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- 1 “Play Election 2017” appears on a large television screen in front of
ians, including 2017 opposition leader Raila Odinga and President
ho is wearing a crown. Odinga and Kibaki contemplate the video
18, bribery, post-election violence, or a coalition government, in a
ited by Kenya's prize-winning and widely syndicated editorial car-
wampembwa (pen name Gado) (see Gado 2017). One person who
she cartoon on Gados public Facebook page said he was “spot on” for
ther agreed was “a very dirty game,” while a third argued for a grand

]

sloodshed in our beautiful country.
tion hopes and anxieties galvanize cultural politics—a lively domain

2 caricatured or disparaged through rumors, jokes, songs, graffiti art,
test slogans, television news satire, theatre, and more. Cultural politics
inative expression, sentiments, symbols, and everyday tussles over
iffirm the status quo or—like Gado’s cartoons—challenge or Jament it.
d cultural politics more broadly, may express open secrets, break
expose what Herzfeld terms “cultural intimacies”—“forms of rueful

ences, or
i ition, the cartoon is available

oon was posted on his Facebook page on Feb, 26, 2017 In addition,
Eby/2melWoméfbclid=IwARtmjENcihjgiM7opkaSssvoJEAdr VL Xawkz VIIHFSGVL{Uz

™ quotes from Gado's public Facebook page were all made on Feb. 26, 2017
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such periods of agitation or cultural-political teimaginin
e return of multiparty politics in the early 1990s, civic mobuiz;f
yunder (and later Nobe! Peace Prize laureate) Wangari Maathai
violence in the 1992 and 1997 elections {precursors of the wide;'
tion).” Then there were large state corruption scandals such as
in the mid-1990s and the Anglo Leasing (a fictitious company
 Fleecing”} scandal in the mid-2000s, Mwai Kibaki’s 2002 elec-
dn an anti-corruption platform following 24 years of rule by
rejection of a proposed new Constitution in 2005 that excluded
nand restraints on presidential power, voters’ approval of a new
at included devolution, and the International Criminal Court
: prominent Kenyans for roles in the 2007/2008 post-election
ts of heightened political uncertainty in this period include
n to the presidency in 2013 (despite his indictment by the ICC),
in some parts of the country, and high-level corruption scandals
stion rhetoric in the presidential campaign of zo17, These events
>ugh the high politics of the state but also through popular cul-
2 (1992) terms “deep politics”—realms where rulers and ruled
ough historically inflected moral claims, reciprocities, and dis-

Y-
ent and solidarity in deep politics, as well as in displays of state

is
:ver more widely and quickly via digital technologies in Kenya.
st internet-connected countries, Kenya since the 1980s has seen
ile phones, internet cafes, and social media, along with multiply-
networks. Mobile phone ownership, mainly a luxury for the rich
kly in the early 2000s. In 2015, 39 percent of Kenya’s population
1early 72 percent of all people in Kenya were mobile telephone
of them owners of smartphones} (Pew Research Center 2015).
15 sector was deregulated in the late 1990s and early 2000s, and
communication technologies (ICTs) constitute a robust growth
iessaging, email, blogging; Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, Tumblr,
nd “citizen journalism” (see Ogola 2015) have multi-generational
26 vastly expand political communication beyond what was pos-
first cartoons depicting national politicians appeared in the early
ich as Hilary Ng'weno's journal Weekly Review and the Nairobi
L.

ion for a spirited press, though its record on internet and press
rding to global indices (whose limitations we recognize). A 2016
: on Kenya notes arrests of bloggers and social media users who
'nt, along with “increasing concerns over government surveillance

lyses of these historical shifts and others mentioned in this paragr agh, oo ? reach
and Gardner 2010; Branch 2011; Cheeseman 2015; Hornsby 2012; and Kanylnga 2016.
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.
-

i ssion, and accompanying legal battle,
povers wmg z:;::;:;:%::l‘;; and artists, have pers‘ast?d for decades Pty the
@“;:‘Tf:;e risks of retaliation, Kenya hasseen a surge. in SQ-Called Citizen o
ism.a:: in political satire and other critical artistic efo"-'::::in’ since ‘%le Teturn of Mgy
party politics in the 1990s (see Nyairo 20153 Ogola2015). 15.1‘?Pr;ssmn, Mnmkimg;
(s016:28) argues, “inspired new forms of dejﬁanc: and the satirist became a so ;) iy
imenter and the political barometer of the times.” Furthermore, S‘?Vernn-lem censony,
has sometimes backfired, enhancing political resonance and circulation of At
oppositional messages. That was the case wi

th the popular songs Unbwogable and:l;‘i
ya Kitu Kidogo in the early 20005 (as discussed further below), the work of cartoqyy

R , Tistg
such as Gado in the 20105, and so-called “seditious” music cassettes in the early 1o,
(Haugerud 1995; Nyairo and Ogude 2005; Nyairo 1?10)- o

By comparison with the 20005 and 20108, social and political criticism during g,
Moi regimes repressive years was often softer or less direct, 2s in Wahome Mutahy,
popular columns in the Sunday Nation and Standard newspapers, starting in the 19805
n his weekly column “Whispers” (1992-2003), Mutahi subtly satirized his own every.
day domestic life as well as wider societal challenges (corruption, police harassment,
electioneering). In discussing sensitive issues that could only be “whispered,” Mutab;
became what Branch (2011:176) terms the “alternative chronicler of the Moi years and a
master of satire and deft criticism of public authority” He brought cultural intimacies
into the public domain by “making legible the silent stories that the mainstream
media could not cover for fear of state repression and prosecution” (Ogola 2015: 76).
Accompanying the “Whispers” columns in the Nation were cartoons by Paul “Maddo”
Kelemba, who included sly images of a black cat meant to evoke politician “fat cats”
Gado succeeded Kelemba in the early 19905 as Nation cartoonist. During the next sev-

eral decades, political corruption became an ever more explicit theme for such artists
and for a wider cultural politics of dissent.

CORRUPTION

Corruption—a label that can too easily stereotype Africa while downplaying similar
practicesin the global North—has long been a focus of everyday conversation in Kenya.
Public critiques of corruption became ever more salient in the 1990s, and in recent
decades Kenyan news media have often mentioned the country’s low rank on
Transparency International’s Corruption Perception Index (145th out of 176 countries
in 2016). The publicity of country rankings (which of course occlude carruption’s
transnational dimensions) has contributed to recurrent anti-corruption promises in
presidential campaigns since the 19705, Bach major leadership transition sparked opti-
mism and raised hopes of reform, before succumbing to “factional splits, nepotism,
and corruption” (Branch and Cheeseman 20108: 8, As Gupta (1995: 386) argues is the
case in India, Kenyan discourses of corruption not only shape political party electoral
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albums such as Dandora Burning in 2006 and Kilio cha Haki ("A Cry for Justice” which
is also the title of a 1981 book by Alamin Mazrui) in 2004,

‘The predatory politician theme also appeared in the Nairobi musjca] groy
Kalamashaka's 2014 video “Moi Avenue,” which features political candidates a5 Vultures
Downtown graffiti art in the video depicts a Kenyan man struggling to drag a vultyre 1,
a rope tied around its neck while thinking to himself: “Power to the people. I wil] be the
change I want to see. My voice, my vote, our future.” The video, which was shot entirely
in black-and-white in well-known public areas in Nairobis central business district,
visually contrasts poverty and wealth while making explicit connections betweep a
colonial past and a post-colonial present, returning repeatedly to the statue of Mau May
freedom fighter Dedan Kimathi, near Nairobi’s Hilton Hotel. The song’s lyrics refer to
the “other side” of Moi Avenue (pande nyingine ya Moi Avenue), displaying a divide
between haves and have-nots, formal and informal economies. In addition to vulture
politicians, the video invokes contested claims to urban space—a wall with a large sign
reading “No Posters,” followed by a corporate Safaricom mural advertising Kenya’s
successful mobile money transfer system M-Pesa. Such images are intercut with pan-
handlers, street vendors, shoe shiners, and a break-dancer whom the camera follows
throughout the video. While attracting stares from passers-by, the dancer himself is
reclaiming public space.

During the previous year’s national election campaign, the vulture-politicians motif
turned up in cartoons and street art and graffiti in Nairobi. One weekend in early 2012,
an artistic team headed by activist and award-winning photo-journalist Boniface
Mwangi stenciled “vote the vultures out of Parliament” (in Swahili) in about 40 loca-
tions across Nairobi (Chonghaile, 2012), “Bald-headed, big-beaked vultures in suits
appear on the wall of a public toilet in central Nairobi,” Chonghaile (2012) writes in
The Guardian, The graffiti targets ordinary voters as well as corporate leaders and
the middle class, urging them to oppose “tribal politics” and asking “middle-class
Kenyans. .. [to] get off Twitter and Facebook and do something positive offline”—
echoing similar critiques of social media armchair activists in the United States and
elsewhere (Chonghaile 2012). In 2017, Boniface Mwangi, who had been featured in a
December 2012 Time Magazine article on “Africa Rising” launched his own new politi-
cal party (Ukweli Party or Party of Truth), intended to be a grassroots movement with a
focus on parliamentary and county council elections rather than the presidency, under
the slogan “Power to the People”

After a television interview about his parliamentary candidacy in May 2017, com-
ments on Boniface Mwangi’s public Facebook page included a comment from a skep-
tic who said that he had “lost interest in Mwangi’s work as an activist when he
expressed interest in politics (mpigs).” The term “mpigs”—a play on MPs (Members of
Parliament)—is a form of ridicule that implies pig-like filth, greed, and corruption.® It is
a farniliar term of derision that others also used on the candidate’s Facebook page.

* Boniface Mwangl’s original Facebook post was on May 14, 2017, and the comments mentioned here
followred soon after his initial post, though exact dates are unavailable from Facebook.
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