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Enacting Community: Death and Funerary Practice in Modern Kenya

This is a study of the cultural forms that dominate and arise from death in post-colonial Kenya. | want to proceed
through textual readings of these forms — autopsies, obituaries, dirges, eulogies, text messaging — and of sites of
burial. At every turn, | will be asking:

— What is the structure of this form?

- What messages does it convey, to whom, and how?

- What contestations are staged or triggered?

- What ethnic or traditional ways are invoked, and how?

- By what means has the form in question been diffused into the arena of national rather than ethnic life?

Because | am dealing with cultural forms as fragments, | will also unpack the dead body itself, as a marker of the
final rite of passage and as a site upon which all kinds of narratives about life are written and rewritten (Musila,
2015; Cohen and Odhiambo, 2004; 1992). What is inscribed on the body, including the (contested) manner of dying,
generates new economies of affection and governance.

My goal is to document and weigh death and funerals as sites of identity and nation formation. The guiding
questions are: what do local practices around death and interment tell us about the kind of people Kenyans are?
What core national values emerge from these practices?
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Dying in the City

Is Nairobi, the capital city of Kenya, a metaphor for death? What kinds of death are evoked in the city's
historiography, in literary productions, and in the parallels frequently drawn between between living in Nairobi and
dying? Who is served by these associations of loss, and in what ways?

Some of these associations are amplified in the death and funeral announcements that are posted in the daily press.
| read these announcements as more than a “journalistic genre in the print media” (Stein and Burnett, 2006). They
constitute a literary genre, and | will demonstrate their poetic language of (dis)closures that has evolved over the
decades of modernity. My talk will also illustrate instances when the work of these announcements overwrites
authorial intention. Indeed, the contestations, othering, mimicry, and mapping arising from death and funeral
announcements point to a cultural hybridity that echoes and at the same time negates the colonial present.

Finally, I look at the politics of Nairobi as a final resting place by outlining some of the practices that make
interment at Lang’ata Cemetery a hazardous affair. These practices spark national debates about interment, but
they also further colonial mapping and feed local narratives of identity and belonging.
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