strangers, particularly tourists. 
They believe that foreigners misuse the pictures by publishing them in un
favourable, shameful ways to make money only for their own benefit. In
deed, this has happened, as was mentioned in Chapter 1. Others simply 
believe that it is not good for one’s photograph to be ‘handled’ by stran
gers, it may bring bad luck and even the projection of the evil eye.

However, through the visual images of video and photography young 
Lamu women present an ideal front, communicating that they want to be 
fashionable, mobile, modem and adopting a stylised pose of respectability. 
Photographic images are increasingly becoming a part of the cultural envi
ronment in Lamu. We have already noted how the street and house walls 
are decorated with images of religious and popular idols. We shall see later 
how video recording and photography are used nowadays to document re
ligious rituals and finally, how young women devote energy to creating 
their own photograph albums, a portfolio of their lifestyle.





Romantic Melodrama

‘Go and fetch the video from Rajiv’s place and tell him we’ll 
send it on to Alia’s house afterwards.’ Zeinabu, the hostess of the 
afternoon’s show, sends her nephew off. She is adjusting the video 
on a table in the courtyard, so that as many people as possible will 
be able to watch comfortably. Soon neighbours and friends start 
dropping in. Zeinabu bids them welcome and asks them to sit 
down. The women scatter around the open courtyard; some, the 
more prominent, sit comfortably on chairs, while the others stretch 
out on cushions or mats on the floor. As usual, the children gather 
close to the video. It is Saturday and the house is at our disposal. 
The men have gone to the shamba for the day to harvest mango.

We chat and gossip as we wait for the videotape with the new 
film which has circulated among different houses during the past 
few days. It is a Hindi film about two brothers who meet again after 
years of separation, we have been told, and about their love affairs. 
We are all full of expectation as Zeinabu slips the tape into its slot, 
then presses the remote control.

We are soon immersed in the story. The women laugh and 
comment on what they see. They are pleased by the looks and 
performance of one of the heroes, and impressed with the scenes of 
the international hotels and airports. The atmosphere is relaxed and 
gay. Rukia is braiding the hair of her daughter. Binti, Mariam and 
Warda sit with Fumo who has come over from the Langoni area of 
town to join them. They hum along with the play-back singer Lata 
in the love songs. They whistle as the lovers on the screen whisk 
off in a car, and laugh heartily at a comical drunk. In one scene, 
where the hero is unsure of what to do, Lutfia calls out to him and 
gives him advice, as if communicating in real life. Zeinabu, who is 
a real cineast, translates bits of the Hindi text to the others who do 
not understand. The women find the interior decoration and the 
dress styles of the heroines very appealing. Nafissa, who is a seam
stress, asks Zeinabu to freeze the film, so that she can study the 
design of a party dress more closely. She sketches down some 
details on paper. Asma’s attention is constantly interrupted by her 
toddler, who hangs around her lap and demands attention.

When the call of the muezzin is heard and it is time for after- 
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noon prayers, the women ‘freeze’ the film again and take a break. 
Some retire to adjoining rooms, others stay in the courtyard. 
Equipped with prayer-mats and kanga to cover their bodies, they 
take turns to worship. I join Bind and Fumo in the kitchen. We 
serve the others tea and biscuits. After this interlude of about fifteen 
minutes the viewing is resumed. Old mama Laila seems to be 
dozing off in her chair. We watch for another hour before the film 
draws to an end. Some of the women have to leave promptly while 
others linger behind and stretch out relaxed and fulfilled. We dis
cuss the film plot and the filmstars but soon our talk include stories 
about people and events in our own surrounding.

Video Viewing at Home

Video viewing at home became a popular leisure activity in Lamu 
during the 1980s. Migrant workers to the Gulf states were among the first 
to bring videos to the town, since they could be bought there at a fraction of 
the local price in Lamu. As TV reception was not accessible to Lamu peo
ple before the late 1980s, the video was welcomed with open arms.1 While 
I was doing fieldwork, more than 45 video cassette recorders (VCR) were 
to be found in the town, the number increasing steadily. In fact, a video 
‘fever’ raged. As more and more households gained access, new patterns 
of viewing took shape. Three shops had started renting out a small selec
tion of videos, predominantly Hindi films catering for the new demand.2 
But many more films were obtained regularly through family and friends 
in Mombasa, where there is a large number of video rental shops.

Until the coming of video, film used to be, by and large, a male pas
time, in the setting of the town’s two public cinemas, the Zinj and the Coast.3 
With the video film-watching has become much more home-based. This 
has meant an enormous increase in women’s viewing. Video is the perfect 
domestic medium for women who, after the morning chores of cleaning, 
cooking and serving lunch, can relax with a video film without entering 
public space. The flexible character is well suited to the ‘home’ orientation 
of most women, as video can be watched at their choice and convenience. 
Viewing becomes an extension of their leisure activities in the home. It is 
often a sexually segregated activity, reflecting the fact that the schedules 
and interests of men and women differ, but family viewing is becoming 
more common. In mixed viewing sessions men and women tend to sit in
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different parts of the room. The women are then more restrained than in 
single-sex contexts, even when the male audience is intimate family.

While some women need permission to go to the cinema and many 
men dislike the idea of their women frequenting such places, few seem 
opposed to women watching films in private homes and in all-female set
tings. With the video, moreover, the range of available fdms has widened. 
The latest films with a new generation of actors, which have not yet ap
peared in the cinema, can now be seen, as well as old ‘classics’. The video 
is thus instrumental in keeping both young women and men at home. The 
desire to go out to the movies and to the shops is reduced, at least for a few 
days a week. As the video is such a perfect domestic medium women have 
become its main users and have gained control of to whom, when, and 
where access will be granted.

In order to discover what it is to be young and female in Lamu today, 
to grasp the women’s views of themselves and their relationships with oth
ers, the impact of cinema and video (in particular Hindi film) has to be 
considered. We have already explored how women at the kupamba express 
ideas about femininity, modernity and ethnicity through dress fashions and 
modes of socializing inspired by images from the film and music world. 
References to the form and content of films are also continually made in 
conversation.

My major argument here is that the experience of viewing, discuss
ing and constantly interpreting films gives young women an opportunity to 
explore and find ways of coping with relations and emotions.4 It gives 
them a ‘language’ for dealing with issues such as romance, sexuality and 
marriage as well as coming to grips with how ‘modem’ changing notions 
of these can be combined with those represented by more traditional au
thorities. The content, events and stars of the films satisfy fundamental 
needs in their lives and function as important points of orientation.

Although the audio-visual media have become central transmitters of 
popular ideas of gender relations in Lamu, the messages of the new media 
can also be seen as extensions of both old form and old content. Popular 
discourse on passionate but forbidden love has been expressed in poetic 
lyrics and song for generations. The tarabu music and lyrics, a form of 
blues, played at Farida’s wedding, provide an excellent example of this. 
Tarabu is a very flexible tradition, which has also accommodated new modes 
of musical expression from the Indian films. To demonstrate the strong 
bonds between continuity and change in popular culture dealing with the 
issue of romance, I shall, in the first part of this chapter, dwell on the treat-



ment of the theme in traditional Swahili culture. I shall briefly explore the 
poetic tradition and then concentrate on the role of tarabu and its use. Fol
lowing this I shall move on to Hindi film, and elaborate on the content and 
context of the use of such films, and finally discuss the complex issue of 
reception. I shall emphasize the young women’s own descriptions of their 
viewing experience.

Local Discourse on Romance

The ‘Swahili’, and certainly the townspeople of Lamu, possess a lit
erary tradition that goes back several centuries. Indeed, the Swahili art that 
is most admired is that of poetry (mashairi), the art of stringing words into 
melodious sequences, practised by both women and men. Proverbs, epic 
stories and poetry have been used by people of all strata to express central 
and collective meanings, to explain complex situations, to seek answers to 
the dilemmas of existence, to organize experience.

Different genres of poetry offer varying comments on the pains and 
pleasures of love (upendo), sexuality and gender relations. Love is an all- 
embracing concept which, for my analytical purposes here, can be 
deconstructed into two major types which are often juxtaposed generally 
and in Lamu discourse; passion (bidii ya moyo, tamaa) and compassion 
(huruma) (see Chapter 1; see also Parkin, 1988). Ideas about compassion, 
in the sense of kindliness, consideration and sympathy, are perpetuated in 
didactic literature to formulate and transmit psychological, metaphysical 
and social thought as well as rules of conduct and moral concepts. Such 
texts are written by individual authors for their own or the lower classes, 
but they do not necessarily reflect what the latter do or think, only what 
they ought to do. The poetry of Mwana Kupona, of which we have read a 
piece in Chapter 4, belongs to this category. Here the female audience is 
exhorted to pursue a virtuous and devout religious life in servitude. Poems 
of this type are still recited in formal contexts where women gather for 
Maulidi or Koran readings.

Ideas about passion, in the sense of strong and uncontrolled emotions 
of desire and attraction and ‘romance’ focusing on one idealized person, 
are conveyed in more popular literature produced by and for the common 
people. Such literature gives more room for self-expression and for pleas
ure and joy (Knappert, 1970 :125). Passion has, however, been regarded as 
a threat to the patriarchal marriage system in Lamu. Traditionalists still feel
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it should be thwarted and kept out of marriage. To express sentiments of 
love has been seen as a subversive, defiant and immodest challenge to the 
will and authority of one’s elders. Hence, to express the sentiments of pas
sion in song signifies that one is resisting the domination of the elders by 
pledging devotion to love, freedom and autonomy. Such poems are 
oppositional and thus highly political.

Passion-oriented poetry also follows formal metrical arrangements 
but the texts are meant to be sung and performed. They have catchy tunes. 
The popular love poetry sung with tarabu is but one example.5 There is 
also poetry with strong sexual undertones, which is sung to the popular 
chakacha dance music at the kesha when unmarried girls take leave of their 
friend who is about to get married, an event we shall witness in Chapter 7. 
Such poetic genres provide more immediate insights into the prevalent at
titudes to love, romance, and sexuality than the didactic tradition does.

In the following however, I shall focus on tarabu lyrics in which the 
agonies and pleasures of socially illegitimate or unattainable romantic love 
are recounted. Tarabu is certainly the music of the Swahili-speaking peo
ple of the East African coast. The word derives from the Arabic verb tariba, 
which means ‘to be moved or agitated’ and is linked to the concept of 
profane trance in performance as well as to the music itself (Graebner, 1989). 
The passion, often denied to both men and women in real life, arouses a 
fiery imagination which has found its expression in tarabu. Titles such as 
‘I no longer love her’, ‘The one whom I love does not love m e’, ‘The way 
we love each other’ are telling.

Below I shall present some typical samples of tarabu songs. Some 
are taken from Knappert’s (1972) collection, others from recordings of the 
Cultural Music Club (CMC, 1989).

Little pigeon, carry my greetings to that beloved of mine,
explain to her that she may understand that I feel troubled,
worried and anxious, sickness has fallen upon me (Knappert, 1972:no 2).

Love knows no secrets, when it is hidden it will be discovered.
Love has no choice, when it seizes a man, he will confess everything, 
everything that was not done, (ibid.: no 35).

This love of ours is a precious love.
We love one another truly, and have sworn the oath.
We will not change our hearts, whatever you may say.
The people are truly defeated, the parents in their houses, who show severity,



with pleasure on their lips, they will be faraway people; what sort of thing 
will you do?
What you are doing is not legitimate, stop your machinations.
When our love causes us humiliation what benefit do you get?
Do you have any consideration for our lot? Please have pity on us (ibid.:no 22).

These poems echo the sentiments that lie buried in the hidden depths 
of women and men, perhaps condemned to live routine lives in unfulfilling 
personal relations. Such poems offer comfort and compensation. They fa
cilitate release from the pressures of conformity, by dreams and fantasies 
which give people a chance to experience the throbbing of violent passion. 
The discourse portrays passionate love as an uncontrollable and potent force 
which can suddenly possess the individual, takes control of him/her and 
upset traditional patterns and norms. Indeed, the trials of lovers usually 
display a tension between the wishes of individuals and lovers and the de
mands of the elders.

It is true that she was mine, but now she is no longer mine.
I love her at my best and she was lucky that I fulfilled all her demands so that 
she should remain true to me. However, she betrayed me. He who wants her 
is free to take her. But alas! he will experience the same fate (CMC, 1989).

Poems sometimes portray women as active agents in the game of 
love, quite different from the ideal that is posited by Mwana Kupona.

Love never agrees to share (a man’s attention) with anything .
If you irritate love, you melt away at once.
Love is a disease, a malignant incurable disease (Knappcrt, 1972: no 35).

...my love has not yet ended, that is what tortures me.

...she is the one who can cure me.

...Tell her I have no more strength, it would not surprise me if I died (ibid. no 2).

Metaphorically love is described as an illness, a disease or a trouble
some spirit which strikes or possesses a person. The only true cure (the 
doctor) for the malady is the loved one. If no cure is found, it is believed 
that the person will die from the pain and agony. Love is seen as fate and 
destiny. If it strikes you it must take its course unhindered. The tragedy of 
forbidden, thwarted but also deceptive love is a thread which runs through 
many poems. It has a mystic quality which defies all attempts at control. 
The belief in love as a destructive force has two dimensions. It is a destruc-



tive force for the individual if it is thwarted, and it is destructive for society 
if it is allowed to flourish. Yet other lyrics take a more educative stance.

If you do not know the facts, ask those around you.
They will tell you everything about love. Love has its taboos.
The most important one is that you must confine your love to only one person 
- and he or she should be the only one.
If you love money you are asking for trouble.
The second taboo is that love needs no harshness - both of you must be gentle 
and be people of deeds not words (CMC, 1989).

The erotic sentiments expressed in these various poems are rich and 
varied. The themes they take up are extremely relevant to both women and 
men. The predicament they face, the battle to unite compassion with pas
sion in their lives is currently, perhaps more than ever, a preoccupation. In 
spite of its forbidden character, there have always been men and women in 
Lamu who have given in to their passion, even if this has entailed becom
ing sick, deceiving, betraying the confidence of kin, becoming dishonoured, 
running away to be with one’s love, committing ‘crime passionel’, or even 
committing suicide. Tragic stories of such romantic love flourish. A veil of 
secrecy was, and is still, spread over ‘passionate’ love relations. They exist 
largely underground, muted, clandestine. In the past they were seldom seen 
but always heard of. Today, they are becoming increasingly visible, as we 
have already noted.

Popular tarabu songs permeate Lamu. Live performances are often 
recorded, and although the recordings are usually of poor quality, they are 
used at festive occasions as well as at more informal gatherings. Popular 
bands have had studio recordings made of their music, and the cassette 
market overflows with tapes of various qualities. Tarabu is also played on 
the radio.

The different regions of East Africa where tarabu is played have dis
cernible styles, drawing on local and foreign influences. On the Kenyan 
coast there is clear influence of Indian film soundtracks, Egyptian, Leba
nese as well as Western music, and finally local chakacha rhythms. It is an 
immensely lively art form, constantly being renewed from old and new 
sources. Although there is acknowledgement of the fact that many musical 
traditions have contributed to the development of today’s tarabu, there is 
some dispute about the history and development of the tradition. Some 
accentuate the Egyptian and Arabic music influence which definitely ex
ists. Others, however, stress the local culture and especially the ngoma tra



dition, which is central to Swahili musical culture. Ngoma may refer to a 
specific kind of drum or a music-dance genre using drums, as well as any 
performance of music, song and dance. In its broadest sense, the word is 
used as a general expression for music in Swahili.

The central theme of passionate love links the tarabu tradition with 
Arabic traditions. Throughout the ages the Arabs have expressed in song 
and verse the tortures of love, the pleasurable pain of separation, and the 
yearning between lovers deprived of one another (see El Saadawi, 1980; 
Abu-Lughod, 1986). After her death in 1980, the famous Egyptian singer, 
Um-Kulthum whose song lyrics are about the passion and pain of love, 
received almost nearly saintly status in Egypt. Her songs are popular through
out the Arabic and Islamic world, including Lamu. But over the centuries 
Arabic culture has also absorbed a lot of African music, which features 
strongly in the music of southern Iraq, Kuwait, Oman and other parts of the 
Arabian peninsula (Graebner, 1989). Cultural contacts across the Indian 
Ocean have a history of over a thousand years. Tarabu music is one expres
sion of the complex multi-cultural roots of the Swahili.

On the Kenya coast at present, tarabu singers like Juma Bhalo, from 
Mombasa, are very popular. We met him and his group entertaining at the 
wedding of Farida. He is one of the favourite entertainers at women’s cel
ebrations. He is influenced by Indian film music in both melody line and 
music style. Matano Juma, known for his classic Mombasa sound, and Zein 
are other contemporary names in tarabu music. Zein’s group plays classi
cal udi (a form of lute) and is said to be influenced by Lebanese music.

It is not always easy to trace the origin of tarabu song texts. The 
lyrics belong in large part to an oral tradition, subject to variations inherent 
in the method of transmission. Knappert (1972:5) notes that in Mombasa, 
where he collected love lyrics, different variants of the same songs could 
be written down. He argues that new poems usually consist of bits and 
pieces of old ones. Certain clichés, metres and metaphors are used again 
and again. Most poems incorporate expressive phrases which may stem 
from poems known at the beginning of the century. Swahili proverbs and 
folk tales may also be reflected. Such poems are therefore largely anony
mous. It is difficult for one poet to claim to be the composer of the original 
version. In the past it was ordinary men and women who composed, recited 
and sang such songs. However, this talent and tradition seem to be disap
pearing. Only a few older women I met still had the talent to improvizē 
poems and did so occasionally at weddings. It is now usually male bands 
(sometimes with a female vocalist) who compose, play and perform such



music.
Enthusiastic fans write the lyrics down when they hear them. Several 

of my informants had notebooks full of love songs which they had col
lected. Friends would copy them from each other. Their lyrics were not 
only of Swahili origin, some had been taken from Indian film songs, or 
recordings by Michael Jackson and other pop stars. Young women like Saada 
would know the lyrics of favourite poems and ‘hits’ by heart.

Favourite Films

In Kenya as in most Third World settings, the media have been looked 
upon as tools for promoting development. Lull (1988,1990) points out that 
little research has been done on the social use of the media by families, and 
the effects and reception of entertainment films, particularly in the Third 
World setting.

In Lamu, opinions about whether media such as video are good or 
bad vary. Religious leaders and elders have argued that they are harmful 
instruments of moral corruption, at least when they are used for viewing 
films which appear to promote ‘romancing’, drug use and violence. How
ever, some of the older generation recognize that video can play an educa
tional role. It can be used to make religious messages more potent. Some 
have encouraged the recording of religious festivals and speeches to be 
shown in Lamu and other communities.6 During my fieldwork a full-scale 
epic film on Mohammed’s life and teaching, with authentic scenes shot in 
Mecca and Medina, circulated among private homes, arousing much awe. 
For many, it was the first time they had encountered moving images of 
legendary events and holy places like the Kaaba which they had until then 
only heard of, seen in pictures or read about. Videos from other parts of the 
Muslim world were also made available covering everything from Ayatollah 
Khomeini speeches to religious festivals.

The use which is most appreciated by the female community, despite 
some unintended effects of exposure, is the documentation of the women’s 
own wedding celebrations, closely followed by consumption of entertain
ment film.7

Whatever their opinions, old and young are increasingly glued to the 
video set, watching films with religious messages, sport, or entertainment. 
Films of different types make their way to Lamu, but at the cinema and at 
the video viewings in the homes, Indian films dominate. These films have
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a broad appeal, they are referred to as masala film (masala is a spice mix
ture) in India as well as in Lamu, and are supposed to contain a blend of 
romantic melodrama, heroic action, comedy, song and dance. They cannot 
be as easily categorized into ‘genres’ as Western films, although they tilt 
toward the ‘social’, ‘mythological’ or ‘action’ side. For young women, video 
largely means Hindi entertainment films of the ‘social’ type, that is, those 
which have a good love story and are about family relations. Why they 
have become such passionate fans of this sort of film, in contrast to other 
types of film available to them, will be delineated in the following.

Young women have clear ideas about what they want out of a film 
and what they evaluate as ‘good’ entertainment. Women such as those at 
the video viewing described above, are knowledgeable about Hindi films 
and can recount details of the formula and narrative structure, but also per
ceive subtle variations. They explain to me that a classical romance film, 
which is also their formula for a ‘good’ film, has a love story about a beau
tiful heroine and a handsome tender man. The plot usually revolves around 
a series of obstacles to be overcome by the couple. Misunderstandings, 
mistakes, even dislike and antagonism may ensue but the problems are 
resolved and there is nearly always a ‘happy ending’. The hero and heroine 
must be shown in song and dance scenes; different sets of beautiful cloth
ing and hair styles reflect the mood of the various scenes. But it must not all 
be silly: you must feel that it can happen to you. Mariam commented: ‘It 
just makes me feel so good inside to see that they are so happy. They dance 
and sing and then everything works out. It’s sort of like Farida and Ahmed, 
I mean when they got married....’

Other women, those a bit older, who do not have such an idealized 
relation to romancing and courtship as it may no longer be the most central 
aspect in their lives, often accentuate other aspects of the film, e.g. the way 
family members behave towards each other. The broad appeal of the Hindi 
films cannot be matched by other types of film, when it comes to Lamu 
women. Arab or Egyptian film is said to be popular but it is hardly ever 
available these days, except for ‘belly dancing’ which is enjoyed but does 
not offer a ‘story’.

A few days a week there are shows at the cinema with Chinese Kung- 
Fu and the so-called kizungu, European or American films. The former 
feature a lot of violence and the women dislike that. Naima comments: ‘I 
don’t think it is funny when all they do is fight, bang... bang... endlessly, 
it’s a waste of time and silly. Even some of the “new” ones (Hindi films) 
have a lot of fighting. At least if you watch on video you can just wind



forward and get on with it.’
American films, Nafissa explained, are difficult to enjoy for those 

who do not understand English all that well. The plots are intricate or dif
fuse, and not easy to follow. The relationship depicted between the man 
and the woman often far from ideal or romantic. But Nafissa did also admit 
there were some exceptions. Many people she knew had enjoyed watching 
the melodramatic films based on the best-seller novels of Harold Robbins, 
Return to Eden and The Pirate,8 These contain many of the elements which 
the girls described as ‘essential’. Even Dallas, which some have seen on 
TV in Mombasa, was given credit by a few, but none of the girls had fol
lowed the series, because of the lack of TV in Lamu at the time. Maimuna 
who prefers these films comments: ‘Indian films have childish stories, al
ways happy endings, you go out feeling bad, that you are missing some
thing, because the people are so in love. American films are preferable 
because they are more real, girls like us want so much to believe that when 
love comes into their life it will change everything ...they just want to be
lieve it.’

However, an element that many say is missing in American films, is 
music, song and dance scenes. ‘There can be no good film without music 
and song’, was the opinion of Lutfia and the other women present agreed. 
Zeinabu commented that she found a lot of the ‘Western’ films distressing. 
They were full of double standards, deception, infidelity, and sex. The fact 
that they showed ‘bedroom’ scenes quite openly was inappropriate, she 
giggled.9 Asma agreed, saying that the romantic ‘play’ of the Hindi films 
was one of the main attractions. Clearly the films present different argu
ments about sexuality. Hindi films play on the notion of sexual excitement 
as something which should be taken seriously, which is private and de
serves emotional commitment, preferably in marriage. The hero and hero
ine want someone to love, someone to marry, not someone to have an affair 
with. The fact that passion is expressed as a kind of spiritual yearning, with 
only vague hints of physical desire, makes it more acceptable. The happy 
ending is defined by the hero and heroine finally winning each other and 
getting married, their status as youngsters being over. Such a romantic ver
sion of love (and sex) appears to be most acceptable and akin to the senti
ments and sensibilities of young women in Lamu. They too experience 
romantic interest and the pull of their own sexuality, and they obviously 
identify with the idealized love stories.10

The people who like American films are usually those (women) who 
know English and are educated’, Fumo commented, ‘...and of course men.’



Indeed, men seem to have different criteria for what constitutes a ‘good’ 
fdm. For one thing, they are not as absorbed in the world of romantic sen
timentality as women. However, as Indian films contain many other ele
ments, including action such as car chases and fights as we shall see below, 
they also watch a lot of Hindi films.

Hindi Film as Text - Sentimental Trash or Nurture ? 11

Indian film has gained a significant role in the cultural life of people 
in many parts of Africa, but also in large parts of South-East Asia, the Mid
dle East, the Asian republics of the former Soviet Union and, not least, 
among the Indian diaspora across the world. India has the biggest film in
dustry in the world, producing between 800 and 900 films a year. There are 
two major genres of film produced; ‘art’ films, the so-called ‘new Indian 
cinema’, and commercial ‘popular’ films. When I refer to Indian films in 
this study it is to this latter genre, or more specifically to the Hindi ‘Bom
bay’ films.12

Indian popular film is deeply rooted in traditional Indian mythology, 
epic accounts, folk-theatre traditions and aesthetics.13 The plots and char
acters as well as the structure of the mythological epic are openly and regu
larly drawn upon. One appeal to the audience is the social awareness em
bodied in the films. A sympathy for the poor and the oppressed is always 
latent and most stories revolve around good overcoming evil. Furthermore, 
film producers willingly incorporate contemporary events and concerns in 
Indian society; social dilemmas, political incidents and fashions. Themes 
with religious and cultural value for the audience have continued to form 
the core of the films, in spite of the fact that Hollywood influence has en
couraged an outer facade of modernism, action and sex. Foreign influences 
can be noted in the music and content, but when, for example, Western 
dance like disco and breakdance are drawn upon, they are always 
‘Indianized’. Indian film is thus much more than a hybrid of American 
film.

What chiefly distinguishes the Hindi film from its Western counter
parts is the development of the story line (Thomas, 1985:121). The balance 
between spectacle and emotion is different. Spectacle alone risks losing an 
audience; emotion is a crucial necessity. The films are structured in an epi
sodic and sequential manner creating different sentiments. Rather than lin
ear plots, popular films are assemblages of moving tableaux. The story line
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is interspersed with elements of action (car chases), tragedy (death), com
edy (drunkards), eroticism (lovers) and finally musical passages of song 
and dance. The linear development used in American films is broken here 
by lavish spectacular ‘production numbers’. For instance, most films con
tain five or six song-and-dance scenes, often built up around a title song 
which reflects the story and communicates its meaning in a vivid manner. 
A love duet with the hero and heroine is a standard set-up for a song. The 
actors mime to play-back, while the songs are sung by professional singers, 
a few of whom have become as popular as the filmstars.14 The setting of 
such a love duet is usually the countryside, so there can also be dramatic 
spatial movement in the films. Typically, there are several scene shifts within 
the song performance, for example, first the lovers play hide and seek in a 
forest where they embrace the trees; in the next scene, both will be wearing 
a new set of clothes and are taking a boat trip on a river; then they are in a 
village wearing traditional costumes and engaged in folklore.

The films have a distinct visual style, clearly drawn situations and 
stereotypical characters, often displayed in close-up at the expense of dia
logue. For instance, the symbolism of the films is clear and simple: charac
ters, actions, gestures, facial expressions, speech and colour are often exag
gerated. There is a predominance of non-verbal elements. As a consequence, 
one can speak of the ‘black and white’ dramaturgy of the Hindi films, with 
sharp contrasts and few attempts to create shades in between (Lutz, 1985:7). 
The imagery is accentuated by glamorous commodities and gadgets. Ob
jects of modem technology such as fancy cars and boats, houses with fabu
lously decorated interiors, modern household equipment, glittering fash
ionable clothes and costumes, luxurious hotels, night-clubs and interna
tional airports are made cinematically powerful in their photogenic appear
ance. The films have what Gillespie (1989) terms a ‘language openness’. 
Although the audience of the Hindi films come from a myriad of cultures 
and countries, the language barrier can be overcome by the abundance of 
clear and simple codes and binary values which cannot easily be misinter
preted. As this is combined with spectacle, action and emotion, a cross- 
cultural understanding is clearly facilitated.

Characteristic of the Hindi films of the ‘social’ type is that they are 
structured around a set of recurring themes.15 As we have already noted, 
the plot is tightly organized around family relations, the evolving love rela
tionship between a beautiful, determined heroine and a handsome hero, 
gentle, gallant and tender. At one level, the films are about people and their 
everyday problems, crises in relationships, emotional entanglements and



dilemmas in marriage or love relations. Issues of social and moral concern 
such as family solidarity, kinship duties and social obligations, respect and 
trust are usually taken up. The problems are common to a large audience, 
and are designed to reflect at least some parts of the social reality of main
stream Indian society. The films include representations of class and caste, 
but the problems and experiences cut across such barriers. A series of 
oppositional themes structure the stories: village/city, poverty/wealth, com
munity/individualism, tradition/modernity, morality/vice and corruption, 
arranged marriage/love marriage, lost/found, being wronged/revenge, trust/ 
deceit.

Village life is frequently contrasted with city life in the films. The 
setting is often that of an urban milieu described as representing the exotic, 
tempting, decadent, immoral, polluted and ‘Western’. Here rich can be
come poor, prostitutes are found in night-clubs (nests of sin), girls get raped, 
the very rich are portrayed as immoral and corrupt. In contrast, rural life is 
depicted as representing harmony, co-operation, community and extended 
kin support. Notions of egoistic individualism are absent, poor village peo
ple are pure and honest.

The story usually centres around one or several joint families, namely 
those of the hero and heroine. These families are often composed of several 
generations, organized hierarchically in a patriarchal manner. The mother 
is important, and is treated with reverence like a deity, at least by her son.16 
The virtue of joint family life versus the nuclear family is at issue. The 
films demand that the audience and the role figures take a position for or 
against the traditional values of total solidarity within the joint family and 
undivided veneration and respect for parents. A love story is often a family 
drama, and one theme is the pros and cons of ‘arranged’ versus ‘love’ mar
riages. A girl’s parents may, for example, plan to marry her off to an older 
rich man, but this is against her will, as she is in love with a man of her own 
age, who in turn does not meet with the approval of her family. Stories 
begin with the inevitable encounter of boy and girl, who work their way 
over various obstacles and misunderstandings, in order ultimately to reveal 
their love for each other. The lovers usually get each other against all the 
odds. A colourful wedding is a common ingredient, celebrating the victory 
of the couple’s love, indeed the victory of the love match over the arranged 
marriage.

The ‘good’ heroine is beautiful, innocent and modest, but may have a 
modem lifestyle, e.g. she drives a car, goes to college, works in an office, 
participates in public life. Her role is often characterized by a certain de



gree of independence. However, although romantically in love and want
ing to choose her own partner, she will resist the temptation of sex before 
marriage, which is the ultimate goal. The virtues of sexual purity, modesty 
and obedience to authority are communicated, although it is insinuated that 
she engages in ‘romancing’. The anti-heroine, the ‘bad’ woman, is por
trayed as a ‘sexual’, sensual being who has immoral intentions and lures 
the hero into falling in love with her. Usually she is located in the bars and 
hotels of the cities, where she drinks, smokes and dances wearing only 
scanty clothing. The image of the woman, like that of the man, is somewhat 
ambiguous in the Hindi films.

The ‘romantic’ hero is good-looking, thoughtful, vulnerable, intelli
gent, but also rebellious. He may be poor but is a person of dignity and 
good deeds, who is ultimately rewarded with both the hand of the heroine 
and wealth; social mobility is not unlikely in his case. In contrast, the rich 
boy may be portrayed as a scoundrel, a thief, a man of dishonest character 
who uses women as objects of pleasure. The good girl (or boy) is thus 
contrasted with the bad girl (or boy), the idealistic with the immoral, the 
brave with the ludicrous, the rich with the poor. The ‘bad’ characters usu
ally wear black clothes, sun-glasses and so on in the films, in contrast to the 
‘good’ characters who often wear white.

We have already noted that the films show no sexual acts; this is 
forbidden in Indian films. This makes the films more acceptable, more ap
propriate and in line with notions of public morality, modesty and respect
ability in many places with Hindu and Islamic influences. However, it does 
not mean that sexual ‘excitement’ is missing in Indian films, rather that it 
takes a very different form. Often the couple engage in a ‘hide and seek’ 
game, or when the man holds the woman in his arms and is about to kiss her 
she rushes off or the film image blurs. The ‘rain song’ sequence as part of 
romantic close-ups is interesting. It is not unusual in such a scene for the 
woman to be soaking wet, her clothes clinging to her body giving an im
pression of nakedness. This can be seen as an Indian variety of soft-core 
pornography.

The audience of Hindi films know what to expect. They can predict 
the basic narrative of the plot and the ending. There is a reassuring famili
arity in all this, people are captured not so much by what is going to happen 
but rather with how things will develop.

The popular Hindi/Bombay entertainment and romance films have 
many parallels with ‘soap operas’ in the English-speaking world or the so- 
called ‘telenovelas’ in the Spanish-speaking world in spite of the fact that



the latter seldom have ‘happy endings’. Although the tremendous success 
of romantic melodrama (books, television soap operas, and Indian films) 
has continued to puzzle and amaze, it has been dismissed as vulgar, naive 
‘trivia’. Western academics and media critics have argued that the romantic 
melodrama genre is basically escapist, void of problem issues, unstimulating 
and simply reproducing the status quo in class and gender relations. This 
also applies to the Hindi films. Even within India critique of the films is 
formulated along similar lines. This has militated against a serious aca
demic engagement with the merits of popular Hindi film. Obviously it is 
important to try to understand the films from the perspective of the view
ers. I have not been able to find many such studies, but the use and meaning 
of Hindi film are suggested in the studies of Pfleiderer (1985) of an urban 
audience in India, and in Gillespie (1989) of South Asian immigrants in 
London. In the latter, the films constitute an important ‘link’ back to their 
culture of origin. What Indian film might mean to an audience in an Afro - 
Arabic context has, to my knowledge, not yet been explored.

When I sit watching video with my friends in Lamu, it is obvious that 
the intense and stimulating engagement with the film and the romantic 
melodrama which I observe is akin to what Radway (1983,1987) observed 
when she studied middle-class women in a small town in the United States 
and their reading of romantic novels. Radway relates the women’s reading 
experiences to the context of their everyday lives. She notes, for instance, 
that although the narratives may perpetuate patriarchal attitudes and struc
tures, they need not be deterministic. The women’s reading had a progres
sive function by promoting feelings of opposition to figures in authority 
and by smoothing over tensions and problems they experienced in their 
daily lives. Through romantic stories women can fantasize about the ro
mance and excitement missing from their own everyday lives (and this 
elicits pleasure). She also argues that the ‘romances’ replenish women 
emotionally and so function to promote psychological recovery; indeed, 
that contemporary romances actually attempt to reconcile changing atti
tudes about gender behaviour with more traditional sexual arrangements. 
According to an analysis of Radway’s type, we reveal not only how women 
manage to live in oppressive situations, but also how they invest such situ
ations with some degree of dignity.

Radway’s research and many other studies of watching or ‘reading 
the romance’ which have appeared during the last decade, such as Modleski 
(1982), Hobson (1982) and Ang (1985), have inspired my own understand
ing. They have done much to counter the conventional pessimistic and



morally condemnatory view of the ‘romance genre’ held by literary schol
ars and Marxists (see Jameson, 1979). The criticism of the latter groups has 
almost exclusively focused on text, i.e. content. Their views fail to offer 
any valuable insights as they have taken little account of the everyday con
text of ‘audiences’, of the women ‘readers’, or of the women’s own theo
ries about why they read or watch.

In media research, as I pointed out earlier, audience studies have been 
criticized for regarding the mechanisms at work in the interplay between 
the medium and its audience in too simplistic a manner. However, there is 
still a lack of sophistication in the analysis of the context of viewing, and 
the nature of the ‘audience’ in the studies that have been undertaken. One 
reason for this may be the illusive character and the difficulty in ‘captur
ing’ the audience (see Ang, 1989). There is still a tendency to overempha
size the power of the text at the expense of the viewing situation. Layers of 
contexts and meaning have to be taken into consideration. A message or a 
text does not have one meaning independent of its context or of those who 
interpret it. Rather, the meaning of a text is the result of a communication 
process in which the individual, placed in a historical context and with 
specific cultural competence and experiences, interprets the message. A 
text’s ‘objective’ meaning becomes doubtful, its potency lies rather in the 
subjective interpretation made of it in the viewing context. The ‘reader’ is 
responsible for what is made of the narrative, for the meaning imputed to it 
(see reader-theorists such as Fish, 1980; Suleiman, et al., 1981). Similarly, 
we cannot grasp the manner in which the viewing experiences of various 
social groups are understood without taking the text into consideration. 
What we need to grasp is, then, the interaction of text and context.

The Context of Video Viewing

With the coming of video the sociable afternoon visit has been filled 
with a new content for many women in Lamu. The video is changing the 
use of time, space and ways of being together. It transforms and restruc
tures leisure time, with the screen as a new focus and locus of interaction.

Video consumption requires leisure time, but also money to rent cas
settes, so the owners belong to the upper middle class. Their not so well-to- 
do neighbours and clients frequently benefit freely and walk in and out as 
they want. An afternoon or evening video show often gathers whole neigh
bourhoods of women and children, across boundaries of class and ethnic-
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ity. From six to thirty women (and men) can be present.
In many houses there are shows in the afternoons and evenings and 

since each Hindi film is about three hours long, considerable time is spent 
watching. However, it is the weekends that are the film times, when friends 
go and spend the day at the home of relatives and friends. Rukia, for in
stance, had come to spend the whole Saturday with her friend Zeinabu, 
bringing her children. They had cooked together and awaited the afternoon 
video with great anticipation. That the women engage in parallel activities, 
viewing, grooming, sewing, is typical of such all-female gatherings. Video 
viewing is a social event, not just enjoying a film.

We have already noted that video viewing at Zeinabu’s house was 
characterized by community and collective indulgence. Anyone was free 
to comment and interpret. The female viewers do not primarily respond to 
the spoken text in the Hindi films, as most of them do not understand the 
Hindi language. Rather, they react to the action, the symbolically loaded 
visual imagery and the musical scenes with love songs and dances. The 
story line is often largely carried by the visual symbolism for them. The 
episodic structure of the films, moving the viewer through modes of spec
tacle and action, song and dance, provides natural breaks for comments 
and reflection.

The composition of the women’s viewing group has an influence on 
the patterns of interpretation of the story line. In a larger audience, women 
will often cluster in small groups to exchange comments and speculate about 
the meaning of motives or intrigues. Often there is a noticeable hierarchy 
in the video audience. A woman like Zeinabu who has easy access to a 
video and/or is a regular cinema-goer, who has more experience of watch
ing and interpreting films, becomes an interpreter or mediator. She exer
cises a certain control over the viewing situation, setting the tone and pace 
for interpretative comments, but she also helps to involve everyone in the 
film drama. Not only do such women have an impressive familiarity with 
the film genre; some have even acquired a passive knowledge of Hindi 
simply by watching. They say they can understand just about everything 
that is said but cannot speak the language. They help the audience decode 
the symbolism of the film and sort out who is related to whom, who is 
plotting against whom, why, when and how. It bestows status on the indi
vidual to know a lot about films. Competence in ‘reading’ or interpreting 
the texts is uneven in the audience, but definitely increases with regular 
watching, as I experienced myself.

As the film is about three hours long, engagement is naturally most



vigorous at the beginning of a show. After some time the comments and 
excitement lessen as the women become exhausted. Older women often 
tire and turn away, unable to sustain an interest in the show.

Although the audience will not always catch the meaning of the dia
logue or plot, the emotional climax of the stories, whether tragedy or love, 
will not evade them and hardly ever fails to move the women intensely. 
Viewing fdms is to a great extent an emotional act for women, and their 
reactions and comments underline this. Women can be observed staring at 
the screen captivated by the scenes of lovers dressed in beautiful costumes, 
dancing together or embracing tenderly after declarations of love. Also stimu
lating are scenes of the hero in a night-club where lightly clad dancers 
tempt him by rhythmically moving their hips and shaking their bosoms. At 
one video session I attended a woman got up and imitated the provocative 
dance shown in the film; everyone howled with laughter. The dance move
ment was similar to that of the Swahili chakacha in which women like to 
excel, especially at weddings. Such reactions are quite common in the all
female audience. At the cinema, on the other hand, I have observed how 
women get very uncomfortable during such night-club scenes, when they 
are seated with men. On such occasions they may cover their faces totally 
with their bui-bui veils in embarrassment. They say they feel ashamed at 
watching such direct insinuations of sexuality in front of men. Most women 
seem to enjoy the scenes of fighting between the hero and his enemies, 
cheering him on and crying out for him to take care, telling him they are on 
his side. Strong empathy would also be expressed at the scene of a dying 
mother, heads would drop with comments like pole, pole (sorry, how sad).

Men, too, sometimes arrange segregated viewing sessions to watch 
films of their own choice, even if their leisure time is mostly spent outside 
the home in the street. Their sessions tend to be late-night viewings with 
miraa chewing, keeping them up till well past midnight. They watch In
dian and American films or pornography.

In Lamu as elsewhere video and TV belong mainly to the young peo
ple, as they are quick to learn how to operate them, while the older genera
tion tend to be reserved about the new technology. As a result, traditional 
patterns of authority in the home are tested by the presence of video. While 
the VCRs have reduced the occasions for cinema going, the latter still rep
resents an attraction. The cinema is very much a place for matchmaking, 
the darkness of the hall offering the anonymity needed to socialize secretly 
with a sweetheart.

There are, of course, different viewing ‘styles’, and people watch



with varying degrees of attention. Some watch everything and become ‘ad
dicts’. Zeinabu sees everything she can get hold of. ‘I can only tell you this, 
there is one thing I don’t like to miss, that is new films on the video.’ Oth
ers are more sporadic watchers and have no routines, do other things at the 
same time, and so on.

In the absence of any specific children’s programme, children watch 
most things. Their attention shifts and they will sometimes be so noisy 
running in and out of the room that they have to be scolded. At Binti’s 
house they try to reduce the children’s viewing during weekdays, so that 
the children do their homework. Permission to watch is even used as a 
sanction and reward. If the homework is done, the children are allowed to 
watch. In other homes the parents find it unnecessary to regulate the view
ing, believing that the children will benefit and leam all sort of good things 
from the screen, things which are needed for their future.

Viewing in Lamu during the 1980s can be described as a social activ
ity rather than a private, isolated act. Lack of access compels people to 
watch together; it is an experience to be shared. However, as more sets 
become available this may change. The introduction of video viewing has 
entailed men and women, young and old, spending much more time to
gether than ever before. It thus allows for considerable personal communi
cation across sex and age barriers. Watching video has made it legitimate 
for men to stay at home. Family viewing is a time when women and men 
can sit down together in a relaxed manner. In front of the set the audience 
mingle, discuss and comment upon the programmes. Seating arrangements 
reflect norms related to authority and sex. Men and women tend to sit apart, 
while children squat on the floor. The older generation are given proper 
chairs. Domestic servants are allowed to join in and watch along with the 
family and their guests, but they are expected to sit on the floor or stand in 
the doorway. Viewing is just about the only time an extended family group 
sit down to small talk and share something together in this relaxed way.

The atmosphere during family watching is different from that of the 
all-female viewing. The women do not usually engage in parallel activities, 
but concentrate on the film and chat with the men about what is going on. 
The men tease the women, saying that they are like the filmstars and vice 
versa. Yasmin, who also had a video at her house, told me that she really 
appreciated it when her husband stayed at home to watch video. The chil
dren love it and her toddler would creep into his lap and go to sleep there, 
something the other children never had an opportunity to do. Viewing in
fluences not only the use of space and ways of being together but also the



family organization of time. Family members, for instance, increasingly 
plan their day according to what films are available and will be shown at 
various houses in the neighbourhood to which they have access. Thus we 
see a certain reprioritizing of daily routines. Women who are at home hurry 
to finish the household chores so as to be able to watch the day’s video. 
Many avoid doing any cooking at night; the evening meal consists mostly 
of leftovers and things prepared earlier or snacks bought from women in 
other private houses. The obligatory hot tea is now often stored in thermos 
flasks.

In other words, people have become more integrated in terms of shared 
media experiences. Those who watch films develop a shared understand
ing and knowledge of ‘the world’, a shared frame of reference, frequently 
evoked in everyday communication. References to filmstars, songs and films 
exclude those who are not regular spectators. To ‘be modem’ and ‘devel
oped’ entails taking part in this media world. Viewing is regarded as a pres
tige activity. Films are important for entertainment and relaxation, but they 
are also educative. New films that are seen locally at the cinema or on 
video have become ‘current events’ which are talked about and constitute 
part of the local cultural repertoire. Video has much more of cultural im
portance than simply as a provider of entertainment. A kind of democrati
zation of the household appears to be in progress. People of different social 
standing, domestic servants and patrons, all watch together; they share the 
show and participate in the emotional reactions and interpretations.

Reception and Making Sense

It is important to bear in mind that people watch films for different 
reasons. They contribute to their own understanding of the contents by 
making different ‘readings’ of them. For instance, much of what the women 
say about the films is determined by previous experience, attitudes, ideas 
and opinions. Young men and women view film differently. The girls 
strongly emphasize the personalities and relations between the stars. Young 
men tend to disregard this and focus more on the action. Indeed, men often 
make fun of the women’s preoccupation and tease them. Men and women 
also have different attitudes towards sexuality and romance. This obviously 
affects their viewing of films.

My understanding of women’s interpretations of film was gathered 
over a long-drawn-out period of time. The approach I applied was to par-
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ticipate in the emotional act of watching film in order to experience my 
informants’ reactions. During my time in the field I saw one or two films a 
week, a figure reflecting the average of most young women. I have there
fore chosen to give an analytical account of the ‘social’ type of romance 
film in general, and to reflect upon comments and reflections that were 
communicated to me throughout my stay in Lamu (see informant chart to 
identify the commentators).

The girls motivate their film interest and consumption in the follow
ing way. Saada: ‘You see going to weddings and “flicks” or videos is what 
Lamu women do for fun in this town, we don’t go to discos here, and you 
have to kill the time...’ Farida: ‘Well, films are fun. Boy meets girl, well 
you know... the tears and all that before the end, it’s good, they go off here 
and there and see places... always it is that way, like Pili. You heard she 
went off to Amboseli’ (Pili is the friend who married an Englishman; on 
one occasion her husband took her to stay at a lodge in the Amboseli game 
park up-country.)

Warda who always remembers bits of dialogue from the heroes com
mented: ‘I just want to see my favourite mpenzi Amitab, I ’ve been a “fan” 
of his for a long time, he is good-looking, just like I want “mine” (to be).’ 
The actor Amitab Bachchan was immensely popular with the audience of 
Indian film in Lamu as elsewhere during this time. He became the epitome 
of a good hero, and was cast in this role again and again.

Rahima exclaimed: ‘For me the music parts of the films with the 
songs is why I like it so much... you know that song of Bhalo’s that we play, 
well it is the same in the film Discodancer and I have seen it many times, it 
bites.’Indeed, the song from Discodancer was on everybody’s lips, whether 
in its Hindi film version or the local one made by Bhalo, the Mombasa 
taraba singer. Rahima played it constantly on her cassette player.

It is obvious that the women watch the romance films because they 
are fun, good entertainment and relaxation. Young women who often com
plain of being bored and restless, clearly experience the films as eliciting 
strong ‘pleasures’. Saada: ‘When you get a chance to get down on the mat 
and there is a video film with a good hadith (story) you just feel starehe.' 
This latter term is used widely to denote being at rest, at peace, feeling 
relaxed, comfortable, undisturbed and in control.

Many friends would recount sequences and incidents of the films in 
great detail, with enthusiasm, emotion and theatrical talent. The imitation 
of gestures would be followed by jokes and laughter. Systematic descrip
tions or interpretations of the heroine’s problems or the reason for a fight



involving the hero would be given. Their way of relating and consuming 
films was strongly intuitive. Young women live in and with the text, as 
when Lutfia entered into a dialogue with the actor in the film during the 
video session. When I first started asking the girls about what they thought 
they had learnt from the films so that I could delineate what needs they 
satisfied, they did not always find it easy to put their thoughts into words.

Warda: ‘You learn to “kukaa na mume", how to live with a husband.’ 
This type of statement is reflected in a lot of what the young women say. 
Whereas in the past they had the somo as a source of information, other 
paths are sought today about how to approach and court, and above all 
about the necessity to do this if you are of marriageable age and looking for 
a partner. Khadija says: ‘Let me tell you this, they show the girl going to 
meet the boy while they are going out, it happens everywhere but not openly.’ 

Even the question of equality and power balance provides food for 
thought. Bind reflected: ‘Well, when you look at the film and you see how 
they are with each other, at times so good, so thoughtful. The girl does 
things ... at the same time cares for him, like us they think the woman 
should be just a bit “under” the man... to work it has to be like that.’

Others are concerned about how to behave in other relationships, for 
instance with parents. In a film a boy was disrespectful to his parents and 
left home. Aisha commented: ‘It could happen here, you know, and all the 
same like there (in India) it would not be right. He would be punished or 
incur their anger. There has to be respect for the elders.’

Mwana once confessed to me that her own case was similar to the 
situation of a movie story she had seen. She too had been in love with a 
boy. Although he was kind and virtuous, he was poor, and her parents, 
would not allow her to marry him. However, in the film story the couple 
had finally been given permission to marry and the parents blessing. Mwana 
said she felt good seeing the film, but also sad because it was in a way her 
story and she was thinking all the time about what her life would have been 
like if she had married that boy. She loved the ending but acknowledged 
that in real life love stories do not always turn out so well. She now had no 
contact with the boy as he had moved to another town but she said he was 
in her mind all the time. Obviously the film story helped her to reflect upon 
her own situation and allowed her to fantasize about her boyfriend, ena
bling her to endure the dreariness and pain of what had happened in reality.

Even though women are aware that the characters in the films live 
under quite different cultural and economic conditions from their own, they 
say that there are many similarities as well. They argue that things that



happen in the stories can happen in real life and have happened, if not to 
themselves, then to people they know. The criterion of a good or bad film is 
often whether it mirrors reality. According to Ang (1985), empirical real
ism is an important criterion for the positive experience of a film. Its ‘real
ity’ is compared with the empirical reality, eliciting a feeling of participa
tion and an illusion of reality.

Constant reference to events in films and speculation about what would 
have happened in Lamu in a similar situation is a common way for viewers 
to interact with the stories, making them feel real and relevant. Some situ
ations make the viewers empathize with new people and situations. That 
the films are directly educational is an aspect brought out even more clearly 
when the women would talk about geographical details, e.g. the Himalayan 
mountains or the green countryside in England, the Eiffel tower in Paris, 
the British colonial regiments and the vast desert in Saudi Arabia which 
they have seen in the films. Although this may be a form of justification for 
watching, they certainly learn and remember ‘facts’ about geography, his
tory, customs and dress from the films, in addition to a whole repertoire of 
new ‘roles’ and values.

For young women who have little experience of places outside Lamu, 
the perception of the world ‘out there’ and the ‘modem life’ is strongly 
influenced by Indian films, which provide a counterpoint to their own ex
perience. They bring the exciting world beyond Lamu into their homes. 
The older generation agree that there is knowledge to be gained although 
they are sceptical about all the ‘romancing’ and exposition of the body. 
Basically they think it good that young women stay at home to watch films 
and do not roam around getting into mischief.

The filmstars play an important role in the experience of film in Lamu. 
Jaha is constantly looking for photographs of Amitab and Mithun, the ac
tors she admires, in different film magazines. She follows the stories of the 
Hindi filmstars in detail, knows their personality traits and the stories of 
their private lives as recounted in magazines. It has become a sort of hobby 
for many young women, they squabble about who they think is the better 
looking and who ‘acts’ best, and tease each other about their crushes. They 
cut out pictures of the stars and paste them on their walls, much as Western 
teenage girls have done for decades (see Chapter 7). The consumption of 
film and popular music, in Lamu as elsewhere, is backed up by the popular 
press. Film magazines with titles like Stardust, Movie and Filmfare bought 
in Mombasa or second hand in one of the local shops in Lamu, enhance the 
enormous popularity of the films even further. Such cross-referential me-



dia offer meeting points between the text and the audience, stimulating 
absorption, imagination and amusement.

In other words, the idols are important carriers of meaning for the 
girls - points of orientation. Ganetz (1991) argues that the idol is put to 
personal use, there is something in her/his action which responds to the 
individual need, assisting the young woman in her work on identity. The 
women project themselves into the roles of heroes and heroines and learn 
to perceive or experience the kinds of emotions described in the films. They 
share their problems and may day-dream about solving their own similar 
problems with reference to standards set in the films. Awareness is created 
that each woman’s problems are not unique, but may be common to other 
unknown women: that individual problems are also interesting outside the 
close kindred network. Female idols are identification objects, which help 
the girls give expression to their own femininity and get ideas on how to 
balance love and autonomy, sexuality and career. Young women love to 
mimic the carefree coquetry of Rekha, Poonam, Mumtaz, Rati and other 
female stars who they see courting and romancing with a partner in the 
films.

Male idols are used to project sensual and sexual feelings, particu
larly for the younger girls who do not yet have a sweetheart. Such fictitious 
social relations represent a way of discovering what ‘love’ and intimate 
relations may be about. They can be interpreted as a preparation for what is 
coming and as a substitute for real encounters with young men. Several of 
the boys who were popular among the girls were said to look like favourite 
male filmstars.

Fantasy is central to the understanding of women’s consumption of 
romantic melodrama. It is experienced as a chief source of the pleasure 
gained in watching films. Fantasy can be an escape into a dream world or it 
may be a way to forget pains and sorrows, but it may also be resistance a 
way of creating ‘a space for oneself’. I tend to agree with McRobbie (1984), 
Kaplan (1986), Fiske (1989) and Appadurai (1991) who argue that fantasy 
is not so very different from reality. We live with our fantasies and they are 
experiences which affect our real-world relations, in fact we contextualize 
social relations in fantasy. Radway (1983:60) argues that fantasies in this 
context can be analysed as making the women feel refreshed and emotion
ally replenished, and strengthening their sense of ‘self’. Fantasy can even 
be analysed as having an empowering effect. Women identify with the hero
ines who in the film fantasy are treated as the women themselves would 
like to be treated. They enjoy the idea that women can find men who love



them as they wish to be loved (ibid.). This reassures the woman of her 
special status and unique identity.

This perspective resonates well with the observations of film recep
tion in Lamu, and to my mind gives us a better understanding of what women 
want but fail to get from their own gender relations. The mistrust and lack 
of tenderness and companionship which characterize gender relations in 
Lamu leave much to be desired. Radway (ibid.) comments that watching 
films ‘is a flight from some situation in the real world which is either sti
fling or overwhelming, as well as a metaphoric transfer to another, more 
desirable universe where events are happily resolved’. The following com
ments reflect this. Saada: ‘When I see a film I get away from all the tension 
and evil gossip (manenos) in Lamu and hope that those things (love) will 
happen to me.’ Barka: ‘I get out of the house of my mother-in-law, don’t 
worry about so much then, its just me and the story of the film.’

The notion of escapism, as seeking diversion and running away from 
problems by inhabiting a fantasy world, which dominated the debate about 
romantic melodrama for decades, deserves some comment. I would not 
deny that such an element exists in the viewing situation of Lamu women. 
To my mind, however, they are rather seeking to replenish themselves by 
creating a space where their deeply felt emotional needs and longings can 
be satisfied. As the women are all the time actively relating film events to 
their own lives, the films represent a tool for working and reshaping reality 
rather than a downright escape. They are a way of understanding and cop
ing with problems which are recognized as ‘shared’ by other women, in the 
film and in ‘real life’.

Basically, Hindi films put forward ideological propositions that le
gitimate patriarchal institutions and are in essence supportive of the status 
quo, male dominance and female obedience. Indeed, the basic message to a 
woman is that a man is her major source of pleasure, fulfilment, protection 
and happiness. However, much of the dramatic tension in the romance films 
is achieved through the dynamics of the changing gender roles and rela
tions and the situations in which the characters interact. This encourages 
the women, I would argue, to raise problem issues and stimulates them to 
think seriously about their own situation, their relations with parents and 
men, their role in society and the problems of romance, courtship and mar
riage. Films contribute to making the traditional universe a reality which is 
neither inevitable nor necessary. They conjure up visions of alternatives to 
‘traditional’ ways of doing things.

As I posited earlier in this chapter, the films and love songs function



as a language which the women are able to use in order to make sense of 
their emotions and relationships. Romantic melodrama in films or books is 
fuelled by dissatisfaction. Women are not content with women’s lot, as the 
patriarchal system does not address their needs. From the films they learn 
to challenge the status quo by ‘acts of resistance’.

In small subtle ways the women stand up for their interests and gain 
space for themselves. Resolutions to problems may not easily be achieved. 
Women do not always manage to change vague longings into a focused 
desire for specific change. Most women will indeed continue to accept some 
elements of authoritarian relations with elders and husbands. But even small 
changes are triumphs and strengthen their integrity.

From the Western perspective, in a comparison of contemporary 
Western romantic melodrama (film and literature) with that of the Hindi 
genre, the latter may appear traditional and conservative in its representa
tion of women and the family. However, for Lamu women the very same 
content is seen as progressive. The women select, reject and transform the 
text to suit their needs, their cultural background and experience. Radway 
(1987) argues that ‘romantic melodrama’ resonates with the general con
cerns of society. A historical perspective on the development of the West
ern genres demonstrates that they also change with time, to reflect the prob
lem issues and gender relations of today. We should bear in mind. Hindi 
film reflects a social formation which is very different from that of the 
modem West.

This attempt to understand the why and how of film reception can 
only offer hints. That the identity work of women to a large degree revolves 
around the film and music world should be evident. However, the negotia
tions of cultural and gender identity embrace a much wider context or set 
of contexts than the one we have been preoccupied with here.

In the following chapter we shall look more closely at the experi
ences of young women as they walk through open doors onto the public 
arenas which have largely been off-limits to women in the past. How their 
ideas about love, courtship, and independence are expressed as well as re
ceived there will now be explored in more detail.





6. Eyes Outside

Students in different school uniforms hurry along the streets 
during the morning hours carrying their school books. They have a 
long way to walk, as the town’s primary and secondary schools are 
located on the outskirts of town. Small boys clad in kofia and girls 
in pink dresses and headscarves are being escorted to a new Koran 
nursery. This morning I accompany Warda, Rahima and Jaha to the 
Lamu Girls’ Secondary School. They wear either a bui-bui or a 
hijab veil over their white and blue school uniform. We make our 
way to the edge of the stone town, to the area where the palm trees, 
green scrub and dairy cows of the mashamba farms take over. From 
here on we walk in deep sand. This morning the girls are worrying 
about whether they will get their secondary school certificates. The 
final examinations are this term, but they have not had proper 
lessons in chemistry for the past month as the teacher has been in 
hospital. Rumour at the school has it that a Japanese volunteer 
teacher will be arriving, but no one knows when and the girls 
wonder how this will work out. They giggle and say they find it 
difficult to understand the English of the Japanese. Soon we see the 
modest school building, where the compound is already buzzing 
with life. The girls join their friends, while I make my way to the 
staffroom for a chat with the teachers whom I know quite well. I 
am welcomed in and offered a cup of tea by Maimuna, one of the 
female teachers.

This morning the teachers are talking eagerly about the sports 
event the following week. A school team from further south is 
coming for a netball match. However, the parents of Mwana, one of 
the school’s best players, have sent a message refusing her permis
sion to participate. Their argument is that during such events young 
men show up as spectators in the sports grounds to look at the girls 
jumping around in their RE. (physical education) uniforms expos
ing their legs and thighs. Reformist leaders have recently addressed 
the matters of the young women’s lack of proper dress while play
ing games or swimming at the beach. They have suggested that on 
such occasions the girls could wear an Indian kurta, a loose knee- 
length tunic top, worn over trousers. Maimuna is sceptical about 
this and comments that this costume would be unbearably hot.
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Furthermore, a change in school uniform has to be discussed and 
approved by the school board and this could take weeks. The 
teachers hope that other parents will not join in the protest because 
if they do the sports tournament might have to be cancelled alto
gether.

Lessons are soon to begin. The teachers start dispersing to the 
classrooms. The girls, who share desks ranged in rows facing the 
teacher, are finding their places. I linger around the staffroom to 
have a look at some school books.

Time for School and Work

Today, schooling has become the most prestigious activity in prepa
ration for adulthood. In addition to the mass media, education has become 
a potent conveyer of images and ideas that to a large degree turn old atti
tudes on their heads and set up new criteria for what is worth striving for. 
Before, women tried to be wives and mothers; today many of them have 
ambitions in the labour market and put off marriage and childbearing in 
order to ‘get ahead’. Contemporary social change has brought in its train a 
public sector of schools, hospitals, administration and other ‘modern facili
ties’, such as banks, hotels, libraries. As in the West this sector is also re
cruiting female employees.

For the old, sometimes impoverished Waamu families who have been 
struggling to maintain their position as the elite of Lamu society, educa
tion, including female education, has brought occupational choices and new 
opportunities, e.g. positions in the public sector and disposable incomes 
with which to enhance their prestige. The economic contribution of as many 
family members as possible enables them to stage splendid rituals, to exer
cise generosity and to see to it that their children marry in a respectable 
manner. Education has become the new tool of ‘social mobility’ for other 
groups as well and the way to ‘bypass’ the criteria of the class system. To 
be educated, particularly beyond secondary school, so that one speaks Eng
lish and has a modem profession, is now the symbol of being ‘modern’ and 
familiar with the economic and political development of the country and 
the world beyond Lamu. It is a sign of distinction, part of the new lifestyle 
which the young strive to achieve. Young women, like their heroines in the 
Indian films, struggle to be ‘modem’, educated as well as virtuous, to a 
point. A woman who has had both religious and secular education - a good



moral foundation coupled with practical and theoretical skills - is now said 
to have adabu, cultivated manners and a ‘good character’.

The issue of female education has been a sensitive one in Lamu for a 
long time. Yet now that young women have graduated, managing to bal
ance participation in the modem world and freedom of movement without 
compromising their religious dignity and respectability (heshima ), more 
people are daring to keep their daughters in school after puberty. Today’s 
religious leaders argue increasingly that elimu, knowledge in its broadest 
sense, is a major path to Islamic development. Education for women can be 
justified in terms of Islamic values, since the Prophet states in the Hadith 
that it is the duty of all Muslims, women as well as men, to seek knowl
edge. In Swahili the saying goes ‘Ilmu tafute China kama ikulazimu', Seek 
knowledge even if you have to go to China.’

Indeed, secular schooling, once seen as the instrument of moral cor
ruption, disobedience, and disrespect, is now viewed as what is lacking. 
Binti explained the attitude in her family to women’s education and em
ployment: ‘Well, look at me ! I’ve got a job and I speak English and can be 
the hostess for visitors, and I am no less respectable than those girls who 
stay at home. They are the ones who go astray and get themselves into 
mischief all the time. We working girls have too much to do to think about 
fooling around. It’s all a question of adabu, of how you keep yourself. 
Even though my mother never went to school she knows this, and she has 
seen it a long time ago. She wants us to have jobs, she does not want us to 
“lag behind”.’

The aspiration in the upper and middle-class families I had contact 
with to educate young women like Binti, Mariam, Aisha, Fumo and their 
sisters (see informant chart) is also promoted by the fact that education 
raises a young woman’s prospects of making a good match in marriage. 
Many educated young men like Ahmed, who married Farida, want edu
cated wives who are familiar with ‘modem ways’ which enable them to 
‘strengthen the home’ by bringing up the children according to appropriate 
ideas of nurture, nutrition and educational stimuli. Of course, some men 
are sceptical about too much female education, because they do not want 
their own authority challenged. ‘A woman should not be better educated 
than her husband’, is a statement often heard. Their resistance is usually 
formulated in terms of the need for wifely obedience and respect for the 
husband. At issue here are power, authority, independence and ultimately 
control of female sexuality. Indeed, too much education can lead to diffi
culties in finding an appropriate match, a fact we shall discuss in Chapter 8.



Much has happened in the field of educational development since the 
early 1950s when the first female students, now in their forties, can recall 
people calling them ‘infidels’ and pelting them with stones as they were 
escorted to school.1 Indeed, there has been a dramatic rise in school attend
ance during the past few decades.2 I was told by a district education officer 
that it was estimated that 40 % of the town’s children were in primary 
school by the late 1980s. Education is not compulsory in Kenya and there 
are families, particularly in the lower strata, who refrain from sending their 
children to school as they do not see how they could benefit from it. The 
residues of a conservative attitude can still be found among the upper strata 
as well. Many parents consider that attaining basic numeracy and literacy 
skills is sufficient for girls, since their daughters’ future will be essentially 
‘home-based’. Even if they are admitted to school they do not always com
plete the course. There is a noticeable drop-out rate of girls at puberty. 
However, according to the headmistress at the local girls school, this is not 
always due to the fact that parents refuse to allow their daughters to stay in 
school, but rather that girls who have started at the age of eight or nine and 
have failed and had to repeat some classes, feel they are getting too ‘big’ 
for school.

In the mid 1980s local reformists in Lamu applauded the ‘844’ school 
reform initiative and the new Islamic Religious Education curriculum, and 
put their knowledge at the disposal of the state schools by volunteering to 
give ‘guest’ lectures (see Chapter 2). This has encouraged attendance at the 
state schools and improved their reputation. Today, therefore, the issue that 
generates ambivalence is not so much female education in itself, but rather 
the continuation of education at the secondary level which aims at provid
ing women with professional training and employment outside the home, 
as we shall see later on.

For those girls who do not complete primary school or continue to 
secondary, whether for reasons of lack of opportunity or low educational 
aspiration, marriage is still the important ‘career choice’. A few, however, 
may enrol at the Lamu Polytechnic, where two-year courses in ‘self-im
provement’, e.g. home economics and dressmaking, are offered. The latter 
course is popular as the profession of seamstress is a prestigious one in 
Lamu. When I visited the school 44 students between the ages of 13 and 30 
were enrolled.

Zakia (see informant chart) lacked the patience and motivation to be 
serious about school work and failed to attain her primary school certifi
cate. She gave her home situation as a major cause: ‘It was hard to study at



home, I always had to cook, clean and look after the children (watoto).’ 
Zakia also complained that, in spite of the fact that her mother, Abla, had 
wanted her to continue so that she could ‘work in an office’, she did not get 
the support she needed. Many wanawali are aware of the fact that they will 
find themselves making a home and raising children sooner or later, so they 
might as well get married once they find a match. This was also the case 
with Zakia. While still in school, she had met Mohammed who lived in the 
neighbourhood and worked as a bus driver. He said he wanted to marry her, 
that he was not happy with his wife. Zakia told him that she did not want to 
be a second wife and that if he wanted to marry her he would have to di
vorce his first wife. He finally did so and the couple got married when 
Zakia was eighteen.

For the young women who continue to secondary school, motivation 
as well as economic and personal investment in studies is a major reason 
for postponing marriage. Many of these girls are relatively successful and 
set high educational goals for themselves. Rahima, Warda, Jaha as well as 
Imani (see informant chart), show educational aptitude and study hard. They 
appreciate the rewards for their efforts and the self-gratification. Rahima 
does well in maths and wants to go on to do accounting. Warda prefers 
Swahili and English, she likes to read and write and she plans to take a 
secretarial course. Imani has set higher ambitions for herself; she wants to 
go on to become a medical officer. Jaha, who has a slight hearing problem, 
takes private ‘extra’ lessons in English from Elisabeth to improve her per
formance, but she is undecided about a future career. The girls have good 
support from their respective families, who emphasize the importance of 
education and getting a profession. The young women talk about the long
term aims of school, of having a job and an income, of ‘taking the opportu
nity to make something better of oneself’. They want to work for a few 
years before they marry in order to save money for their own wedding. 
They want to make more independent choices about their future.

In the meantime, the girls struggle on with their school work. After 
the primary level, where Swahili is the main language of instruction, Eng
lish, the official language of Kenya, takes over. Students at the secondary 
level study literature and read novels to increase their ‘word power’, but 
also expand their knowledge in history, geography, maths and the natural 
sciences. Tutoring is based on conventional methods. The teachers give 
lectures and use the blackboards extensively, as there are seldom enough 
books to go round. The pupils copy the texts into their notebooks and memo
rize them all. This system of instruction is widespread and is expected by



the students, since it is also characteristic of the Islamic education system.
Drama and other clubs and sports activities provide the student with 

a variety of experiences. The young women learn how to voice opinions, 
organize activities and meetings, and elect their own leaders and repre
sentatives. Excursions and day trips to the neighbouring islands or villages 
to study historic monuments or local flora and fauna are also popular. Rahima 
explained to me that she and her school friends liked to go off on such trips, 
since they were taken to places in the archipelago which they would never 
have had a chance to visit otherwise. Anecdotes from previous trips were 
frequently ’part of the girls’ conversation and were full of funny, embar
rassing or exciting incidents. The girls were often involved in the planning 
of the trips, helping to prepare food and other things to be taken with them. 
For weeks they would look forward to such outings. Not all the girls were 
allowed to go, as some parents were afraid of misbehaviour and trouble 
despite reassurances that the girls would be under the supervision of teach
ers. Such extracurricular activities are appreciated and make school work 
more attractive. They help to encourage a positive, committed spirit.

Warda admitted that she liked school not just for the ‘learning’ but 
because it got her out of the house. Like other young women, she is inter
ested in meeting different people and getting to know different places. At 
school they have friends from all over town and from different ethnic and 
religious groups, including girls from ‘up-country’ as we shall see in the 
following chapter.

Compared with the rest of the country, Lamu is still educationally 
backward and is considered an educational outpost by many. Facilities and 
results are mediocre. The consequence is that those parents with high am
bitions for the education of their sons and daughters often prefer schools in 
Mombasa with an academic reputation. However, few entrust the young 
women to boarding facilities at such schools. Zeinabu’s sister Zubeida 
showed great talent and motivation for school already in the primary grades. 
For secondary school it was decided that she would go to Mombasa. How
ever, her parents did not even consider that she should become a boarder at 
the school. The precondition for her going was that she could be taken in by 
relatives. Many girls welcome such an opportunity to leave home and Lamu; 
Mombasa is regarded as an attractive metropolis.

At the Lamu Secondary Girls’ School, which started out as a com
munity self-help school, resources have been lacking and the recruitment 
of qualified teachers has always been a problem.3 There are still very few 
trained teachers locally and many of those who come from other regions in



Kenya are not very interested in staying on and constantly apply for ‘trans
fers’. The turnover of the teaching staff has been quite high. Throughout 
the 1980s volunteers from Scandinavia, the USA and Japan have set their 
mark on the school as teaching staff. This rather unsettled staff situation 
has not been conducive to the continuity of school work and has affected 
performance. Although the drop-out rate is less than in primary school, 
many fail to pass the final examinations.

Yet the teachers play an influential role in the lives of the students. 
Like the filmstars we discussed in the previous chapter, they function as 
idols, models and points of orientation for the young women. Some, being 
only a few years older than the girls, are admired for their knowledge, val
ues and lifestyles. Those who make the lessons interesting and relevant, 
and are sensitive to the interests of the girls, are very popular. Maimuna, a 
Waamu, is a trained teacher (see informant chart). A divorcee at 25, she 
was mature and experienced, having lived in Mombasa for many years. 
Her ability to support the girls and understand their problems at home and 
in society was much appreciated. To a certain extent their predicaments 
were hers too. She could joke with the girls and empathized with them. 
They would even look her up at her home for advice and guidance. An 
American volunteer was also very popular, she initiated many ‘excursions’ 
and invited the girls to her home for extra tutoring and discussions.

Some of the male teachers gave them an opportunity to project their 
newly awakened concern with romance and sexual relations, but also with 
comradeship. The tone was often that between friends, sharing problems 
but also joking, and flirting. Unfortunately it became known that one of the 
teachers had been exposing the girls to sexual harassment at school. That 
male teachers take advantage of female students creates uproar and moral 
indignation in the community, but the consequences of such acts seem de
pendent on the offender’s family background and ‘influence’. The most 
common outcome of the incidents I heard about in Lamu, was the issuing 
of a warning or the transfer of the teacher to another school.4

Nuru, who teaches at the primary school, was always upset when she 
heard about cases of sexual harassment at school. In her view mixed educa
tional settings expose women to such abuse and encourage illicit affairs. 
She argued that men should control themselves and take responsibility for 
their actions, but stressed that such incidents can best be avoided if the 
teachers in girls’ schools are female. In her opinion this is worth striving 
for in Lamu, as it would certainly encourage more parents to send their 
daughters to school.



Although Nuru is in favour of segregation of men and women to a 
certain extent, she argues that this does not deny that women have impor
tant ‘public’ roles to play and should be encouraged to take up professional 
careers. She realizes that in today’s society it is unrealistic to deny men and 
women mutual interaction. ‘If you try to confine girls too much these days, 
they will want to satisfy their curiosity all the more by going out’, she 
comments. Her point is that gender interaction should be regulated; women 
can retain modesty (haya) in their demeanour by wearing the hijab and by 
behaving themselves in a ‘good way’. She rejects the idea that women’s 
‘public’ roles are not compatible with their ‘first duty’, as wives and moth
ers. As women are the first teachers of children, it is important that they 
should be educated and know what is going on in the world. The low achieve
ment of Muslim schoolchildren is in her view related to the lack of female 
education and understanding of how society works. As schooling is a first- 
generation experience for many, uneducated mothers are not aware of the 
need to limit their children’s leisure distractions, e.g. video, cinema. Nor 
are they in a position to supervise their children’s school work and motivate 
them to work hard.

Nuru argued with the other reformers that it is important to balance 
the primary school system with that of the traditional Koran school (chuo). 
If the latter is to continue and ensure that youngsters do not ‘lose their 
religion’, it must be made into a viable complement to the ‘modem’ school. 
She appreciated the introduction of Islamic teaching in secular school but 
she argues that all youngsters should systematically read the chuo, mean
ing ‘book’ or religious scriptures at the Koran schools as well. However, as 
a teacher she is critical to ineffective and outmoded teaching techniques of 
the Koran schools, e.g. the practice of learning by rote memorization or 
‘parroting’. Many like her argue that the Koran schools can improve by 
accentuating Arabic language studies, so as to enable students better to 
understand the meaning of the texts they read. Moreover, Nuru is against 
the harsh discipline prevalent in some Koran schools, and feels that the use 
of corporal punishment is exaggerated. The chuo teacher often uses the 
whip (kikoto) to instil the desired behaviour. Given authority by the par
ents, the custom has been for the teacher to implant orderliness, respect and 
discipline in the body of the child. The saying in Lamu goes ‘don’t break 
the bones, but the flesh’. In the past the teacher was a volunteer, often a 
person of piety and learning who was paid a small fee by the children’s 
parents for the tuition. Compensation was also obtained through the practi
cal chores that the children would perform for the teacher. This latter aspect



has disappeared more and more since the 1970s, with the increasing amount 
of time spent on modem schooling. Today the chuo is attended in the early 
morning and at weekends. To complete the reading of the ‘book’ has be
come a burdensome task which takes several years. Some never manage to 
complete their reading and stop going to the chuo altogether as spare time 
is needed for homework connected with the primary school and for domes
tic duties at home. Obviously, parents make different demands even within 
families.

Hussna, a Bajun and secondary school student, told me that she had 
had to beg her father for permission to go to primary school, in spite of the 
fact that her brothers were going. Finally the father had agreed on one con
dition, that she complete her Koran reading first, a demand which he had 
not enforced vis-à-vis her brothers. She studied hard and finished, but she 
was nine years old when she started primary school.

For those children who finish the Koran, a so-called hitima (gradua
tion) celebration is held in their honour at the chuo. The child is given new 
clothes to wear and reads verses from the Koran. Sweets and refreshments 
are served and photographs are taken to record the occasion. This Islamic 
‘confirmation’ feast for girls has become more elaborate in Lamu. With the 
recent emphasis on religious education and reform, the celebration has be
come a new form of ‘initiation rite’ among the ‘progressives’.

It is obvious that the form and function of the chuo are changing. 
However, it has not proved easy to enforce change in a systematic manner. 
Individual teachers have worked according to their teaching methods and 
there has been no norm for a standard curriculum. As a result different 
religious factions, some with support from abroad, have now started up 
‘alternatives’. Key to this, however, is access to teachers who have received 
some form of modem Islamic ‘teacher training’ either in Kenya or abroad.

In the 1980s an experimental Islamic nursery was initiated operating 
according to new pedagogical ideas. The initiative was very popular. The 
little children (aged 3-6) we noted earlier being escorted in their white and 
pink uniforms, attend this nursery. Rukia and other women of the educated 
elite who sent their boys and girls there, thought it was a good alternative, 
or rather ‘preparation’, for the chuo at the age of 6-9, as the children learn 
elementary religious messages through singing and storytelling. The teacher 
told me that the idea was also to ‘develop’ the child and prepare it for 
further schooling by making it feel confident and secure. The educated 
young female teacher had been inspired to take this initiative by the expe
rience she had gained in Saudi Arabia and in similar school in Mombasa.



She had an open attitude to parents and tried to engage them in the work at 
the nursery. At an end-of-term event which I attended the mothers brought 
sweets for the children who performed songs and recited the five pillars of 
Islam. The nursery combined an interest in ‘modem’ teaching techniques 
and perceptions of ‘child development’ with a new approach to religion. 
Many people felt more comfortable about sending their children here rather 
than to the govemment-mn kindergarten. Even though the latter has some 
local (Muslim) staff, it is not used extensively by Lamu people and caters 
more for the up-country civil servants.

Religious leaders, and particularly the reformists, encourage men and 
women to continue with religious education in an organized form after the 
elementary studies at the chuo.5 As we noted in Chapter 3, young women, 
particularly in the upper strata, are increasingly receiving further religious 
education in special study groups and through private tutoring, a method 
which has always been used to teach women. Today, some of the younger 
generation are better schooled in Islamics than their mothers since they are 
literate in both the Arabic and the Roman script and religious texts and 
commentaries of various sorts are available in abundance. In the past the 
attitude was that women did not need more than a general knowledge of 
religious matters. However, there have always been women in the elite 
families and among the Masharifu who have had a good knowledge of 
religious texts and have been renowned for their erudition in Swahili po
etry.

Whatever the education system, boys still outnumber girls and the 
higher up the education scale, the wider is the gap. When families need to 
decide to allocate resources to pay for books, uniforms, and the required 
contributions to government school buildings, the instruction of girls tends 
to be less of a priority than that of boys. Generally the literacy rate for men 
is twice that of women, and it is even more marked above the age of 35. 
Most women over the age of 40 have never been to school and are as a 
consequence illiterate, or have learnt to read and write with the help of 
relatives. A few have gained this basic competence through the govern
ment’s Adult Literacy Programme which promotes functional literacy in 
Swahili, but these courses are mostly attended by young women (aged 13- 
20) who were never sent to school. Nana, a Hadhrami living in the neigh
bourhood of Farida and Mariam, attended Farida’s adult literacy courses 
which were held on the roof top in the latter’s family home. Nana’s con
servative father had refused to let her attend school at all. At nineteen she 
was proud to demonstrate to me that she could sign her name and read



Swahili articles in the newspaper Taifa Leo (Nation Today).
Making it through school is an accomplishment that an increasing 

number of young women manage to achieve. The transition from being a 
schoolgirl to attaining a profession and gaining employment outside the 
home is perhaps the biggest challenge they face today. Venturing out to 
work and to leisure is part of a fundamental process of emancipation from 
dependence on elders and from conventional modes of femininity.

Mariam, who works with accounts and administration at the hospital, 
is admired for her working career and her lifestyle. After finishing second
ary school she went to Mombasa and took a course in accounting. During 
her year in Mombasa she stayed with relatives in the old town. On return
ing to Lamu she got the post at the hospital. Like Bind, Aisha and Fumo 
and other employed friends, (see informant chart) Mariam contributes to 
supporting her family. To take economic responsibility for kin is an impor
tant criterion of adulthood, particularly male adulthood, according to con
ventions. To take on this ‘provider role’ as a female enables the young 
women to qualify as ‘adults’ in certain ways. Although they are still classed 
as wanawali and are excluded from some of the married women’s gather
ings they benefit from their ‘provider status’ by becoming involved in im
portant family matters. The fact that most of the girls have opened a bank 
account and save or dispose of what they earn is considered quite an achieve
ment.

Young women from ‘liberal’ families who are allowed or even en
couraged to take up working careers often end up doing office work in a 
‘male’-oriented and male-dominated setting. Such jobs are typically better 
paid and give more status, facts that motivate interest from women as well 
as their families.

The young women get in touch with a wide range of men, be they 
formal superiors or colleagues from various backgrounds, e.g. up-country 
Christians, foreigners. To many of them, they are primarily expected to 
relate in terms of roles held within a formal organization. Binti, for in
stance, works in the District Commissioners’ office, where, in a sense, she 
is first and foremost a secretary and a colleague, and only secondarily, a 
woman or a daughter of a Waamu family. This is, of course, part of a more 
general trend in modem societies: the process of role differentiation and 
compartmentalization, a process whereby life becomes more segmented, 
so that the same sets of symbols and expectations no longer permeate all 
sectors of life. Not unexpectedly, it is mainly in such modem contexts that 
Binti and the others are free to work out new codes of modernity, distance



and appropriateness. Entering new public spheres and institutions entails 
new types of social relationships and achieved and independent rather than 
ascribed roles.

Encounters between men and women have strong sexual overtones 
in Lamu. However, in the office situation, sexuality no longer constitutes 
the focal point of male-female encounters but rather becomes an element in 
the relationship and one which may temporarily be put aside. Personal con
fidence and friendship between men and women arise in this new ‘modem’ 
situation of regular interaction with colleagues of the opposite sex. Bind 
and other working girls refer to male colleagues who become friends as 
ndugu (relatives or brothers) which renders close contact legitimate. By 
using the idiom of kinship these are symbolically incorporated into the tra
ditional world, and become part of the protective family. This makes it 
possible for men and women to interact in terms of a relationship which is 
not defined solely by sex and thereby not so loaded. However, this does not 
exclude such new situations from being used for experimenting with feel
ings of attraction to the opposite sex, for flirting and having fun. The pros
pect of catching the attention of an attractive future partner is not ignored. 
Handling such mixed interaction in a ‘good way’, is a challenge for young 
women.

Most of the girls who worked in mixed gender settings said that they 
were encouraged and urged on in their work by their male colleagues. Only 
Fumo, who worked at the local bank, mentioned some tension and compe
tition at work. She suspected one of her male colleagues of hiding informa
tion from her and interpreted this as a sign that he did not appreciate that 
she was making quick progress in her duties.

In the early 1980s women who worked in public offices would wear 
female fashions at work. No specific ‘office wear’ had evolved. Inevitably 
the usual feminine style of clothes, which accentuates the shape of the body 
caused reactions from the reformists. Young women were repeatedly ap
proached by them during my fieldwork. They were informed that if they 
did not start wearing more modest attire, they would risk harassment from 
men. They were encouraged to use the ‘functional’ and concealing hijab. 
Fumo, who is conscious of her vulnerable position - her job at the bank 
exposes her to the public continuously - decided to start wearing it to keep 
her respectability intact. ‘Well’, she said, ‘in the beginning I was not in 
favour of it, but I must admit that sometimes I was a bit uncomfortable 
especially when wazee (elders) came in for business. Then I saw that many 
wanawali were starting to wear the hijab, it’s a sort of fashion you know.



Anyway it makes me feel more ‘free’ in dealing with customers. They can’t 
accuse me of anything now...’ The problem of revealing and concealing 
the body is given new relevance with women entering the workplace. We 
shall discuss this further in the next section.

Working in public outside the home, has become all the more accept
able if it is coupled with appropriate comportment and dress. However, 
some people are ambivalent about it. Many of the Islamic reformists argue 
that segregated careers are preferable. Teaching, for instance, is regarded 
as highly commendable since most educational establishment are sex-seg
regated. This is an option which some young women embrace in order to 
avoid negative sanctions and in some cases as a precondition for their ob
taining permission to take up a working career at all. In the female primary 
and secondary schools and in the different nurseries an increasing number 
of local women are employed as teachers. Nuru, for example, is a trained 
teacher. After some time persuading her family, she had been allowed to go 
for teachers training in Mombasa. She enjoys the work and the responsibil
ity and feels relaxed about the fact that she can practise her profession 
without compromising her respectability in a mixed setting.

The welfare sector, where employment as social and health workers 
can be attained in largely segregated settings, is another commendable area. 
The job of the social worker dealing with family planning issues (see Chapter 
8) was considered a challenging job by many of the young women. A few 
Lamu girls who had gone on to college were aiming to become medical 
officers. Female doctors and health personnel are in great demand, particu
larly in the field of sexual and reproductive medicine since it is forbidden 
for a woman’s private parts to be examined by a man. However, some of 
the older generation regard this work with unease.

The case of Aisha, (see informant chart), who worked as an untrained 
teacher at the primary school, illustrates this. She wanted to go for nursing 
training after finishing secondary school but was discouraged by her father 
who thought that nursing at the local public hospital was not something for 
a respectable woman; she could well end up nursing strange men, as the 
local state-run hospital is not strictly sex-segregated. On her side she found 
it intriguing to think of curing and caring for the sick and wanted to learn 
traditional as well as modern medicine. A В ajun relative of hers is a local 
midwife (mpokezi) who knows all about childbirth, infertility, and the herbs 
and substances to cure and comfort. She has promised to teach Aisha. How
ever, for some years now Aisha has had a teaching job in the primary school.

Occupations for young women are thus, found mostly within the sec



tors of teaching, welfare work and administration. Although there are still 
gender-specific limitations to women’s participation in many working 
spheres, they are no longer automatically disqualified because of their sex. 
So far most of the female secondary school-leavers who have completed 
their schooling have had no serious problems getting jobs in Lamu or fur
ther training opportunities. The competition is more acute among boys; 
many have to leave Lamu if they want qualified work after secondary school. 
A primary school certificate is far from sufficient for obtaining work in the 
white-collar sector.

As more and more women gain professions, an increasing number 
are also advancing within their field, e.g. to become headmistress of the 
local primary school or a school inspector. Many professional women be
come public figures whose opinions are sought on various matters.

During the last few decades women have increasingly taken the op
portunity to voice their opinions and participate in local political debate 
and decision-making. With the right to vote, they have, for instance, been 
decisive in the election of members of parliament for the Lamu region. 
Many have involved themselves actively in the campaigning for candi
dates, composing slogans and songs praising the merits of their political 
candidate and ridiculing their rivals. Some go canvassing from house to 
house, often singing such songs. Others even make use of the canvassing 
beni band to demonstrate in the streets and take part in political rallies with 
Harambee fund-raising. However, women have not played major public 
roles in politics so far. A Mwamu woman stood for parliament in 1977, but 
failed to get elected. As noted in Chapter 3, their public engagement is 
oriented not so much towards women’s ‘rights’, but rather around interests 
of the kin or ethnic group.

Of course, the extent to which young women actually realize their 
career plans and are in control of their future is not the only important issue 
here. The fact that they have a desire to work and that they make plans for 
the future in which they envisage themselves in such roles is also impor
tant. In conclusion, we can say that young women no longer live in pro
tected innocence in Lamu. Saada commented, ‘Before we used to just sit 
inside and did not know anything, today we know too much.’



Binti, still a mwanamwali, has achieved certain ‘freedoms’ by means 
of her income and her respected position as a ‘professional’ at work and as 
a ‘cultural mediator’ in her family. Nowadays she sits at the dinner table 
with the male providers in her house. Yet her elders still try to exercise 
control over where she goes and with whom, although this is often to little 
avail. When a ‘reception’ was going to be held at the home of her boss, the 
District Commissioner, her parents wanted her not to go, because most of 
the guests would be men and alcohol would be served. Many Waamu and 
Hadhrami elders are ambivalent about the unsupervised ventures of young 
women into such male-dominated settings. They see women as vulnerable 
and in need of protection lest they become the victims of danger and vice. 
Others argue that young women do not know what is best for them. By 
actively exposing themselves to flirtation they may jeopardize their own 
and their family’s reputation. Binti got permission to go to the reception 
only after her brother-in-law, Shaaban, persuaded her parents that it was 
‘necessary’ for her to go and assured them that she knew how to ‘behave 
herself’ properly.

In accordance with their new lifestyles and the changing form of so
ciability, young women are claiming their ‘share’ of the streets, the shops, 
the cinemas, the restaurants, the beaches - even the ‘office party’. They are 
increasingly moving into traditionally ‘male-oriented’ leisure spheres. The 
moral quality of the use of public space has become vaguer and more neu
tral, although codes of modesty apply differently to different groups of 
women.

Going out and entering these spheres is about seeing and being seen. 
Indeed, it entails excitement and moral danger, anxiety about getting in
volved in ‘forbidden’ activities and events. But going out is also freedom 
from supervision and control, getting away from adults, ‘fun’ and inde
pendence. Young women in Lamu often express boredom, restlessness and 
dissatisfaction with their own lives and yearn for the dream of fulfilment 
which is believed to exist in romance, fashion and consumerism. Going out 
shopping, to the cinema with friends, to a football match if they so wish, 
participating in public celebrations around national holidays or religious 
festivals, and ‘travel’ are major preoccupations, which make them feel more 
in control of their lives.

Young women want to participate in the drama of the outside world. 
They talk increasingly about kutembea or kuzurura, meaning to roam, to



wander about freely without purpose or aim. The culture of the flaneur, 
which men have developed to the full, is something young women want to 
be part of. Conventionally the term kuzurura has been used to refer to the 
activity of ‘loose’ women and has had negative connotations. However, the 
young women have given new meaning to the concept; for them it refers to 
someone who moves around and gets to know the world. Indeed, girls like 
Binti, Mariam, Aisha and other professional young women are often re
ferred to as a *mchangamfu' , ‘a person who is outward looking and knowl
edgeable’. They know how to move in and out of ‘modem institutions’ 
with grace and talk easily with different categories of people, including 
foreigners.

They have mato ya nde (eyes on the outside) meaning that their eyes 
are always on what is going on outside the house. Few young women nowa
days want to be regarded as a mzuka. The literal meaning of this term is 
something seldom seen, a ghost or an apparition, but the young women 
have adopted it and use it to designate a young woman who never appears 
outside, who stays indoors at home, following the old traditions. To be 
regarded as a mzuka is to be considered hopelessly backward, inexperi
enced and ignorant.

Kuzurura entails balancing on a fine edge, since it means the oppo
site of modest, virtuous behaviour in the eyes of the older generation. The 
accusation of acting immorally and without haya (shame, shyness, mod
esty) is always near at hand. Sanctions against such behaviour on the part 
of older people and religious leaders are not always merciful. Yet the young 
women complain about the often strict surveillance imposed upon them, 
and many are ambivalent towards the reinforcement of segregation and 
veiling norms promoted by the reformists. In their eyes, their behaviour is 
not basically immoral, but rather ‘modern’, ‘progressive’, in tune with the 
present times.

The public street scene offers many excitements. Going shopping is 
perhaps the most legitimate leisure activity which offers women access to 
the fantasy of public space and freedom (see Chapter 4). Binti and her friends 
often use the main street when going to something located there; although 
they cover their faces with the veil, they enjoy the bustling life. Others are 
more cautious. They move along the criss-cross of smaller, more anony
mous alleys and only enter the main street at certain points, seeing to it that 
they avoid the mosque fronts and other areas where the town elders congre
gate.

The street scene usually offers amusement. A tourist couple who drift



by hand in hand scantily clothed usually invite humorous and sarcastic com
ments. Groups of young men hang around the doorways of the shops of 
their buddies, listening to music. Some experiment with breakdance move
ments to attract the attention of young women as they pass by or enter the 
shops. Those who have a secret sweetheart (mpenzi) hope to catch a dis
creet glimpse of him. The excitement of an unplanned encounter is always 
present; going out is also about meeting men and catching the eye or atten
tion of someone. It reaffirms a young woman’s own image of herself as a 
modem, ‘grown-up’ and attractive woman. But, it also creates anxiety. Jaha 
is always worried that something embarrassing and potentially shameful 
will happen, like an older person seeing her lingering talking to someone. 
However, the wanawali and divorcees who have no partner are usually 
more free to move around than married women with children. Who goes 
out, where and with whom, and how much, is a question of personality, but 
also of rank and ethnicity. Bajun girls, for instance, are said to have fewer 
inhibitions about stopping in the street and chatting to passers-by.

The young men show their interest in the young women by compli
menting, teasing and embarrassing them. They encourage the girls to lower 
their veils and, to meet them at sundown; they even chuckle obscenities. 
Assertive, confidant young women like Binti, Saada and Rahima answer 
back in this verbal erotic combat. However, not all participate in these well 
rehearsed rituals of flirtation. Some feel clumsy, hesitant and uncomfort
able, but struggle not to appear too vulnerable. Their self-esteem and im
age of being a certain kind of young woman are defined to some extent by 
engaging in this sexual game.

I remember once being out with a group of young women. Ramia 
(see informant chart) who was timid and lacked self-esteem and who sel
dom went out, had been persuaded by some friends to join us. She felt very 
ill-at-ease when a group of young men started teasing the women. Keeping 
her veil tightly over her face she fled into a side alley and disappeared after 
a few minutes. The young women’s tactic is typically to approach the boys 
close enough to get their attention, and then when they have it they soon 
leave. They do not want to incur the suspicion of the older generation and 
be accused of responding shamelessly to the attention of men in the streets. 
This sort of approach-avoidance behaviour is common among adolescents 
(Wulff, 1988:94). During the days after the outing when Ramia disappeared, 
the group of friends had a good laugh about her alarmed behaviour, teasing 
her by saying she was still a mzuka, preferring as she did to stay inside. 
Ramia clearly felt uncomfortable about the peer pressure to conform to



group behaviour and engage in such risk taking, and frustrated about being 
teased.

The fact that Ramia repudiates the fun and excitement of the street 
for fear of gossip or sanction, or through just plain shyness is a proclama
tion of virtue. However, it is evident that, in the eyes of her peers, to be 
popular, to be somebody, means to be assertive and bold, to expose oneself 
to danger and excitement. It provides the girls with a sense of adulthood 
and self-respect.

Involvement with groups of young men increases in late adolescence. 
The strong emotions and powerful sexual attractions felt are increasingly 
experimented and played with in spite of this being taboo. With time, this 
play leads to pairing, as we shall see in a later chapter of this book.

Outings to the cinema in the evening offer an opportunity to meet for 
those who are involved in more serious courting. In contrast to the Ladies’ 
show and the video viewing at home which we have already discussed, 
both men and women go to the evening shows at the Zinj cinema. There is 
no sex segregation in the hall, so it offers a semi-legitimate place where 
men and women can be together publicly. In this context the women keep 
their veils on when they enter. The atmosphere in the hall during such shows 
is markedly different from that of the Ladies’ show; comments are more 
restrained. Most people come in groups of men and women but young mar
ried couples arrive together. Lutfia and her husband Shaaban make a point 
of going to the movies together, especially on Saturday nights; this is a new 
phenomenon expressing the desire of ‘modern couples’ to ‘do things to
gether’. For others the evening show at the cinema offers a chance for se
cret meetings. In the darkness of the hall men and women can sit together. 
Women, unmarried as well as divorcees, come in groups, but once inside 
the dark hall some are joined by their boyfriends who discreetly slip as 
planned into the seat beside them when the show has begun, and slip out 
again before it ends. Some women are not given permission to visit the 
cinema at night for the fear that they will be tempted to indulge in shameful 
behaviour.

Lamu has a bustling café life, particularly in the southern part of the 
town, but local women do not frequent this area. There are on the whole 
few suitable facilities where women can stop to rest or take refreshment. 
However, during my fieldwork, a café serving milk shakes and local snacks, 
which was frequented by civil servants and foreigners both male and fe
male, became defined less as a ‘male space’ and had a special back room 
where some young women of the professional class would venture during



the lunch hour. Members of the Lamu Muslim Sisters Association met with 
some of the male reformist leaders here, openly for all to see. One of the 
girls had sat in the open room but felt intimidated by the stares of men 
passing by in the street outside. The owner, a Bohora Indian, had talked to 
some of the women about his plans to open a women’s cafe. The women 
were enthusiastic about the idea; such a place would be a symbol of the 
progress of women and their participation in public life. However, the cafe 
for women did not materialize.

It happened that two or three married couples would go to one of the 
few ‘proper’ restaurants in town; this was a new and modem way of social
izing. One of these was the ‘Equator’, located discreetly, in one of the side 
streets near the harbour, and frequented mostly by foreigners, sometimes 
with the odd beachboy. Here the menu offered a selection of dishes, and the 
simple decor and rudimentary furniture of the main street cafes were re
placed by more comfort and style. The place had an air of respectability 
and Western sophistication about it. When she heard that my birthday was 
coming up, Saada suggested that a group of us should go to the ‘Equator’ to 
have roast chicken, a favourite dish, seldom served in private homes. We 
talked about the outing to the restaurant for more than a week and most of 
the girls, even the wanawali, were given permission to go. We reserved a 
table for six and got dressed up. Once in the restaurant, the young women 
kept their bui-bui loosely wrapped around them for respectability. We had a 
good time, commenting on the table and wall decorations, the soft lighting 
and the other guests. For Ramia it was her first time dining in a mixed-sex 
restaurant. Rukia, Mariam and Saada told me that they had been to mixed 
‘parties’ that were sometimes given at the homes of mzungu (foreign) friends 
living in Lamu. To such ‘dinner parties’ both men and women, married and 
unmarried, were invited. European dishes would be served and alcohol such 
as beer would be consumed by some. Sometimes there would be music and 
even dancing. Rukia thought such parties were interesting, the hosts were 
often friendly and entertaining, but she did feel uneasy at times, depending 
on who was present. She was careful not to touch the alcohol and kept her 
veil wrapped around her shoulders. However, she explained that some 
women like Nuru would not accept such invitations, even if their husbands 
were going. They say they feel awkward on their own and their husbands’ 
behalf.

The beach, with its leisure tourists and hotels, also captures the im
agination of young women and is an arena which is increasingly explored. 
The small beach hotel ‘Peponi’ located in Shela Town down the beach



from Lamu, is a favourite spot for weekend picnics. The small-scale fairly 
exclusive hotel is located right at the water’s edge. Apart from the endless 
stretch of beach beyond it, the hotel facilities offer deep-sea fishing and 
scuba diving on the coral reefs. The local beachboys often boast about the 
fact that Mick Jagger, the rock star, once stayed here. The hotel is ran by a 
German family, who are for the most part friendly with the locals. Even 
Lamu girls go to the hotel terrace for soft drinks. Here they devote them
selves to the pleasurable pastime of voyeurism as we shall discuss in more 
detail in Chapter 8.

The big beach hotels in Mombasa with swimming pools, fancy inte
riors, elaborate service and leisured guests are even more fascinating. Many 
of the young women who go regularly to visit kin in Mombasa try to plan 
outings to the beach hotels. They would never dream of going there on 
their own, as these places can be compromising and one can be mistaken 
for a prostitute. Khadija (see informant chart) was full of stories when she 
returned to Lamu after a Mombasa visit. She and a friend had gone to a 
hotel for drinks and ‘chips’, ‘chaperoned’ by her male cousins. She was 
full of stories of the mixed disco dance which had started by the pool side 
before they left, although she had not danced herself.

Apart from participating in the leisure spheres described above, women 
have increasingly becoming active participants during the celebrations of 
national holidays and religious festivals. During Kenyatta Day celebrations, 
for instance, Lamu schoolgirls and members of the local women’s organi
zation join male members of the community in the Kibaki grounds for the 
festivities. Soldiers and scouts (male and female) march, the National an
them is played, and speeches are delivered on issues of ‘development’ by 
the District Commissioner, and other prominent officials. Children in school 
uniforms entertain with dancing and singing. Older schoolgirls read po
ems. Later in the afternoon people assemble at the seafront to watch the 
popular sailing competitions and donkey races. The main attraction, how
ever, is the football match. On one such occasion the match started with the 
customary parade of the teams through the town to the football ground on 
the outskirts. To the accompaniment of a beni prize band, fans were calling 
out the names of the football teams, ‘Jaws!, Jaws!’ and ‘Dragons! Drag
ons!’ Playful and often obscene slogans like ‘watakula tu’, ‘they will eat 
them up, defeat (fuck) them completely!’ are shouted. A crowd of people 
had assembled to see the spectacle and the atmosphere was full of fun and 
anticipation. All the rivalry between youth gangs in Lamu is channelled 
into such football tournaments. The atmosphere was elated. I was told the



team had slept out in a shamba house away from the town to avoid anyone 
putting uganga (witchcraft) on them.

Groups of women also lined the street, clapping and ululating. Sud
denly about a dozen bui-bui-clad women, their faces completely covered 
(Icwa taji) by their veils, tagged on to the procession. People were baffled. 
Although women are eager football fans and have favourite teams, it is not 
considered appropriate for them to go to the football ground. They get the 
matches reported to them by brothers, husbands and sons. Later that after
noon we were told that the young women had followed the procession all 
the way to the football ground, and stayed as spectators throughout the 
game. Mwana (see informant chart) who loves team games, had been one 
of the women in the anonymous crowd. She revealed to me that she and her 
friends had made a vow that they would go to watch the important game 
with their own eyes; after all, tourist women go and in Mombasa women go 
regularly. The incident was debated in the mosque darasa that evening and 
during the following days and the behaviour was considered insolent and 
rebellious. But the young women were proud of themselves and ‘their sis
ters’. They had, after all, gone fully veiled and with one intention only, to 
watch the game.

Young women are also keen to attend religious festivities these days. 
A popular event is Mfungo ‘sighting the new moon’, indicating when the 
fast of the month of the Ramadan should start. Although some reformists 
argue that, with today’s rapid communications, it is better to start the fast 
when it is announced that the moon has been sighted in Mecca in Saudi 
Arabia, rather than when it appears in Lamu, people still find this event 
intriguing, and women take the opportunity to celebrate it in their own way. 
In the past women were not accorded a role in such Muslim feasts. How
ever, during the past few decades they have arranged picnics (mandari) 
which is an innovation, a way for them to participate (Le Guennec-Coppens, 
1983:62). After a devastating accident during ‘the sighting of the moon’ 
when many women were drowned, the earlier practice of going out in boats 
has been abandoned. In the mid-1980s the trend was for the women to walk 
a little way out of town, towards the beach and assemble at the ‘Fisheries’. 
Here several hundred women and children from different parts of town 
would wait in the dusk ‘to sight the moon’ while being entertained. The 
children were given sticks of sweets decorated with coloured paper (miti y  a 
peremende). Boys from the Swafaa Koran schools would dance zamoni, to 
the accompaniment of a teacher playing the tambourine. The dance is a 
recent innovation, said to make use of modem music from Indian films. A



Sharifu explained to me that the dance had been introduced because it was 
thought better that the children should dance in a religious context to the 
reading of religious texts rather than succumbing to the pressure of disco 
dancing. Dressed in pink and yellow kanzu uniforms the audience found 
the children adorable and the zamoni groups were a popular entertainment. 
A football team who had recently won a match would also walk up and 
down at Fisheries with an accompanying beni band, collecting donations 
for the team’s club. In this gay and joyful atmosphere the women waited in 
the hope of ‘sighting the moon’ before returning home. The men await the 
message of when to start the fast around the mosques in town.

It is also popular to arrange other types of picnics in the period pre
ceding the month of Ramadan. Several times I joined groups of women 
going out to the country houses in the mas hamba area. On one memorable 
occasion we were a group of about thirty young women. We took along a 
goat which was slaughter and cooked. The morning was spent preparing 
pilau, a favourite spicy rice and meat dish. The lunch was delicious. The 
afternoon was spent sleeping, playing cards, picking fruit and dancing. Today 
young women have embraced this practice, and they arrange weekend pic
nics also during other times of the year (see Chapter 8).

The Maulidi celebration is another religious festival in which the 
young women participate with enthusiasm. However, the nature of these 
festivities makes it almost impossible to organize ‘separate’ events formen 
and women. Apart from the big communal Maulidi reading in the square in 
front of the Riyadha mosque which attracts hundreds of people, and the 
procession to the graves of the ‘saints’, the event is initiated with a three- 
day-long ‘cultural festival’ where ngoma, i.e. song and dance numbers, are 
performed. The area in front of the Riyadha Mosque is divided into differ
ent arenas which are fenced in. The audience crowd around, usually form
ing a female and a male ‘side’. Old and young men from Lamu and other 
regions perform a wide variety of ‘traditional’ dances which, I was told, are 
seldom seen performed elsewhere these days. The audience are busy com
menting on the performers, passing judgements about their music, style 
and demeanour, and making comparisons. The festival area is at times 
densely crowded and the streets are full of people moving hither and thither; 
the atmosphere is gay and friendly. The town is full of people who travel 
from other parts of the coast and East Africa take part in the renowned 
festivities. Although the popularity of the Maulidi has declined somewhat 
following recent refomist criticism, it is still considered an occasion to visit 
relatives in Lamu while enjoying the events going on. The houses are full



of kin and friends and large amounts of food are cooked. Many older peo
ple complain that it is difficult to keep women ‘under surveillance’ and the 
celebrations have acquired the reputation of offering the opportunity for 
indulging in illicit affairs. This is not without reason, and everyone ac
knowledges the fact.

The public scenarios of the streets, the shops, the workplace, the cin
ema and the hotels are all occasions for excitement and eroticism. To ex
pose oneself to the risk (or chance) of erotic encounters, to linger in public 
places to talk to strangers, indeed, to wear one’s veil in an easy-going or 
ambiguous manner, can all provoke the moral sensibilities of the older gen
eration. Such actions are ‘dangerous’, yet satisfy the young women’s long
ing for thrills and visibility, for being seen as young and ‘attractive’ women. 
To balance the desire for thrills with the prevalent norms of respectability - 
in the street as at the office - requires careful management. Among young 
women, a shared - if unstable - understanding is evolving about how one 
ought to behave outside, an understanding that is constantly on the move, 
constantly debated and negotiated.

The visibility and mobility of women provoke ambivalent feelings 
but are facts of everyday interaction in Lamu today. Codes of restraint and 
self-control, and the need to veil appropriately in public, have become all 
the more central in this situation. Indeed, veiling has become a key symbol 
around which much of the debate about women’s status and social change 
unfolds on the Kenyan coast.

Controversy over Veiling

Of the many arrangements which aim to maintain social as well as 
physical distance between the sexes, the practice and symbolism of veiling 
is perhaps the most striking. To wear the veil and dress modestly is a port
able shield from the male gaze and plays a central role in male-female 
interaction in Lamu. The tension between revealing and concealing is al
ways latent. But as gender relations change, so do veiling practices. In fact, 
‘veiling’ has its own fashion system in Lamu. Styles of veiling have changed 
continuously through the decades. The bui-bui, the standard veil worn in 
Lamu, was introduced during the time of the Zanzibar Sultanate.6 It re
placed the shiraa, a sort of tent like cover which was carried by slaves, but 
disappeared with the abolition of slavery.

Today new veil styles have been introduced and, needless to say, the
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manner of use and the quality of cloth have also been subject to ‘fashion’ as 
well as status. The changing form and content of the veil have always played 
an important role on the coast and have reflected the conflict about ethnic 
and religious identity and autonomy (Strobel, 1979:119).

During the 1980s styles of veiling again became a central issue of 
discussion on the coast. As women expand their life sphere beyond the old 
narrow boundaries of home and start encroaching on male domains, the use 
of the veil, its role, place and meaning is increasingly questioned. Is it reac
tionary, does it work against modernity, is it suited to official institutions, 
to the work place? Is it needed at all? What form should it take?

It soon became obvious that the veil was not only a symbol of mod
esty and anonymity in male-female encounters but also central as a symbol 
of religious and ethnic identity, even resistance vis-à-vis the state. Let us 
elaborate.

Many people have a pragmatic attitude to the matter. One night as I 
walked home in a cheery atmosphere with a group of friends after a late 
video show, one of the girls decided to remove her veil to the amusement 
and excitement of us all. The other girls were impressed with her bravery. 
We could have met someone we knew in the narrow town alleys, and it 
would have created a scandal. Luckily we did not. The girls kept this daring 
and provocative incident to themselves, but it hints at their playful attitude 
to ‘veiling’ and the fact that in reality its use is highly situational.

In Lamu, which is considered by many to be a ‘religious place’, peo
ple agree that veiling is commendable. It is regarded as an expression of 
respectability, of virtue and deference. In the past it was primarily women 
in the upper strata who wore the bui-bui. Today, however, all groups of 
Muslim women past the age of puberty wear some sort of ‘veil’, and it no 
longer functions as an indicator of social status as such.

Young women like Binti, Mariam, Farida and Saada are not consist
ent about veiling when they visit non-Muslim urban centres like Nairobi. 
In this context, they regard the bui-bui, or the ‘sack’ as they call it, as an 
antiquated mode of dress. They consider it burdensome, impractical, hot 
and old-fashioned. Here it is not compatible with their ambition to be ‘mod
em ’ and to melt into big city life. Even young men do not object to their 
female companions removing the bui-bui. However, this does not mean, 
that they do not entertain notions of womanly modesty. Indeed, in many 
situations they may encourage this by other means such as modest behav
iour, movement and gestures, restrictive use of the eyes, and modest dress
ing, i.e. no ‘revealing’ low-cut dresses or short skirts. Of course, there are



men like Shehe who says he prefers his wife Naima to use the bui-bui even 
in Nairobi, since it prevents other men from admiring her, and him from 
becoming jealous. Some women like Nuru would though, wear the more 
modem hijab on their own accord.

The traditional bui-bui style of veil, which can be used to cover the 
face, can be seen as a mechanism which places restrictions on women’s 
free expression. It is a device which, in combination with modest manner
isms, i.e. a lowered gaze and swift movements, renders women anonymous 
- unapproachable and fictive figures of the imagination. However, it cannot 
be denied that in many situations, women manipulate the use of the veil to 
further their own ends as we shall see below.

Women veil themselves to make a statement about their virtue and 
purity in encounters with men. Women’s bodies are, as we have already 
noted, defined primarily as sexual and enticing. In consequence, the public 
activities of women are generally eroticized. The veil has a double symbol
ism, it is a mark of purity but also of pollution and shame. While it is sup
posed to hide women’s sexuality, it is at the same time a vivid symbol of it. 
Women’s pollution and shame concern their bodies and their sexuality, their 
physical attributes (hair, breasts, skin, eyes) as well as their voices and 
movements. The excitement aroused by the eye is considered more power
ful than that of the voice. When women dress up, wear lavish clothes, jew
ellery and make-up, thus enhancing their beauty and sexuality, they should 
be particularly careful to veil in front of men who are not their close rela
tives. Women I talked to were well aware of the feminine power of attrac
tion and said that they were often embarrassed at the reaction they were 
able to arouse in men.

Men told me that they found totally veiled women intriguing. As we 
noted earlier on in the street scenario, young men teasingly encourage young 
women to ‘lower their veils’. Men also said that they thought that the bui- 
bui was a beautiful ‘frame’ to the feminine - a challenge, since the un
known hidden face is often all the more attractive. The women themselves 
thought that the bui-bui made them look good. The beauty of the eyes is 
brought out by the frame of black. The bui-bui, in other words, creates an 
image of the mysterious woman as well as of the modest ideal, and both 
men and women play with the fantasy of revealing.

Choosing to veil fully also provides a different kind of freedom. It 
may be used to cover up worn-out clothes or ungroomed hair. Out shop
ping, carrying packages under the bui-bui avoids the inquisitive eyes of 
passers-by. In this context it is considered inappropriate to have one’s be



longings displayed in public. The veil is an effective disguise. When women 
walk in the streets they seldom signal recognition or greet older men they 
know; that is considered immodest behaviour. Naima comments: ‘It is use
ful when you want to avoid someone you know but don’t fancy talking to.’ 
The bui-bui is an effective cover-up when a woman is hurrying to a secret 
meeting and wants to remain anonymous. Likewise the ninjas storming 
the kupamba and the girls tagging on to the football team were perfectly 
disguised, when using the bui-bui ‘kwa taji' to cover the face completely 
apart from the eyes. On the other hand, the bui-bui seldom prevents women 
from chatting with each other when they meet; they recognize one another 
by signals such as differences in comportment or by identifying feet or 
sandals or by simply letting the face veil slip. Thus the bui-bui is not just 
an obstacle, a static reality; there are subtle ways in which women can 
break the rules without incurring sanctions (see Makhlouf, 1979:35).

However, the need for young professional women to function in pub
lic spheres has led to more and more young women, like the lower strata 
Bajun from the islands, wearing the bui-bui more as a symbol than as a 
covering. An article in The Message (1985 (12)) commented on the issue in 
the following manner:

Bui-bui which in the real sense means a hijab is a dignified and respectful 
garment for a Muslim woman. But the bui-bui worn by most of the women 
on the coast including non-Muslims (to hide their true identity) cannot be 
taken as a Muslim hijab in the strict sense. This black and hollow sack, from 
head to knee, is more of a traditional dress, modified from the actual hijab, 
than anything else. Nowadays, it is more of an ‘evil dress’ revealing beauty 
or concealing identity, depending on the occasion and place, as well as the 
purpose for which it is worn. Bui-bui to some is just to cover their filth, to 
others their poverty, others use it for illicit activities, and to yet others it is 
just a traditional dress to satisfy the demands of society. The way it is worn, 
this garment hardly covers those parts of the body which are meant to be 
covered. Usually it is just hung over the head by two strings and conceals 
‘everything’ except the head, face, neck , breasts, stomach, hands and legs, 
with all these plus make-up and perfumes left for the public to enjoy. If this is 
meant for the bui-bui then it is better it should be abandoned than be a cause 
of shame and insult to the dignified hijab of Islam.

There is thus a local, intra-Muslim criticism of the bui-bui, or rather 
the way it is worn by some women. Yet, not only is the sense and meaning 
of veiling in Lamu more variable than most outsiders assume. Not only are 
women now largely unveiled in certain ‘modem’ contexts. The whole cus



tom has also been attacked from outside as being backward and old-fash
ioned, by Western feminists and representatives of the Kenyan state alike, 
as we noted in Chapter 3. The controversy about the veil and women’s role 
in society escalated during the latter part of 1985 when President Moi, in a 
public speech, admonished Muslim women to remove the veil. The news
paper The Message (1985 (12)) reported the incident in the following way:

President Moi in his recent tour of Mombasa asked Muslim women not to 
wear the bui-bui as it did not reveal their beauty. The President said ‘Women 
in Mombasa should not wear the bui-bui because if you cover your faces 
with the bu i-bu i, nobody will know if you are beautiful. You will also miss 
the chance of someone to marry you.’

Muslims along the coast felt both humiliation and shock at this state
ment and cries of protest were soon heard. It sparked off a debate that has 
lingered on ever since. A robust series of articles on the issue of the vazi la 
wanawake , ‘women’s dress’, exploring the Islamic dress code, as well as 
letters from readers expressing their indignation, followed in The Message 
and other local papers. It was taken up from time to time at darasa meet
ings at the mosques, and informally among men and women. The state
ment was interpreted as a fundamental misunderstanding of the meaning of 
the veil and as a negation of Islamic ideas and values. It was also seen as an 
accusation of lack of commitment to the idea of ‘development’. The veil, it 
was argued, is not a sign of backwardness or conservatism, but rather of 
dignity and respectability, and is in fact a religious obligation. ‘True’ de
velopment for Muslims must take place with reference to the basic Koranic 
values of morality and modesty. This attitude mirrors the renewed interest 
in religion and Islamic practice, a need which has arisen in the clash be
tween Western and non-Westem thought. The strength of the reaction of 
the coastal Muslims, of course, stemmed from the fact that it was a non- 
Muslim attack, an attack from outside, indeed from the President of a pre
dominantly Christian state into which the Muslim coast was once reluc
tantly incorporated.

One result of this incident was a campaign in defence of the proper 
use of the veil. The use of a more modem and functional veil was launched, 
and referred to as abaya, the name for the veil model used in Dubai or even 
more commonly as hijab, the Arabic word for veil.

This model is different from the standard bui-bui. It is a full-length 
long-sleeved black coat worn over a dress. A white headscarf is tied around 
the head to cover the hair and neck, but not the face and the hands. Reform-
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ists in Lamu argued that, according to the Koran, it is not obligatory to 
cover the face in spite of the fact that this was practised by the wives of the 
Prophet during the first age of Islam and is still enforced in Islamic states 
like Saudi Arabia. This hijab model which has been introduced in Lamu is 
the new, modem veil which is spreading to many parts of the Muslim world, 
to Egypt and other parts of the Middle East. Even Muslim women in Swe
den and other European countries can be observed wearing it.

In Lamu the hijab style has become ‘fashionable’ and is associated 
specifically with young educated and professional working women. It is 
also associated with reform, for it cannot be denied that its use is promoted 
by the reformists in order to legitimate their claim to power in opposition to 
the more conservative ‘traditionalist’ leaders as well as vis-à-vis the state 
which has shown little understanding of coastal demands and integrity. Its 
use is a signal of a Muslim identity, of an awareness of issues of politics 
and power and of not having totally ‘sold out’ to Western influence. It is a 
mark of distinction. The new veil meets the conflicting demands made on 
young educated women, enabling the desired combination of education and 
income without the connotation of lack of morality (see MacLeod, 1992). 
The difference between the old and the new veil is not just one of form, but 
also of content (Hijab, 1988:52). While the bui-bui serves to seclude, the 
hijab serves as a useful off-limits sign. It clearly communicates to the male 
public that, although a woman has left her home to study or work, she is 
respectable and does not expect to be courted or harassed (ibid.). With the 
hijab it is legitimate for women to move freely in and out of places without 
being accused of provocation.

In the beginning many associated the style with extreme piousness, 
even puritanism. Many called it the ‘Mother Theresa style’. Nuru and Aisha, 
who were working as primary school teachers, adopted the hijab to set a 
good example to the girls in the school. First they were talked about with 
reverence and respect, but also with scorn. Some suspected them of being a 
bit too ‘holy-holy’ as the girls would say. However, many soon realized 
that rather than the new veil being a threat to their independence, they could 
use it as a tactical compromise through which advantages and credibility 
could be gained. Warda and Jaha and other secondary schoolgirls followed 
suit. The ‘fashion’ rapidly spread. This was noticeable in public offices and 
in the street scene. As we noted, even Fumo, who was working in the bank 
and liked to follow the latest dress fashions, adopted it as a matter of con
venience.

Being a community with a Muslim majority, Lamu did not experi-



enee any problems with wearing the modem hijab in school. However, in 
many state schools around the country a struggle began in the 1980s for the 
right to use the hijab in the school grounds. The debate echoed similar 
controversies in France and other European countries as well as the Middle 
East. According to Kenyan school regulations, girls are not allowed to cover 
their hair or wear anything over their school uniforms. Many girls began 
defying such school uniform norms and around the country girls were be
ing suspended for going against school regulations. The fight raged for 
several years until President Moi finally allowed the use of the hijab in 
school. The opinion that veiling is not compatible with ‘development’, with 
moving in the modem sector, at school or in a public office, was quickly 
challenged. Outwardly, then, women’s Islamic dress in public has become 
a symbol of discreet and non-violent protest against the state - a protest 
against the way the state is projecting its ‘Western’ ideas about modernity 
and development on the Muslim minority. The need to reassert Muslim 
identity in such contexts is growing in Kenya. At issue is how to reconcile 
change and state control with Islamic standards, values and local integrity.

In the community the adoption of the functional hijab has enhanced 
the flexibility of women’s lifestyles. They have gained legitimacy and cred
ibility with the use of the new veil; at the same time they have not rejected 
the bui-bui and still make use of its many functions. For instance, the desire 
to be ‘present’ while rendered largely anonymous, whether in the street or 
at the kupamba, is still exploited. Both the veil styles are, in other words, 
valuable ‘tools’ in the contexts of interaction.

Veiling has become a body technique intrinsically linked to political 
and cultural struggles. Women, their bodies, dress and actions, have more 
than ever, become symbolic representations, expressing concerns that lie 
far beyond them.





Dancing Joy
The sound of laughing voices mingles with music from a tape 

recorder. Aisha, Rahima, Warda, Saada, Jaha and a few others have 
gathered in one of the small bedrooms at the house of the sisters 
Jaha and Aisha to relax and listen to music. I peer into the room 
and they ask me to join them and to shut the door behind me. It is 
late afternoon and some of the girls stretch out on the beds that are 
crammed into the sparsely furnished room, resting their weary 
limbs after the walk back from the secondary school grounds. They 
talk eagerly about the event which is on everybody’s lips. A few 
nights ago a young couple were caught by the police alone at the 
seafront. The girl, a Bajun, was taken to police headquarters, sus
pected of prostitution, but in actual fact the boy was her sweetheart. 
The girls have talked about the incident over and over again, the 
shame, the humiliation of getting ‘caught’.

Saada grooms the frizzy wild hair of Rahima but, instead of 
combing it into the style used by young wanawali she shapes it into 
a crown on the top of her head - the ‘Satin Sheen’ style from an 
advertisement which is popular among the married women. Jaha 
leafs through Stardust, a film magazine, and studies the pictures of 
the Indian film stars Poonam and Rati. She cuts out one of the 
pictures and adds it to the wall collage she has made, covering the 
flaky patchy wall. Everyone laughs with delight at the finished 
result of Rahima’s hairdo, teasing her about her forthcoming mar
riage to her sweetheart. Rahima chuckles too at the fantasy, and her 
own image in the small hand mirror. Warda puts on Michael 
Jackson’s ‘I’m bad’, one of her favourite tapes. The atmosphere is 
full of fun and play and feeds the desire to dance. She sways 
around the room to the disco rhythms. A change of tapes to the 
disco chakacha, and Warda spontaneously ties a kanga round her 
hips and starts making the erotic hip rotations of the chakacha 
dance watched admiringly by her peers. The energy she exhibits 
invigorates Saada and Jaha to join in and for a while the room is 
filled with erotic vibration. A knock on the door interrupts the 
ambience. Shumi, an older sister in the house, shouts that the music 
must be turned down. A visitor has come from the village of 
Matandoni with news of the failing health of an elderly relative. 
The music is turned off. It is time to break up anyway as the girls



have domestic duties to attend to. The girls help Rahima undo her 
fancy hair style. She ties her hijab headscarf on tight and tucks in 
the disordered strands of hair. Out in the courtyard we greet the 
elderly visitor with the respectful shikamoo, ‘I hold your feet’. 
Some of the girls bend down and lift her hand to their lips. The old 
woman responds with marahaba, the answer to a greeting from a 
subordinate. After brief condolences the group of young women 
disperse. I go with Aisha to the roof top, to have a private chat and 
enjoy the panorama. From here we can see large parts of the town 
and the sea.

Peer Groups and Friends

Although the young Lamu women of today have more access than 
ever before to the world outside the home, and seek stimulation there, young 
women’s leisure time is still to a large extent ‘home-oriented’. School, work, 
shopping, cinema and other outward-oriented activities have done much to 
change the use of time and space as well as the patterns of sociability - and 
yet, in the lives of most girls and women, the home remains the centre for 
both work and leisure. Daughters have their set duties to perform; cooking, 
cleaning and caring for siblings. Listening to music, reading magazines, 
and watching videos occupy much of their free time and are done largely 
‘at home’. Talking about, and coming to terms with, experiences and shar
ing secrets are also best done in the security of the house. The excitement 
and nervous tension of the street are absent. Here young women can feel 
safe and at ease, although often bored. The girls visit each other in their 
homes after school and sometimes spend a whole day in the household of 
some friend cooking and passing the time, particularly at weekends or dur
ing the holidays. This type of visiting (kushinda), is common among fe
male kin along the coast (Swartz, 1991:86).

Lamu wanawali - much like teenage girls in the West - often seek out 
a space for themselves where they can be undisturbed by the controlling 
and evaluating gaze of adult authority, and by the smaller children in their 
family houses. Behind a closed door they feel freer, more secure and com
fortable to talk about relationships, young men, and secrets. They comment 
in minute detail on what they have seen and experienced outside as well as 
on their feelings. Here they can experiment with their appearance, make-up 
and style, all part of the process of exploring more adult roles and activi



ties, of imagining what it is like to be a married, full-fledged woman. Such 
a setting offers them an opportunity to be together on their own terms. 
They not only relax and release their pent-up emotions but also escape 
temporarily from the expectations and norms of the world outside the group. 
They can cultivate their own ways and their own specific meanings. These 
days some also retire with romantic novels which they indulge in for hours. 
McRobbie & Garber (1982:213), who has contributed substantially to the 
study of young women in Britain, has termed such a behavioural orienta
tion ‘bedroom culture’, i.e. girls in pairs or clusters mingle at home in each 
other’s bedrooms.

This chapter will explore the relations and activities of the peer groups 
that are so central to the female youth culture of Lamu. We have already 
discussed the young women’s indulgence in the fantasy world of romantic 
melodrama as well as their ventures into the male-oriented world of work 
and leisure. Their play with boundaries and with taboo situations feeds the 
identity work in which they are continuously engaged. Other aspects of this 
work are managed in the more inward-oriented arena of the home, the bed
room and the young women’s own parties. Details of this will be illumi
nated in this chapter.

In Lamu, young women do not always have ‘a room of their own’, 
nor do they manage to slip away to a private space, or to stay there for very 
long. Usually the house is full of people and it may be downright disre
spectful to withdraw. Aisha and Jaha share their sparsely furnished bed
room with another sister and two small nieces, the five of them sleeping in 
three beds. They cannot occupy the room alone with their friends for too 
long. The children want access, to take a nap and to walk in and out to get 
their belongings. Personal effects are stored in trunks under the beds. The 
girls therefore often sit out in the central courtyard with the other women 
and children of the house. However, even in this situation they have means 
by which to mark themselves off from those who are not considered part of 
their peer group and avoid eavesdropping (udako). For instance, they amuse 
themselves by talking in their own slang as well as a secret code language, 
lug hay a ndani, adding a pre- or suffix to every word of a sentence, making 
it impossible for those who do not know the code to understand. The fol
lowing is an example: Chamimi chanitakwenda chacinechama- ‘mimi 
nitakwenda cinema’, ‘I am going to the cinema’. By manipulating ideas 
and language in this way, the young women underline that they have a 
world of their own.1

Single-sex peer groups, formed by the bonding together of young



people of similar age, have existed as part of the cultural pattern of tradi
tional Lamu society. However, rapid social change means that such groups 
differ from their parents more than was previously the case. Through their 
participation in, for instance, schooling and work roles, there is more min
gling across borders of ethnicity, particularly in the new fora of the school 
or the workplace. Peer groups are vital to help girls come to terms with 
experiences and ideas which they cannot and do not want to share with 
other family members. With their peers young women free themselves from 
family dependence and make experiences that prepare them for future roles 
and new relations of intimacy and ‘trust’. The friendship network with young 
women of the same status is the main means of confirming the status of 
being a young ‘independent’ woman. There are few specified roles in such 
a network, but a common attitude, values and willingness to cooperate and 
make the group work.

In Lamu bonds of friendship (urafiki) between young women are 
formed on the basis of a common experience of school, work, or neigh
bourhood and cross the boundaries of kin groups.2 Network constellations 
obviously depend on the ideology of friendship, not primarily on kinship, 
and they change with age and interest patterns. The links of alliances be
tween friends are acquired; they are chosen, voluntary, informal, recipro
cal, of mutual attraction and compatibility (Paine, 1974; Brain, 1976). How
ever, even people who are kin may behave like friends towards each other, 
i.e. we like some kin better than others and share common interests (Paine, 
1974:137). One aspect is different nevertheless; kin relations are perma
nent, whereas friendships may be broken. When speaking affectionately 
about one another, friends who are not kin address each other by the term 
ndugu, meaning sibling (see Chapter 6).

The network is maintained by constant interaction. The girls visit 
each other at their houses and spend hours in each other’s company, go 
‘calling’ for each other when they are going out shopping and participate in 
all sorts of events together, e.g. ninja raids or chakacha dances. During the 
fasting month of Ramadan, for instance, the girls would socialize a lot, 
helping each other make the days bearable. The cinemas were closed. 
‘Ramadan should be a time of virtue and spiritual reflection and not a time 
for encouraging “romance”’, the cinema proprietor explained to me. Like
wise there were no videos shown in the houses. Yet Ramadan is a time of 
happiness ifuraha), goodwill and community. Some days a group of girls 
would assemble at one of the family houses that had made arrangements 
for loudspeakers to be set up so that the women could hear the afternoon



darasa speeches in one of the old town mosques. During these, passages 
of the Koran were read, discussed and related to local issues or problems. 
Together the young women would take the initiative of writing down ques
tions to the mwalimu holding the darasa, and send these along with the 
men of the house. Body pollution and how to perform ablutions in the cor
rect manner was an issue that elicited many queries. The girls were pleased 
to find that the mwalimu took most of them up in subsequent discussions. 
The girls would also stay over at each other’s homes; they would cook 
special dishes together and share the first meal in the evening after the 
day’s fast (fatari). Sometimes they would sit up till two in the morning 
playing cards or reading passages from the Koran, sometimes in commu
nity with the men of the house. Together the girls longed for the Idd festivi
ties, celebrating the breaking of the fast. In preparation they would send 
Happy Idd cards with images of Mecca or Indian film stars to friends and 
relatives in Mombasa and elsewhere. They would go out shopping for new 
clothes. Many would also reserve tickets for the reopening show at the 
cinema and look forward to this with great anticipation.

Friends, thus, develop a shared understanding of the world primarily 
by way of discussing and making sense of events and activities around 
them. They have their own norms of what one can or ought to do in differ
ent situations and how one should maintain one’s integrity and respectabil
ity. Indeed, friends are necessary to get the courage to do things, to explore 
the forbidden, to take risks and demonstrate one’s independence (Wulff, 
1988, 1992).

‘Friends’, Mariam once exclaimed, ‘give you more strength to do 
things and enjoy life, and find answers to problems.’ Interaction satisfies 
both emotional and practical needs. The girls enjoy being together as young 
women. The identity work they engage in together leaves room for fun, 
escape and irresponsibility as well as for a sense of self-respect and self- 
assertion. They support and console each other in times of crisis, like the 
time when Warda was caught cheating in a test and thought she was being 
unjustly treated. Among friends the girls act out individual character traits 
and feel that they are appreciated for aspects of their personality which 
would be unacceptable in the family setting. Friendship networks play a 
central emotional and supportive role in the lives of the young women. The 
experiences and events they participate in form part of the shared knowl
edge which constitutes the repertoire of female youth culture.

Binti, Mariam, Nuru, Farida, Aisha, Saada, Fumo and most of the 
other young women we have mentioned are all friends. However, it is obvi



ous that the links between the clusters of young women are many and var
ied (see informant chart and the introductory presentation of the girls in 
Chapter 1). The more intense, dyadic ‘best-friend’ relations form the base. 
Best friends are often made in childhood among companions of the same 
age and the girls are often from the same ethnic group. Of course not all 
young women have a ‘best friend’. Real friendship is an affair between 
individuals and has its satisfaction in the close interaction of two people. 
Binti and Mariam and also Saada and Aisha are best friends, which means 
that they spend a lot of time together, lend each other things, e.g. maga
zines and accessories, share events like going out together, respect the oth
e r’s integrity and keep the other’s secret thoughts (kunga za moyo).

These couples of ‘best friends’ agree that loyalty and trust between 
friends are basic values. So is love or affection (upendo) and mutual under
standing, admiration, sympathy. Indeed, to the girls, the prerequisite of 
friendship is tabia moja, to have the same character, to be similar in style, 
tastes and personality. Everybody needs a partner, a complementary other 
half. Mariam for instance, has a quieter personality than Binti and every
one agrees that she has a calming effect on her friend. That people are 
attracted to their opposites, and seek qualities in the other which they them
selves lack is, according to Brain (1976), common in friendship relations 
and reflects the desire for a union of oneness.

In Lamu best friends will wear matching styles of dress (and hairdo) 
to chakacha parties, and stay close together thus confirming and showing 
off their friendship by looking alike for everyone to see. Here, as in many 
other cultures friendship is expressed in the idiom of twinness symbolizing 
the fusion of the pair (Brain, 1976; Wulff, 1992:28). They are different but 
at the same time the same and interchangeable. Friends would often insist 
on having their photograph taken together. Such ceremonials add to the 
meaning of friendship. Twin marriages are also popular, and something the 
young women talk about a lot. However, twin marriages are usually those 
of two male best friends.

Some of the girls would also celebrate each other’s birthdays. Aisha 
brought Saada a small notebook with a flowery cover on her birthday, and 
gave it to her when the two of them were alone. It was a songbook, she 
explained to me. Saada loved writing down the texts of popular songs, 
whether tarabu or pop. Many people argue, however, that celebrating the 
birthday of an individual with presents in this way is alien to Islam, that it is 
an adoption of Western custom which should not be encouraged. Prefer
ably a Maulidi should be read.



The tone between friends is often one of joking and teasing. Affec
tion is shown quite openly. However, such friendship also contains ele
ments of strain and fragility, and involves elements of rivalry and opposi
tion. Sentiments of jealousy and aggression are expressed in bickering and 
quarrels.

Warda and Rahima had a terrible quarrel about a rumour that Rahima 
had been part of the group of bui-bui-clad women who followed the pro
cession of men going to the football ground to watch a football game. Rahima 
had admitted to Warda that she had been there, but now her older brother 
was angrily insinuating the same thing and Rahima suspected Warda of 
leaking the information. Rahima feared that her parents would get to know 
and her anger at Warda turned into fiery accusations and insults. For a few 
weeks Warda and Rahima were not on speaking terms. Finally Binti had to 
act as a go-between. After some time the girls could be seen out shopping 
together again, a token of restored friendship. The actions that mark the 
rites of friendship are many and subtle.

Warda and Binti are good friends in spite of the fact that they are 
sisters (dada). In Lamu sisters who are close in age spend a lot of time 
together. Mariam and Farida are also friends and have a relationship of 
mutual support with little competition. Sisters like these are often part of 
the same network of friends, but tend to take on different roles. Older sis
ters, who are more experienced and ‘mature’, whether married or not, are 
often seen as models or even mentors.

The preoccupation with love as a prerequisite to marriage has made it 
necessary to meet and assess compatibility. Much of the leisure time of 
young unmarried women has become the setting for finding a partner and 
for courting. To find a match young women and men need assistance, sup
port and protection. Typically, one or two confidantes act as intermediaries 
in different stages of courtship, communicating messages back and forth 
and intervening on behalf of the couple. Farida, for instance, was largely 
dependent on her friends to cover up her movements when she went out to 
meet Ahmed while they were courting. Rukia was a great help. She liked 
Ahmed and had a house of her own. The couple could pass by there to 
leave messages and meet. At home Farida could say that she was popping 
over to Rukia’s house or she would disguise her secret meetings as shop
ping tours with friends.

A considerable amount of the girls’ time together is spent talking 
about ways of attracting and approaching boys or rather a future partner. 
Techniques of courtship, of the subtleties of approach and avoidance, were



things they often discussed with me. They wanted advice and to hear about 
experiences of what people do in Europe. Through role-playing, fantasy 
and talk they come closer to understanding how to tackle such situations. 
The girls would, for example, demonstrate on each other how to kiss. The 
friendship group is thus a setting for exploring one’s sense of self, one’s 
changing body and sexuality and one’s awakening erotic consciousness.

The young women’s self-conception and understanding of themselves 
as mature but also ‘moral’ persons have to do with the extent to which they 
indulge in contacts with the opposite sex. Many practical ambiguities make 
for discussion as they work out a common understanding and their own 
rules of courtship. Was interest signalled in a discreet manner? When should 
gifts be accepted? Was the meeting permissible? When is the relationship 
serious? What obligations are entailed in a committed relationship? Where 
to set the limits for physical fondling? Is it important to retain a certain 
amount of haya (shyness)? Such worries are discussed and elaborated upon 
in the peer group. In the end it is the girl’s own responsibility to judge if she 
can trust a boy. However, films, dance and music play important roles as 
sources of ideas and images to guide the young women’s actions. We have 
already explored the significance of films. Later in this chapter we shall 
study the meaning of dance.

Elisabeth, the American girl who lived in the neighbourhood, was a 
friend of quite a few of the girls. They would go to her place for chats. Her 
lifestyle and experiences and her points of view were sought as sources of 
understanding and inspiration, just as mine were.

Binti and Mariam recounted to me that exposing oneself to actual 
encounters, whether these consist of an exchange of words or a secret meet
ing, has become increasingly important in the eyes of peers in taking the 
progressive steps towards adulthood. It is prestigious to have a steady boy
friend. To have success with young men means that one is popular in the 
circle of friends; you will be sought out for advice and for your opinion. It 
is all part of the agenda of maturing, and marks out the girl as more experi
enced. Mariam told me that before she had a boyfriend she was shy and felt 
ignored and left out of the group. The other girls insinuated that she was a 
prude and would sometimes forget to call for her before going out. When 
she finally got a boyfriend, although the romance did not last, the experi
ence was a key event. Her confidence in herself as a modem maturing young 
woman grew. Finding out what it is like to be in love, to kujua romance 
(‘to know romance’) is part of maturing in Lamu today. While there is an 
element of choice in individual lifestyle, young people are particularly vul



nerable to pressure from their peers to conform to group values, attitudes 
and behaviour patterns. The need to compete with peers and at the same 
time to win social approval is very strong and places the individual girls in 
situations of conflict.

The strain of envy and jealousy which often develop can at times be 
considerable on friends who are confidants. A young woman’s reputation, 
which is so crucial to her marriage chances, can be endangered by public 
knowledge of her private actions; she must not be caught alone with a sweet
heart. However, when girls start having boyfriends they also start to see 
each other as potential rivals. Sharing secrets gives them power over each 
other and can be misused, even jeopardize friendship. Jealousy may lead to 
betrayal or suspicion of betrayal. Uganga (witchcraft, the evil eye) may be 
put to use to interfere with or disturb a relationship when such feelings take 
over. However, I was told, that people are more engrossed these days with 
protective charms. Lamu girls like girls everywhere, are preoccupied with 
what the future may hold in store. Some read horoscopes in magazines and 
many wear protective or good luck charms (hirizi). The amulets, Rukia 
explained, ‘change your mind’ and are used by girls to help them succeed 
in getting a husband or in getting a boyfriend to love a girl as much as she 
loves him. The charms, which are hung around the arm, neck or stomach, 
usually contain Koranic verses and the wearer’s name. ‘But you know the 
effect wears off with time so if you get a husband in this way, it is said that 
you will lose him when the effect wears off’, Rukia commented. A Hadhrami 
girl also admitted to me that she sometimes went to the grave of the saint 
Habib Sualeh to pray for a job, a husband and other good things.

All these practices are criticized by the reformists as unorthodox ‘su
perstitions’. Young women are affected by this view and many adopt a 
distanced and sceptical attitude to the use of charms, for instance. The fol
lowing story about the use and effect of a hirizi was popular during my 
fieldwork and circulated in the network of my friends. A woman had gone 
to a mwalimu, and complained to him that she felt sad because no one came 
to visit her at her house. She was given a hirizi. After this people came to 
see her all the time. She praised the charm she had been given, but a friend 
who was curious asked if she could see what was in it. When they opened 
the hirizi they found a bus ticket! Later the mwalimu was asked why he had 
put the ticket in the amulet. He replied that it was because it was well suited 
for the purpose; there are always a lot of people going in and out of buses!

Not all young women have a best friend, and some were more popu
lar than others. Binti was perhaps the most popular of all the girls in her



rather large network of friends. Not only did she have a charming personal
ity, she was also generous with her time and resources. She was the epitome 
of the ‘modern’ girl. Outgoing and forging a career, she was living a rela
tively independent life and had her own means to acquire consumer goods 
so that she could, as people said, ‘style’ herself. Many in the group com
peted for her attention. Nuru was also popular but in quite another way. She 
was admired for her education and her understanding of religious issues, 
and her advice was often sought. Other personal qualities, such as wit or a 
‘daredevil’, defiant personality, could all bring prestige among friends. Suudi 
was as popular as she was notorious. When I met her at the beginning of the 
1980s, she was considered ‘wild’. She was restless, had a great desire for 
excitement, was constantly going out and was known to be an instigator of 
fun and trouble. Under her bui-bui she would wear jeans, although wearing 
trousers is considered highly inappropriate for women. Provocative lan
guage was not foreign to her and at parties she would dance wildly to pop 
music. Friends of hers copied her style to the annoyance of many parents. 
Suudi was known to be obstinate and to go her own way. The girls de
fended her, as she became the symbol of their own resistance and of a freer 
style of experimenting. However, when she got married and had a child her 
interests changed somewhat. She took more pain to restrain her behavior. 
Her energy was now channelled into involvement with the Lamu Muslim 
Sisters, where she soon provoked the resentment of many people by con
demning dress styles and behaviour that she herself had espoused a few 
years earlier. Suudi was, however, ‘famous’ and people followed her ac
tions with interest.

Young women who do not go to school usually have a narrower cir
cle of friends, as they have less opportunity to make contacts outside the 
circle of relatives and neighbours. Rukia is friendly with Hola (see inform
ant chart), who lives in the same neighbourhood. As small children they 
played together and went to the same Koran school. They had started pri
mary school together but Hola was not allowed to continue after puberty. 
Despite their different aspirations and life ‘careers’ the women still had 
common interests, they would visit and listen to music together and talk 
about their children. Rukia also provided her friend with ideas and infor
mation and told her stories about things and places she had seen while on 
training courses, in the tourist bureau and so on. When Hola lost her hus
band in a car accident Rukia comforted her friend and helped her out with 
practical arrangements.

Constellations of friendships change. With time friends may grow



apart, usually because of a change of interests caused by marriage or, fin
ishing school or training, because of conflicts and jealousy, or simply be
cause of migration. Pili, who used to be Farida’s best friend married an 
Englishman who worked for some time with a ‘development project’ on 
the mainland. The couple later went to live in England (see Chapter 8). The 
girls often spoke of Pili. Farida missed her friend terribly in the beginning. 
She frequently wrote to her old ‘chum’ and wondered how her new life was 
progressing. ‘Barua ni nusu y a kuona’, ‘a letter is half of seeing (meet
ing)’, Farida commented to me.

However, new friends are also won, sometimes across boundaries of 
ethnicity and religion. Binti, for instance, had gained a new friend in Mary, 
a Luo girl who was her colleague at the District Commissioner’s office. 
Binti enjoyed the company of her friend who was humorous, and clever 
and efficient at her job, and had lots of advice to volunteer. The two of them 
would discuss the work and personalities of their male colleagues and other 
things in life, even religion. Binti would try to explain about the local way 
of life and she brought Mary along to one of the wedding kesha where the 
Luo girl danced with the others. However, they mostly associated at the 
office. Jaha and Rahima were friendly with Grace and Mukabi, two Chris
tian Kikuyu girls in their class at the secondary school. Jaha however, sel
dom took the girls home; she said it was because her mother was not ‘ac
customed’ to up-country girls. Rahima, on the other hand, often invited 
Mukabi, who lived nearby, over to her home. At her place they appreciated 
Mukabi for her skills in knitting, which she was teaching to some of the 
women in the house.

Prestigious, but friendships of a different character, were the foreign 
‘pen-friends’ that some of the schoolgirls had attained. Those who wrote 
good English, got in touch with such friends through special columns in 
newspapers such as the Daily Nation. Imani had a Dutch-pen friend with 
whom she kept up a correspondence for a number of years. The girls ex
changed photographs, stories and opinions, and Hilda the Dutch friend, 
said that she would come and visit Lamu. This made Imani very proud of 
her ‘pen-friendship’ and she commented to me, ‘You know, if you know 
English you can do anything in the world.’ For the young women to ‘be 
modem’ means getting to know different types of people and having many 
different types of friends. It is to be ‘known’ in a good way, to be popular.

Many characteristics of friendship, such as loyalty and trust, are ex
pressed in relationships with brothers {kaka). They are often close friends 
and important ‘links’ with the outside world, whether the girls are in school



or not. They are more ‘street-wise’, and they know public places and peo
ple well. The mosque, the harbour and the sports ground on the outskirts of 
the town, become their practice milieu. In their late teens many hang out in 
small ‘study’ rooms which they rent with other boys, or in the houses of 
absent foreigners, to which they gain access through the caretakers who are 
often friends or relatives.

Saada, for example, depends on her brother Mwenye to run special 
errands for her outside. He provides her with good music tapes which he 
gets through his tourist contacts. Mwenye, who never finished the second
ary school level, had problems getting work so he started hanging out at the 
lodging house mn by an acquaintance. In other words, he is a beachboy, 
known in tourist circles by his nickname ‘Cool Cat’. Mwenye’s favours 
were really a return for Saada’s goodwill. She gave hospitality to the fe
male tourists he brought along to the house. They wanted to have henna 
designs painted on their hands, to taste home-made Swahili cooking, or 
just to meet ‘local women’. In the beginning Saada did not mind this, nor 
did the other women in the house, in fact they found it interesting. She 
would also smooth over the tension between her father and Mwenye. The 
father strongly dislikes his son’s lifestyle. It was no secret that the boy was 
escorting tourist women around and having sexual relations with them, and 
that miraa chewing was a major preoccupation of his, taking up more and 
more of his meagre financial resources. Indeed, he did not contribute any
thing financially at home, but spent most of his time around the lodging 
houses and tourist cafés near the harbour. The truth was that he was ne
glecting his health, his Islamic faith and his family. Saada defended him in 
front of the rest of the family, but she was worried about him and felt that 
his dishonourable lifestyle affected her reputation negatively.

Fumo was another person who received a lot of support and encour
agement from her brother Omar, in choosing her career. It was he who 
persuaded their father to let her take up accounting and join the bank, al
though it is a very public place. In turn, Fumo irons and mends her broth
e r’s shirts. Indeed, the support of brothers seems decisive for many of the 
girls who have pursued a career in a typical male setting but it can also be 
decisive in marriage negotiations. As we shall see later on, Farida’s brother, 
Moammar, was instrumental in helping her and Ahmed settle theirs. Farida 
argued that, without her brother’s support, her parents would not have ac
cepted the marriage so readily. Of course, there are also conflicts and re
sentment between sisters and brothers. Nafissa, whose husband was work
ing in Nairobi, was annoyed with one of her brothers. He constantly at



tempted to control her by forbidding her to mingle with certain people and 
made a fuss when she wanted to go to the cinema.

Groups of friends and peers are important to young women but per
haps particularly before they find partners and ‘settle down’ or when they 
are divorcees. Girls who are ‘engaged’ tend to go out less with the group, 
are less concerned with ‘being seen’. Their interest and preoccupation now 
focus on the one partner and the possibility of a forthcoming marriage. 
Once m arried some of the tension created by being an unm arried 
mwanamwali is resolved. Other concerns take over, e.g. mothering and lit
erally ‘home-making’ and respectability takes on a new meaning. This does 
not mean to say that young married and unmarried no longer have things in 
common. The lifestyles of both categories still centres around being ‘mod
em ’ and up-to-date in fashions and leisure activities.

Being ‘Modern’ and Looking ‘Smart’

A broad common denominator for young people, and women in par
ticular in Lamu is the desire to communicate a sense of opportunity and 
choice, the desire to lead ‘modern’, ‘developed’ lives based on an under
standing of ethnicity, sexuality and marriage which differs from that of the 
parental generation.

Criteria for being judged as ‘modem’ have to do with access to mod
em commodities, with being fashionable and demonstrating ‘taste’. To know 
how to read, ‘to know a bit of English’, not to be ignorant of the different 
quarters of one’s own home town and to participate in the mass-media world 
are all important to this effect. Young women and their peers communicate 
that they are ‘sm a tï , fashionable and modem in a number of ways. ‘Every
body wants to show “style” these days’, Fumo explained to me. Language, 
music, dance and dress fashions all contribute to setting the young apart 
from the older generation and creating a sense of belonging to a group.

We have already noted that the term maendeleo, derived from the 
verb kwenda , meaning to move forward, progress, usually designates de
velopment in the broad sense. It is a term frequently used by the young 
women to describe individual behaviour or character traits in positive terms. 
‘Ameendelea sasa' (‘she has progressed, become developed now’) is an 
expression often heard when describing someone’s actions. It contrasts with 
‘yeye ni mzuka ’ (‘she is a ghost’) which Saada and her friends used about 
Ramia, who felt uncomfortable with the flirting in the street. ‘Amekaa na
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mila yetu’ (‘she has stayed with our traditions’), Saada explained to me, 
meaning that the girl in question followed the traditions of modesty and 
submission, and also that she was regarded as conservative and somewhat 
backward.

Stories circulate in Lamu about old women who have seldom been 
out of their houses and cannot find their way around town. Every time we 
passed a certain house in the old town the girls would tell me that there was 
a real mzuka (recluse) living there. The old lady was so respectable and 
modest that she would hide if a stranger came into the house. Few people 
had ever seen her. The girls showed little understanding for this sort of 
isolation. One of the essay writers in Chapter 3 expressed her indignation 
at the fact that women were kept inside like ‘lepers’. В inti commented: 
‘Women must learn to cope and be confident and at least get to know their 
home town’ and then quoted the proverb ‘Musiwe nyuma dunia imezunguka, 
imebadilika’, ‘Don’t lag behind, the world has changed, open it up and see 
the sun.’

The young women are preoccupied with achieving the maisha nzuri 
(‘the good life’), a life in harmony with the realities of today or maisha ya 
kisasa (‘the modem life’). They contrast this life with that of zamani (the 
distant past, the olden days). Their elders tell them that life in Lamu used to 
be prosperous, blissful and very different then. But many agree with the 
saying ‘Things of the past are no longer valid today!’ They talk of the ne
cessity of kuendesha mbio (‘getting ahead’) in the world these days (siku 
hizi), so as not to lag behind (nyuma) in development. Even the term ujinga 
- meaning inexperience, innocent ignorance, even stupidity - can be used 
when talking about the ignorance of people in the past, who were kept from 
knowledge of the true messages of the Koran by the religious leaders, but 
also about the women who were ignorant of the world outside Lamu, even 
outside the walls of their own homes. ’Zamani watu wengi wa Lamu walikaa 
na ujinga , lakini sasa tumeelimika’ ( ‘In the past many people in Lamu 
were ignorant, but now we have become enlightened’).

The noun mzungu, signifying European, Western, foreign, but also 
wonderful, and its adjective kizungu, also describes the modernity and de
velopment of people as well as of things. ‘Yeye anapenda vitu vizungu na 
watu wazungu, yeye ni mzungu sasa’ (‘she likes “Western” things and 
“Western” people, she is like a “Westerner” now’). The expression ‘vitu 
vizungu’ ( ‘Western things’) designates modem things; nyumba kizungu 
(‘Western house’) referring to a house with modem furnishings and inte
rior organization. Rukia lives in a house of her own, which her friends



classify as a Western house. She has a dining table and a kitchen with a gas 
cooker and modern wall cupboards. Depending on the context, the term 
mzungu can express admiration or sarcasm. This ambivalence reflects the 
fact that modernity and development are, on the one hand, associated with 
the Western world, and, on the other, with the former colonial exploiters, 
the ‘British’ and the representatives of the ‘decadent’ West. It certainly 
also reflects a more general pattern, according to which people, who see 
themselves as technologically and economically backward, somehow think 
of themselves as morally superior.

Through the signals of ‘style’ young women say something about 
who they are, what status and social standing they have and what attitudes 
they take to morality and sexuality. Young women and men similarly use 
variations in style to communicate differences between themselves. Style 
and appearance are symbolic instruments for handling dilemmas such as 
those revolving around issues like mingling across ethnic and religious 
boundaries or status categories such as virgin and married, or male and 
female.

When Ahmed entered the kupamba to join Farida on stage for the 
photograph session, the female audience called out ‘masuti , masuti’ in 
positive affirmation. Most young women want a masuti as a husband - a 
man in a suit, a modern man. Wearing fashionable clothes is, as we have 
seen, an important indicator of modernity.

One established difference in appearance and clothing styles among 
young women is still between those who are married and those who are 
not. Indulgence in fashion and clothes is to a large extent the privilege of 
married women. This is one of the reasons sometimes quoted for young 
women wanting to get their first marriage ‘over with’. They long for the 
time when they can devote time and money to ‘styling’ themselves freely. 
Wanawali are not supposed to wear anything that enhances their beauty 
and body attributes. They are expected to dress simply, to wear plain dresses 
and modest jewellery, in contrast to the extravagance of married women. 
However, this does not limit their preoccupation with the beautiful clothes 
of their married friends or elder sisters and those of the filmstars. However, 
their dress code is not dominated by clothing for formal display purposes. 
Yet being modem, being ‘up to date’ and ‘fashionable’is important also for 
these young women.

In the privacy of the young women’s room all boundaries between 
the style elements of the different generations are made insignificant and 
are experimented with. Although it is still considered inappropriate for un



married women to appear in female or mixed public settings wearing make
up, jewellery and certain types of clothes which are the prerogative of mar
ried women, this is increasingly done, and is particularly the case with girls 
who have been staying in Mombasa for some time. Mombasa girls are gen
erally said to be more ‘advanced’, more ‘modem’ than those from Lamu. 
That the marked distinction between some of the style elements of the two 
categories of women will gradually disappear in Lamu as it has in Mom
basa, seems obvious.

However, others may develop. For instance, young women have in
creasingly taken to wearing more informal and practical Western-oriented 
‘leisure’ wear for everyday, and this distinguishes them from the married 
women. ‘Separates’, such as skirts and T-shirts, are popular; the latter can 
be seen in different colours and with different texts or prints on them. Sun
glasses, locally called goggles, are also fashion objects among young women 
as well as young men. Saada had a pair she always used, and they were 
considered as giving her a ‘smart’, aloof image. She even wore them inside 
the shop where she worked - a veil and shield against the peering eyes of 
male customers perhaps? Digital watches were also prestige objects, and 
most of the girls of some means had one hanging loosely on their wrists; 
however, this was not unique to them, even young married women wore 
their watches in this way. Every once in a while young women would wear 
slacks under their bui-bui. Jeans are the most popular, but not all have a 
pair. It is considered highly inappropriate for women to wear trousers, and 
it can only be done in private. Furthermore, it is a rather inappropriate gar
ment in the hot, damp climate of Lamu. However, the girls enjoyed experi
menting with the uni-sex fashions which are so popular in the West. Even 
the Muslim veil has, as we already saw in the previous chapter, a modem 
fashionable variant in the hijab.

Style, particularly dress style, is often documented in photographs. 
Young women are very particular about having their own photograph al
bums. Leafing through one of these is interesting evidence of their preoc
cupation with having a ‘modern’ identity. Snaps of young women posing in 
different dresses are common. Take Fumo’s album, for instance. It is neat 
and well organized, a sort of portfolio of her personality. Most of the pic
tures are of her posing in different attire in different situations; in a straw 
hat at the beach, in ‘twin’ dresses with her best friend Khadija, in her hijab 
during Ramadan. I find the ‘studio’ photographs the most interesting. Fumo’s 
were taken at a studio in Mombasa and show her in different dresses posing 
in front of different background scenery, e.g. palm trees, even the Kaaba in



Mecca. ‘You get the ideas and inspiration from the models featured in fash
ion magazines’, she explained. ‘The dresses are the prettiest ones you have.’ 
Her uncle had paid for the photographs when she had finished her account
ing course. In Lamu there is a small studio which can be used for similar 
purposes, but it is not as sophisticated, and therefore not as popular, as the 
Mombasa studios. In Fumo’s album there is also a picture of her and a 
sister at the modern Mombasa airport, one where she is standing outside 
the Kenyatta Conference centre in Nairobi, and then one which seems to 
have a particular symbolic significance for her - of her and a friend by the 
signboard of the training institute which she attended for her accounting 
course. Documenting mobility and travel in this way and proving that ‘I 
was there’, gives prestige. Fumo, like other young women, also urged me 
to come to her office to take some photographs, and wanted us to have one 
taken together, all to be included in her album.

When youth listen to music of their own choice, this is a means of 
communicating identity as well as a common means whereby a separate 
youth space can be defined (see Frith, 1978). The imposing character of 
music makes this possible even when the young people are not physically 
separated from others or in a room of their own. Being in control of what 
you play and listen to means having a certain autonomy. In Lamu young 
women like Saada and Aisha and their friends often listen to music to
gether. They are particularly concerned with lyrics, and especially with ro
mantic lyrics. They often know these by heart and hum along to the songs. 
Listening is collective excitement which gives them an immediate sense of 
involvement with the fantasy of intimacy and its risks which is often ex
plored in the song texts. Music is the regular background sound to their 
activities. Radios and tapes are always on. In fact, music is often part of the 
definition of the context rather than the central focus of their attention. Few 
young women, or rather households, have big music collections. Young 
men like Mwenye, Saada’s brother, who tend to have better access to tapes 
and know the music scene better, act as mediators. They can introduce the 
young women to new ‘sounds’, they also have contacts in the shops where 
tapes are sold, and will help sisters, girlfriends and wives to have copies 
made. Usually these are of bad quality; most are pirate tapes. The girls 
listen to everything from Michael Jackson, Reggae, and Indian film music 
to Egyptian love ballads, Kongo jazz, and Western pop and disco in addi
tion to the local tarabu and disco versions of chakacha, as we shall see in 
the following section.

Shared music tastes are often part of group identity and friendship.



Music preferences can be a means of distinction, but this tendency is not 
very marked in Lamu. For a while Saada and Aisha were hip-hop and 
Michael Jackson fans. Saada had a T-shirt with the image of Jackson, which 
she handled with the utmost care. It was a present from a tourist who had 
come to visit the house with her brother. At one point Khadija and Jumna 
listened to what they called ‘black music’, in the shape of Bob Marley and 
‘Reggae’. Khadija told me she found the idea of Jamaicans having Ethiopia 
as a ‘mother’ country a bit strange, but she was intrigued by the talk of 
black power, policies of non-discrimination and the ‘black is beautiful’ rheto
ric. ‘You see in a way we are just as black and African as they are’, she 
confided to me. The symbolism of Rastafarianism obviously fascinated her. 
Binti and Mariam listened to Hindi film music and disco.

Nuru, who did not have much sympathy for Western music, played 
Arabic and local Swahili music. She idealized Um-Kulthum, the Egyptian 
singer and megastar, and had even read about her life.

However, few took clear stands for or against a particular style of 
music. Most young women had quite a flexible attitude, although they might 
have preferences, at least temporarily.

Dancing their Way into Adulthood

Exploring what it would be like to be in love, erotics and sexuality is 
played out very much in the realm of fantasy. We have already noted how 
viewing romantic melodrama on video and listening to music are central in 
this; however, dance has a parallel role and is an important aspect of the 
peer group culture. Dance is not just a means of relaxation, it also articu
lates a person’s own private feelings, and makes sense of experiences, needs 
and preoccupations.

The centrality of dance in the female youth culture is evident in Lamu. 
It is one of the most regularly occurring activities in the lives of young 
women. Young women perform and practise movements and sequences 
spontaneously when listening to music during leisure hours, at home or in 
the school grounds and at the night-long ngoma dance events of young 
unmarried women celebrating the marriage of a friend, e.g. the kesha, the 
vigil. This is the only wedding celebration in which young women can 
participate actively. For the bride it is her last day as a ‘virgin’ and the 
occasion on which she bids farewell to her peers and her status as a young 
unmarried girl and joins the ranks of the married women.
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The dance repertoire has widened with new tastes in music. At a big 
wedding kesha, chakacha (from the verb kuchakacha to make a cracking 
sound; the word is onomatopoetic and imitates the style of the dance) is 
danced to live music played by male musicians. The participation of the 
latter, is permissible as musicians are often homosexuals (mashoga). At 
home, at smaller more informal gatherings and kesha, cassettes of recorded 
music substitute the live musicians for reasons of convenience and economy. 
It is in such settings that all sorts of music and dance styles are exhibited 
and experimented with.

Western disco and pop, music styles that have spread across the world 
during the past decades, have met the dance needs of young people on the 
Kenyan coast and many other parts of the world during the 1980s. Young 
people have been listening and dancing to popular music bands and stars 
like Abba, Donna Summers, Bob Marley, Boney M and Michael Jackson 
for years. These styles are essentially dance music, patterned on repetitive 
rhythms, and thus easily absorbed. The young women dance individually 
swaying their bodies and tapping their feet rhythmically to the music, like 
the crowd on any disco dance floor, as they have seen them on music vid
eos and been taught by friends. The disco style has entered into new com
binations with local rhythmic dance music such as the chakacha. Studio 
recordings of this disco chakacha are increasingly being produced and have 
become extremely popular among both local young people and tourists, 
who come across the music on the dance floors of coastal hotel discotheques 
in the bigger towns.

Lutfia told me that arranging mixed disco dances was popular even 
among the local Muslims in Mombasa in the late 1970s and early 1980s. 
The fashion also spread to Lamu. Some young people arranged mixed dis
cos at private wedding parties, and a few foreigners living in Lamu ar
ranged such discos and invited locals. Lutfia recalled that a lot of Abba 
music had been played, but that not all the wanawali present had danced 
because some felt shy about performing in front of young men. Of course, 
word leaked out about the mixed discos, and during the 1980s critical com
ments were increasingly heard. The religious leaders declared that no hon
ourable woman should accept invitations to such immoral gatherings which 
were against religion. The practice of arranging mixed discos at local pri
vate parties soon disappeared in Lamu. Of course, discos continue to be 
arranged, but in the single-sex settings of the kesha celebrations. The only 
‘mixed’ discos today are given by the Civil Servants Club in the Commu
nity hall, but respectable local women do not attend these. They cater more



for up-country civil servants, tourists and ‘loose’ women.
Dance in the world of men and women takes on different meanings. 

Let me initiate the discussion by illuminating the male traits. Men do not 
usually dance in the lively expressive manner of women. The kirumbizi 
(stick dance) which young men perform at weddings, for instance, is more 
a display of restraint than of bravado. In the mock fight it is the elegance 
and grace of movements that counts. Vigorous body movements has been 
associated with immorality among the ‘dignified’ elite.

Yet today, young men experiment with breakdance, electric boogie 
and hip-hop movements. In Lamu such dance styles have inspired local 
versions since the mid-1980s. Electric boogie, for instance, is referred to as 
the robot. Many enjoyed this dance style but young men of the upper strata 
would for the most part dance behind closed doors, for instance at the men’s 
kesha. Marginal young people, such as domestic servants who lack status 
and schooling, were most readily associated with the dance, as they would 
perform and compete publicly. They feel a strong affinity with black Ameri
can street culture. When they get an opportunity, they watch breakdance 
videos at the homes of their employers. Newer Indian films also contain 
breakdance, but the youngsters favourites were American ‘originals’ like 
Beat Street. They talk about people and street life in New York, the ‘home’ 
of hip-hop, with familiarity, as though they had spent some time there. For 
these boys, New York street culture has meaning, they see a parallel to their 
own situation, and they embrace elements of it and make them part of their 
own cultural repertoire. Many say that breakdance has similarities to Giriama 
traditional dance and, as many domestic servants are recruited from this 
group, they naturally feel affinity with this dance style.

Usually the boys perform in the streets but when I was in the field 
some of them arranged dance performances during the three days of the Idd 
fete, celebrating the end of the fasting month of Ramadan. This fete is held 
in the primary school grounds which are closed off for the occasion and 
turned into an entertainment area. Entrance fees generate income for the 
school. An old carrousel and a merry-go-round are set up. Betting on a 
spinning wheel is also possible and there are sweets (mabuni) and food 
snacks to be bought. A photographer goes around taking pictures, and cop
ies can be bought at a later date. A major attraction during the 1980s was 
the ‘breakdance showroom’. For a few pennies the audience could enter 
one of the class rooms to see a breakdance performance. Dressed up in T- 
shirts and jeans, the boys would do the robot and elaborate floor spins be
fore an appreciative audience of young men and women.



In Mombasa in the mid-1980s young men staged spontaneous public 
performances in the streets, resulting in major traffic blocks as they gath
ered big crowds. Local newspapers featured articles on the new public 
menace. Hanna (1988b:81) points out that for young people who have few 
material possessions and little power in the adult world, the body and its 
use become especially important as a means of expression. In breakdance 
performance young lower-class men have found an arena of their own, which 
they can dominate and thereby gain recognition, status, and income.

Dance becomes a tool by which they can excel and cope with the 
stress of being nobody, in other words a way of resolving a conflict in 
status. In addition to dance and music hip-hop has found its expression 
through graffiti, which came to Lamu through American films. During the 
late 1980s wall paintings and ‘tags’ inspired by graffiti art could be spotted 
on the houses in Lamu Town. A huge wall painting of the American ‘ac
tion’ film star, Sylvester Stallone, decorates a house facade on the outskirts 
of Lamu. A local youth who has taken to the innovative art of graffiti was 
hired to decorate the interior walls of a café with imagery from Lamu. Later 
he was hired to do small jobs on a new exhibition at the Lamu Museum.

Young women are enthusiastic fans and part of breakdance audiences. 
They listen to the music, and the younger ones play around with such dance 
movements for fun, at home and at the kesha parties. However, they are 
equally inspired and preoccupied by other dance forms. They often encour
aged me to teach them dancing with a partner. I would instruct them in the 
rudimentaries of waltz steps, ‘one two three, one two three’, swing, and not 
to be forgotten, the tango, which would always end up in hysterical laughters. 
Then there was ‘slow’ dancing (two people moving together, with their 
bodies closely touching). Slow dancing is a dance form which is consid
ered shockingly indiscreet when danced by a man and women in public, a 
sort of dance-floor sex.3 The girls find it strange but exciting and amusing, 
very different from the local styles. Dance in Lamu is not part of courtship, 
as the women dance for themselves. Dancing with a partner in something 
like ‘slow’ dancing is associated with the West. When the girls perform it 
together they do so with humour and a clear element of mockery of West
ern behaviour. It is a way of dealing with the embarrassment caused by the 
blunt physicality exposed by foreign couples on the beach, in the street and 
on the dance-floor.

In the world of young women dance is an expression and celebration 
of their own physicality and sexuality. In dance it is legitimate to pursue 
pleasure, to eroticize the body, to exhibit physical sensation and skills and



to articulate ‘the sexual’. McRobbie (1982:144-145) in her study of girls 
and dance argues that ‘dance evokes fantasy because it sets in motion a 
dual relationship projecting both internally towards the self and externally 
towards the ‘other’: which is to say that dance as a leisure activity connects 
desires for the self with those for somebody else. It articulates adolescent 
and girlhood with femininity and female sexuality and it does this by and 
through the body. This is especially important because it is the one pleasur
able arena where women have some control and know what is going on in 
relations to their own bodies.’ Dance is a context in which the dancers 
become more reflexively conscious of their own bodies. It is a form of 
auto-erotisism, a pleasure in their own bodies and sexuality which gives 
them an identity not dependant on male approval (see McRobbie, 1982).

Hanna (1988b), studying the relation between dance and stress, ar
gues that the euphoric state of dance (catharsis) is an escape and a means of 
resisting and reducing tension, at least on a temporary basis. The stress I 
have in mind is that caused by the fact that the young women are expected 
to repress their sexuality in everyday interaction, to constrain their emo
tions, behaviour and movements in accordance with a modesty code, which 
is conceived of in different terms by the young and by their parents. By 
dancing in front of an audience of other young women they attract atten
tion, assert themselves and enhance the appreciation of their own body 
image. It is always accompanied with much laughter and joy. It gives them 
a sense of power and control which is otherwise denied them, a pretext for 
behaviour that would otherwise be unacceptable. Feelings of guilt and shame 
about their sexuality are gone. The dancing body is thus both a sight of 
experience as well as spectacle and performance. It allows for the expres
sion of sensuality and entertainment, individually and collectively but it is 
also exposure, exhibition, competitions as well as public scrutiny.

Dance is encoded meaning and communicative behaviour, and it is a 
symbolic enactment of emotions as well as ideas - a social critique. Young 
women in Lamu learn that what they say with words can get them into 
trouble. Instead, they often use body language to articulate their frustra
tions and anxieties and what is considered inappropriate, e.g. exaggerated 
playfulness, gestures and drama. Dance appears to be a type of communi
cation that protects the defiant thoughts and actions of young people from 
the negative sanctions of elders. The dance form may assert a harmless 
interpretation rather than a provocative one.

Dealing with stressful situations through dance is widespread in Af
rica (Spencer, 1985; Hanna, 1988b). In Lamu and other parts of the coast,



dance has always been an important cultural means for women to express 
protest as well as the tension pertaining to prestige in terms of ethnic, rank 
and gender criteria. This is true for the chakacha as it was for the female 
lelemama and male beni dances in the past, discussed in Chapter 2.

To understand the meaning and pleasures imputed into dance I watched 
and joined in, but also listened to the young women’s verbal comments and 
accounts of the dance routines. I tried to grasp the local codes for reading 
the body and the dance and to interpret these on the basis of my knowledge 
of Lamu society. In the following I invite you along to a kesha wedding 
party where wanawali dance chakacha and express essential things about 
themselves in contemporary Lamu society.

The powerful rhythms of a tall drum (msondo) vibrate as the 
five male musicians prepare their instruments for the evening’s 
dance event. We are at the kesha and chakacha party of Farida, the 
night before the consummation of her marriage. It is after 11 pm 
and the dance has just started. The setting is an enclosed space 
between houses in the neighbourhood of Farida’s family house. 
Palm leaves, thatch, sacks, and mats fence off the area, which is 
illuminated by strings of electric lights specially installed for the 
occasion. By this demarcation a temporarily bounded space is set 
up, a space which will serve as a context set apart from everyday 
demeanour and supposedly keeping out the peering eyes of male 
spectators. Farida, whom we have visited in her beauty parlour, will 
stay in the house with the older women according to custom. She is 
practically immobile waiting for her henna to dry. Exhausted and in 
need of sleep Farida hopes she will be able to sleep although the 
drums will be playing all night.

A group of young women, unable to hold back their excited 
anticipation, have removed their shoes and started dancing. They 
have positioned themselves one behind the other to form a circle, 
and advance with small steps in tune to the music while they rotate 
their hips in erotic circular movements. At intervals they stop 
moving forward and dance in place. They have folded and tied 
kanga cloth around their hips (like a sash) to accentuate the hip 
movement. The chanting group moves rhythmically forward, to the 
persistent beat of a msondo and several smaller drums. The wom
en’s voices alternate with that of the trumpet (nzumari). As more 
girls enter the dance the atmosphere gets increasingly elated. Most



of those present are wanawali but there are also married women 
among the onlookers, approximately hundred guests. Although they 
are dressed up, some of the married women have curlers in their 
hairs; they are here to supervise the wanawali, their big night is 
tomorrow’s kupamba. The girls are encouraged in their attempts by 
the women who ululate and compliment the talented dancers by 
decorating them with their gold necklaces or digital watches. Two 
girls who put on a ‘show’ by dancing vigorously facing each other 
are rewarded with money notes which are pinned to their dresses. 
An older lady instructs the younger girls in the correct movement 
by placing her hands on the girls’ hips showing them how to rotate. 
A girl, not more than ten years old, dances with energy and skill 
already at this age. The girls dance for periods; intervals are needed 
to catch their breath and regain their strength. They settle down 
with their friends and chat eagerly on the mats which have been 
spread out on the ground. The girls are wearing new dresses; this is 
their opportunity to wear new clothes and they scrutinize each 
other. They whisper and giggle about the fact that some of the 
women in the audience who sit smoking cigarettes and chewing 
miraa discreetly, ‘surveying’ the girls, are lesbians (wasagaji).

The girls urge their dancing friends on, their clapping, sing
ing and ululating is important feedback for those dancing, making 
them feel that the effort is rewarding. Aisha and I who have been 
chatting are encouraged to join in. ‘Teza, Teza’, ‘dance, dance’, the 
girls urge us on. Aisha resists but in the end succumbs to the pres
sure of her peers. As always, there are some like Aisha who feel 
shy and reluctant to dance. Dancing talent, I am told, differs among 
individuals, but the Bajun girls are generally said to be the best 
dancers, they are less inhibited. However, most girls radiate pleas
ure. A vocal leader initiates the short suggestive songs by singing 
the first phrases; the girls join in with the response.

Hey, Mama ! The price has risen. Push. Ha !
Who grabbed her ? Jaws.
Where was she grabbed ? In just a small place.
It is sweet, push the swing , It is sweet. 4

The singing and dancing stimulate sexual arousal. The girls 
are elated and when we rest on the mats, they joke about their



sweethearts and their sexuality. Some teach me different slang 
words for the sex organs, and want to know the names in English.

The roofs of the neighbouring houses seem crowded with 
male spectators. The girls are obviously aware of this hidden audi
ence and it extends the feeling of excitement. My friend tells me 
that in the coming days reports of how the different girls danced 
will travel around among the young men of the town. She mentions 
that the presence of this male gaze upsets the older generation and 
is the reason why many nowadays arrange their chakacha feasts in 
the community hall or other inside spaces.

Around 2:30 am the dancing stops for a while. The musicians 
rest and stretch the skins of their drums by passing them over a low 
flame. Sweating and exhausted the dancers assemble on the mats. 
We are served hot tea, bajias (snacks) and halua (sweet turkish 
delight) to renew our stamina. In the pause an older woman reads a 
poem she has written, stating that she hopes the rain will stay away 
this night and that she hopes we will all get husbands. A woman 
stands guard at the entrance; we are advised not to leave before the 
adhan call for prayers when it will be safe to return home as the 
men will be on their way to the mosques. We start dancing again 
and the festive atmosphere and the mood of exhilaration continue 
as the hours pass. The dancing comes to a climax when two experi
enced older women step into the centre of the ring and facing each 
other do a faster more vigorous hip rotation and sexually provoca
tive dance which is called the kiuno. The young women crowd 
around the dancers, some stretching on the tips of their toes to see. 
The dance of the women comes to an end as one of the dancers 
leans backwards until her back is almost parallel to the ground. The 
other positions herself over her legs and simulates the sex act. The 
former rolls her eyes wildly in seeming orgasmic ecstasy. I am told 
the women call this kutinda mato (to slaughter the eyes). This 
dramatization is greeted with ululation and unconstrained laughter 
by the younger women in the audience. After this peak the dancing 
comes to an end. It is soon dawn and the girls cover themselves 
with their bui-bui and start walking in groups back to their homes, 
satisfied and fulfilled.

Dancing chakacha is an exploratory form of play at many levels and 
it is a vital element of female youth culture and the struggle of young women



to assert their right to an independent sexuality. The dance is loaded with 
both manifest and latent meanings, but that it is a explicit and blunt expres
sion of sexuality cannot be denied. The loud music, insistent rhythms, rib
ald and obscene movements and short lyric texts are suggestive of sexual
ity, of the desires of the body (tamaa za mwili) as something pleasurable, 
something which the women acknowledge and want to assert. Here unmar
ried women are allowed to ‘dance out’ their sexuality under the tutelage of 
a few married older women. They are given the opportunity to recognize 
their sexual desires and to ‘rehearse’ these in a way that is not threatening. 
The dance communicates a set of attitudes and manners which the girls 
ought to learn as part of their preparation for adulthood, and particularly 
for sexual experience. It is obvious that the hip rotation dance is an instruc
tion in sex movements designed to increase sexual pleasure. Indeed, inter
course is sometimes suggestively referred to as kishuri cha ndani, ‘the in
side hip dance’, or as ngoma ya ndani, literally meaning ‘the dance of the 
inside’ (Campbell, 1983: 40).

This is evident from the songs quoted; the reference to ‘push’ and ‘a 
small place’ is clear. The short chakacha songs may also carry other mean
ings: references to current events, blessings, congratulations and praise of 
the bride. The movie Jaws about the man-eating shark has been shown 
many times in Lamu and has left its imprint. As we noted earlier, the local 
football team is also called Jaws. Preoccupation with the dangers of the sea 
and especially with sharks (papa) is considerable, as this is a real danger 
lurking in the waters outside Lamu. Islamic praise or political comments 
may also be included. The chakacha is also a genre of ridicule and satire 
(ibid.:43).

The women, as dancers, communicate with one another in ways not 
used in everyday life. It is obvious that the chakacha dance playfully re
counts anticipated events that have an element of anxiety attached to them. 
Dancing ‘out’ such events makes them less threatening. It gives the indi
vidual an opportunity to assimilate the situation and the emotion. In chakacha 
dance women ‘speak up’ and say fundamental things about gender and 
power relations. A discourse on resistance to the prevailing view of female 
demeanour is inherent in it. Sexuality, in itself, is presented as enjoyable 
for women. The focus is not soly on its reproductive importance. The meta
phoric texts, the meaning behind the meaning (nandi kwa nandi), further 
allows for a discourse around themes that women regard as important. The 
dance performance, mocking the status quo or rather the Islamic ideal and 
expectation of female behaviour, suggests that although women’s sexuality



should ideally be constrained and controlled, women are proud of their 
sexual and sensual capacity, of their femininity, and they demand respect 
and the opportunity to express it. The process generates pleasures as well 
as self-esteem and empowerment.

The chakacha parties are thus a protest or opposition against the es
tablished order. It is a licensed statement of the conflict that exists within 
the relationship between the sexes, but, I would like to point out, also be
tween different generations of ‘initiated’ and ‘uninitiated’ women, although 
this may seem contradictory. Older women are after all those who sanction 
young women for their romantic and sexual escapades with boyfriends.

The homo-erotic element is one of the many pleasures expressed and 
played with at the chakacha as it was at the kupamba. That some women 
seek homosexual pleasures is a fact in Lamu, and all women are aware of 
this, although the practice is not as widespread as among men.5 The female 
homosexuals or lesbians, who are referred to by the one term, wasagaji 
(grinders), are know to the women of the town. At female festivités they 
often sit together. Women who engage in lesbian relations tend, however, 
to be divorcees, widowed or married; it is rare to find wanawali who en
gage in this activity. Unlike male homosexuals, these women often live 
together, in all-female households and form club-like groups with other 
lesbians (see Shepherd, 1987:253). Older wealthy women, who are inde
pendent and can manage without men, are often the core of such groups; 
they are the ‘initiators’ offering economic support and housing to their lov
ers, who are often women of destitute or more unfortunate backgrounds. 
However, I was told they enjoyed participating in kesha parties, and often 
danced the kiuno, sometimes donning male clothing.

The kesha celebration of Lamu today, with the performance of 
chakacha and kiuno dances contains elements of song, dance, music and 
symbolism which are similar to those described for female initiation rites, 
unyago, (from the word nyago meaning loins, genitals) which are or have 
been practised in various degrees of complexity in different parts of the 
East African coast (Caplan, 1976; Strobel, 1979; Larsen, 1990; Middleton, 
1992).6 In her historical study of Mombasa women Strobel (1979:196) 
argues that female initiation rituals came to the coast with slaves from mat
rilinea! Bantu societies in the hinterland, where such rites were central.

Unyago ritual, in short, has a collective character and takes place at 
the onset of puberty. Its function is to prepare the girl for life as a married 
woman, how to live with a husband and have sexual relations. It is carried 
out in secret (kwa siri), often away from the town, and the knowledge con



veyed is also secret. Knowledge is implicitly transmitted through learning 
dancing techniques to the music of drums, through metaphoric songs and 
the use of symbols. The implicit character of the knowledge cloaks sexual
ity in an aura of mysticism. Ritual experts and sexual instructors, referred 
to as makungwi (from the verb kunga meaning secret, intimate and private 
affairs), play important roles in these traditional ceremonies. These may 
belong to secret associations where novices are initiated in ‘secret’ collec
tive rituals.

In the past, slave women who came to the coast continued to practise 
the initiation rituals of their cultures of origin, even though they converted 
to Islam and to some extent adopted the lifestyles of their superiors. To 
them the dance rituals became an important expression of continuity, com
munity and identity where bonds of family and tribe were lost. Initially 
their free-born superiors rejected these dances, which were considered rib
ald. Nevertheless sex education and the handling of personal events like 
the onset of menstruation were in many cases left to the slaves although the 
freebom would not let their daughters attend unyago rituals. The sharing of 
such intimate events led to a merging and enrichment of the customs of 
women of free-born background and slaves. Household slaves were in
creasingly integrated into weddings of the free-born in which they would 
play specific ritual roles. As the stigma of slavery diminished in the twenti
eth century this trend continued. Strobel (1979:17) notes that only a few 
decades ago the makungwi in Mombasa were invited to dance at the wed
dings of the free-born. Today, women of both free and slave heritage dance 
the sexually provocative dances and are proud of their skills, although there 
are still those who regard these dances as shameful and look upon them 
with scorn. Many elements of the cultural heritage of the Bantu slaves have 
in this way been incorporated into Swahili culture.

In spite o f the establishment of unyago in Mombasa, Strobel 
(1979:201) and Middleton (1992) suggest that initiation rites in Lamu and 
other towns to the north of Mombasa have not had this collective and secret 
character. The kungwi, the sexual instructor, here referred to as somo, has 
an important role but she was never part of secret associations; she in
structed the girl individually.7 In towns like Lamu where orthodox Islam 
has been more influential, the initiation rituals of both girls and boys have 
never been very elaborate and have been more individually oriented.8 Here 
the local people argue that such rituals are mila (customary) and accord
ingly rejected by those who want to emphsize religiosity and respectability 
and claim higher status. For similar reasons unyago rituals have been aban-



doned in other coastal areas during the past decades (Caplan, 1976; Larsen, 
1990).9

Whether or not secret unyago was ever practised by the established 
Lamu families, it is evident that dance elements from this ritual have been 
incorporated into the regular marriage celebrations of women as witnessed 
at the kesha. The rituals have been assimilated and have taken on new mean
ing in the contemporary context, and they will gain new significance as the 
dance style is discofied and mingles with other similar dance styles, Mid
dle Eastern belly dance and Western pop. The process will go still further 
now that chakacha has made its entrance in the local dance halls and has 
become a music form which is danced by both men and women in this 
context.

Understanding the Body and Reproduction

The coming of puberty, in the form of the first menstruation, is an 
event with broad significance for the young girl in Lamu. From now on she 
is no longer referred to as a mtoto (child) but as mwanamwali.

At the onset of her menstruation (kuvunja ungo or hedhi) a girl is 
taught by her somo, or increasingly by any suitable woman in the girls’ 
vicinity, e.g. an aunt, a grandmother, to wash and cleanse herself of the 
impurities of menarche blood and to wear the menstrual cloth, sodo (today 
cotton or pads). The knowledge conveyed centres around the dirty (chafu) 
character and polluting nature of menstrual blood and the taboos the girls 
must learn to uphold. The sodo has to be kept secret or she may be exposed 
to harm; women in a state of ‘pollution’ are vulnerable to evil spirits 
(mashetani). Similarily the dates of her periods should be kept a secret and 
she should not carry out religious worship, nor read or touch the holy book. 
During the holy month of Ramadan she should not fast when she has ‘her 
days’ (siku zake). Nor should she wash her hair, nor, once married, have 
intercourse. Menstrual blood is considered a force potentially dangerous to 
men. Finally, she is taught to perform ablutions, to clean her body in a 
ceremonial way according to religious injunctions (kutima tohara) when 
her period is over. This cleansing includes washing her hair and saying 
special prayers. Nevertheless, women who menstruate can never reach the 
level of purity of men, however devout and observant they are - it is part of 
their nature. Through taboo surrounding bodily functions, notions of shame, 
purity and pollution are inscribed on the female body which seems to be



prime material for the symbolization of power (Sabbah, 1984:17). In the 
past, I was told, knowledge of changing bodily functions at puberty was 
conveyed in a more systematic and ritualized manner by the specialist somo.

Those young women, who are pious and also shy and modest (haya), 
regard menstruating as a very private matter and hide it. Friends of mine 
would say they had fever (homa) when they had their periods and this makes 
it legitimate to withdraw to bed. Many take pain-killers bought in the local 
shops to get rid of discomfort. Handling aspects of bodily purity and pollu
tion sometimes becomes complex in the situation of modernity, particu
larly as it should be managed with discretion. The issue of wearing nail- 
polish was, for instance, something that preoccupied young women. Lutfia 
and Farida explained to me that they would like to wear it, but it is only 
during their period that they can do so. Under ‘normal’ conditions nail- 
polish cannot be worn, because the religious authorities say that it prevents 
water penetrating the nails in the way recommended for the daily ritual 
cleansing (ablution) before prayers. On the other hand, wearing nail-polish 
on the days of the period is an open declaration of the state of things and 
would be shameful. In other words, wearing nail-polish is a problem. Most 
women choose to abstain and married women dye their nails with henna, 
which penetrates the nail in the commendable way instead.

The fact that women are not supposed to fast when menstruating dur
ing Ramadan, menstruation renders them unclean and deprives their fast
ing of its relevance, makes women preoccupied with kulipa funga  (to pay 
the fasting debt) during the rest of the year. Young women in particular 
often spoke about when and with whom to ‘catch up’ and often planned to 
do so together. The issue of wearing Tampax was another topic of concern. 
Some girls had started wearing it without being informed of the fact that it 
could make them ‘lose their virginity’.

Today as in the past the transmitted attitude towards menstruating is 
ambivalent. On the one side, it is dirty, defiling and shameful; on the other, 
it is a source of pride and happiness, a sign of maturing into a woman and 
being physiologically ready for procreation. The message is double in yet 
another way. On one level it communicates that a young woman is now 
ready for sexual intimacy, but at the same time that she should abstain from 
such relations and remain chaste until marriage.

The physiological changes of the body including the emerging feel
ings of sexuality are thus associated with anxiety but even more so with 
pleasure. Young women in Lamu, brought up on chakacha and other forms 
of dancing are far from alienated from their bodily processes and sexuality.



Their awareness of the sexual encounter and the potential pleasure involved 
is more than evident.

The institution of the somo, assumed to have been much more sys
tematic and important in the past, has gradually declined in significance in 
Lamu. Knowledge about sexuality and male-female relations is now gained 
and transmitted through different channels. My observation of young women 
in contemporary Lamu leads to the conclusion that it is largely left to the 
young women themselves. The parental generation, and mothers in par
ticular, as we discussed in Chapter 3, play a silent role, they do not want to 
acknowledge that an increasing number of wanawali engage in sexual rela
tions before marriage, and that young people need knowledge and a deeper 
understanding about how to handle and manage their sexuality.

Girls like Fumo, Saada, Binti and their friends who have been to 
secondary school have attained some rudimentary factual knowledge at 
school about bodily functions, sexual anatomy, physiology and ‘family life’. 
It is obvious that this is of quite a different character from the more sensual 
and technically oriented knowledge which the somo used to transmit. It 
cannot substitute for it. Nor does the factual knowledge they receive today 
contribute much to an understanding about ‘when to say no’, ‘safe sex’, 
etc. which are so relevant to the young people’s situation today. One female 
teacher at the primary school admitted being alarmed and perplexed when 
a girl approached her and asked if ‘brushing’ with a boyfriend was risky. 
The teacher had said that it certainly was if she did not want to find herself 
pregnant, that it was dangerous for her to have boyfriends. This sort of 
moral response is not very satisfying for the young women.

Lutfia and others to whom I talked about the institution of somo com
plained that today there were many aspects of the traditional somo role that 
young women were missing out on. Having an adult confidante whom one 
could trust and who would listen to one’s problems and questions is a privi
lege they feel they no longer have.

Most of the information that young women have about sexuality, re
production and contraception has come from peers, class mates and older 
friends, and circulates among them. It is a vital part of the female youth 
culture and it is clear that young women spend a lot of time discussing 
sexuality, naming organs, and talking about how to do what, when, where, 
and with whom. They keep this information to themselves, protect each 
other and, although they may confide in brothers and boyfriends they do 
not share the information with their parents. The feed-back from peers is 
satisfactory, however, though the information they have is often fragmen-



tary, wrong, or distorted.
When I asked some of my friends about when women were most 

likely to get pregnant after their monthly period, few of them answered 
correctly. But most could list two or three modes of contraception - pills, 
IUDs and condoms. In Kenya family planning is strongly advocated by the 
government and ‘planning’ one’s family is a topic of much conversation.

The wanawali that I spoke to cited films, books and magazines as 
their sources of knowledge. Finally, some of the more ‘experienced’ girls 
would talk of their experiences and escapades. The reality is that they have 
no person or place to go to where proper information or protection can be 
had. We shall pursue this discussion in the following chapter.







8. Courtship Secrets

Binti and Warda are preparing for a Sunday picnic (mandari) 
on the beach. Baskets are packed with food, towels and kanga 
cloth to sit on. Bwana, their father, cautions the girls to behave. We 
hurry down the narrow streets of the old town, past people going 
about their morning chores. We go from house to house shouting 
hodi-hodi (‘may we enter’), urging friends who are to join us to 
hurry up. As we make our way out of town there are about a dozen 
of us, Mariam, Saada, Zeinabu, Maimuna, Aisha, Fumo, Khadija 
and other friends included.

We shall take the seashore route by foot out to the village of 
Shela and the Peponi beach hotel. The tide is still out, but soon the 
morning sun will blast down, so everyone is eager to get going. 
When we reach the outskirts of the town, a brisk wind greets us and 
our feet sink into the soft sand. Palm trees, dhows (sailing boats) on 
the horizon, sand and sea shells surround us. The girls’ pace slows 
down and their veils slip down from their bosoms. Only the occa
sional pedestrian passes and there is little risk of running into 
anyone likely to sanction us.

Full of anticipation, the girls chat eagerly about the coming 
adventure. They speak with pity of a friend who was not allowed to 
join us, because her parents were afraid she would get into trouble. 
They joke about encountering the boys they know who have said 
they will be coming out to the beach in the afternoon to play foot
ball and ‘have a good time’. Binti, a minute ago so lively, is sud
denly deep in thought. Mariam teases her, saying she is love-sick. 
She admits that she is excited but also anxious: Will Salim, her 
mpenzi (sweetheart) show up as he said he would? The further 
away from the town we get the happier the girls become, the more 
unconstrained their teasing and laughing. Soon their veils hang 
loosely from their heads and bodies, flapping behind them as they 
move against the wind, like mysterious black sails whisking them 
off to another world where rules of modesty, imposed restraint and 
moral self-control are left behind. Some have removed their sandals 
and turned up the hems of their dresses, leaving their legs bare. 
They kick around in the water with childish enthusiasm as we walk.

After less than an hour we see the buildings at Shela and the 
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Peponi hotel. Upon arrival we go to the hotel terrace to have a look 
round and quench our thirst with Coca-colas and Fantas bought at 
the refreshment bar. The girls are more restrained but not bashful, 
in this setting of mostly foreign tourists. The half-naked women 
walking around in bikinis invite their giggles and sarcastic com
ments. They are amused by the sunbathers stretching out on 
sunbeds, rubbing their bodies with oils and creams as they work 
diligently on their tans. After about an hour as voyeurs, we decide 
to set up camp on the beach. We do not go far because, beyond the 
hotel, the dangerous beach ‘wilderness’ takes over. The tourists 
call it ‘paradise’, Saada explains. Out there one can walk for hours 
without meeting anyone. However, the girls are more preoccupied 
with the fact that sometimes mwizi (thieves and criminals) appear 
from behind the sand dunes to rob and rape flaneurs. Saada states 
that, in her opinion, foolish female tourists, some walking practi
cally naked and alone, invite this type of harassment.

We spread out our kanga in the sand, the girls now remove 
their veils altogether and those who want to bathe plunge into the 
water still wearing their dresses. Only two or three girls have 
brought a swim-suit. I have been encouraged to bring my bikini, 
and the girls dare me to put it on. They giggle and think it daringly 
minimal. One girl tries it on but is too shy to walk around in it.
Only mentally disturbed people and foreign tourists are naked in 
Lamu! Two girls run full tilt down the beach, thrilled with their 
own explosion of energy. Their long hair comes undone but they 
leave it free to play in the wind. In the shallow water the girls 
splash about and scream. None of them can swim and they urge me 
to give them lessons. Some struggle to keep afloat while I encour
age them to move their arms and legs. A few girls, frightened of the 
sea, refuse to go in. The memory of the boat accident that cost the 
life of many relatives during Mfungo is still vivid in many minds.

Two girls playing at the water edge are approached by a 
couple of young male tourists who want to chat. The others look on 
in dismay and with some envy as the girls respond to their suitors. 
One of them flirts openly. The watching girls comment that she 
comes from a very pious family, yet she has no shame or shyness. 
After a while the two girls return giggling, they have been taught to 
say ‘Hello, how are you’ in Italian. The young men have invited 
them for a drink and dinner at the hotel that same night. Of course



they won’t go but they are all worked up about this incident. The 
mere fantasy of them sitting in the hotel dining and sipping drinks 
with the two young men is thrilling stuff, and encourages lively 
conversation.

Around midday we sit down to eat the food we have brought. 
The beach is now drenched in sunshine. The girls therefore make 
small shades for themselves by tying kanga cloth to sticks. Khadija 
explains that in contrast to the foreign tourists the girls do not want 
to get their skin tanned. For quite a while we lie around feeling 
languid. The girls’ eyes follow a tourist couple not so far away who 
lie hugging and kissing on their towels in the sand. Binti leafs 
through an Indian film magazine, enchanted by the images. Saada 
remembers the cassette player she has brought along and soon the 
poetic lyrics of Bhalo’s love songs fill the air. The girls hum along 
with the tunes, their eyes glazing with sentiment. Warda, who has 
brought a camera, takes snaps of everyone posing together.

As the afternoon wears on, groups of local young men begin 
to arrive. For a while they play football at a distance. The girls 
follow their play from afar. After some time a few boys leave the 
game and nestle down on the sand on the outskirts of our group. By 
now the girls’ modesty has made them all tie their hair up and slip 
their bui-bui back on, although they let them hang loosely around 
their bodies. Binti and Mariam sit talking to a group of boys but 
keep a respectable distance. One of them is Salim, Binti’s boy
friend.

The atmosphere is gay and relaxed and the afternoon passes 
in this manner until it is time to pack up and go back to town. Some 
of the girls catch a ride back on a boat, the rest of us walk. The tide 
is high, so we have to take the inland route, behind the sand dunes 
and the odd beach house. The young men join us. Binti walks with 
Salim and they lag behind the rest of us. However, the nearer the 
town we get, the more the girls cover themselves with their bui-bui 
and the more restrained they become. By the time we reach the 
outskirts of Lamu the boys have separated from our group and the 
girls, now fully veiled and embraced by the dusk, move swiftly and 
quietly to melt unnoticed into the hubbub of the late afternoon 
activities.



Courtship Practices

Going for a beach picnic such as this is an exciting experience for the 
young Lamu women and has become one of their favourite pastimes. In the 
past the beach (pwani) was a space which was out of bounds for women, 
associated with the wild, considered dangerous and threatening to the mo
rale of body and soul. This view still persists among many of the older 
generation. A group of young women going for a ‘leisured’ picnic at the 
beach was therefore unheard of in earlier times. However, as already pointed 
out, picnics have become increasingly common particularly in the month 
preceding the Ramadan. Yet the idea of the beach as a leisure ground has 
largely come with the foreigners. To the young seeking a ‘modern’ life, the 
beach represents a new scene for relaxing and experimenting with body 
comportment and pleasure. Here in particular young Lamu women are less 
restrained than in the town, where self-control and modesty have to be 
exercised in most public contexts. The beach can be regarded as a mediat
ing, anomalous category between the wild (nature) and the tamed and dis
ciplined (culture), a sort of neutral ground.

Various categories of people use the beach out here in different ways. 
The tourists use it for swimming, scuba diving on the coral reefs, posing, 
observing and tanning. The tourist wants to take home the symbol of holi
day, money, physical and mental health and natural sophistication: a tan 
(Fiske, 1989:46). For the beachboy the beach means above all money; here 
he approaches the tourists to offer them trips to the reefs, sailing and fish
ing excursions and sexual pleasure. Lamu young people impute their own 
specific meanings to the beach. To them, clearly, the beach is a place for 
play, swimming, and fun. But beneath this, and more importantly, there is 
another game going on. Under the guise of repose and innocent amusement 
the young locals engage in a game of visibility and risk-taking. In contrast 
to the strict taboos of the town, the beach is permissive. Even the girls can 
display their bodies and watch others displaying theirs. They count on see
ing young men, both locals and strangers, and they know that more or less 
secret meetings with a ‘sweetheart’ or a lover can easily be arranged there 
- adding, no doubt, to the excitement of the environment.

In a society as sexually segregated as Lamu still is, where there are 
few places where men and women can mingle, young people manage to 
meet anyhow and get to know each other well enough to fall in love and 
want to marry, even if this has to go on in secret (kwa siri). Their increased 
mobility, the postponement of marriage, and lack of effective control by



the older generation expose young women increasingly to the eroticism of 
the beach or the street. For the most part, it is a ‘flirtation’, a playful way of 
interacting, taking the measure of one’s own capacity to attract the opposite 
sex, and does not lead to a relationship. But as they grow older, the tempta
tion to engage in more serious courting increases.

The beach has thus also turned into a venue for the emerging ‘court
ship culture’, which has become important as the ‘love marriage’ ideal has 
gained prominence and whom one should marry is no longer prescribed. 
‘Love’ is the major means of legitimating the individual choice of spouse 
in a marriage system which is, becoming increasingly open. This chapter 
seeks to outline young people’s notion of courtship, the changing practices 
of mate selection, and the contracting of marriages as well as the implica
tions of premarital sexuality. For ideas in this field, there are few local 
terms. The absence of a vocabulary referring to premarital courtship is partly 
a reflection of the fact that courting before marriage is not permissible in 
Lamu. It is a rather new phenomenon of which the older generation strongly 
disapprove.

As the process of mate selection has acquired the new dimension of 
‘choice’, the ‘responsibility’ has come more and more to rest on the shoul
ders of the young people themselves. Young women in particular feel pres
sure on them to find a mate who answers to their ideals. However, the 
number of eligible candidates who can live up to expectations is not very 
wide in Lamu. Labour migration drains the town of the educated and at
tractive candidates who can pay a decent bridewealth.

On the whole courting is an ambivalent experience for the girls. While 
the existing double standard encourages young men to gain experience be
fore marriage, the same is denied to girls. Contrasting the position and ex
periences of young women and men is therefore necessary. The cultural 
constructions of their sexuality and courting practices differ considerably. 
The elements of play - flirtation, gallantry, avoidance and approach - are 
felt to be enjoyable and rewarding for both, ‘for their own sake’; they en
hance self-esteem and self-assurance. But while boys accentuate, and are 
more positive towards, the aspect of playfulness and recreation and engage 
in courting to demonstrate their maturity and to exercise control over girls, 
girls emphasize and are motivated more by ‘love’, by the desire to find a 
partner or by coercion (an aspect we should not forget). Boys tend to start 
earlier and to have a greater variety and number of partners, and are there
fore more experienced. As we shall see in this chapter, courtship is a com
plicated process over which young women have little control.



Today, I would argue, the female youth culture of Lamu embodies an 
idea of moving through courtship to marriage. Courting, like sexuality, is 
acknowledged to be behaviour that is learnt. It is thought natural that a girl 
should pass through a courtship phase as she matures socially and emotion
ally, moving from a tentative, hesitant approach to the opposite sex through 
the establishment of a heterosexual courting relationship to the goal of an 
exclusive committed relationship in marriage. There are stages but also 
types of relations, and of course individuals are different - some are more 
liberal and permissive than others. Courting usually entails some form of 
intimacy, but we should bear in mind that youth sexuality should be de
fined broadly to cover fondling and petting, e.g. touching of the genitals, 
and that sexual intercourse proper may not take place. Usually youth sexu
ality is sporadic and irregular and the move to a fully fledged relationship 
is gradual. The girls have codes for what is appropriate in terms of inti
macy, for instance you only have physical contact with the one you care 
for. They are also critical of girls who are ‘butterflies’ and move around 
without genuine feelings and intentions. Having said this, it should be 
stressed that not all girls want, or get the chance, to engage in courting. 
Courting entails exposing oneself to the risk of sullying one’s reputation 
and of getting haribika (spoilt, defiled). Furthermore, the shame of revela
tion of premarital sex, and even more the fear of premarital pregnancy, 
cause many to abstain.1 Some girls who have high ambitions and are very 
goal-oriented seem to have less time to squander on risky play, preferring 
the world of films and fantasy.

Young women are warned from their early years to stay away from 
boys. However, much as in Western societies today, young girls from pu
berty onwards (13-14) start whispering about boys with whom they be
come infatuated. While still at primary school Fumo and three friends had 
a crush on the same boy. They adored his looks which they thought resem
bled the filmstar Amitab and his lively personality (tabia). On the way 
home from school they would pass by the shop where he was apprenticed 
as a tailor, just to see if they could get a glimpse of him. This first projec
tion of feelings of attraction for a boy was done in company without any 
jealousy. They talked about how to behave with boys.

The experience of Rachida (see informant chart), a girl of sixteen, 
seems to be an exception. She told me of her assumedly innocent child play 
with a neighbouring boy at the age of six, undressing and playing with soap 
suds in the choo (bathroom). Her mother had screamed madly on discover
ing them, and had thrashed her severely with a whip, making her bum with



pain and shame. The incident had instilled a strong fear in her of something 
she had not quite understood at the time and from which she had only re
cently recovered. It expressed itself in an aversion for boys, who were al
ways annoying her, snatching her books, teasing her. Her defence was re
treat and modesty. The childhood incident had stifled her interest in boys, 
long past the time when her contemporaries began to talk of boys and ‘love’. 
To her all such talk was incomprehensible.

But one day, she enjoyed the company of a young man who had been 
helpful to her on a passenger boat. From then on, she said, she felt the urge 
to talk to boys and get to know them - to feel the thrill of this great secret 
that everyone called upendo (love). This sudden change of mind is not un
common. Despite the exhortations of parents and the girls’ own indiffer
ence and aversion to boys at one stage, sooner or later young men become 
objects of interest and sources of gifts. In the past, the response to puberty 
for girls was early marriage. Today, parents try - often in vain - to constrain 
their daughters’ burgeoning sexuality by warnings and supervision.

The innocent crushes of puberty, which are more talk and fantasy 
than action, become more concrete for some girls in their mid and late 
teens (16-18 years). Individual girls start responding to the approach of 
boys and friendships are established. These are usually boys they see often 
and have recurrent contact with in the neighbourhood or nearby quarters. 
After approach and avoidance behaviour in public places around town more 
informal meetings may be arranged at the beach or the cinema, usually 
through the mediation of friends. Such first relations are often fun, charged 
with infatuation and adventure rather than strong emotional commitment.

Men usually take the initiative in courtship in Lamu. A girl may ac
tively manipulate the situation by being in the right place at the right time, 
by making a man she fancies notice her, but none of this must be too obvi
ous, the game of discretion need to be learnt. To be rejected by a man can 
be painful and humiliating, and effect one’s good reputation. The story of 
Naima, whom we shall acquaint ourselves with later on, illustrates this well. 
To experiment and acquire skills in intimacy a young woman is in a way 
dependent on a permanent boyfriend if she does not want to get a bad repu
tation. A man can chat with a woman and be rejected, but the rejection is 
less shaming. His virtue and sexuality are not put in question. Courting 
takes patience, Abdalla explained, especially if you want the ‘good’ girls. 
Their initial reluctance has to be overcome. He told me about how he had 
courted his present sweetheart, Nana (see informant chart). His description 
is typical of other such stories: ‘I would watch for her when she came to



visit her best friend who is a neighbour of mine. We had known each other 
by sight for a long time but had never talked. I would try to chat a little to 
her as she passed my house. I would also tell her neighbour who is a distant 
relative and friend of mine to put in a good word on my behalf. When the 
girls went out shopping I would follow and go to the shop of one of my 
friends where I knew they would come to look for cloth. For a long time 
she was really stand-offish but I could see from her smile that she liked me. 
I was in love and she was breaking my heart. For a while I thought I would 
avoid her and make her jealous by courting other girls, in the hope that she 
would miss me and be more friendly in the future. But by means of sweet 
talk and little gifts like Coca-cola, and sweets, she became friendlier.’

A man is expected to ‘conquer’ the girl by wooing her with gifts, and 
press her for sexual favours to prove that she loves him. Courting is a game; 
there are ‘rules’ and role expectations which are to some extent shared. 
Each partner has his or her limits and each tries to persuade the other of his 
or her involvement, while resisting becoming too emotional or intimate so 
as to retain power and control.

Gifts are a useful means to gain concessions. Young women accept 
such offers, and by doing so they acknowledge interest. Generosity with 
gifts is seen as proof of a boy’s good intentions and appeal. Binti explained: 
‘I am more prepared to love the boy if he gives me something. That is a 
proof that he cares and wants to be with me.’ Gender relations and sexual 
intimacy have always been associated with the exchange of money and 
gifts in Lamu, not least through bridewealth which we shall discuss later. 
Young unmarried women, particularly schoolgirls, have little money of their 
own. ‘Sinafarasi’, ‘I have no money’, is a common slang expression among 
girls. They are often more economically dependent upon their elders than 
their brothers are. Gifts of soft drinks, cinema tickets, even cloth and cos
metics, are therefore appreciated. Receiving gifts from boyfriends is a sign 
of attraction, affection and interest, and bestows prestige within the net
work of friends. Young women see it as compensation for the risk they 
take. Only a few women would say that ‘true love’ has nothing to do with 
the exchange of gifts. Girls also give gifts. Sweet dishes, often cooked by 
the girls themselves and referred to as bembe, are often given to boyfriends 
as a sign of affection, particularly during Ramadan. Mariam and Binti dis
cussed strategies for ‘catching’ a man with me. They were of the classic 
opinion that a woman has to play ‘hard to get’. If you give too much, too 
quickly, to the man, he will lose interest. The conquest, the challenge to 
overcome reluctance, motivates the man. This pattern of approach is not so



dissimilar to that found in the Western world prior to the 1960s (see Moore 
and Rosenthal, 1993).

However, the girls feel it is difficult to get boys to commit them
selves these days; it is difficult to trust their intentions. Those who associ
ate too freely with boys may be considered ‘fun’ to be with, but they put 
their reputation at risk. Saada commented: ‘You can’t really be sure you 
have caught a boy before he has paid the bridewealth. Many boys just want 
to ‘play at romance’ (kucheza romance) and treat us girls as if we were 
matatu (buses). If they don’t get one they take another.’ It is difficult to 
keep relations secret and those girls who respond to the wooing of too many 
boys will be talked about as sluts (mkware). Some boys will not consider 
them worthy of marriage.

However, for young women each new relationship is seen in terms of 
a possible future. Certainly serious and committed ‘love’ relationships de
velop. Yet there is no term for ‘going steady’. Such a relationship implies 
learning to cope with a new form of alliance with another person; there is a 
strong expectation of trust, commitment, and fidelity between the partners. 
The courtship period is often highly exclusive. The partners seek to be in 
each other’s company, and they become friendly and close. It is, according 
to my friends, more difficult to maintain this intimacy after marriage.

Mate Selection: the Boy Next Door or Strangers

Images of the good ‘man’, the mtu mzuri, the ideal future partner and 
father of one’s children, are central in the lives of young Lamu women - as 
for young women in most parts of the world. The preoccupation with love 
marriage and a mate of their own choice makes young women channel a lot 
of energy into the search for a partner who answers both their own and, 
hopefully, their parents’ aspirations.

Women, who express more of a belief in the practice of a single stand
ard in relationships, see romantic love matches as the solution to the insta
bility, dissatisfaction and conflict which characterize gender relations in 
Lamu. The young women I associated with want an exclusive emotional 
and companionate relationship. This is seen as a way of ensuring that the 
marriage will be monogamous. They feel strongly about ‘falling in love’ as 
a prelude to marriage, that choosing a husband should be their personal 
right, and that it is necessary to get to know him beforehand. The decision 
to marry, they feel, should be made jointly by the couple. Mariam corn-
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merited: ‘We have to push ahead and new types of husbands need new 
types of wives.’

Yet the young women are ambivalent about getting married and their 
sentiments express both anticipation and excitement but also worry. From 
one perspective they look forward to the event. It is only then that they are 
fully accepted into the world of married adult women (mwanamke) and can 
leave the status and restrictions of mwanamwali behind. They are, as Binti 
said, free to ‘style’ themselves. Getting married also relieves them of the 
never-ending preoccupation with the purity and ‘virtue’ of a supposed vir
gin. Although a married woman is expected to be chaste, she can indulge in 
intimate relations with her husband, undisturbed by fears of dishonour and 
shame akin to those of an unmarried girl who has a boyfriend. Some young 
girls argue cynically that they might as well ‘run away from mwanawali’ 
by accepting an ‘arranged marriage’. Later they can insist on a divorce so 
that they can be ‘free’. Divorcees are in a much freer position to make 
matches of their own choice. ‘Better to be a divorcee at twenty than unmar
ried with no honour’ was the comment of one young woman. On the other 
hand, some women reason, married life may entail the traumatic removal 
from their own mother, relatives and friends, from the security of family, 
house and home (nyumba) which has been so central to their lives up till 
then. Getting married may mean submitting and adjusting to a husband not 
of one’s own choice whom it is impossible to love. He may be a stranger 
who has vastly different ideas and may not be willing to agree to an easy 
divorce. Many declare bravely that they will not be pushed into marriage 
with a partner who is much older than they are, or a stranger. They hope 
they will have luck (bahati), meet the right person, and have understanding 
parents who will help them contract a ‘love marriage’.

In spite of the pros and cons of matrimony, the career which, with 
few exceptions, still attracts young women is that of marriage. Without 
marriage and legitimate children, a woman, it is said, cannot realize her full 
potential, she cannot ‘bloom’ or achieve full status. Upward mobility is 
still largely made possible through marriage. So it is towards this that they 
strive.

For men as well as for women, marriage is regarded as the ideal and 
normal way of living. Few men remain single and if they do they are re
garded as impotent and quite probably the passive partner in a homosexual 
relationship. A young woman who is nearing thirty and is still unmarried is 
regarded with pity. There were a few such girls in Lamu, often referred to 
by the English term spinster by their peers. Nobody, it is said, chooses not



to get married, rather one fails to get married. However, it is doubtful whether 
this is true today. Some of the spinsters had rejected proposals, or their 
parents had done so for them, often on the ground that the proposal was not 
considered mkufu, of equal standing. Of course, many are not in the posi
tion to choose, and are never chosen. This aspect of the young people’s 
‘freedom of choice’ is frustrating, and an aspect which turns out negatively 
for those who are bashful or in other ways hampered from finding a hus
band, for instance by restraints on their mobility. I was told that an ageing 
‘virgin’ is not considered attractive, she no longer ‘shines’, she is probably 
less fertile and is not worth a proper bridewealth. Indeed, it is a disgrace for 
the family that the girl is not married. The spinsters I knew were, like any 
other wanawali, denied proper access to the festivities of married women. 
However, in everyday life they mingled mostly with their married peers. 
The status is an awkward and problematic one. Educated girls are often in 
this category, they are, as someone said, educating themselves out of the 
marriage market. Labour migration, I was told, has created a surplus of 
women in the town, particularly in the upper strata. As we shall see below, 
the high demands in bridewealth have also contributed to a hesitancy to 
enter into marriage unions on the part of men. To resolve the problem re
formists have spoken up and encouraged men to marry the ‘left-over women’ 
in the community. However, this statement has infuriated many educated 
spinsters.

Endless conversations with unmarried girls like Mariam, Binti and 
other wanawali from other groups, and with young married women like 
Lutfia, Zeinabu, Nafissa and Zakia, point to certain common ideas of what 
a husband and a marriage should be like. There should be mutual attraction 
(uvutano) and admiration of the partner’s looks, style and character. In ad
dition to this, characteristics of friendship such as loyalty, trust and solidar
ity are seen as important as well as companionship and compatibility. The 
young women said they would like to spend more of their free time ‘to
gether’ (pamoja) with their husbands: to go to the movies, on an outing, to 
travel - unheard of in earlier generations, not just because there were no 
cinema and no tourism, but also because of the strict sexual segregation in 
the upper strata. Recurrent themes are the importance of being able to co
operate and make decisions about their lives and the lives of their children 
without the intervention of outsiders, as Rukia mentioned in Chapter 3. 
Farida talked about her future with Ahmed, ‘We should accept each other’s 
personalities, good and bad and talk openly. Keeping secrets only promotes 
jealousy and suspicion. I want us to be partners. ’ Nuru thought it important



that ‘a good husband should let his wife work outside the home for the 
good of the family if she has the opportunity.’

The issue of provision for the wife and family is perhaps the most 
sensitive one, as it is part of the definition of a marriage union. In spite of 
the ‘love’ ideal, women expect support as of right and are unsympathetic to 
husbands who cannot maintain them at the standard of living to which they 
are accustomed. Yasmin commented on the situation in the following way: 
‘A husband who does not bring home food or squanders what he has on 
chewing miraa and visiting other women, is not worthy of respect’. In the 
contemporary situation with unemployment, it is easy for a man to lose his 
respectability and integrity if he fails to find or maintain a job and acquires 
too many debts. Men’s masculinity is challenged further by women who 
assume supportive financial roles to ease the burden of their inadequate 
provision.

The case of Zakia and her husband illustrates this well. Working as a 
beautician and hairdresser, Zakia was asked to go to the house of a cus
tomer at the other end of town who was travelling to Malindi for a wed
ding. Zakia agreed, without consulting her husband who was not at home. 
When she told him that she had made an arrangement to spend the follow
ing day at her friend’s place and suggested that he could take lunch at his 
mother’s house, he got annoyed and forbade her to go. He said he wanted 
to eat his lunch at home and she had not asked his permission. A quarrel 
ensued. Zakia knew that, in spite of the fact that they needed the income 
she could earn, he was jealous and annoyed at the fact that she was moving 
about so much. She tried to ignore further talk on the issue, knowing that he 
would ultimately cool down. The next morning she spoke to him about the 
costs of the forthcoming hospitalization of his father. Having made him 
discreetly aware of the expenses to which they would have to contribute, 
she felt she could take the chance to slip out of the house when he had left. 
Even though he would be annoyed upon her return, she knew that in the 
end he could not afford to pursue the matter. She felt it was unreasonable 
that she should have to ask for permission every time she went out to a 
major customer.

Young women these days seem less motivated to practise what may 
have been acknowledged customarily to be the ‘duties of a wife’. At a so
cial gathering a group of us discussed the attitude of Zakia’s husband. The 
issue was not whether she should earn money but rather whether she should 
obey her husband. Some said that such open defiance of her husband showed 
no respect. Others argued that she was right to go off, after all, it was not



just for pleasure that she was refusing to obey, but rather because they needed 
the extra income. The strategies and means of negotiation women apply to 
get round men’s insistence on obedience and formal control, vary greatly 
and have to be carefully balanced. Obviously many men find themselves in 
a crisis situation since their authority, honour and reputation, which are so 
profoundly bound up with their provider status, are dependent on the re
spect shown them by women and other members of the family.

Whatever the situation as regards provision, women fear that a hus
band will take on further responsibihties if he takes a second wife They do 
not want to share their husband, their love and their income, with co-wives, 
and argue that it is impossible to treat them equally, as the Koran exhorts. 
Quite a few women have argued that polygamy is a ‘backward’ practice.

Young women want to be their husband’s first interest, to be needed 
and desired. ‘There is no room for loving more than one person at a time’, 
as Lutfia put it. Yet women in Lamu have the constant suspicion that their 
husband has taken a ‘secret’ wife or mistress. The most common form of 
polygamous union in Lamu is the so-called ‘secret marriage’(ndoa ya siri) 
(see Middleton, 1992:124).

This is clandestine in that the partner’s family (e.g. the first wife) is 
not usually informed. However, it is considered a lawful union, the chil
dren bom to it are regarded as legitimate and have the same rights as those 
born in other ‘legal’ marriages. Such marriages may become known after a 
time. If they do not end in divorce they may be acknowledged by the first 
family. However, the new wife is seldom incorporated into her husband’s 
group as the wives of official unions are, and hence the relationship does 
not create proper relations of affinity.

The contemporary practice of secret marriages was preceded by an 
older pattem in which female slaves (masuriya) were taken as concubines 
by waungwana. As slave concubines were strictly speaking no longer avail
able to prominent men in the community, Waamu and Hadhrami men con
tinued to turn to descendants of slaves, but also to divorcees and women 
from other ethnic groups like poor Bajun, relating to them in ‘secret mar
riages’ (Curtin, 1984:145; Pouwels, 1987:194; El Zein, 1974).

Asma (see informant chart), a young Hadhrami woman of 25, had 
been married to her husband for four years and had had two children by 
him when she found out about his ‘secret’ marriage. He had been commit
ted to the hospital with a serious illness. When she went to visit him there, 
she found a pregnant Bajun woman at his bedside. Such secret unions are 
often a blow to the wife. In her rage Asma had forced him to tell her the



truth, hoping that it was all a mistake. She had a ‘modem’ outlook, and 
envisaged a relationship featuring companionship, monogamy and exclu
sive affection as her goal. For Asma the incident was to be the beginning of 
disappointment, marital conflict, hostility and lack of trust. Up to then she 
had managed cheerfully on the husband’s meagre income from irregular 
employment, supplementing it with her own earnings from baking bread. 
Now she felt she was competing with her new ‘rival’ for the money her 
husband earned. The situation lowered her self-esteem, she found it embar
rassing and shameful. Was this an indication that she was not of sufficient 
interest to her husband? Other women would hint that a wife whose hus
band is unfaithful to her can blame herself. She may not treat her husband 
right or is incapable of satisfying him. While a man does not always show 
a strong moral and emotional commitment towards his wife, this may be 
tolerated if he provides well for her as his duty ordains. Asma begged her 
husband to divorce the woman, so as not take on the provision for another 
family. After some months he agreed. Yet things were never quite the same. 
There was to be a lot of quarrelling (magomvi) and insults (matusi) be
tween the two of them. Nafissa, a good friend of Asma explained to me: 
‘Ladies don’t want to be ‘down’ in the relationship any more. We are learn
ing from the Bajun ladies, they don’t tolerate infidelity, don’t hide things. 
Lamu ladies have been more accepting, but also more demanding, wanting 
cloth and jewellery and all that. You see, in Lamu partners are proud nowa
days, they find it hard to ask for forgiveness (samehe). They will never say 
they are sorry or unreasonable, that is our problem.’ Like many other mar
ried women, Asma regarded all single females in the neighbourhood with 
suspicion, as being snatchers of husbands, as having ‘jaw s’ (kuna jaws). 
They are seen as a constant threat to the supposed ‘monogamous’ mar
riages. Women themselves thus contribute to the perpetuation of notions of 
faithful wives and mothers and ‘bad’ women who service the sexual needs 
of other women’s husbands as a way of making ends meet. Asma’s mar
riage slowly deteriorated after this incidence and in the end the couple di
vorced. However, about three years later I heard the couple had remarried.

Women are in a similar way ambivalent about men’s involvement in 
homosexual relations. To have a basha husband who diverts resources to 
young boys, is not an ideal. Similarly young women are sceptical about 
being involved with young men who engage in homosexual relations as 
mashoga, the passive stigmatized party. Young men drift into homosexual
ity for different reasons. Many are said to be lured into the activity at an 
early age by older basha who tempt them with money for sweets and mu



sic cassettes. Indeed, the basha are refered to as duzi, meaning a male cat 
who attacks and eats the smaller ones. Yet, those who establish lengthy 
alliances may have basha patrons who help finance their education as well 
as their leisure needs. Shepherd (1987:263) comments that the Swahili tend 
to see homosexual liaisons ‘not as a perverse imitation of heterosexual cou
pling, but as patron-client relations given a sexual dimension.’ The couple 
break the rule that sexual intercourse should take place only between a 
heterosexual pair, but do not break the rules of rank which, according to 
Shepherd (ibid.), are so central to coastal society and the most decisive in 
this context. The dominant partner is usually the better bom and is richer 
than the dependent one. The attitude of many people to this sort of activity 
is therefore one of acceptance. It enables the boys to gain some financial 
security to ‘improve’ themselves. But many are sceptical, particularly as 
some boys tend to get ‘stuck’ in the activity and never marry (see Chapter 
4).

Male youth culture is characterized by homosexual activity, by boys 
who are mashoga. During their youth many boys gain sexual experience in 
homosexual patron-client relations as well as in relations with each other.2 
Gradually most of these boys start courting women; divorcees or wanawali 
and get involved in clandestine love affairs. But they may continue to pros
titute themselves as homosexuals from time to time for the extra income. 
One girl even told me that some former mashoga had got their basha pa
trons to pay the bridewealth for their present wives.

Some young women, though, are sceptical about marrying young men 
who are known to have engaged in homosexual relations for a longer pe
riod of time. The women are afraid that the boys will get a ‘taste’ for homo
sexual activity and that it will become a permanent condition which may 
result in impotence. One friend of mine broke off a courtship when ru
mours circulated that the boy regularly engaged in passive homosexuality. 
On hearing this one woman commented: ‘W hat’s the use, she should know 
that there are few boys in this town who haven’t been involved in that 
activity.’ This situation obviously creates points of tension in gender rela
tions and is a source of jealousy and misunderstanding.

Despite the awareness of this reality, many young women have no 
hesitation in positing the ideal of romantic love for their future relations. 
Many Lamu women seem to have conceived the image of a woman being 
‘everything’ for her man, the beloved companion and adviser, mistress and 
playmate, comforter, supporter and defender as well as the mother of his 
children.



Love does not always promote rational behaviour. Rukia, who had a 
‘love marriage’, explained laughingly that a man in love is milder, meeker 
and more patient. His authority and power are put out of play in a loving 
relationship, as love questions conventional norms and allows more influ
ence to the wife. Demands for gifts on both sides can be made in the name 
of love. ‘Love marriages’ make for more equal terms: a shared, free deci
sion has been made to marry and the couple have had time to assess their 
compatibility. In ‘arranged marriages’, in contrast, the man is by definition 
dominant. Such, at least, is the view shared today by most young unmar
ried women.

Young women talk of love ‘striking them’ yet it is obvious that love 
does not strike randomly. Who one meets is seldom a coincidence. Most 
are likely to ‘fall in love’ with a boy who is already known to them, one 
whom they might have met in the street or even in their own home. Today 
the workplace is a site were prospective mates meet. Compatibility, e.g. 
sharing a common background, values and attitudes, is important. Parents 
are bound to influence the choice; they have systematically imprinted in 
their daughters notions of ‘appropriate candidates’; and they use persua
sion and threats to break off unsuitable liaisons, as we noted in Chapter 3. 
Young women are aware of the fact that for love to last and a marriage to be 
stable it must be based on compatibility of economic and religious status. 
Love and choice are parts of a ‘modem’ lifestyle that costs money.

There is definitely an element of calculation in the choice of partner 
today, as in the past, the difference being that now the calculation is based 
more on individual aspirations. However, the values of romantic love with 
which women are more indoctrinated than men forbid them to see their 
choice of a husband as motivated by such concerns. The fact that calcu
lation is involved does not mean that individual feelings are not sincere. 
Rather, the women are unaware of these structures of instrumentality, 
undercommunicate them and yet try to find ways to satisfy their need for 
reciprocated love in reconciliation with other more practical needs, for 
material comfort, prestige, security. The apparent freedom of choice is thus 
in reality limited.

Young Waamu and Hadhrami women tend to fall in love with men 
affluent enough to provide modem luxuries and a high standard of living. 
Of course, considerations of ethnic and family heritage and background are 
still vital, but we can no longer say they are decisive in respect of whom a 
Lamu girl falls in love with or whom she seeks as a partner. Young women 
nowadays are also open to marriages with complete strangers and are will-



ing to go and live in foreign places like the West, as we shall see in a later 
section.

Ethnic intermarriage within Lamu is looked upon as more natural 
and inevitable among the younger generation of Lamuans than by their 
parents. Yasmin, a young women of 24 of Hadhrami descent (see informant 
chart) comments on the situation in the following way: ‘Ages ago, each 
group was warned not to fall in love with children of other groups because 
however hard they tried, they would never be allowed to marry one an
other, this was a way of preventing intermarriage! But love is blind, it can
not be cured unless you marry the one you love.’

Yasmin stubbornly insisted on marrying the man of her choice, al
though he was of a different rank and ethnic background. After primary 
school she stayed at home and fell in love with a Bajun boy living next 
door. The boy was working in the family business. Their childhood friend
ship had developed during recent years, literally over the roof tops: their 
houses were attached to each other and they would meet and talk there. She 
admired him as he was one of the best players in one of the local football 
teams. His family came from the Bajun islands, but the father had worked 
his way up and was now a well-to-do tradesman. The two youngsters had 
pledged an oath of love to each other and decided on their own to get mar
ried. Yet although the boy was able to pay a high bridewealth her parents 
rejected his proposal of marriage because he was a Bajun from a less desir
able background. The boy was thought to be unworthy of her, and anyway, 
a cousin of Yasmin was interested in marrying her.

But Yasmin was determined to marry the boy and would not give in. 
She had a well established sense of autonomy, she was daring (anajasiri), a 
trait she was long to be admired for amongst her friends. She believed in 
her love and trusted the boy. To resist all opposition to one’s own choice of 
partner is regarded as a sign of ‘true love’, a proof that love can overcome 
all obstacles. After two years of struggle, with the conflict poisoning the 
atmosphere of the house and making family life unbearable, the parents 
gave in and agreed to let them marry. There was, after all, nothing wrong 
with the boy’s reputation or economic status. The union would not dishon
our the family in any serious way. If they had found the candidate totally 
unacceptable they would have refused point blank. Although the boy’s family 
had felt insulted at being rejected on such grounds, the wedding was held 
and the two families became reconciled. When I got to know them, the 
couple had two children and were happy, although they too had their prob
lems after three years of marriage.



Parallel with the more optimistic and idealistic feelings of love as a 
‘solution’ to the problems of mate selection, there are, of course, more 
disillusioned views, particularly among those who have had, or know some
one who has had, negative experiences.

Fatma, for instance, is a young women of twenty-three, who is a di
vorcee (see informant chart). ‘My first marriage was a love marriage, we 
knew each other and were sweethearts for some years before the marriage. 
But he was very jealous of what I did. When I wanted to go back to work 
after having my baby he forbade it.’ Fatma refused to give up the idea of 
working, her brother had generously paid for her training as a secretary. 
The relations between the couple deteriorated. Soon Fatma wanted a di
vorce. Splitting up to try to find a better partner is accepted as a necessary 
part of marriage. ‘I knew he loved me and would refuse, so I tried to pro
voke him by making life unpleasant, thinking he would not like to live with 
a woman who refused to prepare his food, speak or sleep with him’ she 
commented. Such informal ways of pressing the husband to grant a divorce 
are used effectively by women in Lamu. Nevertheless, Fatma’s husband 
would not let her go. After two years the situation had become unbearable 
and Fatma decided to have recourse to a legal khuluu divorce. She would 
have to leave her husband with all that was bought with the bridewealth: 
her bedroom and sitting room furniture and her household equipment.3 ‘Our 
love was killed by his jealousy’, Fatma concluded sadly, but she had not 
lost faith in love. She felt more free now that she was a divorcee (mke 
mkuu).

Love marriages last no longer than arranged marriages; they too are 
full of conflict and tension. Stories of foolish behaviour, of love at first 
sight, of falling in love with a ‘bad’ man or a man who cannot support his 
wife economically, or of the loss of parental support also abound. Some 
women who are more experienced argue that marriages contracted on a 
‘love’ basis are less likely to flourish than those based on family choice.

Although many young women have negative experiences of marriage, 
most want to try again. Many depend on the economic support of men, 
especially if they have children or want more. To find an advantageous 
liaison and marry is the respectable thing to do. After the first socially im
portant ‘virgin’ marriage a woman is much freer to find a match for herself, 
although she should get her family’s consent. Such marriages are of less 
social importance, there is no longer much concern with her sexual purity. 
Transfers of wealth are now only token if made at all, and ceremony and 
celebration are minimal.



Most young men agree that the marriage relationship should be the 
place where the couple are emotionally involved and give and receive sup
port and intimacy. Love (upendo) should be the goal. They too express a 
yearning for relations marked by mutual trust, commitment and understand
ing. Sexuality is an important way of expressing feelings and satisfies the 
need for tenderness and closeness, contact which alleviates anxiety and 
loneliness. Men admit that they need a partner who can service their do
mestic needs, e.g. cook food, clean the house, repair the clothes, look after 
the children as well as promote links with important kin and neighbours; an 
important source of a man’s prestige is his status as a family head. In prac
tice marriage does not always provide the relationship or the conditions in 
which this ideal can be fulfilled. The reality of a double standard, frequent 
divorce and different types of marriage unions speaks for itself.

Educated young men also express an interest in personal choice, even 
in monogamy. They say that these things come with a modem outlook and 
education. However, one should be cautious about attributing monogamy 
primarily to love and commitment to one wife. The high cost of living 
makes keeping a second wife difficult.

Saidi, Nuru’s husband, argued that for him it was important to have a 
wife who was educated, had a profession and a ‘modem’ outlook. Such 
women are, according to Saidi, more disciplined and less quarrelsome and 
can ensure that the children are brought up to be studious and resourceful. 
‘A woman who is at the same level of understanding can appreciate and 
help the husband in what he is doing.’ Indeed, the couple shared many 
interests as leaders of reformist opinion in the community. Other men have 
a stereotyped image of professional women as too mrevu (clever), over 
critical, proud, disobedient and neglectful of husband and children. An
other man said that he could never agree to his wife working in an office 
with strangers. Such men admit that they would prefer to marry the ‘tradi
tional’ docile type, a well-mannered domesticated wife who stays at home 
and looks after her husband, the house and the children. She may earn some 
money from handicrafts, but she should put his interests before her own. 
Mohammed, Zakia’s husband, said that he longed for the ‘good old days’ 
when women knew how to satisfy a man, were obedient, less materially 
demanding, did not complain and respected the fact that it is a man’s legiti
mate right to control and ‘discipline’ his wife. Mustafa, a Hadhrami shop 
attendant, commented that this was the type of woman he had been used to 
from his own family, as he had no sisters who had been educated. Such 
men are more prone to accept an arranged marriage of their parents’ choice.



Moammar, Farida and Mariam’s brother, however, did not think that em
ployment or not was the decisive factor. ‘I want a wife who has respect 
(haya) from within herself. You can’t control a woman, a wife has to be 
respectable of her own accord.’

These same young men, however, would often express admiration 
for a woman with academic and cultural interests, one who is ‘smart’. They 
might even seek out the company of such women for conversation. A male 
friend and teacher at the girls’ secondary school appreciated the company 
of his female colleagues with whom he could discuss literature and poetry, 
although he had recently married a girl without secondary education, say
ing that he preferred domesticity in his wife. Although many young men 
express progressive opinions when discussing gender relations, in reality 
some exercise a vigilant authority over their sisters and wives. They want 
to keep their own male superiority and feel jealous and even threatened by 
assertive, independent-minded girls.

This ambiguity is also reflected in the fact that, educated or not, many 
men say they would prefer to marry virgins, girls who have not been spoilt, 
defiled (haribu). Mustafa argued: ‘When I marry I want something fresh 
not the ‘left-over crumbs’ (makombo) of another man. I would feel infe
rior.’ Yet most young men realize that few girls are totally inexperienced. 
Abdalla asserted: ‘These days you have no guarantees’, even if you find a 
virgin she may be secretly in love with somebody else. Girls have been 
everywhere these days, they know everything.’

Zein, a good friend of Saidi commented: ‘It is the parents more than 
the young men who are concerned with virginity. Many young men just 
want a good woman.’ He was very much in love with a sympathetic divor
cee, and wanted to marry her. However, his parents refused, saying that it 
was inappropriate that he should marry a divorcee rather than a ‘virgin’ for 
his first marriage. The father announced that he would not give his blessing 
to the marriage. For a whole year Zein was miserable and frustrated at not 
being able to resist the will of his father.

Many young men today prefer to complete their education, find a job 
and become economically independent before marrying and settling down. 
Feisal explained: ‘If I can pay the bridewealth and set up a home of my own 
without too much assistance from my relatives, they will have to let me 
make more decisions about my choice of bride and lifestyle. In the end I 
shall be more free.’ Many therefore delay getting married till they are in 
their late twenties or early thirties. Young men are not so dependent on 
marriage to sanction their need to indulge in play and intimate sexual rela-



tions. Indeed, they admit that they want to have ‘fun’ while they finish their 
education or save to settle down. A young man can remain single without 
incurring criticism if he is seen to be in the process of establishing himself 
economically in preparation for marriage eventually.

Faraji, a bachelor, argued that a central reason for his ‘delayed’ mar
riage was the high amount demanded for bridewealth. Many are in fact 
forced to delay their marriage, if they have no parents or relatives who can 
help pay for the bridewealth, or if they fail to get a proper job.

The amounts paid as bridewealth have increased dramatically during 
the past few decades. In the 1960s the sum usually amounted to 3-6,000 
shillings. By the early 1980s it had risen to 10-15,000. During the period of 
my own fieldwork in 1986, the average amount had risen to approximately 
20-30,000 shillings (see also Curtin, 1984:141; Middleton, 1992:127-9). 
The level of the hidaya is proportionate to the status of the girl, her educa
tion and her family background. Inflation has led to rising costs of goods, 
which has led to the girls and their guardians expecting larger amounts. 
Furthermore, the general standard has been raised by the large sums of
fered voluntarily by young men who go as migrant workers to the Gulf 
region, e.g. 50,000 shillings. It has been next to impossible for young men 
who work locally to match these amounts or the popularity of such young 
men. ‘Mume ni wa Arabuni' , ‘The (rich) husband is from Arabia’, was a 
popular slogan seen on many girls’ kanga for a while. Sulemain commented: 
‘Those who go to work in Dubai can earn up to 15,000 shillings a month, 
that is more than a minister earns here! I have worked for six years and I 
have 6,000 shillings in the bank.’ For local boys it is almost impossible to 
live up to’ reigning expectations.

The consequence is that men wait for years to marry while they are 
‘saving’. Many boys ‘give up’ or resort to marrying mke mkuu (divorcee). 
This has caused annoyance among the older generation as well as among 
young women. The problem is the cause of much conflict between men and 
women, young and old, and is an issue of public concern in Lamu. The 
increasing number of spinsters in their late twenties has increased this worry. 
An older man commented, ‘You see, many girls are waiting for husbands, 
while boys on their side can’t afford to get themselves a proper wife. Today 
all bad things are increasing . This is God’s punishment for sin. Boys and 
girls just want the “high life”.’ He thought it good that local leaders and 
even the Lamu Muslims Sisters, were speaking up on the issue, campaign
ing for the need to cut down on marriage expenses.

Zadiki who was looking for a wife but did not have a sweetheart



commented, ‘Why should I pay a high bridewealth for a girl I am not sure 
of ? Many girls have secret boyfriends these days but they accept marriage 
to a boy to get away from mwanamwali (i.e. the status). Later they press for 
divorce so that they can be free to marry the boy they really love who 
perhaps could not afford to pay the bridewealth. Girls who have boyfriends 
cannot be trusted.’ Indeed there are quite a few girls under twenty who 
have married and divorced within six months. Zeinabu, who is such an avid 
cineast, is such a person. They are often referred to as mdogo-mdogo (small 
women). Bridewealth is an investment, which the man is afraid to lose. For 
this very reason women tend to get furious at the men’s attacks on the high 
figures for bridewealth. The bridewealth comprises a sum which will re
main a woman’s property, even in the event of divorce. It is seen as a form 
of social security, a contribution which can serve as a safeguard for women. 
They see it as a guarantee that the man will think twice before leaving the 
marriage, as well as a necessity to meet the expenses of equipping the bride 
and staging a proper wedding. Nobody wants to get married empty-handed 
(kuolewa bure). В inti explained: ‘It is a shame to marry without anything. 
How will you keep a home and what will people think if you have no fur
nishings in the house?’

Although young women prefer to marry young men with aspirations 
and who are a few years older than they are, some girls end up marrying 
older men because it is difficult to refuse a suitor who can guarantee a life 
of comfort and luxury. But as was mentioned in one of the essays in Chap
ter 3, no girl wants to marry an ‘old burger’, or a sugar daddy, as they are 
also referred to. This term is used in Lamu and elsewhere in East Africa to 
denote middle-aged or older men who use their apparent wealth to entice 
women to service their sexual needs in or outside marriage. But my friends 
said that there is a steady narrowing of the age gap between marriage part
ners.

Young women argue that many young men abstain from marriage 
because they are ‘playboys’ and just want to enjoy life before settling down. 
Aisha explained: ‘They complain about the amount but they don’t even 
attempt to bargain with a girl’s family.’ Flexibility in the negotiation of 
bridewealth is said to be greater in the case of love marriages, where the 
couple have made a joint decision to marry. The couple and their families 
can then make a realistic assessment of the available resources. Nobody 
will say that he was given the girl for ‘free’, but some guardians accept that 
a suitor should pay part of the marriage settlement at a later date. Cousin 
marriages are also more flexible in the negotiation of bridewealth. How



ever, many people think that such unions should be avoided these days 
because if they break up they create tension in the family. If the marriage is 
an arranged one between families where there are no close bonds, the de
mands are often more rigid. Of course, among the lower classes the ap
proach to bridewealth has always been more pragmatic.

These days girls who are in employment contribute considerably to 
the expenses of their own weddings. They start collecting a ‘bridal chest’ 
when they get their first job. However, it is evident that bridewealth is one 
of many issues that put a strain on the relations between young men and 
women.

Stories of Love, Deceit and Reproach

I asked the girls to tell me about their courtship experiences and the 
events that preceded their marriages. Not all had such tales to tell; some 
were simply unwilling to confess or confide in me. I have already recounted 
some cases.

It might be appropriate to start with the story of our newly wed cou
ple, Farida and Ahmed, whose kupamba celebration we witnessed in Chap
ter 4. Farida knew Ahmed throughout her childhood as a good friend of her 
elder brother. She had not really regarded him as a possible marriage part
ner, but one day when she was 17 they met at the post office where he was 
training to be a telephonist. Farida loves writing and receiving letters and 
she had many ‘pen-friends’ at the time. Ahmed told her about the post and 
telecommunication network which was going to be modernized in Lamu. 
Later she would say she liked his ‘modem’ outlook. They became increas
ingly friendly, and talked to one another as often as they had a chance. She 
describes him as friendly, amusing and of good character (tabia). She found 
herself thinking about him whatever she was doing, and she always felt 
happy when she did so. She would often run errands to the post office in the 
hope that Ahmed would be around. They would laugh and joke and talk 
about all sorts of things, and she thought he radiated understanding and 
affection.

She liked the way he looked at her, in a sort of wondering and inter
ested way. On one occasion when she was alone in the room with him, he 
had complimented her on the beauty of her long hair, another time he had 
jokingly called her his mke (wife) when her friend was present. This woo
ing had a strong effect on her. She explained that she felt good when she
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saw him and suffered from stomach ache and loss of appetite when she did 
not. She longed to show her feelings more directly, but she was also wor
ried about whether she could trust him, afraid that he might not mean any
thing by his attentiveness, that he was only playing with her.

One day about a year after their first meeting at the post office, he 
gave her a note as she was leaving. It was a poem declaring his love. On the 
following Saturday she went with two friends to the Zinj cinema. Ahmed 
showed up and bought her ticket, and they sat together. From then on they 
were sweethearts, meeting discreetly at the cinema or out at the beach. 
When Ahmed went to Mombasa for a one-year training course, they corre
sponded secretly. ‘Letter writing makes love grow’, Farida commented. 
Indeed, when Ahmed returned to Lamu, the couple found that the periods 
of separation had only strengthened their affection for each other. A friend 
of Ahmed’s provided for a meeting place for the sweethearts in an empty 
house he looked after for some foreigners. Their encounters alone were 
few and brief as it was difficult for Farida to get away from her home. With 
the help of her friends and her sister Mariam, though, she was able to find 
excuses for going out. Although she had hesitated at first and could seldom 
stay more than half an hour, she enjoyed the intimacy with him there and 
the ‘romancing’. At the same time, she was sick with guilt and anxiety that 
her parents would find out, but her love for Ahmed was stronger and she 
was willing to take the risk.

Farida’s story, like some others, reflects the common syndrome of 
romance: a feeling of raha, pleasure, happiness, contentment when in the 
company of the beloved, the idealization of his ‘shining’ character and un
derstanding, and feeling miserable when they were apart.

In spite of the risk Farida wanted to explore her feelings. Like so 
many of her friends in similar situations, she agreed to secret meetings 
(mikutano ya siri). These were intense and nerve-racking experiences for 
the couple. The time was short and there was much accumulated emotional 
tension to be released. To be ‘caught’ could mean disaster. Farida and Ahmed 
made an ahadi, a binding verbal promise to marry, but agreed that they 
should wait till Ahmed’s training was over and he would be able to pay the 
bridewealth. Ahadi ni deni, ‘a promise is a debt’, Farida explained to me, 
quoting the proverb.

But an older man proposed marriage to Farida and her parents thought 
this would be a good match for her and an important one for the family. 
Farida protested and broke down with grief. Ahmed was also bewildered at 
the thought of losing her to another man. They turned to Farida’s brother,



Moamaar, who knew of their relationship and asked him to try to influence 
his parents on their behalf.

Ahmed now brought up the matter with his own family. He told them 
he wanted to marry Farida, whom they already knew a little. The matter 
was discussed at length amongst his kin. His mother and sisters got favour
able information about the bride and her family from their network of fe
male relatives and friends. The decision to support the match was made 
jointly, his uncle being particularly important as he was willing to help pay 
the bridewealth.

It is always the prospective groom and his relatives who take the 
initiative to propose. So, in the company of his father and uncle, Ahmed 
went to the house of Farida’s parents to make a formal proposal (posa). The 
parents of Farida had no reason to refuse the marriage. Ahmed came from a 
Waamu family of rank, and he was training to be a telecommunication clerk. 
The match, in other words, would be one between wakufu (equals) and 
Farida’s parents understood that she wanted this marriage with all her heart.

Farida’s love marriage was in many ways typical; it started in secret, 
but was formalized gradually and ended in a formal union contracted in the 
same way as an arranged marriage. The rumour soon spreads about whether 
a match is ‘arranged’ or not. Often it is made clear at the wedding through 
the symbolic acts of the bride and groom. The case of Farida and Ahmed 
illustrates this. Ahmed entered the kupamba scene to sit with Farida on the 
stage, and they offered each other a kiss as the symbol of their love. The 
new pattem of marriage is already accompanied by a full range of subtle 
customs, ideas and practices.

The problem of trusting one’s own and the boy’s feelings, i.e. decid
ing what ‘true’ love is, preoccupied my friends. Many expressed anxiety 
about their vulnerable situation. They have seen others suffer from decep
tion and betrayal, but also shame from indulging in forbidden activities. 
Indeed, boys sometimes tire of courting girls for reasons such as inaccessi
bility, the difficulty of developing a sexual relationship orjust losing inter
est and dropping them in favour of someone else. Furthermore, the boy’s 
parents may have strong views and influence him to accept their preference 
of a marriage partner.

The painful story of Naima is probably a case in point. She was a 
quiet and not very assertive but pretty and caring young Hadhrami woman. 
After primary school her father had taken her out of school. He was a strict 
man (mkali), and his position was that his daughters should not move about 
too much outside the home. Her brother had bought her a sewing machine



and for years she had been earning quite a good sum from dressmaking. 
Naima had met her boyfriend in her uncle’s hardware shop. He would come 
to chat with her cousin who worked there and who was a friend of his. He 
was from Malindi but often came to stay with his sister who had remarried 
in Lamu. The boy and girl had become friendly, and the friendship had 
soon ripened into a love which they kept secret.

The young man had been fortunate to get work as a mechanic abroad 
in Saudi Arabia, but before he left he had asked Naima to wait for him. In 
the meantime she lived a quiet life in the household of her older brother, 
refusing all suitors. He wrote her letters in which he declared his love and 
spoke about their future together. When he came home for holiday after 
nearly two years, she took a big risk to spend some time with him ‘romanc
ing’.

The following year his letters came less frequently, and then they 
stopped altogether. Her days were filled with anxiety and she often became 
ill. Finally Naima heard that he was back in Malindi and was going to 
marry a girl from a good family there. Bitterness filled her, and she was 
badly hurt at being abandoned in this way. She was full of contempt for 
young men who risk the reputation of young women, who just ‘play around’. 
Of course, girls play around with the feelings of young men as well. She 
was well aware of that, but argued that the position of young women is 
more vulnerable as their reputation is at stake. What caused her most pain, 
she explained to me, was not knowing what had really happened. Had he 
loved her but given in to his father’s will, or had he just got tired of her? 
She was too proud to try to find out.

Naima’s dream of a happy love marriage had crumbled. After some 
years when she was twenty-four she agreed to marry a man not of her own 
choice, an acquaintance of her uncle’s. He was quite a bit older than her, a 
widower with children. Although he was kind, she felt indifferent to him 
and found it hard to live with her in-laws and his three children. The fact 
that she had not yet conceived at the age of twenty-six added to her frustra
tion. She was said to suffer from baridi yabisi, a state characterized by 
depression, apathy and irritation. Naima longed for a baby, and for a while 
she thought she was pregnant. However, it turned out to be a false preg
nancy, a spirit (pepo).4 She now sought comfort in the religion. A Sharifu 
healer also provided her with kombe, a healing substance prepared by writ
ing specific texts from the Koran with saffran ink on a plate, which are then 
washed off with rose water and drunk as a medicine.5

Her friends said that her love was poisoning her, that it was making



her ill, that she had changed a lot during the last few years. They called her 
maskini (the pitiful one) and were sorry they could not help her. They just 
hoped she would not get so miserable and suffer so much that she would go 
out of her mind.

Tragic stories of unhappy love circulated among young women. I 
was told that one girl tried to commit suicide during my time in Lamu by 
taking insect poison bought in a local shop.6 Her uncle and guardian was 
said to be harsh and unloving and refused to allow her to marry the boy she 
loved, saying that the marriage would dishonour the family. The theme of 
unhappy love and wicked parents is also a favourite theme in the popular 
Hindi films.

Jumna’s love story took another turn. She was only seventeen and 
still in school when she found out that she was pregnant (ana mimbd). She 
was frightened and emotionally devastated. Her boyfriend, Malik, had 
courted her for over a year. She explained: ‘He kept on nagging that I should 
show him my love, he kept on pushing me. He started seeing divorcees 
(mke mkuu) as he said I couldn’t satisfy him. One day it just happened 
between us.’ She tried to keep the pregnancy secret as long as she could. 
Guilt and anxiety haunted her, she was terrified of her father’s reactions. 
Having an illegitimate child (mwana haramu) is a great disgrace. Her sec
ondary education would come to an abrupt halt as pregnant girls are ex
pelled from school. She would also lose out on the company of her school 
friends and all the exciting activities she had planned for her future. Termi
nating the pregnancy by going to get special dawa (medicine) or by taking 
a large dose of quinine which she had heard could be effective occurred to 
her, but the idea frightened her and she did not see it as an option.

When her parents finally found out about the pregnancy a big scene 
followed. A man who is named as a seducer is in honour bound to marry 
the girl. Malik was confronted by the men in her family. As his social status 
was not unacceptable, a quick ‘forced’ marriage was arranged. Although 
the child was not the product of a lawful union, such a process is said to 
‘legitimize’ it. The union was contracted with the minimum of bridewealth 
and naturally with no celebrations. Such ‘shot-gun’ unions still represent a 
great disgrace (aibu) for both families involved, the girl’s family suffering 
the most because she will marry empty-handed (kuolewa bure). Jumna was 
then ritualistically ‘turned out’ of her family home and sent to live with 
relatives on the island of Pate. However, her pregnancy could not be kept a 
secret, gossip travels fast in Lamu. She gave birth to a son in the village 
with the assistance of the local mpokezi (midwife). After the customary



forty days of seclusion (siku arbaini) she was allowed to return to Lamu.7 
Her parents had arranged for her and Malik to move into a room in her 
family home. She had been treated severely but, although her father kept 
his distance, she had not lost the support of her family and did not have to 
meet a depressing future as an unmarried mother with no maintenance. She 
considered herself lucky. But Imani, a friend of Jumna, explained to me: 
‘Before people would chase a pregnant girl away and no suitors would 
come for her sisters. Today it happens and people get on with their lives, it 
is not such a big disgrace.’ Young women from the lower classes are, how
ever, less prone to have supportive relations and many end up as destitutes.

Forced, ‘shot-gun’ unions have, I was told, become more frequent in 
Lamu. As more young women engage in courting, more are bound to ‘get 
caught’. A girl who is found alone in the company of a young man is as
sumed to have lost her virginity and been spoilt and defiled. If the person 
who found the couple reveal the fact to the girl’s guardian, he may insist on 
an immediate marriage, particularly if the boy is ‘acceptable’ and the girl 
involved is from an upper stratum family. If there is fear that the girl may 
be pregnant and the boy is unacceptable, e.g. from an inferior stratum, a 
cousin may be asked to marry the girl to ‘cover up’ the dishonour. I was 
even told that in the past parents of a girl who became pregnant by a man of 
inferior status would make the girl take an aborting medicine. But I did 
hear of circumstances where the boy refused to marry the girl he was caught 
with because he said that she was in the habit of ‘running after’ boys and 
was the one who ran ‘after’ him.

Premarital Sexuality

The idea of love and romance that many young women in Lamu 
seemed to have in the 1980s is interwoven with that of sexual intimacy in a 
complex way. Girls ‘romance’ their sexual encounters. Intimacy is seen as 
an expression of love and caring and not of sexual desire as such. Aisha, 
who was engaged to be married, thought that a couple who are in love and 
who find the opportunity to be alone together will not be able to resist the 
force of passion. The couple will intentionally or unintentionally, begin to 
kucheza romance (play at romance, have sex). In her view love cannot be 
sustained in the imagination only; if a man and a woman love each other 
they should try to belong to each other, preferably in marriage. The notion 
of romantic love as something noble, true and precious legitimates pre-
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marital sexual relations.
Saada had a more pragmatic view: ‘You see it is impossible and in a 

way not right to just stay home and not go out at all to “have a good time”.’ 
Who knows if you will have luck (bahati ) in marriage? Most girls want a 
sweetheart so as to know what ‘true’ love is, to know what it feels like, 
even before marriage.’

Nuru, however, who was distinctly religious, argued that young peo
ple should be able to choose their partner, the couple should at least get to 
know each other, even the Koran says that. Love should be allowed to de
velop before marriage, but premarital relations should be maintained with
out indulging in sex. To her mind boyfriends are not a sin, but sex is. She 
felt that young people are increasingly subjected to pressure from their peers 
and the media to be sexually active. The following letter from a reader to 
The Message (1985 (12)) expresses a similar attitude.

Friendship Without Sex

Assalamu - alaykum. As we are supposed to learn from one another, I take 
this opportunity to remind my fellow brothers, sisters and parents that 
‘Kiyamat’ (the last day) is near. It is important that we all prepare for this day 
by obeying and following Allah’s commandments. Being a Muslim boy, I 
would like to ask my fellow boys and girls not to go against Allah’s com
mandments. To be even more clever, I call upon them to learn and spread 
their religion instead of involving themselves in wasteful and immoral 
activities, especially in sex (zinaa). These days most of the young people 
believe that the only thing which will bring friendship between a man and a 
woman is sex. This is a wrong belief. Friendship can exist in a pure lawful
way without involving sex if we follow our religion well Before I
finish, I would like to request all boys and girls to show full respect and 
dignity to our parents who loved and cared for us when we were very young. 
We should try our best to see that we are all on the straight path and, Insha - 
Allah, God will answer our prayers.

On reading this article, Mariam, Binti and Fumo argued that there are 
those who have boyfriends who manage to abstain from sexual play alto
gether. But boyfriends try to persuade the girl not just to talk of love but to 
‘show’ her true feelings. The young women acknowledge that there are 
many ways they can give or achieve satisfaction, for instance by engaging 
in oral, even anal, sex with their partners. Swartz (1991:319) notes similar 
experiences among young people in Mombasa.

Although the young women’s sexual contacts are irregular and spo-



radie and affected by the scanty opportunity to have a relationships, they 
argue that it is increasingly difficult to uphold the ideal of virginity long 
past the age of puberty. Whatever the situation, the notion of virginity has 
become increasingly inflated. Premarital virginity is desirable but not al
ways realistic, and during the 1980s a growing awareness of this fact could 
be sensed in Lamu. As we noted in Chapter 4, proof of ‘virginity’ at the 
consummation of marriage is no longer made such a public affair. It has 
become a matter of private rather than public morality. Nor is premarital 
sex so severely punished today. Yet a major concern of the older generation 
is still to get their daughters married off ‘honourably’. Some prefer earlier 
marriages, if only for this reason. Le Guennec-Coppens (1983), for instance, 
claims that elite families in Lamu in the 1970s married their daughters off 
without concern for alliances but for their virginity. When I was last back in 
Lamu in 1991, a friend from an upper stratum family told me that ‘today it 
is rare to find a virgin in Lamu’, meaning that most young women have 
boyfriends and are sexually active to some extent before marriage. Such a 
statement should not be taken at face value, but it does express something 
about the general state of things.

In an attempt to deal with this situation, young people try to find 
means to legitimate their actions. Love ideology has become central in this 
situation, particularly for young women. However, other means are also 
sought. During my stay in Lamu, there was much talk and speculation about 
mut’ah, a so-called ‘temporary’ pleasure-based, secret union contracted for 
a fixed duration, for example a few days or even hours, God being the 
couple’s only witness. Men and women, young and old, alike were curious 
about its legality and application. In the local media we read that mut’ah 
was a practice authorized by the Shi’ia Muslims, and the former leader 
Khomeini in particular, and practised widely in Iran (see Haeri, 1989).

The justification for mut’ah centres on the notion of uncontrollable 
sexuality. According to Islam, illegitimate sexuality is a curse which de
stroys the order and purity of human life. Mut’ah is said to be a preventive 
measure against fornication, prostitution and homosexuality. If permanent 
marriage does not satisfy the sexual needs of men (and women), Islam, in 
the Shi’ia interpretation, is said under specific conditions, to legitimate tem
porary marriage. Children born of such unions will, for instance, be legiti
mate. People with Shi’ia sympathies in Lamu argued that mut’ah is a law
ful practice, and could be applied also by Sunni Muslims. Others were very 
much against it, arguing that it has doubtful legality in Sunni Islam. The 
discussion in Lamu was confused, but I was told that many people were



applying this formula to escape their own anxiety about entering into an 
unlawful union. Even wanawali were entering into such unions, Saada re
vealed to me. As we have already noted, young women discuss intensely 
the pros and cons of courting and romancing within their own circles, about 
what is permissible and what is not.

Because of the vulnerability and stigma, most of the young women 
were naturally ambivalent about volunteering detailed personal informa
tion. There is, of course, no exact way of judging the frequency and extent 
of premarital sexual activity in Lamu. But it is evident that, as traditional 
social restraints lose their effectiveness and the age of marriage rises, pre
marital sex has become a predicament. Wanawali are met with silence or 
disapproval when it comes to dealing with their sexual relations before 
marriage. As the somo institution has more or less disappeared or been 
diluted of its content, there is really no obvious person the young women 
can turn to. The ‘risk’ of exposure and getting into trouble is, of course, 
related to many factors. Girls from broken homes, who lack supportive and 
trusting relations as well as self-esteem and aspirations for the future, are 
the most vulnerable.

Indulgence in premarital sex threatens not only the traditional notion 
of sexual purity. The health and well-being of young women also becomes 
precarious. The outcome of their sexual activity is sometimes unwanted 
pregnancy, sexually transmitted diseases, even risky induced abortions.8 
The unacceptance of premarital sex for young women makes the issue of 
contraception extremely sensitive in Lamu. Few would ever dare to turn to 
the family planning unit at the local hospital for help. Access to contracep
tion is not permitted for unmarried women by Kenyan law. Many think 
their confidentiality would be violated, that they would have to reveal inti
mate information about other people, that they would be likely to be re
proached and punished by the staff. Some of the unmarried women indi
cated that they had talked to the social worker at the local family planning 
unit. She was, of course, in a powerful position to provide knowledge and 
advice to those who were sexually active. However, she was reluctant to do 
so. She had no backing from the community or the health services, and did 
not want to jeopardize the work she was doing in the community at large.9 
Her comment was simply: ‘There is a strong resistance to giving contra
ceptives to young women, but for some what is the alternative?’

A few young women came to me for advice and information. One 
girl who was knowledgeable about the pill, the IUD and the condom admit
ted that it was anyhow unthinkable for her to use contraceptives. To do so



would be to declare to herself and her boyfriend that they could have sex. It 
seemed shameful to her to ‘plan’ for a sex life before marriage in this way, 
it would make her look cheap. Better then to abstain or take the ‘risk’. 
However, she did worry about getting pregnant and ugonjwa wa siri (secret 
illness). This name for sexually transmitted disease indicates the stigma 
involved. She, like many others I spoke to, had also heard of the ‘killer’ 
disease AIDS, and this only added to her fears. Premarital sexuality is, in 
other words, subject to a complex web of influences.

In Kenya today, voices can be heard advocating the provision of serv
ices to young people in the form of information and contraception, so as to 
enable them to protect themselves against unplanned pregnancies and sexu
ally transmitted diseases. However, arguments framed in strictly moral terms 
still oppose such proposals. The provision of services is interpreted as so
cial approval and acceptance of premarital sex. It is believed that contra
ceptives will encourage young people to have sex. Religious and moral 
education, in contrast, is believed to protect them from indulging in sexual 
relations. The older generation in Lamu embrace the latter view, but the 
‘problem’ is not confronted or discussed in any explicit, meaningful way.

Unions with Westerners

During the 1980s marriage with Westerners and other non-Muslims 
became more common and was an issue of much debate in Lamu.

These have become a vivid symbol of the widening horizon of many 
young people and their increasing preoccupation, literally, with centre/pe
riphery relations. Below I will demonstrate the ‘sentiments’ involved in 
such relationships (see Hannerz, 1993:5). Such marriage unions, which in
cluded both local men and women, varied from genuine ‘love’ relations to 
those of semi-prostitution.

Western women, most of whom come to the coast as tourists, are 
obviously regarded as interesting by some categories of local men, particu
larly the so-called beachboys. They are by definition associated with afflu
ence, welfare, grace, and the ‘modem’ world. They are seen as representa
tives of an important cultural centre, which many locals idealize. Their 
‘freer’ attitudes and body comportment are seen as attractive and fascinat
ing by some. There is a lot of competition among the beachboys about such 
clients (see Peake, 1989). To be able to by-pass sexual segregation, to spend 
considerable time in each other’s company, to do things and go to places



together, is a temptation for the young men. These women represent alter
native lifestyles, a promise of escape from economic and social impover
ishment and local ‘pettiness,’ through the possibility of marriage and emi
gration to a better life in the West.

Mwenye, Saada’s brother, had been to Italy with a woman friend, and 
another beachboy was now ‘married’ and living in Germany. For some of 
these young men, interaction with Western women may add to their pres
tige or even economic status. To be ‘involved’ with the West provides self
esteem. The ultimate ambition of many of them is to set up a business that 
provides economic independence. With the help of a Swiss lady friend one 
of the beachboys had started his own business in Lamu. Indeed, some 
beachboys have proved to be entrepreneurs, opening lodging houses and 
restaurants. However, for most the gains from this sort of work are mar
ginal and rarely long term.

Those who have frequent relations with so-called sugar mummies 
(older, rich tourist women) whom they service sexually, are treated with 
disdain by the local community. These young men engage in a kind of 
gigoloism or male prostitution. Their lack of respect for tradition and reli
gion is seen to pose a threat to the foundation of Swahili culture.

In Lamu there are several Western women who have married local 
men and settled down. While most of them live on the margins of the com
munity, in the beachboy and tourist world, some who have married men 
who are more established in the town, try to merge with the local way of 
life. Locals are proud of the fact that women from the West come to appre
ciate local ‘qualities’ of life. Elisabeth, came to Kenya from the United 
States as an au pair to a family in Nairobi. While visiting Lamu she fell in 
love with the man who was to become her husband. They met in his shop 
where he sells souvenirs. She became fascinated with the town life and 
soon decided to desert her job in Nairobi to come and live in Lamu. After 
six months she was deeply immersed in the local way of life, had adopted 
the bui-bui and was set on settling down in the town.

After initial reluctance her boyfriend’s family decided to accept his 
proposed foreign bride. Elisabeth converted to Islam and was given her 
local name, Amina. She wanted a typical Lamu marriage, including a 
kupamba. Although no one demanded bridewealth for Elisabeth, the fam
ily and local friends helped the couple with the wedding arrangements, and 
the acquisition of furnishings and kitchen utensils. Elisabeth’s mother and 
brother arrived from the USA a few months later to take part in the three- 
day wedding celebration.



In the following years she bore two sons and tried to adapt to local 
life. The couple rented a house in the neighbourhood of Saada and Aisha, 
and Elisabeth soon became a good friend of these girls and their families. 
Difficulties were to develop in the marriage, however. Her new in-laws had 
strong opinions about her way of bringing up the children. The husband did 
not approve of the way Elisabeth moved in and out of cafés and stopped to 
talk to local and foreign men in the street. When she stopped wearing the 
bui-bui he was furious. ‘I just couldn’t do it any longer, it just wasn’t m e’ 
she confessed. While I was in Lamu, Elisabeth separated from her hus
band. She was trying to generate income by making jewellery for sale to 
tourists, but her future seemed insecure and she did not know whether to 
stay on in Lamu with the children. To go back to the USA at the time seemed 
unrealistic as her prospects of getting a job were meagre and her husband 
did not want her to take the children away.

Young local women also talk of marrying foreigners, particularly 
Westerners and fantasize about escaping from the ‘periphery’ to the ‘cen
tre’. Some act on these understandings but for most of them this remains 
wishful thinking. Yet, I know of half a dozen girls from both the upper and 
lower strata, from all the ethnic groups, who indeed did marry in this way 
during the 1980s. Pili, for instance, Farida’s friend, was living in England 
with her husband whom she had met when he came to work with a devel
opment aid organization operating in Lamu District. Some men in the com
munity are afraid that women who marry wazungu (Westerners) may end 
up being deserted by their husbands, as was the case in some instances. Yet 
opposition to such marriages seems to be surprisingly small. If the man has 
a profession, converts to Islam, pays the customary bridewealth and is in a 
position to provide the girl with a comfortable life such unions are regarded 
as prestigious.

Pili got to know her husband at the house of common Western friends 
in Lamu. They ‘fell in love’, and decided to get married. With the consent 
of Pili’s parents he set about converting to Islam, was given a Muslim name, 
paid a decent bridewealth which made it possible for the marriage to be 
celebrated lavishly. During their first year of marriage the couple stayed in 
Lamu, in a rented house. The husband was observed frequenting the neigh
bourhood mosque at the regular hours and would don the Muslim cloak 
and cap. Pili’s family was proud of his seeming commitment and respect 
for both religion and traditions. When his contract expired the couple went 
to live in England. Their lifestyle there was the subject of much discussion. 
Members of her family proudly showed visitors the steady flow of goods



and photographs Pili sent home.
For young women the idea of marrying a mzungu involves the prom

ise of escape from the traditional restraints and typical gender role patterns, 
from Lamu, Kenya to the ‘West’. They believe that Western men are more 
caring in everyday life as well as in intimate relations. Warda, who had no 
boyfriend during the time of my fieldwork, kept asking me jokingly if my 
husband had a brother or friend that she could meet and perhaps marry. 
Apart from the Westerners, there were also local women, particularly those 
who were rather more educated, who had married professionals of Asian or 
up-country African background.

In the view of my informants, mixed marriages of different types are 
on the increase. This is particularly so for men, but also among the female 
acquaintances of the young women I got to know, there were several cases 
of such marriages. This type of union is symbolically more significant than 
the small numbers involved might indicate. People in both ‘centres’ and 
peripheries are increasingly attracted and fascinated by each other.



Epilogue

Today the eyes of young women in Lamu are open to the world. They 
are not only increasingly visible in the public fora of the town, they ac
tively gaze back and are gaining control of ‘the look’ which has for so long 
been the prerogative of men.

In this book I have tried to throw light on the practices by which 
young women create a female youth culture in Lamu Town. The meanings 
and pleasures they create out of their everyday experiences and the resources 
and commodities they have to hand enable them to live in and cope with a 
society that feeds them with contradictory and sometimes oppressive ideas 
about sexuality, femininity, independence and obedience. Film, fashion, 
music and dance have been conveyed as instrumental in this process as 
they help young women articulate a style that is theirs, an identity which 
generates both self-esteem and empowerment.

The changing ways in which women understand themselves and their 
social relations in contemporary Lamu society have been explored with the 
notion of marriage, romance and sexuality as a central focus. The aim has 
been to demonstrate how young women struggle to create and control their 
social relationships, and particularly the ‘meeting’ with the man, moulding 
it to be more on their terms. The problem of establishing a satisfactory 
identity within an oppressive ideology that promotes ‘arranged marriages’ 
is complex. Furthermore, women’s involvement in education and occupa
tional roles in different institutions outside the home, has been shown to be 
imputed with specific meanings. The same applies to their participation in 
the male-dominated leisure spheres of the street, the cinema and the beach. 
All this has made them aware of the fact that the meaning of such roles and 
places can be within their control and used to benefit their own interests. 
By means of strategies of dressing appropriately and setting ‘a good exam
ple’ but also of evasion, direct confrontation and protest, women are en
larging their space for action, and even their ‘rights’.

In many matters I have argued that women are gaining and men are 
losing out as a result of the current changes in Lamu. As women gain more 
influence by generating income to supplement men’s inadequate provision 
and obtain access to male spaces and roles, they revolt against the image of 
themselves as obedient and submissive. Men on their side feel threatened 
by the lack of female respect and obedience, they feel ambivalent about the 
‘liberated female eye’; they are ridden with lack of self-confidence and



frustration. However, major divisions of power exist. Modes of femininity 
are not undergoing revolutionary change. Change is the result of a slow 
struggle that goes on every day to shift the balance of power. Women ma
noeuvre with their pragmatic strategies to make their lives more bearable. 
But conventions are slowly eroding and new meanings and pleasures are 
constantly under negotiation.

Ideas about what is right and wrong or appropriate in various situa
tions are no longer self-evident. Conventional ideas, attitudes and prohibi
tions surrounding the sexuality of young women are, as I have illustrated, 
less easy to enforce. Yet the skills, information and support young women 
(and men) need in order to handle their relations with the opposite sex and 
the emerging practice of courting and the frightening reality of AIDS, are 
not to be found either in the adult world or in their own youth organiza
tions. The informal context of the peer group and the media are still their 
main sources of ideas to make sense of the changing conditions of their 
lives.

The dilemmas and worries of young women engrossed in the process 
of self-realization towards the ideal of a ‘modem’, independent but at the 
same time respectable person are, as I have shown, still considerable. Their 
capacity to cope varies but peers are important in this respect. And so is 
fantasy. Like young women everywhere, Lamu girls escape from them
selves and their surroundings and gain strength from their idealization of 
idols, the ‘feminized hero’ and romantic dreams. I have argued that these 
are not only compensations, but rather an overflow of erotic energy: a leap 
into the wider society, nation, w orld  a movement towards the univer
sal. These romantic fantasies are much more than trivial escapism; the enor
mous expectations of life and of the future actually bear witness to the 
extraordinary vitality and courage the young women possess. The fantasies 
are tools, steps on the way to self-fulfilment. Instead of removing them 
from reality, they are helping the women to embrace it.

Islamic reformist ideas have gained momentum in Lamu since I left 
the field in the late 1980s. However, the Lamu Muslim Sisters Association, 
which initiated its activities in the mid-1980s, has failed to make a broad 
appeal and has never become the dynamic force that many had hoped. It 
turned out to have a fragile character, reflecting the nature of youth itself; 
young people move on. When enthusiasts like Nuru had little time to de
vote to the organization it dwindled. Rivalry and accusations of using the 
organization to gain status and prestige for themselves disillusioned the 
initiators, while criticism of the ‘moralizing attitude’ caused many to re



frain from joining. The fact that the association’s leaders were condemning 
activities which the women saw as central to female youth culture, for ex
ample, the consumption of fashions, films and other commodities, was not 
appreciated. Furthermore, insistence on the notion of separate spheres, for 
example, that men and women should work and socialize apart, entailing 
that women should withdraw, for instance, from many leisure spheres, was 
considered to be a ‘backlash’ by many. Finally, the initiators of the associa
tion were not consistent in practising what they preached, participating them
selves in elaborate weddings and mingling with men in the workplace.

The undertone of Islamic reform and moralism in the advocacy for 
change has been accentuated as a tool both in internal political debate and 
also in the escalation of tension between the coastal society and the up- 
country-based state apparatus. Here we see the surfacing of tension which 
is so often embedded in centre-periphery relations. The conflict has re
volved around the newly established Islamic Party which the authorities 
have refused to acknowledge.

In the autumn of 1993 as I am writing this, the Kenya coastal region 
is one of political unrest. Financial Times (Crawford, 1993) reports that in 
August a major political riot took place in Lamu. The following account is 
resonant with much of what has been described in this book. After a par
ticularly troubled year of bandit attacks on the road to Malindi, resulting in 
deaths and the local bus companies suspending their services, the local 
population of Lamu lost patience. One Friday after midday prayers, several 
hundred Muslims marched to the town square with the intention of peti
tioning the District Commissioner for greater police protection on the 
Malindi road. He refused to meet them and ordered the police to disperse 
the crowd. Later that day the government and court offices buildings on the 
waterfront were set on fire, the winds sweeping the flames over to the 
thatched makuti roofs of the Standard bank, waterfront restaurants and the 
Petley’s hotel. KANU Hall, the headquarters of Kenya’s ruling party, was 
also set ablaze. Nobody would say who started the fire but the destruction 
was far-reaching. After the incident the atmosphere was full of defiance. 
Tourists were evacuated from the town and the District Commissioner took 
to sleeping in a naval patrol boat.

However, the riots were not only about banditry. A growing litany of 
grievances against the government in Nairobi has been cultivated by 
Lamuans and people from other coastal communities. People think that 
they are being treated like third-class citizens because of their ‘Arabic’ 
blood. They have become frustrated with the local District Commissioner,



who is a non-Muslim, a ‘foreigner’, a political appointee from up-country 
Kenya. The townsmen have watched with alarm as land on the island and 
on the mainland has been parcelled out to powerful politicians, property 
developers or the resettlement schemes for up-country tribes. ‘We are re
garded as squatters, even though we have been here for a thousand years’, 
one Muslim leader has commented. As resentment has grown, the coastal 
strip from Lamu to Mombasa has become fertile ground for radical Muslim 
groups. ‘The up-country people used to call us “sleeping dogs”, now they 
call us terrorists, or fundamentalists’, said a leader of the newly formed 
Islamic Party of Kenya, which is winning a growing number of followers 
with its demands for Muslim political power. The government in Nairobi 
has refused to register the party as a legal organization, arguing that it is a 
threat to the established political order. It is suggested that the party is be
ing financed by hard-line Islamic groups abroad. The government is doing 
its utmost to prevent Muslims from uniting along the coast, but one leader 
has commented: ‘If there are no changes and the government continues to 
respond to our demands with weapons, they will be responsible for the 
consequences’.

Whatever happens in Lamu the situation of its young women and 
men will be deeply affected. Struggling to make sense of the experiences of 
the world in which they live, their gaze reaches out into the world beyond 
Lamu. They want to see and be seen in the world, they want to live mean
ingful lives in which their Islamic faith, their desire for entertainment and 
fashion and their fascination with commodities all come together. They 
want to live in a world in which they have some control over their bodies, 
their social relations and their future in the secular state of Kenya.

By means of fantasy they try to see what is impending.



Notes

1. Inquiring Gaze

1 The bui-bui is the standard veil worn in public by most Muslim women after puberty, 
regardless of class and ethnicity. It is a cloak and veil in one piece, made of a large piece 
of black material draped around the body so as to conceal its contours from head to foot. 
The upper part usually covers the head and the forehead, while the lower part can be 
pulled up or down by hand to cover just the breast or the whole face apart from the eyes, 
according to what the situation demands. It is a very uncomfortable and unbearably hot 
garment which usually needs both hands to hold it in place.

2 The name Lamu is a derivative of al-Amu, meaning the place of reconciliation (Middleton, 
1992). The town is located on a crescent-shaped island of coral and sand (23 sq. miles). 
Big reservoirs of sweet water are found under the sand dunes and provide Lamu with its 
most important resource. The island is protected by coral reefs and is endowed with long 
sandy beaches and mangrove swamps. A narrow channel of water separates it from the 
mainland, and it has a well-protected harbour. There are three other settlements on the 
island. Shela, a smaller ‘stone’ town, is situated a mile from Lamu, with a long beach 
separating the two. The other settlements, Matandoni and Kipungani, are villages. There 
are several settlements on the other islands in the archipelago, including the stone town 
Pate, and the villages of Siyu and Faza.

3 U lf Hannerz, who is one of the most prominent commentators of global and cultural 
theory today, has in a series of publications argued for the use of the metaphor ‘creolization’ 
to denote the active process by which new cultural forms are bom in the encounter be
tween distinct traditions. However, he argues that the term is not a simple pseudonym for 
a cultural mix, e.g. hybrid, collage. ‘Creole’ cultures are products of center-periphery 
relations where an asymmetry exists in power and prestige. They are created in a process 
where the periphery plays an active role, experimenting and interpreting new cultural 
elements according to local experiences and interests, rejecting, modifying and synthesis
ing the new with items from its own local cultural inventory. He also notes that ‘creole’ 
cultures draw on two or more historical sources, often originally widely different. They 
have had some time to develop and integrate and to become elaborate and pervasive. 
People are formed from birth by these systems of meaning and largely live their lives in 
contexts shaped by them. See Hannerz (1987,1992). For a further discussion of the notion 
of cultural flow and the aspects of diffusion, tension and resistance involved in center- 
periphery relations see also Hannerz (1993).

4 'Youth' designates the period of transition from childhood to adulthood, and is marked 
by interlocking changes in body, mind and social relationships. While the sequence of the 
changes tends to be the same for all, their onset, duration and manifestation vary between 
the sexes, from culture to culture, and from individual to individual (WHO, 1989:1). In 
Kenya today we see a ‘youthification’ of the population. People under 15 years of age



constitute 50 % of the population.

5 The concept ‘popular culture’ is used in different ways depending of what one wants to 
accentuate. Media and culture research which has its point of departure in an interest in the 
products of the entertainment industry, use the term to denote mass produced and media 
distributed cultural products. The focus of interest is the form and content of these. More 
socially oriented media research has its point of departure in an interest in people’s every
day life. Here the concept denotes the social organization, use and meaning people make 
of such mass mediated cultural products. The focus is on praxis, reception and function. 
Popular culture in this latter sense is regarded as giving people access to (foreign) techno
logical and symbolic resources for dealing with their own ideas, managing their own cul
tures in new ways. I understand the concept as embodying both the components. How
ever, accentuating the creative, subversive expressive activity of the consumers should 
not be exaggerated, as some prominent writers on popular culture such as Fiske (1989) 
tend to do. There is definitely an ambivalence in media use, it can be creative or manipu
lative and oppressive depending on the context. See Karin Barber (1987) foran interesting 
and related discussion on ‘popular art’ in Africa. The term ‘media culture’ is now often 
used, indicating the culture cultivated in and around the media.

6 Sociological and anthropological literature is vague and confused about the concepts of 
self, social identity, personal identity, position, status and role as different writers define 
these concepts in different ways. ‘Identity’ as I see it is our experience of ‘self’, of being 
someone in the eyes of others. It is created and recreated in socialization by the criteria, 
customs, norms, expectations, values and language which are particular to the society 
where the individual lives. Response and self-affirmation are also important criteria for 
self-understanding and finding meaning in existence. Incongruence in norms, values and 
expectations can lead to feelings of inadequacy and crisis. Here I shall stress social iden
tity and pay less attention to psychological aspects.

7 Culture’, as I see it, is not a homogenous or particularly coherent entity. Instead of 
assuming far-reaching cultural sharing I take a distributive view of cultures as systems of 
meaning. Hannerz (1987:550) argues that 'the social organisation of culture always de
pends both on the communicative flow and the differentiation of experiences and interests 
in society. In the complex society, the latter differentiation is by definition considerable. It 
also tends to have a more uneven communicative flow; that is, different messages reach 
different people. The combined effect of both the uneven flow of communications and the 
diversity of experiences and interests is a differentiation of perspectives among the mem
bers of the society. Here and there these can be collectivised into subcultures, so that 
cultural sharing recurs at a lower level of organisation. But in a differentiated society 
people are also to some extent in contract with (or at least aware of) others whose perspec
tives they do not share, and which they know that they do not share. In other words, there 
are perspectives toward perspectives; and one may indeed see the social organisation of a 
complex culture as a network of perspectives.'

8 See Jenssen (1987) for a discussion of elements of reception research.



9 The TV series Dallas has been the object of several interesting studies. Ang (1985) 
wanted to know why Dallas had become such a popular TV series. She draws her empiri
cal material from essays which Dutch women wrote on the issue. Textual analysis of both 
the content of D allas and the essays became central to her study, but she tries as far as 
possible to say something about elements of context and perception that may shape the 
viewers’ experience of Dallas. Katz and Liebes (1985) studied how different ethnic groups 
interpreted and experience of the content of Dallas, finding that there were big differences 
in the way the groups engaged and related to the content.

While ‘sex’ is used here to refer to the biological attributes of men and women, i.e. the 
biological distinctions of the anatomy, ‘gender ‘is understood as the rules and expecta
tions and the behaviour appropriate to being male and female in a particular society. In 
other words, as a cultural elaboration of natural distinctions. One is not bom a woman, one 
becomes one.

11 Subcultural style - appearance, behaviour, music and language - was related to social 
happenings and conflicts in society, e.g. class and race problems. Style was seen as a code 
for common experiences, a way of solving problems within the experience, i.e. symbolic 
resistance. Initially there was a strong bias towards male subcultures in the research con
ducted at CCCS. This was criticised by McRobbie (1980) and other feminist researchers. 
Young women could perhaps not be firmly linked to the more spectacular and publicly 
visible subcultures (skinheads, punks) but their attachment to the home, where they so
cialize with girl friends, was all the stronger. Girls are more exposed to risks in public and 
are more closely controlled. Criticism of earlier theorization has been undertaken from 
other perspectives as well. Many have argued that distinct ‘subcultures’ arc marginal and 
not really representative of average youth and what some call mainstream cultures. Resist
ance, in the form of a conscious act, has also been problematized. The manipulation of 
power relationships has been discussed more in terms of strategy, evasion and tactic (see 
Fomäs, et al., 1992). For a sample of work emanating from the Birmingham school see 
Hall and Jefferson (1983);Willis (1977); Hebdige (1979); McRobbie and Nava (1984). 
For recent reflections on research on young girls and women; see McRobbie (1993).

12 Youth as a category of persons has been accorded little cultural agency in social anthro
pology. There has been a tendency to see them as passive objects in the process of 
socialization, of transmission to adulthood. They have been represented as liminal, hedon
istic, deviant, or subversive. The work of Margaret Mead (1943,1978) represents an ex
ception to this trend.

12 Some recent ethnographic research has illuminated these issues; see Thuren (1988) and 
Dahl and Rabo (1992).

14 Discourse theory suggests that our emotions are shaped by metaphors, the semantic 
categories and the explanatory rules which characterize a particular field of knowledge. 
This discursive activity shapes how we organize and communicate our emotions. In dis
course theory, language does not reflect or translate an emotion with a distinct ontological



status. In other words, discourse theory suggests that language produces rather than labels 
emotions.

Recent work on the ‘body’ takes this fundamental perspective but is otherwise rela
tively divergent; see Douglas 1973; Bourdieu 1977; Foucault 1978; Gallagher and Laqueur 
1987; Martin 1987; Featherstone 1991).

16 According to Cowan (1990) the lack of inquiry may depend on the conceptual difficul
ties in attempting to make a verbal analysis of the social and cultural meanings of a prima
rily non-verbal event. During the past years a growing body of anthropological work on 
dance has emerged; see Hanna 1988a,b; Spencer 1985; Cowan 1990. See also McRobbie 
1984, for the significance of dance in female youth culture). Dance is not a self-evident 
category. It refers to bodily activities but its form and meaning vary according to cultural 
and social context (Cowan, 1990:18). It can be a purely aesthetic activity or one that 
serves some ritual function. My analysis is not concerned with classification, details of 
steps or movements as such but dance as medium and context of social action, e.g. the 
social aspects of the cultural performance.

17 These statements about Lamu are part of the ‘mythical’ tourist jargon that I have heard 
or read in tourist brochures. This type of mystification of Lamu echoes much of the West
ern attitudes towards the East described so eloquendy in Edward Said’s (1978) book 
Orientalism.

18 Lamu Museum is a branch of the National Museum of Kenya. With the help of UNESCO, 
SIDA and NORAD, the museum has, during the 1980s, been able to complete a conserva
tion plan for the old town as well as the restoration of Lamu Fort and other buildings and 
monuments (see Fuglesang, 1991). There are other historical sites in the archipelago which 
are now undergoing excavation and restoration.

'9  El Zein died a few years after he published his book, and in Lamu those who dislike his 
work say that this was God’s punishment.

20 People in Lamu are known to be sceptical about responding to questionnaires and 
census studies about personal matters and belongings. This is particularly so if the person 
asking the questions is not considered to be a local ‘insider’. This was a major problem 
for the town planning study of Lamu during the 1980s (Siravo and Pulver, 1986).

2. Urban Heritage

1 The town is divided into many different quarters (mitaa) each with a name. These, rather 
than street names, are used for orientation in the different parts of the town. Most quarters 
have a neighbourhood shop and a mosque, of which there are approximately 24 in the 
town. Except for a few recently built ones, they have no minarets or other exterior features 
to distinguish them from the neighbouring houses. The mosques are the focus of the town’s 
purity. Men should enter only after having performed the ritual ablutions; women are



excluded as their purity is considered doubtful.

2 Garbage disposal has been a big problem in Lamu Town. The collection system, co
ordinated by the County Council, has been mismanaged for years with the result that 
rubbish is thrown behind houses, in ruins, even in the streets. Drainage systems have been 
faltering. Contaminated and stagnant water which breeds diseases and mosquitoes has 
become an increasing health hazard with population pressure on the town. During the 
1980s the town experienced bouts of cholera epidemic and the issue of how to keep the 
town clean became a serious concern.

3 Meat is slaughtered every day in the Islamic manner at a butchery located on the out
skirts of the town. Lamu gets most of its foodstuffs from neighbouring towns, gardens and 
the agricultural settlement schemes on the mainland. Stone towns such as Lamu and its 
satellite country towns have always been complementary in forms of production and divi
sion of labour. The former have been inhabited by merchants and traders, the latter by 
farmers, fishermen and shipbuilders (Middleton, 1992).

4 Lamu Town is the administrative headquarters for Lamu District, located in Coast Prov
ince. The District includes the Lamu archipelago and a portion of the mainland opposite 
Lamu island. The district hospital and the region’s major market arc also located here, 
supplying smaller villages throughout the archipelago. Lamu Town has the only harbour 
in the disdici deep enough to receive larger boats. Incoming goods are shipped off to 
smaller settlements in the archipelago on small motorized vessels and sailing dhows.

5 From the airstrip on the neighbouring island of Manda, there are regular flights to 
Mombasa, Malindi and Nairobi during the tourist season (August - April). The small air
craft arrive at their destinations in an hour or two. The service slows down during the rainy 
season. The less-well-to-do travel by bus overland. After four or five hours on dusty dirt 
roads from mainland Mokowe, crossing the Tana river at Garsen, the bus arrives in Malindi. 
However, during the rainy season the roads are sometimes made impassable by seasonal 
flooding near the Tana river. Passenger boats also leave for the neighbouring islands and 
villages. On Lamu island there are no roads and only one car.

6 Women prefer to do their errands under cover of darkness and tend to use the back 
streets. This may be connected with the past tradition when the town was walled, as it was 
vulnerable to attacks from hostile groups from the mainland. Male slaves, other than do
mestic ones, had to sleep outside these limits. It was during the evening that free women 
went out to visit or do errands.

1 Baraza means ‘meeting’ or ‘gathering’ but it is also used to refer to the benches built 
into the fronts of houses in Lamu.

°  Miraa , also known as marungi or q a i , is a plant containing a natural amphetamine. The 
tips and skin of the young shoots of the shrub are chewed to provide a slow cumulative 
high. In Kenya the drug is legalized and it is cultivated mostly in the Meru dismet in the



highlands (Hjort, 1974).

9 In the guide-book P erip lus o f  the Erithrean Sea , from the first century AD, a Greek 
merchant describes the trade of the Red Sea and Indian Ocean, and mentions the East 
African coast as A zania. Later, in the tenth century, the Arab explorer and geographer al- 
M a’sudi recounts what he has seen on his extensive travels in China, Persia, India and 
Africa in M eadow s o f  G o ld  and M ines o f  Gems. He refers to the East African coast as the 
‘land of Zinj' (the black). By the fourteenth century another Arab explorer, Ibn Battuta, in 
his Travels, gives an extensive account of his first-hand impressions of coastal towns and 
people on the East African coast. We also have ‘myths’ about the past that exist in many 
different versions along the coast. A particularly significant one is that of a place called 
Shungwaya somewhere around the Tana river in the Lamu hinterland. It is from here that 
the coastal peoples are believed to have scattered along the coast, to the south and to the 
islands. Other myths or traditions are recounted in epic poems (utenzi). These narratives 
are about the lives of Swahili saints and heroes, religious wars and political rivalry. The 
epic Al-lnkishafi is perhaps the best-known description of the glory of the Swahili past.

10 Earlier generations of historians of the coastal culture have assumed that Swahili soci
ety is little more than a Middle Eastern import, an Arab ‘colony’ established on the coast 
by foreigners (see Triningham, 1964). Today, a ‘new’ view of coastal history is emerging 
as historians and archaeologists present new data and argue that Africans have played a 
more important role in the history of the coast than has hitherto been assumed (see Nurse 
and Spear, 1985; Pouwels, 1987).

11 The Zanzibar Sultanate was a secular state. The Sultan effected a separation between 
religion and the state, making it primarily an economic and commercial empire (Pouwels, 
1987:125).

12 In 1873 the British put pressure on the Sultan to sign a treaty prohibiting the export of 
slaves from his dominions. However, slavery itself was not abolished in Kenya until 1907.

13 The Land Titles Ordinance passed in 1908 declared that any land covered by bush was 
considered waste land and therefore declared as ‘Crown’ land (Salim, 1973:114).

14 The Muslims constitute a religious minority in Kenya.

15 Kenyatta’s catch-word H aram bee  (‘pooling resources’, ‘self-help’) became a key con
cept in his development philosophy and the new national rhetoric. Across the country 
Harambee rallies and self-help projects have become part of this community spirit. The 
slogan of his successor since 1979, Daniel arap Moi, N yayo  (‘footsteps’, following the 
right footsteps), serves a similar purpose.

16 In this book I shall refer to those who have a reform orientation simply as ‘reformists’. 
This group is not clearly delineated as many only have sympathies that go in this direc
tion. However, the modernist orientation makes this label seem more appropriate than that



of ‘fundamentalist’ or ‘revivalist’. Naturally there are different categories of religious 
learned men in Lamu. Apart from the dominant Masharifu there are other ulama (reli
gious learned men) who do not come from families that claim to be descendants of the 
Prophet. Even among the Masharifu themselves, there are those who are sympathetic to 
elements of reformist thought.

17 Today many organizations are operating in Kenya in an effort to promote the affairs of 
Muslims, e.g. the Ansaar Muslim Youth (‘ansaar’ meaning ‘helper’), the Supreme Coun
cil of Kenya Muslims (SUPKEM), the National Union of Kenya Muslims (NUKEM), and 
the Islamic Institute. The organizations are involved in building educational institutions, 
training teachers according to modem techniques, writing textbooks, distributing scholar
ships and mediating contacts with international Muslim organizations. They have contrib
uted to the substantial increase in awareness and activity in Muslim affairs during the last 
few decades.

18 The ‘Muslim Brotherhood’ is the name of the Egyptian revivalist movement set up in 
the 1920s by the founding father Hassan al-Banna. The movement was forced under
ground by Nasser but experienced increasing support during the 1980s. ‘Wahhabism’ is 
the reform movement that derives from the work of jurist Mohammed Ibn Abdu al-Wahhab 
who lived in the 18th century in what is now Saudi Arabia. In co-operation with the Saudi 
ruler of that time he worked out a reform scheme in which religious and secular leadership 
would be separated. The model proved successful and Wahhabism became firmly estab
lished in Saudi Arabia since the beginning of the 19th century. After declining in power 
throughout the century, the movement was renewed in the same form and an alliance 
between a religious and a secular leader in the 1920s led to the new Muslim kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia. Today Wahhabism is the official interpretation of Islam in Saudi Arabia.

The ‘blend’ of sunna and mila practices distinguishes coastal Swahili culture although 
the ‘blend’ varies from one area to another and is related to factors such as modes of 
production, historical circumstances, etc. (Caplan, 1982:30).

20 The ‘844’ programme introduced reform in the structure and content of the Kenyan 
education system. Seven years of primary schooling was extended to eight. Add the four 
years of secondary and the four years of university college and you have the ‘844’ (see 
Weekley Review, 10.01.1986).

21 Christian mission activity has been spreading rapidly on the mainland in Lamu District 
among groups that are considered to be part of the Muslim ‘dominion’. This has caused 
alarm. Plans have been drawn up to build mosques and start chuo education in several 
areas and support has been sought from Muslim associations abroad.

22 Swahili has been spoken along the coast for more than a thousand years. Different sub
groups speak different dialects of the language but these are mutually intelligible. It is the 
oldest known Bantu language. However, it contains a high proportion of words borrowed 
from Arabic, Persian, and Indian languages. It is the mother tongue of many people in the



Coastal communities and has been adopted as a lingua franca in East Africa alongside 
English and is taught in most of the primary schools. Swahili was first written in the 
Arabic script, then, with the British presence in East Africa, in the Roman script.

22 According to a household survey carried out by Siravo and Pulver (1986) covering 
10% of the households in the old stone town of Lamu the composition of ethnic groups is 
as follows: 26% Waamu, 36 % Bajun, 11 % Pokorno from the Tana River, 9% Giriama, one 
of the Mijikenda groups, 7% up-country Luos and Kikuyus, 5% Indian, and a small per
centage Somali and Westerners. The problem with this survey is that it does not define 
Waamu and we can only assume that the Hadhrami are included in this category.

24 The beni dance mode spread to many areas in Eastern and Central Africa and through 
adaptation to local circumstances new local beni variations emerged. The Kalela dance of 
the Copperbelt in Zambia was inspired by the beni mode (Ranger, 1985).

25 The Waamu see themselves as members of larger clans, or subclans (m akabila) which 
are ranked. The effective (corporate) patrilineal descent group or lineage is referred to as 
ukoo. Descendants of Omani settlers often accentuate their background, but most are as
similated with the Waamu now (see Middleton, 1992).

26 The Siravo and Pulver (1986) household survey of the old town indicates that, in 
addition to the 35 % who work in administration, 15 % are involved in commerce and 
trade. 10% are skilled craftsmen, 12% are manual labourers and domestic servants, 9% 
work with tourism.

27 The household survey (Siravo and Pulver, 1986) indicates that only 10% of the women 
in Mkomani work outside the home. However, it should be noted that those who do among 
the local families, are all the first generation and are still mostly between the ages of 
twenty and thirty-five.

28 Hadhramis of different origin have been migrating to East Africa for centuries for 
economic, political and social reasons. They came from diverse social, geographical and 
tribal backgrounds. In the effort to assimilate many underwent transformation on various 
levels. Most lost their relationship with their mother country. All these factors have united 
the Hadhrami of different backgrounds into a group. As a minority in the new context in 
Lamu, they concentrated on integrating themselves as a community into the local system 
(Le Guennec-Coppens, 1989).

27 Of the approximately six or seven sons of Habib Sualeh there are about 200 descend
ants today, I was told by an informant in this family.

30 Mijikenda is a collective word for the nine African tribes living along the coast, includ
ing the Giriama.



3. Inner Circles

1 Details about individual occupations, family size or place of residence have been al
tered to protect my informants from possible embarrassment.

2 Swahili cookery (upishi) is sophisticated, using both aromatic spices and coconut milk 
to create a great variety of tasty dishes. The local cuisine is greatly influenced by Indian 
cooking. Food is used as mark of status and distinction. Imported rice is the main staple 
for upper-class people and now, as in the past, the most highly valued starch. However, it 
is not always readily accessible, and people sometimes have to eat com maize which is 
grown locally and ground into a paste. This is eaten by people throughout East Africa. I 
was told that this food makes the stomach bum, and it does not appease hunger properly 
and can make you ill if you are not used to it. Beef is the most valued meat. Seafood, such 
as crabs and oysters, which are so highly valued by foreigners, is despised as low-status 
food and not eaten by the locals (see Lodhi, 1982).

3 Nyumba means ‘house’ but also ‘home’. It is also used to indicate the smallest domes
tic unit, the household, e.g. the group of people who reside in a dwelling with a common 
hearth, and regulates who eat together. Jamaa is a broad term and indicates kin of both 
fathers and mothers. Although the Waamu and Hadhrami tend to stress patrilineality, men 
and women have knowledge of their patriline several generations back, but also of 
matrilateral kin collaterally. Maternal kin play a predominant role in people’s lives, and 
are a source of regular contact and emotional ties. Even misted and old-time neighbours 
may be included in the category jamaa. The Bajun, however, openly stress cognatic de
scent.

4 Swahili architecture has changed little over the centuries. The building tradition can be 
traced back to at least the 12 th century, and there are similarities with the architecture of 
Islamic societies elsewhere (Middleton, 1992: 60).

^ It is common for children to live with others than their biological parents for a period of 
their lives. A system of fostering (ulezij is practised in coastal societies (see Swartz, 1991:85; 
Caplan, 1975). The child is sent either temporarily or permanently to be brought up by a 
relative, usually a grandmother, a (childless) sibling of one of the parents, or other kin. 
The reasons for this may be many: pressing need, illness, death, infertility, or friendship. 
Such fostering strengthens relations and children thus serve as a link between families and 
people that are dispersed; children ‘belong’ to everyone in the extended family. Fostering 
entails shared rights in the child, who will remain in contact with his/her biological par
ents and return at intervals to stay with them if this is possible. The child retains all rights, 
such as inheritance, in his/her family. However, because of the high rates of divorce and 
remarriage today many families are made up of step-parents and step-children. According 
to local informants this results in a large number of children being neglected or ill-treated 
because of not living with adults who feel responsible for their well-being.

6 This form of residence is not usually associated with patrilineality. In the past it was not



uncommon for a Mwamu father and household head to allocate a part of the parental 
house to a daughter upon her first marriage (see Strobel, 1979:91; Middleton, 1992:64). 
While men have inherited land it has been the tradition for women to be given residential 
rights in lineage stone houses, rights that may be called ownership (Middleton, 1992:100). 
The husband would come and live with her. This allowed the young bride autonomy vis- 
à-vis her husband, her mother-in-law and the rest of his family, thus weakening the reality 
of male dominance. Among the Hadhrami patrilocal residence is considered the most ap
propriate form, but even there I found uxorilocal residence in some cases. In spite of the 
patriarchal, patrilineal model of society, practical arrangements are more bilateral and 
matrifocal in character. Shepherd (1987:249) suggests that uxorilocal residence and bilat
eral kinship patterns indicate an adaptation in order to absorb male Arab immigrants through 
marriage as they arrived on the coast without wives. The tendency to trace kin bilaterally 
is obviously a reflection of the influence of the practice of the coastal Bantu.

7 I was told by my informants that there has been a drop in fertility, particularly among 
educated young couples in the upper strata. Research on fertility rates shows that there is 
a definitive positive relation between education, age of marriage, use of contraceptives 
and fertility rate (The Panel on Population Dynamics of Sub-Sahara Africa, 1993). How
ever, Strobel (1979) notes that in the past fertility rates on the coast have not been high 
compared with those up-country. Bakari et al., (1981:18) notes that women believed that 
children would wear them out and make their husbands leave them. High fertility was 
avoided by abortion.

8 The household survey of the old town conducted by Siravo and Pulver (1986:62) showed 
that 10% of the households investigated were headed by women. Only 57 % of the women 
in the houses in the old stone town of Lamu were married. 23% of the women were sepa
rated or divorced and the remaining 20 % were widowed. The low percentage of married 
women together with the high frequency of divorce and separation has probably affected 
this situation.

9 Le Guennec-Coppens (1983) collected marriage statistics in Lamu for the period 1969- 
78. Not all marriages are registered with the office of the Islamic judge; in the Muslim 
communities in Kenya Sharia law of the Shafi’i school has been applied to personal affairs 
since colonial days. This makes it impossible to get an accurate overview. A high divorce 
rate is noted in many Swahili towns along the coasL Strobel (1979:88) estimates the di
vorce rate in Mombasa as one in every two marriages. Swartz (1991) argues that in Mom
basa divorce ends one in three Swahili marriages, with more than 60% occurring during 
the first five years. This is high even in comparison with many Islamic societies that have 
high divorce rates. Instability is a problem in all social strata according to Le Guennec- 
Coppens (1983:148). Explanations should be sought in the transition of social institutions, 
the changing expectations of gender roles and ideologies as well as the ease by which a 
man has the right to repudiate his wife with no need to present any further evidence or 
reason for his wish to divorce. The woman’s obligation is the period of waiting (eda) 
during which she cannot remarry, the purpose of which is to establish whether or not she 
left the union pregnant. In such cases it is her right to keep the bridewealth. For a woman



it is not so easy to get out of an unsatisfactory relationship. She can go to the Islamic court 
and sue for divorce, usually on grounds of the violation of her right to receive adequate 
provision, the husband’s impotence or if he suffers from serious disabilities. Another legal 
option is to ‘buy’ her divorce by returning what was given her as bridewealth {The M es
sage, 1982 (2):6 )

10 Bujra (1968: 82) notes that successful Bajun prostitutes save to buy houses in their 
home villages.

11 Men, in contrast to women, are said to avoid gossip and ‘idle talk’. Women are under
stood to be less concerned with dignity and honour. Swartz (1991:ch.l0) argues that in 
Mombasa older men of the community who have power, wealth and position socialize in 
a polite and distant manner. They are concerned with dignity and restraint and find it 
unworthy to talk about intimate personal topics. Parallels may be seen in Lamu, but such 
characteristics should not be overstated and the description applies less to the young men.

it is common to have domestic servants in most upper-strata households in Lamu 
Town. These are usually young boys who are recruited from poor Muslim families on the 
mainland, commonly from a Giriama or Pokorno background. They are paid little but are 
provided with food and lodging, sometimes within the household.

13 One of the Koranic verses on ‘Women’ states ‘Men are in charge of women because 
Allah made the one superior to the other, and because they spend of their wealth to main
tain them.... As for those from whom you fear disobedience, admonish them and send 
them to their beds apart and beat them. Then if they obey you take no further action 
against them’ (Surah IV:34).

14 Veiling and seclusion are often associated exclusively with Islam. However, they are 
widespread attributes of patriarchal societies in which men need to control women and 
their sexuality, and are widespread in the Middle East, the Mediterranean as well as in 
South Asia. Hindus, as well as members of other religious communities, keep their women 
in seclusion. Variations reflect cultural and socio-economic factors (see Papanek, 1973).

13 Most rites of passage have both sunna and mila traits. However, accentuating the 
opposition between sunna and mila highlights that women are marginal to Islamic life; 
this draws attention from specific feminine religious practices. Women are not excluded 
from sunna practices. They participate in their own way in Islam; see Coulon, 1988:115 
for a discussion on women’s roles in religious life in Africa.

16 Kenya has a history of organized women’s groups. The nation-wide, state-supported 
organization Maendeleo ya Wanawake (The Development of Women) operates in Lamu. 
The goal of the organization, which was already initiated during colonial times, has been 
to enhance income-generating capacities and involve women in the development process 
(see Wipper, 1975; Ahlberg, 1991). Initially the organisation recruited women from all 
strata in Lamu. In the 1970s successful fund-raising was organized for the building of a



social hall lo provide for women’s activities. Some years later the group lost control of the 
building to the Lamu County Council. The following period was fraught with controver
sies and the organization split into ‘branches’. Thereafter the Maendeleo ya Wanawake 
failed to obtain any lasting commitment from Waamu and Hadhrami women, in particular. 
The earlier enthusiasm was gone and there was disillusionment with government-moni
tored activities. The Lamu Muslim Sisters was therefore an initiative which was encour
aged by both religious and government leaders. For a discussion of women’s organiza
tions on the coast see Strobel (1979:182-95).

17 For many years the Kenyan National Assembly has been considering bills intended to 
revise the marriage, divorce and inheritance laws. The Kenyan law of succession, stating 
that daughters and sons should inherit equal portions, was set up with the intention of 
making religious and tribal law subservient to secular law. (According to Sharia law a 
woman inherits only half the share of her brother). However, rigid application would up
set the possibility of Muslims regulating their personal affairs via Sharia law. It has been 
opposed by Muslim leaders and women’s organizations alike, for this very reason (Strobel, 
1979:189). Acceptable amendments to the law so as to accommodate Sharia law have 
been discussed back and forth, and was the source of much controversy in the Muslim 
community during the 1980s. (In Kenya where the Muslims are a minority, this issue has 
become political. Muslim identity is linked intimatly to Sharia law). In a similar manner 
women’s organizations have showed little interest in supporting the marriage and divorce 
bill, which would provide women and men with the same grounds for divorce. This is in 
spite of the fact that religious legislation to ‘liberalise’ Islamic laws, which are repressive 
to women in today’s world and place them in positions of considerable insecurity, have 
been passed or presented in many Muslim countries today. This does however, not deny 
the fact that women are worried about their vulnerable legal position in relation to men. 
Yet, they resort to making more beneficiary ‘readings’ of the existing law than taking 
radical action.

18 Paternal parallel cousin marriage, i.e. where the fathers of the couple are full brothers, 
has been the ideal among the Waamu and Hadhrami. As there is a limit to the possible 
number of such matches, marriage between other cousins within the wider clan has also 
been an ideal. This ensured that a woman did not marry a man who was socially inferior to 
her as this would taint the family reputation. In accordance with patrilineal ideology, men 
can more easily marry down, as it is the man’s blood which is thought to be transmitted to 
the children. The Bajun, for whom it has been of interest to spread marital links more 
widely, ensuring a wide network of cognatic kin and wide access to residence and farm 
land, have not emphasized cousin marriage in the same manner.

19 A man marries kuoa, while a woman is married kuolewa, the passive form of kuoa.

2° The terms nikaha (contract) and mahari (marriage setdement) derive from the Arabic 
nikah and mahr respectively. There is a strong Arabic-Islamic influence in the way mar
riage is contracted as well as in elements of the celebrations, e.g. the solemn display of the 
bride.



21 Coastal people have a rich repertoire of mockery and obscene ‘bad talk’. Swartz (1990) 
argues that ‘bad talk’ is associated with not having power. This resonates well with the 
rebellious behaviour of young unmarried women (ninjas) at certain wedding celebrations.

22 Consumption of m iraa  (qat) occurs primarily among groups of young men but it even 
has an ethnic basis. Among the Hadhrami, there is a long tradition of use particularly in 
their country of origin, Yemen, and many see it as part of ethnic identity (see Gerholm, 
1977). В hangi (cannabis) and alcohol are also used and abused. Alcohol and intoxicating 
drugs are forbidden (haramu) in the Koran, because of the great harm and misery they can 
cause. A heated controversy about whether m iraa  and b hangi, so-called mild drugs, should 
be deemed haram u  or not, has been going on for years. Many argue that these drugs are 
not specifically forbidden in the Koran, therefore they are safe and can be indulged in 
freely. Others counter by saying that drug use generally is un-Islamic and against human 
nature. The fact that the use of bhangi is a crime under Kenyan law, while m iraa  is not, 
adds a further dimension to this debate. Chewing m iraa  is an expensive habit, the amount 
chewed during one evening ‘session’ costs the daily wage of a labourer. A few days a 
week young men can be seen assembling at the harbour waiting for the boat from the 
airport bringing fresh supplies from Mombasa. Within a few hours the entire supply of 
m iraa  has been sold.

4. Celebrating Femininity

1 Among the Bajun, particularly on the islands, a ‘display of the bride’ is not always 
staged. Furthermore, a repertoire of dances, seldom seen at weddings in Lamu Town, may 
be performed including Lelemama, Shangani and Msondo. The latter is often performed 
by young men and women together.

2 All societies mark significant human experiences such as birth, marriage and death, i.e. 
the transition from one socially significant stage of life to another, with so-called life
cycle rituals. In order to deal with the potential disorder involved, the norms governing 
behaviour at these passages are clearly spelt out and the transfer is highly ritualized. Rites 
of passage follow a typical sequence involving a ‘death’ of the old status, a transitional 
period outside the society and a symbolic ‘rebirth’ in the new status (van Genncp, 1960). 
The term arusi means, or rather embodies, both initiation and wedding. The wedding 
completes the process of initiation to social adulthood. These are seen as a single process.

3 The Zinj hall was built in the early 1970s, is privately owned and holds about 400 
guests. The name Zinj is derived from the ‘land of Zinj’ which is what the Arab explorer 
and geographer al-Ma’sudi called the East African coast in his travel accounts from the 
10th century. The kupam ba  has also been staged in the town’s other cinema, the Coast. 
This is an open-air theatre, located on the outskirts of the town. Walls of iron sheeting seal 
off the cinema area which has permanent seats as well as benches and matting on the 
ground. The back half has fixed tip-up seats and is not segregated. The cinema was opened 
in the 1960s and holds about 500 people. In addition to these the Community Hall has 
been used for wedding celebrations. The Zinj, badly in need of renovation, was closed in



1991 when I visited the town. Instead the open courtyard of the newly renovated town 
Fort had become a popular site for the display of the bride.

4 One source of ‘savings’ for laiger expenditures is participation in private ‘saving clubs’ 
(kikosi) which are common to many coastal societies. Many women in Lamu were in
volved in such neighbourhood clubs. Each woman would pay in a sum each month and the 
total amount would circulate and go to a different woman every time. However, young 
professional women are said not to be so interested in such saving clubs. Those who are 
employed open bank accounts. The discussion about the inappropriateness of Muslims 
gaining interest (riba)  through their savings has made many feel uncomfortable but most 
people utilize this modem facility.

5 The vugo  dance ceremony was initially reserved for the elite of ‘free-born’ women. Its 
central function was to acknowledge the ‘free’ ancestry of the bride. But it has been adopted 
by other groups including the Hadhrami, facilitating their integration (Le Guennec-Coppens, 
1983:129).

6 In preparation for the wedding the groom is prepared diligently in a ritual called kupiga  
kilem ba  (to tie the turban). He is perfumed and dressed in fumigated clothing. Men of the 
upper strata will borrow or rent one of the five jo h o  mantles found in Lamu today, mantles 
which were formally worn by the Sultans. Not all of them will do this, however, some 
because they do not want to be accused of having ideas above their station, others because 
they simply prefer the plain kofia  and kanzu. For other occasions, the groom usually wears 
a suit, shirt and lie.

7 The noun som o  comes from the verb som a  to read, to study, to receive teaching. In some 
areas on the coast this instructor role is referred to as kungwi from the verb kunga , to teach 
confidential and private matters unfit to be mentioned openly, e.g. sexual subjects, often 
within the context of initiation rites. The word for midwife, mkunga, also stems from the 
same root.

8 The day after the consummation it is common for the families of the bride and groom to 
give a lunch (lim a), a sort of wedding banquet. An animal is slaughtered for the occasion; 
the communal meal is a symbol of the union of the two families.

9 Swartz (1991:42, 57-58) notes that weddings in Mombasa have increasingly been dis
turbed by rowdy young men (not women) who vandalize the festivities. Coupled with the 
increasing criminality in the town, this has made people hesitant to venture into the streets 
of the old town at night to take part in wedding festivities. This, he suggests, is one of the 
reasons for the decline of large wedding celebrations in Mombasa old town. He notes that 
in Mombasa there are hardly any celebrations left on the men’s side. This cut-down on 
wedding festivities must have fundamental consequences for female culture, as women no 
longer have a forum or an occasion to elaborate on the meanings of femininity.

10 Fumigation of clothing and body parts is a widespread custom found in many parts of
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North East Africa (see Hjort af Omäs and Dahl, 1991).

11 According to Craik (1994:4) the study of fashion has been strongly associated with the 
culture of capitalism as propounded by influential writers on the subject. This had resulted 
in a failure of research on fashion to account for the circulation of changing clothing codes 
and stylistic repertoires in non-Westem cultures.

12 Men usually use male tailors located on the main street in Lamu. The common every
day working clothes of young professional men these days are well-pressed long trousers 
and spotless shirts. A more traditional garment used today by labourers or as leisure wear 
by the professional men is the kikoi, an ankle-length loincloth that comes in different col
oured patterns. The kanzu has also come into fashion again with the influence of Islamic 
reformist movements and the increased contact with the oil-rich Arab world.

13 The fact that the bridal dress should be as new and ‘pure’ as possible is interesting in 
comparison with that of the costume of the men. The bridegroom’s clothes are not so 
significant from the point of view of purity, reflecting also the lesser focus on his status 
transition. The pollution involved in wearing someone else’s clothes, does not apply to 
men’s garments which may be rented or borrowed.

14 Beauty contests, for instance, are said to be haramu and were much debated when I 
was in Lamu. Islam condemns the display of women’s bodies as items of lust for men. I 
was told that women should be seen as respectable beings, and it is not permissible for 
anyone to degrade them by exploiting images of their naked bodies in the contexts so 
common in the WesL

15 In a study of women’s magazines Ferguson (1983) suggests that these create and main
tain a ‘cult of femininity’ in a similar manner. She defines the editors as the priestesses 
who set agendas for the female world.

16 In Egypt different forms of belly dances are performed at weddings by professional 
dance troops; see van Nieuwkerk, 1992.

17 There is a long tradition of acceptance of homosexuality in coastal urban society. How
ever, among the ethnic groups living in the hinterland, homosexuality has not commonly 
occured. According to Shepherd (1987:261) its prevalence on the coast is rather a reflec
tion of the strong Arab influence. Male homosexuality is an accepted part of daily life in 
South Arabia and Oman (see Wikan, 1977). (Lesbianism is less common). Shepherd 
(1987:265) notes that male homosexuality tends to occur in sexually segregated and strati
fied societies where mens access to women is restricted and strongly controlled.

18 Some mashoga are renowned as mediators, who for a small reimbursement organize 
discreet meetings. It is also known that mashoga function as pimps for female prostitutes 
{malaya). These women, who are recruited from among the poor and unfortunate, never 
‘walk the streets’ for customers, in contrast to some of the ‘up-country’ prostitutes who



occasionally come to Lamu, but are to be found on one or two houses on the outskirts of 
the town.

Shepherd (1987:263) argues that there is a ‘utter clearity’ about gender in Mombasa. 
There is no risk that the shoga should be judged as other than a male as it is not his 
behaviour but his biological sex, which is decisive in defining gender. My observations 
from Lamu does not wholy support such an argument. Rather, those shoga who ‘come 
out’ and seem to be ‘stuck’ in the identity of shoga create an ambivalence about how to 
judge their ‘nature’.

5. Romantic Melodrama

1 In addition to the acquisition of VCRs in the late 1980s wealthy families started pur
chasing powerful TV antennae which made it possible to receive broadcasts from Mom
basa, where, in contrast to Lamu, there is an antenna. (TV is owned, operated and control
led by the state in Kenya.) However, the quality of reception has been poor and it has not 
in any way taken the place of video and cinema as a source of entertainment. My reflec
tions on media use here concentrate on the mid-1980s and therefore do not include TV.

2 It was difficult for me to get any figures on the amount of video film consumed in Lamu 
or the number of people watching. The films derived from different sources and the houses 
of those with videos were often opened up to the whole neighbourhood.

3 There is a tradition of watching Indian films in Lamu; the first ones were shown in the 
early 1950s before Independence, I was told. The Coast cinema was opened in the 1960s.

4 This perspective is akin to that put forward by Abu-Lughod (1986) who studied the use 
of poetry among Bedouin women in Egypt, and Cowen (1990:69) who studied the reading 
of tea leaves in a village in Greece.

5 In the past tarabu used the old stringed instruments of the East Africa coast kibangala, 
gambusi or the udi (Arabic, ud), a form of lute, the fid la  (violin) and percussion instru
ments such as the tambourine (dumbak) and rattle (rika), as well as small drums. Today, 
the music has also accommodated the accordion, organ, different types of guitars as well 
as synthezisers and new techniques with microphones and electric and or amplified instru
ments.

6 During the big Maulidi celebration around the area of the Riyadha Mosque it was, 
however, prohibited to use photo or video cameras or any gadget that was likely to distract 
the people from listening to the eulogy of the Prophet.

7 During the late 1980s an American film team arrived in Lamu to shoot a few scenes for 
the feature film 'Snow upon the Mountain’ about the 19th-century explorer Richard Burton. 
This was an exciting event for young people in Lamu; many worked as extras on the sets 
and were fascinated to see how their own town was used as a setting for the film, how the
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set was constructed and how the shooting of the film sequences was carried out. One 
informant who had had the opportunity to work with the team and followed the process 
told me she felt more part of the ‘film world’ after this close-up of the way it all worked.

8 A few of the secondary school girls have adopted the habit of reading romance literature 
by authors such as Harold Robbins, Barbara Cartland, Judith Krantz. Reading lacks the 
social character of film viewing. The girls do it alone after school or at weekends.

9 Pornographic, so-called ‘blue films’, do find their way to Lamu. It is usually the men 
who have access to them. I heard rumours about them being shown in different houses, but 
I never actually saw one. Two of my married friends had seen such films on video. During 
my stay in Lamu Shocking A sia , a sort of documentary about the aphrodisiacs and erotic 
accessories of the Far East, was shown at the local cinema. Only a handful of women (all 
divorcees) dared to go and see it, covered totally in their bui-bui so as not to risk being 
recognized.

10 Snitow (1979) and Faust (1981), in their discussions about what constitute typical 
forms of female eroticism and pornography (soft-pom), argue that women generally tend 
to have a sexual aesthetic which is not interested in the visual display common to male 
pornography. Rather, they prefer process-oriented materials detailing the development of 
deep emotional bonds between two individuals.

11 The study of a film as text makes the concept of film semiotics relevant, i.e. the study 
of signs, symbols and codes (see Metz,1972). It is outside the scope of this study to carry 
out a detailed semiotic analysis. I have therefore only tried, in a very general way, to 
decode Indian films to understand more about their ‘semiotic’ constitutents. In this study 
I am primarily concerned with the audience reactions to film, the way they decipher or 
decode the films and their constitutents in a culturally specific way.

12 Bombay is the Hollywood of Indian film, indeed it is often referred to as Bollywood. 
Hindi film is often referred to as ‘the all India film’ because of its broad appeal. The Hindi 
language has become popularized by the films. However, popular film is increasingly also 
produced in the regions, e.g. Madras and Goa, and these represent a challenge to the Bom
bay film although they are usually in other languages. Indian ‘art’ film is critical of the 
commercialization of Indian film during the past decades. Inspiration is sought in the old 
generation of films produced during the peak period in the 1950s by renowned directors as 
Satyajit Ray, Guru Dutt and Mrinal Sen. The genre has not had much success in India or in 
Europe. Indian film is big business and the filmstars’ roles have become increasingly 
important. It is not unusual for the most popular stars after some time to reach high politi
cal posts.

13 For a background on Indian film, see Armes (1987); Valicha (1988); Rao (1989); 
Mishra (1985).

14 Lata Mangeshkar is India’s most popular play-back singer. In the period 1968-85 she
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recorded more than 30,000 songs in 20 Indian languages for over 2,000 films.

15 My description of the content of Hindi films is a general sketch based on the ‘social’ 
type of Bombay film which my informants liked to watch. Titles of some of the films that 
meet the thematic requirements are; Sholay, Teri K asam , The G am bler, H ero, B obby  (a 
Hindi version of L ove S tory), Poonam , Star D ust, L ove in G oa, D iscodan cer  (A Hindi 
version of Saturday N ight F ever!). The popularity of the two latter were enhanced as the 
Swahili singer В halo made local versions of the popular film songs.

16 The role of the mother has an important place in the films, but usually as a mother to 
a son whom she worships and does everything to protect. In this role she is indestructible. 
In relation to a husband figure, however, she is often portrayed as a victim and a martyr, 
suffering to retain the honour of the family.

17 The content of Indian films in the late 1980s showed a clear trend towards more vio
lence. Reddi (1989) argues that this has to do with the changing image of the hero and 
heroine. The romantic hero is being replaced with an angry young man with clenched fists 
and eyes burning with suppressed anger. He is at war with society, a society which also 
treats women wrongly. Rape has also become a common feature. A heroine is often se
duced, raped or widowed in violent action.

18 Radway (1987) is based on in-depth interviews and a questionnaire. Her idea was to do 
a reception study where the interpretation of the text would be the primary interest, but she 
found that the women answered her questions by talking about the meaning the books had 
for their own situation at home.

19 Swahili and Hindi have many of the same loan worlds from Arabic and Persian further
more, there are a few hundred common Swahili words of Indian origin (personal commu
nication, Abdul Aziz Lodhi).

20 The star cult in Indian film is enormous. Amitab Bachchan is the megastar of Indian 
films and is paid fantastic fees. Like other film stars, he now occupies influential political 
posts.

6. Eyes Outside

1 For many years the M asharifu  campaigned fiercely against sending children to the 
secular schools. However, in reality they were sending their own sons to such schools in 
Mombasa and Zanzibar. This has created bitterness. As educational development has al
ways been more advanced in Mombasa and Zanzibar, Lamu families with aspirations for 
their children’s future have always sent their sons and daughters to school there (Strobel, 
1979:107-9).

2 Statistics show that in primary school in Lamu enrolment has steadily increased since 
independence. From 1972 to 1978 the number of primary school children rose from 533 to
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913. In 1972 girls were 31 % and in 1978,39%. The total number of students rose by 71% 
in this period. The increase coincided with the creation of a separate girls’ school in 1974 
(Le Guennec-Coppens, 1983:90). In 1985 there were 1,374 students enrolled in Lamu 
town and of these 47 % were girls. However, of all those who completed primary school in 
the mid-1980s approximately 40% failed to attain their primary school certificates.

3 Secondary schooling was initiated in Lamu in the early 1970s. Arrangements were 
made initially for a boys’ government school, but a few girls were given the chance to 
attend. However, in 1974, a secondary school for girls was started, on a so-called ‘harambee’ 
basis, i.e. the community collected money for the plot and the school building on a ‘self- 
help’ basis with little assistance from the state. To be able to subsist the school had to 
charge high school fees and accept boys who came to dominate during the early years. 
Attendance of girls was hesitant. In 1978 only 15% of all students at the two secondary 
schools in the town were girls (Le Guennec-Coppens, 1983:94). Not until 1984 when the 
government took over the school did it become an all-girls school in accordance with the 
original plan. This improved the attendance of local Muslim girls. In the late 1980s there 
were approximately 160 girls at the secondary school. However, I was told that approxi
mately 50% of the students were non-Muslims. Smaller grants to improve the school struc
ture has been provided by foreign donors. Norwegian Development Aid (NORAD) has 
financed the building of a science annex.

4 Sexual harassment/abuse, i.e. the involvement of dependent children or adolescents in 
sexual ‘intimacies’ or activities to which they are unable to give informed consent or that 
violate the social taboos of sexual relations between elders and minors, is a problem which 
has been identified in many schools in Kenya. In Lamu such cases were reported in both 
religious and secular educational institutions.

5 The Islamic system of education on the coast consists basically of two levels: the chuo 
the Koran school, constitutes the elementary level, and the madarasa the secondary or 
higher level. There is no set curriculum at the latter level, but theology, law and more 
systematic teaching of the Arabic language are usually included. In Lamu, the Koran schools 
are held in the mosques and in private homes and are usually sex-segregated. Riyadha and 
Swafaa offer higher education to young men within their premises and take boarders.

6 Bui-bui derives from the word b u i , meaning spider. An obvious association is that the 
bui-bui - clad woman is regarded as a web in which it is easy to get entangled. However, 
Strobel (1979:205) points out that the spider is also seen as a symbol of motherhood, for 
spiders take good care of their children.

7. Dancing Joy

1 In Lamu the young generation’s spoken and written language is strongly influenced by 
the ‘standard’ Swahili taught in schools. Furthermore trendy slang and many English words 
colour their vocabulary. Older people cling to Kiamu, the Lamu dialect of the Swahili



language. The Bajun, of course, have their dialects from the islands.

2 Other words for ‘friendship’, or rather ‘friends’, are som o , shoga  and m penzi. We have 
already become acquainted with these terms, e.g. som o  (sexual instructor), shoga  (passive 
male homosexual), m penzi (sweetheart).

3 Taboos on partner dance are common in the coastal towns, reflecting Middle Eastern 
and Indian influnce. Among Bantu and other groups in the hinterland it does occur. In
deed, tango/zamba/rumba/jazz all have their roots in the Congo/Angola/Yoruba cultures.

4 For an elaboration of chakacha  song texts see Campbell (1983), Le Guennec-Coppens 
(1980).

5 Shepherd (1987:261) argues that lesbian preferences in coastal society may have arisen 
in emulation of male patterns as, in contrast to male homosexuality, it is not common 
among the people of the Middle East nor the African hinterland.

6 The basic elements of unyago  rituals described from the coast are found in initiation 
riles performed by other Bantu groups in East and Central Africa. For further insight see 
the classical study by Richard (1956) as well as Brown (1963), Ahlberg (1991), and Mbunda 
(1991). Female circumcision is not practised among the Swahili and is therefore not part 
of initiation rites.

2 The slaves used the term kungwi to address this role. The free-born referred to it as 
som o. With the use of this distinguishing terminology, the free-born separated themselves 
from the slaves (Strobel, 1979:11).

^ In Lamu no rites of ‘initiation’ are performed for boys at puberty. They are circumcised, 
which is usually done at the hospital at an early age, e.g. soon after birth. A M aulidi 
reading may be arranged as a thanksgiving. In the past, I was told, this was the occasion of 
a big public celebration. ‘Initiation’ and circumcision rites for boys in groups peripheral to 
Swahili are referred to as jan do  (see Eile, 1990).

9 Strobel (1979 ch.8) argues that the criticism of the rituals from elites (or rather a handful 
of religous leaders as always) is not only due to their non-Islamic character, but also to 
their (African) slave origins.

8. Courtship Secrets

1 For a discussion on ‘patterns’ of youth courting and sexuality in the West; see Moore 
and Rosenthal (1993); Leonard (1980: 71-108). For the African context and more specifi
cally for Kenya see John Hopkins University (1992).

2 Young men have private ‘clubs’ where they spend their leisure time. Drugs like m iraa
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may be consumed, music is played and young men dance. The m ashoga, I was told, may 
perform sumsumi, a sexually suggestive dance (see also Wilson, 1957).

3 Few women have the courage to ‘buy’ their divorce in this way and it is therefore not so 
common (Le Guennec-Coppens, 1983:153).

4 A good deal has been written about spirit possession in East Africa and among the 
Swahili on the coast; see Giles, 1987.

5 For detailed information on traditional systems of medicine, i.e. the herbal doctors and 
diviners, as well as for local conceptions of body function; see Swartz (1991ch.9).

6 Suicidal behaviour constitutes an alarming and growing problem among young people 
in Lamu, I was told by a figure of authority in the town. The increasing rate reflects that of 
other countries in the world (WHO, 1989:25).

7 For a description of traditional birth practices as well as treatments against infertility in 
which the traditional midwife (m pokezi ) has played a central role see Le Gucnnec-Coppens 
(1983:134-8)

8 The consequences of unprotected premarital sexuality among young people is a mount
ing problem in Lamu as it is in the rest of Kenya. Unplanned pregnancies, abortion (which 
is illegal) and sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) including HIV/AIDS are on the in
crease. For background literature on this situation see John Hopkins University, 1992; 
Gyepi-Garbrah,1985; Lema, et al. 1991.

9 There was a relatively high awareness of the issue of ‘family planning’ in Lamu. Most 
women had gained information from a local Mwaumu social worker, known for her open
ness and capability. She would visit the women in their homes to inform them about the 
availability of contraception and encourage them to visit the hospital clinic. She would 
advocate the need to ‘space’ childbirths in order to maintain the good health of both mother 
and child. Among the sceptical, she did much to alleviate fears of side-effects (haemor
rhages and infertility) and managed to convince reluctant husbands of the virtues of fam
ily planning. Religious reformist leaders in the community who discussed the issue, ar
gued that, according to Sharia law, birth control can be categorized as of two types, perma
nent control or temporary. The latter is permitted. If women use contraception because 
they do not want children it is considered forbidden (haram u), but if it is used to space out 
childbirths and promote women’s health it is acceptable. Coitus interruptus is tolerated 
under Sharia law. Birth control and abortion practices exist within the realm of traditional 
medicine in coastal culture (Le Guennec-Coppens, 1983:142). Young women tend to have 
a more positive attitude. I was told at the hospital that users are mostly educated married 
women as well as divorcees with few resources, who have problems supporting their 
children. As the family planning clinic only services the married women, many w anaw ali 
have to acquire services through informal channels and local medical practitioners.
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Today we talk increasingly of globalization and declare 

that the world is growing smaller. Communication 

technology is credited with a major part in the creation of 

a global consciousness. What does this mean to people 
who live in the various comers of the world?
The aim of this book is to contribute to our under
standing of this process of social transition from the 
perspective o f urban youth - with a specific focus on 
young women in Lamu Town. Here, gender and 
intergenerational relations, lifestyles and aspirations have 

been remoulded during the last few decades. The cultural 

expressions of young people, immersed in the process of 

developing an adult identity, reveal new preoccupations 
with modernity, morality, choice, romance, and style. 

Analysing the influence of the mass media, education, 
tourism and other agents of change is the key to our 
understanding of this process.
Contemporary youth cultures and their engagement with 
media have so far not been the object of study in the 
southern part of the globe. The ethnography presented 

here aims to contribute to filling this gap in knowledge.
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