Deconstructing One’s
Paper Identity
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Passport
´<RXPXVWJRµ:LWKWKDW,EHFDPHD
deportee at the age of 22.

:RUNLQJZLWK3URMHFW3OXV2QHDJURXS
dedicated to implementing sustainable
health care and development programs in
7LPRU/HVWHPDGHLWLPSHUDWLYHIRUPHWR
actually make a trip to the beautiful island
FRXQWU\7KHUHIRUH,EHJDQSODQQLQJWKH
WULSDQGWKHVHSUHSDUDWLRQVLQFOXGHGWKH
application for a fellowship that could
VSRQVRUPHWRIXUWKHU3URMHFW3OXV2QHҋV
PLVVLRQLQ7LPRU/HVWHDQGLQSDUWLFXODUDW
WKH%DLUR3LWH&OLQLF:KHQ,ZDVDZDUGHG
WKH6RUHQVHQ)HOORZVKLS,ZDVHFVWDWLF
at how wonderfully the Fellowship goals
aligned with my own. My plan had been to
JRWR%DLUR3LWH&OLQLFDQGZRUNWRFUHDWH
a system that could be used to ensure that

I got my ticket and travel papers in order
before I set off. Having travelled to other
FRXQWULHV,NQHZKRZLPSHUDWLYHLWZDV
to have the correct travel documentation.
7KHUHIRUH,PDGHDVHULHVRISKRQHFDOOV
DIWHUP\RQOLQHYLVDDSSOLFDWLRQVIRU
reassurances from the various consulates
whose countries I would be passing
WKURXJKRQWKHZD\WR7LPRU/HVWH
including Singapore and Indonesia. What
I had forgotten to check at the door was
my innocence.
0\WULSWR7LPRU/HVWHZDVSODJXHGE\D
couple of small but complicated hitches
IURPWKHRXWVHW)RULQVWDQFH,KDGWR
KDYHP\GHSDUWXUHSRVWSRQHGWZRGD\V
DVP\DLUOLQHFRXOGQRWVHHP\ÁLJKWSODQ
IURP,QGRQHVLDWR7LPRU/HVWHVLQFHLW
had been booked with another airline.
7KH\JDYHPHDFRXSOHRIGD\VWRÀQG
SURRIRIWKDWFRQQHFWLQJÁLJKWZKLFK,
GLG:KHQ,ZHQWEDFNWRWKHDLUSRUWWKH
staff hassled me a little bit by asking for
DGGLWLRQDOVXSSRUWLQJGRFXPHQWVVXFK
DVVSRQVRUVKLSGRFXPHQWVDOWKRXJKWKH
consulate employees I had spoken with
assured me this was not required. I showed
the airline staff my Sorensen internship
overview as well as my mother!s bank
VWDWHPHQWVZKLFKWKH\DQDO\]HGFORVHO\
before reluctantly checking me through to
Amsterdam.

disabled individuals receive the treatment
they require without the discrimination
attached to being disabled.

,VKRXOGKDYHUHDOL]HGWKDWWKLVZDVD
glaring warning sign about my future
WULS$WWKDWSRLQW,SUREDEO\VKRXOGKDYH

listened to the inner turmoil in my heart.
Everything should have gone a whole
lot more smoothly but I was determined
DQGHYHQPRUHVR,ZDVVWXEERUQ6R,
ignored my misgivings. I got to Amsterdam
and waited out my long 14 hour layover
EHIRUHERDUGLQJP\ÁLJKWWR6LQJDSRUH
'XULQJP\ÁLJKW,FKHFNHGLQZLWKWKH
crew to verify the legitimacy of my travel
papers as I wanted to avoid any more
hitches. I was cleared to continue my
journey. By this time I was about halfway
WR7LPRU/HVWH,ZDVVRFORVH,FRXOG
taste it. There was no turning back. I
landed in Singapore and had hardly been
there 40 minutes when I was yet again
ÁLJKWERXQGWR,QGRQHVLD
On the plane I met a very nice French
man and a young Timorese girl who both
indulged me as I practiced French and
Tetun on them. I was so thrilled. I had
already made a Timorese friend and we
were making plans for Bali and Dili and the
hotel. She was nice. We got to immigration
and I had all my papers ready. I walked up
WRWKHFRXQWHUZKHUHDSOHDVDQWORRNLQJ
man stood. His one striking feature was
DQRYHUVL]HGELJIURQWWRRWKWKDWVHHPHG
to take over his smile. I handed over my
documents. He looked down at my papers
then back at me. (To this day I wonder
whether I should have chosen to wear
DGLIIHUHQW7VKLUWVLQFHWKHRQH,KDGRQ
UHDG´,DP3URXGO\.HQ\DQµ,JXHVV,ZLOO
QHYHUNQRZ $Q\ZD\KLVVPLOHWXUQHG
into a frown as he told me my visa and
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SDVVSRUWZHUH´QRJRRGµ0\KHDUWEHJDQ
to sink but I kept a smile on my face as
I probed him to tell me what “no good!!
meant. He silenced me and ushered me
into a small room off to the side of the
FRXQWHUV(PEOD]RQHGLQELJOHWWHUVZDV
the sentence that put the fear of God into
PH7KHVHQWHQFHZDV´7KHSHQDOW\IRU
GUXJWUDIÀFNHUVLVGHDWKµ

WRWKH,QGRQHVLDQDXWKRULW\ZDV´$IULFDQµ
Could he imagine that an African would
be traveling to an Asian country on a
service trip? Weren!t service trips made
E\$IULFDQVDSUHSRVWHURXVQRWLRQVHHLQJ
that our continent was known as the Dark
&RQWLQHQWHYHQDPRQJRWKHUSRRUDQG
developing nations? So even if I was never
WROGZKDW´QRJRRGµPHDQW,KDGDIHHOLQJ

While it may seem a bit of a leap to
automatically connect my being African
WREHLQJDVXVSHFWHGGUXJWUDIÀFNHU,
thought it was pretty logical. According to
WKHODWHVW:RUOG'UXJ5HSRUW  WKH
recent trend is for African countries to act
as a valuable transit point for drugs such
as heroin and cocaine coming into Asian
FRXQWULHV,QIDFW,QGRQHVLDKDVUHSRUWHG
LQFUHDVHGWUDIÀFNLQJRIPHWKDPSKHWDPLQH
by African groups.1 Though I couldn!t be
VXUHZK\WKH\ZHUHVLQJOLQJPHRXWP\
IHDUZDVEDVHGRQWKHVHUHSRUWVDQGRQ
the stereotypes of Africans I!d read about
in Asian countries. In such reports African
countries are sometimes grouped as a
unit without reference to the individual
QDWLRQV+HUH,ZDVLQWKLVIRUHLJQDLUSRUW
KDYLQJP\GRFXPHQWVVFUXWLQL]HGE\D
IRUHLJQDXWKRULW\SDUDO\]HGE\WKHIHDU
that he might extend the transgressions
of some Africans to all of us. My identity

,VDWLQWKDWDLUSRUWRIÀFHDVHYHU\RQH
DURXQGPHPRYHGLQDQGRXWWRWDOO\
ignoring me. All the while I wondered
ZKRZDVFXUUHQWO\KROGLQJP\SDVVSRUW
as it seemed to be changing hands
SUHWW\TXLFNO\²VRPHWKLQJ,ZDVVLOHQWO\
observing but trying not to panic over.
)LQDOO\DIWHUDWHQVHPLQXWHVDPDQ
walked to me and handed me back my
SDVVSRUWDORQJZLWKDÁLJKWLWLQHUDU\DQG
OXJJDJHWDJV+HWROGPH´<RXPXVWJRµ

He silenced me and ushered
me into a small room off
to the side of the counters.
Emblazoned in big letters
was the sentence that put
the fear of God into me. The
sentence was, “The penalty for
drug traffickers is death.”

I was escorted from that room like a
criminal. All airport staff and security
JDZNHGDWPHSUREDEO\XQGHUWKHGHOXVLRQ
WKDW,ZDVVRPHGUXJWUDIÀFNHUZKRKDG
just been caught. Airport personnel with
high clearance were able to stop me
to go over my documents and hear the
story about this young African deportee
ÀUVWKDQGDVWKHLQLWLDOWRRWK\PDQZDV
DPRQJWKRVHLQP\HVFRUWEHIRUHVPLOLQJ
and turning away. I remained silent as
ZDYHVRIKXPLOLDWLRQÁRZHGRYHUPH$
few paces behind me was a young airport
RIÀFHUZKRKDGEHHQPRQLWRULQJWKH
progress of my situation. He kept eyeing
PHDQGWHOOLQJPHKHFRXOGKHOSPHEXW
the way his eyes kept running over my
body made me sure that his was not the
kind of help I needed. So I kept declining
KLVRIIHUV+HGLGQҋWOHWXS,IHOWQDXVHRXV
even though there was nothing he could
do to me without getting past the three
beefy security guards who were herding
me through the airport along with two
GLVJUXQWOHGÁLJKWDWWHQGDQWV$OORIXV
ZHUHLQYROYHGLQGHOD\LQJWKHODVWÁLJKW
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leaving the airport for Singapore so that
,WKHGHSRUWHHFRXOGEHRQWKDWSODQH
Fifteen minutes later I was at the terminal.
Somewhere during the quick walk through
the airport my bags had been brought
and loaded onto the plane. I got on board
and the minute I sat down in a broken
VHDWLQWKHODVWURZLQHFRQRP\WKHSLORW
announced they were cleared for takeoff.
Everyone on board was able to tie the
delay to me and many people in the cabin
glared at me. But who could blame them
really?
I was in Indonesia for a total of 40 minutes.
0\SODQWRLQWHUQDWWKH%DLUR3LWH&OLQLFLQ
7LPRU/HVWHKDGGLVDSSHDUHG
7KLVH[SHULHQFHPDGHPHUHDOL]HWKDWLWLV
easy for a person!s identity to be reduced
to what is written on a piece of paper.
It!s funny how our passports and birth
FHUWLÀFDWHVFDQGHWHUPLQHWKHFRXUVHRI
our lives. I never got an explanation for
ZK\,ZDVGHQLHGHQWU\LQWR,QGRQHVLDEXW
I could only surmise that it was due to the
fact that I was African. It took me a long
WLPHWRDFWXDOO\DFFHSWZKDWKDSSHQHG²
QRWMXVWWKHGHSRUWDWLRQSURFHVVEXWDOVR
the mere fact that my Kenyan passport
PD\KDYHOLQNHGPHWRGUXJWUDIÀFNHUV
and deemed me unworthy of access to a
country. The Kenyan emblem made me a
risk that the Indonesians were unwilling
WRWDNH7RWKHUHVWRIWKHZRUOG,ZDV
Kenyan and from that they could draw
whatever assumptions they wanted as
WRP\LGHQWLW\ZKLFKHPSKDVL]HGP\
outsider status.
,WLVWUXH,DP.HQ\DQDQGSURXGO\VR
but that is only a part of who I am. In
that Indonesian airport I was never given
the chance to show the other aspects
of my identity. That is what plagued me
even months after. My identity had been
reduced to what was on a piece of paper.

Foreign Local
´:KHUHDUH\RXIURP"µ
´$IULFDµ
“Well you are weird and you talk different
DQG\RXUQDPHVRXQGVIXQQ\µ
7KLVZDVGHÀQLWHO\QRWDQHQFRXUDJLQJ
VWDUWWRP\HDUO\FKLOGKRRGLQ6W/RXLV
0LVVRXULZKHUH,VSHQWWKHEHWWHUSDUWRI
my formative years learning two separate
cultures: the house culture where we
VSRNHP\QDWLYHWRQJXH.LNX\XDQGWKH
QDWLRQDOFXOWXUHWKH$PHULFDQRQH7KH
UHVWRIP\FKLOGKRRGZDVVSHQWLQ.HQ\D
P\FRXQWU\DQGP\´UHDOKRPHµ:KHQ,
ORRNEDFN,ZRQGHUZKHWKHUP\OLIHZRXOG
have been different had I been raised in
Kenya like my cousins and the rest of my
IDPLO\%XWLQWKHHQGWKHH[SHULHQFHRI
living in two different countries has helped
VKDSHWKHSHUVRQ,DPWRGD\6DGO\WKH
confusion that comes with this experience
is I cannot consider myself either fully
Kenyan or fully American. By Kenyan law I
FRXOGQRWDWWKHWLPHKROGGXDOFLWL]HQVKLS
VR,NQHZ,FRXOGQHYHURIÀFLDOO\EHERWK
%XW,KDYHDOVROHDUQHGWKDWWKHGHÀFLW
JRHVGHHSHUWKDQP\FLWL]HQVKLS,WKDVOHG
PHWRDFUHDWLYHGHÀQLWLRQRIP\VHOIDVD
´IRUHLJQORFDOµ
7KHWHUP´IRUHLJQORFDOµZDVFRLQHGE\
DFRXSOHRIP\.HQ\DQIULHQGVZKROLNH
PHIRXQGLWGLIÀFXOWWRUHLQWHJUDWHLQWR
society due to our exposure to other
cultures that had altered our lifestyles
and our perceptions. This exposure put
us in a class that made associating with
people from different income brackets
LQ.HQ\DYHU\GLIÀFXOW:HZHUHQRW
ULFKLQWKHFRQYHQWLRQDOVHQVHMXVWULFK
in experiences and knowledge. My
opportunity to travel made me believe I
KDGVHHQLWDOO+RZHYHUWKLVPD\DOVR
KDYHEHHQVLPSO\P\RYHUFRQÀGHQFHDQG
my taking a lot of things for granted.

All I know is by the time I returned to
Kenya after the grueling 64 hour trip from
,QGRQHVLD,KDGIRUJRWWHQDOODERXWP\
VHOIIRUJHGLGHQWLW\DVDIRUHLJQORFDO
What I needed was empathy from my
IHOORZ.HQ\DQVDIWHUWKHWUDXPDWL]LQJDQG
humiliating experience of deportation.
,QVWHDGZKDW,UHFHLYHGZDVLQGLIIHUHQFH
That made the transition home even more
GLIÀFXOW
2YHUWKHFRXUVHRIP\OLIH,KDYHJUDSSOHG
ZLWKWKHTXHVWLRQ´ZKRDP,"µ1RWEHFDXVH
it seemed like a question to lose sleep
over but because I have been genuinely
confused. I have faced rejection after
rejection but the most painful one has
been from my own people. Other Kenyans
have rejected me for not being “Kenyan
HQRXJKµ,WZDVDVWKRXJKWKHUHZDVDQ
invisible scale I was standing on that
tipped against me. I never knew there was
DVWDQGDUGPHDVXUHRI´.HQ\DQQHVVµ
EXWEHWKDWDVLWPD\,IHOOLQWRWKH´QRW
HQRXJKµFDWHJRU\
7KLVLVZK\XSRQP\UHWXUQIURP
,QGRQHVLD,KDGVRPXFKWURXEOHVHFXULQJ
DUHSODFHPHQWLQWHUQVKLS²,ZDVRQFH
again seen as a foreign local. While there
were many opportunities for people such
DVP\VHOIZKRKDGVWXGLHGRXWVLGH.HQ\D
WKHVHZHUHQRWDWWKHJUDVVURRWVOHYHO
ZKHUH,ZDQWHGWRZRUN3HRSOHKDGQR
WLPHIRUPHDVWKH\FRQVLGHUHGPHDQ
elite educational snob for choosing to go
to university study abroad. One look at
P\UHVXPHDQG,ZDVODEHOHGDVSRLOHG
ULFKEUDWZLWKSRVVLEO\QR´UHDOµVNLOOVDV
that is the stereotype of many Kenyans
who have studied abroad. What the
potential internship supervisors failed to
GRZDVPDNHWKHGLVWLQFWLRQEHWZHHQPH
a Kenyan who received the opportunity to
VWXG\DEURDGDQGWKHFKLOGUHQRISRZHUIXO
LQGLYLGXDOVLQ.HQ\DHVSHFLDOO\SROLWLFLDQV
who saw it as the only option for their
children. They disregarded my possible
PHULWVDQGMXGJHGPHRIIDSLHFHRISDSHU

just as the Indonesian airport authorities
KDGGRQHZLWKP\SDVVSRUW2QFHDJDLQ
my identity had been reduced to what was
ZULWWHQRQDVLQJOHSDSHUWKLVWLPHP\
UHVXPH2QFHDJDLQP\´SDSHULGHQWLW\µ
had worked against me. This paper identity
was getting ridiculous.
,QP\VHDUFKIRUDQHZLQWHUQVKLSVLWH,
sent out mass feeler emails requesting a
volunteer opportunity in Kenya or any other
African nation. I hit every NGO I could
ÀQG0DNLQJDSSRLQWPHQWVVKRZLQJXSDW
RIÀFHVDQGGURSSLQJP\UHVXPHDQGFRYHU
letter everywhere I could. Nothing turned
XS,WLVVDGWRDGPLWWKLVEXWLWLVPXFK
HDVLHUWRÀQGDQRSSRUWXQLW\LQ.HQ\DZKLOH
outsideRI.HQ\DEHFDXVH.HQ\DQVDUH
mighty competitive. If site supervisors or
human resource managers believed some
random foreign local kid was trying to steal
DMREIURP´UHDOORFDOVµWKH\WKZDUWHGDQ\
efforts. I was frustrated and disappointed.
+HUH,ZDVZDQWLQJWRZRUNIRUIUHHDQG
HYHQSD\WKHPDVWLSHQGWRDFFHSWPH
wanting to be mentored and wanting to
OHDUQIURPRWKHUVEXWQRRQHZDVJLYLQJ
me the time of day. All I could do for the
ÀUVWPRQWKEDFNLQ.HQ\DZDVZDQW
This dismissal by my fellow Kenyans
was nearly as painful as the rejection I
experienced in Indonesia. I became a
walking contradiction. I was a Kenyan
national rejected for being foreign while in
$VLDEXW,ZDVVLPLODUO\UHMHFWHGIRUEHLQJ
foreign among other Kenyan nationals.

Once again, my identity had
been reduced to what was
written on a single paper,
this time my resume. Once
again my “paper identity” had
worked against me.
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Was I making a real impact on
their lives? I felt there was a
disproportionate gain between
the members of these groups
and myself – that is, I gained
much more from them in terms
of knowledge and exposure
than they did from me. I was,
after all, basically an outsider
with just a couple of insider
insights. I could not speak for
a community that lived so
differently from me, despite all
of us being fellow Kenyans.
,QWKHHQGDQGSHUKDSVLURQLFDOO\,
managed to secure an internship with an
RUJDQL]DWLRQUXQE\DQ$PHULFDQ.HQ\D
6RFLDO9HQWXUHV .69 7KHOHDGHUVRI
KSV saw my value as someone with local
NQRZOHGJHRI.HQ\DDQG.HQ\DQVDQG
perhaps with more insight into the inner
workings of Nairobi slums. This was only
partially accurate. I do understand Kenyan
FXVWRPVDQGVSHDN6ZDKLOLVR,KDGPRUH
insider knowledge than some at KSV. But
DVDIRUHLJQORFDO,ZDVVWLOODQRXWVLGHUWR
VOXPGZHOOHUVGHVSLWHKDYLQJGRQHVRPH
previous work with this demographic.

Kenya Social Ventures
.HQ\D6RFLDO9HQWXUHVLVDQHZ
PXOWLIDFHWHGRUJDQL]DWLRQWKDWVHHNV
to have a lasting impact on the lives of
underprivileged Kenyans through grass
roots efforts. Some of the projects the

RUJDQL]DWLRQKDVXQGHUWDNHQLQFOXGH
strength and training programs with
VHFRQGDU\VFKRROVVRFLDOEXVLQHVV
GHYHORSPHQWLQWKHVOXPV+,9$,'6DQG
FHUYLFDOFDQFHUDZDUHQHVVORQJWHUP
UDLQZDWHUKDUYHVWLQJLQUXUDOYLOODJHV
and agricultural logistics among farming
groups.2 My main internship goal for the

taught the skills of informal business
management and accounting to others for
a fee. I was impressed by the amount of
LQQRYDWLRQKDSSHQLQJULJKWQRZ²QRWMXVW
in the slums of Nairobi but also in slums
DFURVV.HQ\DDQGSRVVLEO\HYHQLQRWKHU
parts of the African continent.

summer was to document the stories of the
people involved in these local grass roots
SURMHFWVLQRUGHUWRJLYH.69FRQWHQWIRU
LWVDGYHUWLVLQJPDWHULDOVWRSXWD´IDFHµRQ
WKHSURJUDPVLWLVVXSSRUWLQJDQGWRRSHQ
access to an international target market
and audience by providing information to
EXLOGWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQҋVZHEVLWH

7KDWEHLQJVDLGDVLGHIURPGRFXPHQWLQJ
the stories of these men and women
and providing KSV with content for their
ZHEVLWHWKHUHZDVQRWPXFKHOVH,FRXOG
do for the members of these two groups.
Was I making a real impact on their lives?
I felt there was a disproportionate gain
between the members of these groups
DQGP\VHOI²WKDWLV,JDLQHGPXFKPRUH
from them in terms of knowledge and
H[SRVXUHWKDQWKH\GLGIURPPH,ZDV
DIWHUDOOEDVLFDOO\DQRXWVLGHUZLWKMXVWD
couple of insider insights. I could not speak
for a community that lived so differently
IURPPHGHVSLWHDOORIXVEHLQJIHOORZ
Kenyans. Though my writing for KSV could
JLYHWKHPDYRLFH,IHDUHGLWPLJKWEH
ineffective. What if my position as a foreign
local was actually a disadvantage for
them? What if they were rejected merely
because they had me on their side?

While I was with KSV I was attached
WRWZRSDUWLFXODUSURMHFWVLQ.LEHUDWKH
ODUJHVWVOXPDUHDLQ1DLURELDQGKRPH
to 60% of Nairobi!s population.37KHÀUVW
SURMHFWLQYROYHGDJURXSFDOOHG3RZHU
:RPHQҋV*URXSFRPSULVHGRIZRPHQZKR
ZHUH+,9SRVLWLYHDQGVHHNLQJHFRQRPLF
VHOIHPSRZHUPHQWYLDFUDIWPDNLQJ7KH
]HDODQGSHUVLVWHQFHWKDWWKHVHZRPHQ
possessed in the face of stigmas attached
to their health status were remarkable. I
learned so much about the local informal
PDUNHWWKHLUSHUVSHFWLYHVRQ1*2VDQG
SRVVLEOHVROXWLRQVWRWKHÁDZVRIKHDOWK
promotion programs currently in the slums.
In the second project I worked with a group
FDOOHGWKH9LFWRULXV%RQH6KRSZKLFKZDV
an all male group that had come together
from different situations to make crafts
out of animal bones. They overcame
many challenges as they set up their shop
and faced setbacks in their production
LQWKHIRUPRIFLW\FRXQFLOGLVUXSWLRQV
ORRWLQJGXULQJSRVWHOHFWLRQYLROHQFHDQG
FRPSHWLWLRQIURPRWKHU´ERQHFUDIWHUVµLQ
the region. (They were one of 15 such
VPDOOFUDIWLQJVKDFNV 7KHLUHIIRUWV
were truly formidable and the level of
RUJDQL]DWLRQWKH\DFKLHYHGZLWKRXWKDYLQJ
UHFHLYHGIRUPDOWUDLQLQJZDVDPD]LQJ,Q
IDFWWKH\ZHUHVRVXFFHVVIXOWKDWWKH\
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Kibera
My work in Kibera was not without its
FKDOOHQJHV)RURQHEHIRUH,EHJDQWR
ZRUN,UHDOL]HGMXVWKRZPLVLQIRUPHG,KDG
been about the slum and its residents. Like
PDQ\RWKHUSHRSOH,ZDVZRUNLQJZLWK
RQHVLGHGLQIRUPDWLRQ.LEHUDҋVLQIDP\
arises from the fact that the individuals
living within this community are on the
extreme end of the income spectrum.
There are 2.5 million people living in
.LEHUDUHSUHVHQWLQJDSSUR[LPDWHO\
of Nairobi!s population yet occupying
only 6% of the city!s land area.4 There is
PDVVFRQVXPSWLRQRIGUXJVDQGFKHDS
SRWHQWDQGSRWHQWLDOO\OHWKDOORFDOO\EUHZHG
beverages such as changaa. The residents
GHDOZLWKLQVHFXULW\RSHQVHZHUVSRRU

PHGLFDOIDFLOLWLHVKLJKUDWHVRI+,9$,'6
entrenched poverty and deplorable living
situations. Even if you want to broaden
\RXUNQRZOHGJHRIOLIHLQ.LEHUDDOO\RX
come up with is a couple of articles giving
reference to the poverty we already know
about. You are likely to see pictures of dirty
FKLOGUHQZLWKWDWWHUHGFORWKHVRUHOVHEH
LQYLWHGWRWU\D´VOXPWRXUµDFRQFHSW,ÀQG
XWWHUO\GHJUDGLQJDOWKRXJK,DPVWDUWLQJWR
VHHLWVEHQHÀWVLQWKHHFRQRPLFVHQVH%XW
I get ahead of myself.
$OPRVWHYHU\WKLQJ\RXÀQGDERXW.LEHUD
RQOLQHLQSDSHUVDQGVRRQGRHVOLWWOHWR
paint a picture different from the general
VWHUHRW\SHRIVOXPV,IDQ\WKLQJ\RXDUH
left almost fearful due to the mystery
VXUURXQGLQJWKHDUHD$VDQRXWVLGHUQRW
knowing what to expect is the scariest
feeling in the world. I am no stranger to this
IHDUDQGDQ[LHW\:KHQ,ÀUVWOHDUQHGWKDW
,ZRXOGEHZRUNLQJWKHUH,WULHGWRUHFDOO
DUWLFOHVWKDW,KDGUHDGRUVWRULHVDQGQHZV
reports I had heard about Kibera. All that
really stood out in my mind was the abject
poverty and lack of security.5
6RRQP\ÀUVWGD\WKHUH,ZDVDWUXH
IRUHLJQHUQRWMXVWEHFDXVH,KDGQHYHU
been in Kibera but also because I was
holding on to hearsay and articles to
IRUPDQRSLQLRQ,URQLFDOO\WKLVLVDWUDLW
RIWHQVHHQLQWRXULVWV,WGLGQRWKHOSWKDW
DOWKRXJKJHQHUDOO\DFFXUDWHWKHRQO\
pictures available of Kibera capture the
DEMHFWSRYHUW\²WKHQDUURZPXGG\DQG
OLWWHUHGSDWKZD\VWKHGLUW\ORRNLQJFKLOGUHQ
ZLWKWDWWHUHGFORWKHVWKHRSHQVHZDJH
and unsanitary living conditions. Though
WKHSLFWXUHVFDSWXUHDFHUWDLQUHDOLW\WKH\
speak little of the people living that reality.
1RQHWKHOHVVVXFKSLFWXUHVSDLQWHGP\
subconscious with a desperate image.
The physical environment coupled with
my outsider status shaped a bias that I
RQO\FDPHWRUHDOL]H,SRVVHVVHGZKHQ
UHÁHFWLQJRQP\H[SHULHQFHDIWHU,UHWXUQHG
to Brandeis.

My Kibera
Before working in Kibera I had visited
6RZHWR²RQHRIWKHODUJHVWVOXPVQRW
only in South Africa but also on the African
FRQWLQHQW,KDGDOVRYLVLWHG0XNXUXD
VPDOOHUVOXPLQ1DLUREL6R,ÀJXUHG,
ZRXOGQҋWEHWRRVKRFNHGE\.LEHUD,QIDFW
I remember being pleasantly surprised on
P\ÀUVWGD\
I was with the rest of the KSV team.
%HFDXVHZHZHUHJRLQJLQWRJHWKHUZH
drove as far into Kibera as we could before
we got out of the car and continued by
foot. I remember preparing my nose for the
unpleasant and sometimes foul smells that
marked out areas with spilled sewage or
SLWODWULQHV7KRXJKWKHVPHOOZDVWKHUHLW
was not nearly as pungent as I expected it
to be. As we crossed abandoned parking
lots and got onto the characteristic littered
narrow and muddy pathways between the
VOXPVZHIRXQGRXUVHOYHVVXUURXQGHGE\
DSOHWKRUDRIKDOIQDNHGFKLOGUHQZKRZHUH
eager to shake our hands. They especially
ZDQWHGWRWRXFK%ODNHP\VXSHUYLVRU
who was the only mzungu ZKLWHSHUVRQ 
in our small group. We walked and talked
with ease. No one seemed too bothered
about our presence even if they could
see we were all strangers by the way we
carried ourselves. I did not feel out of place
and there was also strength in numbers.
I remember feeling fascinated by the
different domesticated animals that roamed
freely through the lanes. I wondered how
WKHRZQHUVWROGWKHFKLFNHQVDSDUWDV
they were all the same without any visible
tags. I guess that was the beauty about
communal living. What belonged to one
person belonged to everyone. Even though
WKHUHZDVÀQDQFLDOLQVHFXULW\DV,FDPH
WROHDUQGXULQJRQHRQRQHLQWHUYLHZV
everyone seemed relatively content. They
may not have been living a king!s life but
they could certainly be deemed happier
than many who were.

The busy vegetable market and all the
vendors who lined up along the roads gave
OLIHWRWKLVFRPPXQLW\,FDPHWRUHDOL]HWKDW
VHHLQJUHDGLQJOHDUQLQJDQGH[SHULHQFLQJ
the slums are very different things. It!s
incredible how falsely the members of this
community are depicted. While walking I
spotted a particularly juicy avocado so I
pleaded with the rest of the team to stop
for a little break. We had been walking for
about 40 minutes anyway so I proceeded
to the vendor with the overturned crate
who was selling the beautifully ripe
DYRFDGR ,ORYHDYRFDGRV²WKH\DUH
P\ZHDNQHVV +HVSRWWHGWKHFRPSDQ\
I was in and so quoted me a ridiculous
SULFHIRUWKHDYRFDGR VKLOOLQJVDERXW
FHQWV :HEHJDQWRKDJJOHRYHUWKH
price and during our negotiation process I
came to learn so much about this vendor.
+LVQDPHZDV0DFKDULDKHKDGDZLIH
ZLWKIRXUFKLOGUHQDQGKHFDPHIURPWKH
VDPHSODFHDVP\PRWKHU.LDPEX:H
SURFHHGHGWRSOD\WKH´GR\RXNQRZ«"ҋҋ
JDPHDVDOPRVWHYHU\RQHLQ.LDPEX
knows someone or other. I discovered
he had heard of my grandparent. Having
IRXQGDFRPPRQJURXQG,JXHVVKH
UHDOL]HG,ZDVQRWDVIRUHLJQDVKHWKRXJKW
so he quoted me a much lower price (10
VKLOOLQJVDERXWFHQWVZKLFKLVDERXW
WKHULJKWSULFHIRUDYRFDGRV 7KRXJKWR
VRPHWKLVKDJJOLQJLVWHGLRXV,IRXQG
LWHQOLJKWHQLQJ,WUHDOO\KXPDQL]HGP\
experience in the slums.
7KRURXJKO\SOHDVHGZLWKP\VHOI,ELG
Macharia adieu and headed back to my
group who had been watching me from a
little way off with mild amusement. One of
the team members was a Kenyan who had
grown up in Kibera but had managed to
get out through a series of opportunities.
He knew how anxious I had felt about
JRLQJLQWR.LEHUDIRUWKHÀUVWWLPH:LWKD
VLPSOHSDWRQWKHEDFNKHFRQYH\HGDOO
his feelings to me. I was accepted into this
community. I even felt accepted.
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:HZDONHGSDVWDJURXSRIPLGGOH
schoolers singing nursery rhymes to
toddlers as they awaited their teachers in
VKDQW\OLNHVWUXFWXUHV)LQDOO\ZHIRXQG
ourselves in front of the dull blue painted
VKDFNWKDWKRXVHGWKH3RZHU:RPHQҋV
*URXS 3:* %ODNHLQWURGXFHGPHWRWKH
ZRPHQZKRZHUHWKHUHDWWKHWLPHDQG
H[SODLQHGP\UROHWRWKHPDVZHOOIRU,
would be working to capture their voices.
$IWHUKHDQG-XOLDQQHWKHKHDGRI3:*
walked me through the daily operations of
WKHJURXS,ZDVDOORZHGWRVHWXSP\ÀUVW
interview. I was very nervous as my Swahili
was a bit rusty and a tad too formal for
the kind of conversation I wanted to have
GXULQJWKHLQWHUYLHZ)ORUDRQHRIWKHRWKHU
.HQ\DQLQWHUQVQRWLFHGP\LQLWLDOKHVLWDWLRQ
ZKHQ%ODNHJDYHPHWKHJRDKHDGWRVWDUW
WKHLQWHUYLHZVVRVKHSXOOHGDFKDLUXS
QH[WWRPHDQGP\ÀUVWLQWHUYLHZHH$WLHQR
,VDLGDVLOHQWWKDQNIXOSUD\HUWRKHUSXOOHG
RXWP\QRWHERRNSRLVHGP\SHQDQG
EHJDQP\ÀUVWLQWHUYLHZ

Atieno
$WLHQRZDVDEULOOLDQW\RXQJGDUNVNLQQHG
woman who had been at the peak of her
DGXOWOLIHZKHQLWZDVGHHPHG´RYHUµ
While heavily pregnant with her seventh
DQGODVWFKLOGLQVKHEHJDQWRIHHO
OLNHDOOZDVQRWULJKW,QIDFWVKHMRLQHGD
JURXSVLPLODUWR.69IRUZRPHQZKRDUH
+,9SRVLWLYH$IWHUWKHELUWKRIKHUFKLOG
she went through various spells of illness
that left her weak and emaciated. It was
WKHQDJDLQWKDWVKHVXVSHFWHGWKHFDXVH
EXWVKHQHYHUVRXJKWFRQÀUPDWLRQ$WWKLV
SRLQWLWZDVEHWWHUWRDVVXPHWKDQWRKHDU
WKHWUXWK,WZDVRQO\ZKHQKHUODVWERUQ
began to fall deathly ill and battled similar
spells that her eyes accepted the truth.
With this truth came numbness. Both she
and her child were tested and found to be
+,9SRVLWLYH

1RZ$WLHQRNQHZWKHWUXWKEXWWKDWWUXWK
was laden with burdens of reality. Both she
and her child required medicine. But with
KHUZHDNFRQVWLWXWLRQVKHFRXOGKDUGO\
keep up with casual temp work. They
were sick. They could see the drugs they
needed but could not access them. So
close yet so far. The numbness from her
KHOSOHVVVLWXDWLRQPDGHKHUUHDOL]HRQH
absolute truth. It hurt less if she expected
OHVV7KHUHIRUHE\WKHWLPH,ZDVHQWHULQJ
KHUZRUOGYLD.69LQTXLULQJGXULQJKHU
LQWHUYLHZDERXWKHUKREELHVGUHDPV
DQGDVSLUDWLRQV²RUUDWKHUODFNWKHUHRI
²VKHZDVUHDG\ZLWKDUHVSRQVH:LWK
OLVWOHVVH\HVDUDVS\YRLFHDQGLUUHJXODU
EUHDWKLQJVKHORRNHGPHGHDGLQWKHH\H
RQO\WRDVN´,VWKHUHDQ\XVHLQOLNLQJIRRG
ZKHQ\RXKDYHQRQH"µ,FDXJKWP\EUHDWK
and closed my eyes.
7KRXJKKHDUWUHQGLQJKHUORJLFZDVLQ
QRZD\ÁDZHG,WZDVKHUUHDOLW\$WLHQRҋV
LGHQWLW\OLNHPLQHKDGEHHQUHGXFHGWR
ZKDWZDVZULWWHQRQDSLHFHRISDSHU
though in her case that piece of paper
indicated her HIV test results. These
UHVXOWVQRZ´GHÀQHµKHUDFFRUGLQJWR
society. But why didn!t she seek out a
GLIIHUHQWGHÀQLWLRQIRUKHUVHOILQVWHDGRI
simply settling into her paper identity?
8SRQUHÁHFWLRQ,UHDOL]HGWKDW$WLHQRҋV
story and the story of my own tumultuous
summer were in some ways parallel.
$OWKRXJKRWKHUVPD\WU\WRGHÀQHXV
WKURXJKDVLQJOHVWRU\RULGHQWLW\ZHGRQRW
have to accept this single story or identity
for ourselves. This is easier said than
GRQHKRZHYHU

Inside outsider
Over the rest of my internship I followed
DVLPLODUURXWLQHZKLFKLQFOXGHGJRLQJ
to Kibera to capture the stories of the
participants in the two KSV projects I
ZDVDVVLJQHGWRWKHQFRPLQJKRPHWR
construct their stories before presenting
them to my supervisor.
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My days began like this: I would wake up
DQGEHJLQP\´SUHSDUDWLRQVµIRU.LEHUD,
ZRXOGWDNHDPLQXWHVKRZHUZLWKMXVW
regular soap so as not to smell different
IURPRWKHUV7KLQNLQJDERXWLWQRZ,UHDOL]H
MXVWKRZWZLVWHGWKDWVRXQGVEXWLWLVWKH
WUXWK,ZDVGHVSHUDWHO\WU\LQJWREOHQGLQ
WREHEODQGWRÀWLQZLWKWKLVGLVDGYDQWDJHG
community in the hopes that they wouldn!t
UHDOL]HWKDW,ZDVWKHIRUHLJQHUDPRQJ
WKHP$IWHUP\VKRZHU,ZRXOGVLWRQP\
bed in a contemplative state as I tried
WRSLFNRXW´DQDSSURSULDWHRXWÀWµ,WKDG
WREHVRPHWKLQJQRWUHYHDOLQJDVWKDW
ZRXOGDWWUDFWDWWHQWLRQEXWDOVRQRWWRR
FRQVHUYDWLYHDVJLUOVP\DJHLQ.LEHUD
would not dress in an overly conservative
fashion. I needed to be in jeans that were
somewhat but not too stylish. I had a pair
of bellbottoms that were a dark murky blue
that I must have bought when I was about
17 years old. They had sorely outgrown me
in that they were looser than I remembered
DQGKDGZHOOSODFHGKROHV,ZRXOGDOZD\V
WKURZRQDSODLQEDJJ\7VKLUWWKDW,ZRXOG
then tuck into my jeans. My shirts never
PDWWHUHGDV,ZRUHVZHDWHUVGDLO\ZLWK
DELJVFDUI UHJDUGOHVVRIWKHZHDWKHU WR
hide the feminine features that might attract
XQZDQWHGH\HV,ZDVDIWHUDOOD\RXQJ
woman walking along the paths of Kibera
alone. I was voluntarily placing myself
LQD´VXVSHFWµHQYLURQPHQW DVP\PXP
FRQVWDQWO\UHPLQGHGPH VR,QHHGHGWR
be conscious of the dangers facing girls.
Rape happened to be one of the things
WKDWÁLWWHGDFURVVP\PLQGZKHQHYHU,
made these daily trips to Kibera. It was why
I carried a Swiss army knife and pepper
VSUD\5DSHZDVDYHU\´UHDOUHDOLW\µDQG
I would be a fool to expect I would be
the exception. Better to be paranoid than
QDLYH0\VKRHVZHUHSUDFWLFDOVOLJKWO\
weathered and disposable if need be. No
REQR[LRXVMHZHOU\QRVXQJODVVHVQRKDWV
QRKHDGSKRQHV²QRWKLQJ$IWHUORRNLQJDW
P\VHOILQWKHPLUURU,ZDVVDWLVÀHG,ZDV
ready. But was I? Every morning I asked
P\VHOIWKLVTXHVWLRQKRSLQJ,ZDV

2QRQHSDUWLFXODUGD\,ZHQWWKURXJKP\
UHJXODUURXWLQH²ZKLFKRQWKLVRFFDVLRQ
included a particularly heavy breakfast of
IUHVKO\EOHQGHGIUXLWMXLFHRDWPHDOHJJV
WRDVWDQGWHD²EHIRUHKHDGLQJRXW$V,
was about to leave the house to walk to
P\EXVVWRSP\PRWKHUZKRZDVOHDYLQJ
IRUZRUNDVZHOOLQVLVWHGRQJLYLQJPHD
ULGH,ZDVQRWWRRNHHQRQWKLVDVKHU
FDUZDVDELWWRRÁDVK\ DOWKRXJKLWSDOHV
LQFRPSDULVRQWRFDUVLQWKH6WDWHV DQG
because I was going to pick up my bus
from a somewhat dodgy place. I was
ÀGJHW\WKHZKROHULGHWRWKHVWRSWU\LQJWR
ÀJXUHRXWP\VWUDWHJ\IRUH[LWLQJWKHFDU
without drawing attention to myself. I was
JODGP\DQ[LHW\ZDVQҋWVKRZLQJDVP\
mother was already fussing over why I was
going to the slums alone and not with the
rest of my team. I gave her the same dull
answer that I always did: “I can!t wait for
HYHU\RQHҋVVFKHGXOHWRPDWFKXSPXPµ
$WWKHVWRS,KDUGO\ZDLWHGIRUKHUWRODQG
her parting kiss on my cheek when I was
halfway out the door. Fixing myself up
VRPHPRUH,FDXWLRXVO\JODQFHGDURXQG
to see if anyone had been watching me.
There were a few glances in my direction
but nothing too suspicious. I walked
slowly toward the sheltered benches at
the bus stop and leaned as casually as
SRVVLEOHRQDSROHJUHDWO\UHVLVWLQJWKH
XUJHWRSXOORXWP\SKRQH0\L3KRQH
ZRXOGDWWUDFWWRRPXFKDWWHQWLRQVR
I passed the time humming to myself
ZKLOHFRXQWLQJFDUV)LQDOO\P\ÀUVWEXV
arrived. I got on and quickly scanned the
bus with my eyes. It would be important
ZKHUH,ZRXOGVLWDV,GLGQRWZDQWWREH
VTXHH]HGLQEHWZHHQSHRSOHDWWKHEDFN
That would make me a prime target for
SLFNSRFNHWVDQGLWZRXOGEHGLIÀFXOWWRH[LW
the crowded bus. I chose an aisle seat
near the door. A prime seat. I tried to act
as casual as possible. I had already put
small denomination notes and coins in my
pocket so I could avoid having to open

my bag to pull out
PRQH\$GGLWLRQDOO\
I wanted to have
change as larger
notes attracted
attention.
7ZREXVHVODWHU
I stood at an
intersection that led
to either the crowded
narrow pathways of
Kibera or continued
on to the main
A day in Kibera.
road. I took a deep
breath. I could do this. I walked. Not too
fast but not too slowly either. I took short
EXWFRQÀGHQWVWULGHV1RWWRRFRQÀGHQW
DV,ZDVVWLOONLQGRIFRQIXVHGÀQGLQJP\
way around Kibera since everything looked
WKHVDPH$OOWKHVWRUHVDORQJWKHURDG
WKHSURGXFWVEHLQJVROGVLJKWVVPHOOV
and even the people seemed familiar but
I looked out for landmarks. My heart leapt
at the sight of the abandoned parking lot
that I knew I had to cross. All the while I
PDLQWDLQHGWKHIDoDGHWKDW,ÀWULJKWLQ
although I knew people could tell I wasn!t
IURPWKHUHWKDW,ZDVQRWRQHRIWKHLURZQ
$V,ZDONHG,WULHGWRQHLWKHUPDNHH\H
FRQWDFWQRUORRNGRZQDVWKDWZRXOGEH
a sign of either disrespect or weakness
in Kenya. I cut through the abandoned
SDUNLQJORWZDONLQJSDVWFKLOGUHQDQGGRJV
ORXQJLQJOD]LO\DWRSWKHVNHOHWRQRIZKDW
was once a car. The end of the parking
ORWOHGWRWKHVWUHHWZKHUHWKH3RZHU
:RPHQҋV*URXS 3:* VWUXFWXUHZDV
ORFDWHG$WWKHVLJKWRIWKHGXOOEOXHSDLQW,
quickened my steps. I could see the goal.
I was excited. I got to the structure and
found the women inside. They were with a
group of foreigner tourists who were on a
VOXPWRXURUSRVVLEO\DUHOLJLRXVPLVVLRQ
trip. They sat huddled on green plastic
FKDLUVDV-XOLDQQHGHVFULEHGWKHPLVVLRQ
YLVLRQDQGFRUHYDOXHVRI3:*,JUDEEHG

one of the plastic chairs and sat down as
quietly as possible but not quiet enough
to remain unnoticed. Some in the group
turned their heads in my direction and
with either a faint smile or nod of the head
acknowledged my presence. As soon as
,VDWGRZQ,EHJDQWRIXPEOHWKURXJKP\
bag in search of my notebook and pen
so as to make note of what Julianne was
saying. I was so caught up in taking notes
WKDW,FRPSOHWHO\IDLOHGWRUHDOL]HWKDW,ZDV
next to the tour guide who was guiding this
group of foreigners. I looked up to see him
staring at me with mild amusement. I think
he had been watching me the whole time.
He reached out his hand introduced
KLPVHOIDV3HWHU+HWROGPHWKDWKH
was raised in the slums but had been
sponsored to go to high school and
college. His story was cut short by the
noise of the moving of plastic chairs. The
presentation was over and the members
of the group were getting ready to take
DWRXURIWKHVKRSEHIRUHOHDYLQJ3HWHU
DVNHGRQHRIWKH3:*ZRPHQVRPHWKLQJ
DERXWWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQLQ6ZDKLOLEXW
,JXHVVVKHKDGQҋWKHDUGKLPVR,
UHVSRQGHGWRKLPLQVWHDGLQ6ZDKLOL
I kind of knew the ins and outs of the
RUJDQL]DWLRQVLQFH,KDGEHHQZRUNLQJ
there for a while now.
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But at the end of the day
he was right; I just didn’t want
to admit it because admitting
it would lump me into the same
group as those foreigners he
was guiding through Kibera.
The only difference is that
I would be a foreigner
in my own country,
and to my own people.

Nothing could have prepared me for his
reaction. His head snapped back in my
direction and the look of genuine shock and
confusion cramped his face. He took my
KDQGDJDLQDQGDVNHGPH“Wewe umetoka
wapi?” Where are you from? I told him I was
from Nairobi. He tilted his head and gave
PHDTXL]]LFDOORRNEHIRUHVD\LQJ“Nairobi
yako na yangu ni tofauti. Wacha nikusalimie
tena na mikono.” Your Nairobi and mine are
very different; let me shake your hand once
more. I interpreted his remark to mean that
WKH6ZDKLOL,VSRNHZDVOHDUQHGDQGIRUPDO
an atypical style for normal conversations.
:LWKWKDWKHZHQWEDFNWRKLVJURXS+HOHIW
me to stew in my own thoughts.
I was taken aback. I was mad. Mad that
he had basically implied that I wasn!t really
Kenyan and even madder that all the
meticulous prepping I had done to look the
SDUWZDVORVWRQKLP+LVWRQHKLVIDFLDO
H[SUHVVLRQVMXVWHYHU\WKLQJDERXWWKHZD\
he spoke to me did not sit well. But at the
end of the day he was right; I just didn!t want
to admit it because admitting it would lump
me into the same group as those foreigners
he was guiding through Kibera. The only
difference is that I would be a foreigner in
P\RZQFRXQWU\DQGWRP\RZQSHRSOH

Conclusion
Every day we use one form of a paper or
another to indicate who we are. Whether
ZHSUHVHQWDGULYHUҋVOLFHQVHFROOHJH,'
ELUWKFHUWLÀFDWHRUUHVXPHZHULVNEHLQJ
UHGXFHGWRZKDWLVRQWKRVHGRFXPHQWV
losing the multiple dimensions that make
up our personhood. Although I have always
known that there is more to me than
ZKDWZDVZULWWHQRQDSLHFHRISDSHUP\
experiences over this summer have made
me aware of how easy it is to be reduced to
WKHVDPHRQHGLPHQVLRQDOLW\DVWKHSLHFHRI
SDSHU,KDQGHGLQWRDQLPPLJUDWLRQRIÀFLDO
or a prospective employer. The challenge
is to reject this reductive identity and allow
one!s multifaceted self to shine through.
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Notes
812'&:RUOG'UXJ5HSRUW
8QLWHG1DWLRQVSXEOLFDWLRQ6DOHV
1R(;, 1LJHULDKDVEHHQ
most frequently cited as the origin of
PHWKDPSKHWDPLQHDVXEVWDQFHPRVW
commonly found in Ecstasy pills.
.HQ\D6RFLDO9HQWXUHV/DVWPRGLÀHG
$FFHVVHG1RYHPEHU
http://www.kenyasocialventures.com/.
.LEHUD8.²7KH*DS<HDU&RPSDQ\
´)DFWVDQG,QIRUPDWLRQµ$FFHVVHG
1RYHPEHUKWWSZZZNLEHUDRUJ
uk/Facts.html.
4. Ibid.
$PLV3KLOLS6TXDWWHUVRU7HQDQWV
7KH&RPPHUFLDOL]DWLRQRI8QDXWKRUL]HG
Housing in Nairobi. World Development
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