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Socua! Networks of
Moblle Money in Kenya

SIBEL KUSIMBA GABRIEL KUNYU AND ELlZABETH GROSS

i lntroductlon

SIS In 2010 among a. K15u polygynous famﬂy in. Kenya, the: oldest son used
+ SMS:messaging to organize a payment schedule among twenty-two sib-
" lings and half siblings for a father’s prostate operation, which amounted

to close to 300,000 Kenyan shillings (KES) (US'$3000). Each. child was ex-
;pected to.give atlevels 0f 30,000 shillings (US $300), 20,000 (USS. 200) and

~ - .s0°on. A sister in her late twenties:named ]uha explains:

) ]ulm So now those Who are able they w111 pay 30 000, then they came to

20,000,710, 000, 5, 000, 2,000; and1,000. That ‘was the Teast. Those wWho are’
"*“Tooking for a job, they were told'at least to'look for'1, 000 (US $10) and see
- that'they-have’ apprec:ated to contnbute ’

“ " Sibel Kusimba: Your s1sters in'thé United States how d_1d you estlmate theu‘ '
- 'contnbuuon ‘what. dld you deade7 B

i ]ulza They were the ones glven the hlghest of 30 000

- > fjuha went'on ‘to. explam that her brother:would use M-PESA, a: mobile-
' money service'based.on text messaging; and a visit to-Western Union to

gather the eontributions of hlS 51b11ngs Who live throughout Kenya and
the United States:

- Im Kenya: today, use of moblle phones and mobﬂe-money services:is

creating new forms of social'and communal life. Mobile:money systems,

such-as Safaricom’s- M-PESA money-sending service {Omwansa and-Sulli-
van 2012), allow people to send money to friends and family securely-and

.cheaply-using mobile phone text messages. Using mobile money enables

people'to share resources and smooth urnieven incomes (Suri et al. 2012).
New forms of social interaction-around-mobile money recast long-stand-
ing traditions of reciprocity and are subject:to cultural-tules and debates;

Ry



. M-PESAin 2007, the government of Kenya reports that there are now more
than' 30 million mobile phones-in this country-of 40 million. people and

in the example just mentioned, the oldest son took a leading role in or-
ganizing his younger siblings’ participation but soon ran up against fault
lines of resentment among half siblings:in-a; polygynous family. o

Kenya might be the only country in. the world where mobile money
has become a part of daily life. Five years after Safaricom first developed

almost 20 million mobile-money accounts. Since May 2011, a Safaricom~
Western. Union partnership allows remittances from forty-three coun-
tries to the telephone handsets of M-PESA subscribers.

The purpose of this research is to-examine cultural practices in the use
of mobile money in Kenya, especially how remittances circulate in social

networks and construct social relationships. Although mobile moneyhas

been implemented in Kenya and elsewhere in the hopes of financial in-
clusion and provision of banking services to the unbanked (Maurer 2012),
most users in ' western-Kenya utilize mobile money to access. their social
networks of friends and relatives. -Although mobile-money technology is
designed for person-to-person transfers, it is more accurately a tool ofiin- '
dividuals who see themselves as parts of groups or.collectivities, whether these be
savings groups, groups of siblings and cousins, or extended families who
amass contributions for-public ceremonies. Sending and receiving mo-
bile money is a part of a culture of entrustment (Shipton 2007) whereby
people save through others, conmbutmg to what effectively is a pool of
resources. Mobile money strengthens and. makes visible the ties among
siblings, their mothers, and mothers’ relatives in these patrilineal societ-
ies, revealing through “uterine kinship” (Wolf 1972) a support network of
women and their children. These networks inspire qliestions about the
relationship between mobile money and gendered flows of other forms
of value. - R

Research reported here was conducted in the summer of 2012 in Bun-
goma and Trans-Nzoia Counties in Kenya, specifically the urban centers
and agricultural hinterlands.of Bungoma, Kitale; and Kimilili towns and
in Naitiri market, a rural community. The region is Kenya’s agriculturally
productive and densely populated “breadbasket.” About 80 percent of the

residents are still rural farmers, although growing urban centers have im- -

portant business communities and the civil service employs teachers and

other government employees: Ethnically Bungoma County is dominated -

by the Luhya peoples, especially the Bukusu subgroup, although many
other communities, including the Kikuyu, Luo, and Asian .communities,
participated. The research: employed participant observation, research in-
terviews, and survey questionnaires with more than three hundred Ken-
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yans in and - around the towns. and agricultural hlnterlands of Kimilili, |
Kitale, and Bungoma in western Kenya and:the- agricultural villages of
Naitiri, a farming community about 60 kilometers (40-miles) northwest
of Kitale in 'western Kenya. We also interviewed and collected: question-

naire data from: the United Kenyans of CthB.O'O and ﬂ1e Kenyan Women’s

Support Group SRV . : : ‘

' Mobil_e : Phone,"B-anking ‘and Airtime‘ .-inv Daily»-‘Lif'e

Safarlcorn § initial-success with mobﬂe—money transfer has spurred the
interests--of development economists; governments, and organizations
rn ‘harnessing mobile: phone technology: for the- purposes: of “financial -
inclusion” ofunbanked'persons in developing settings (Donovan 2012).
~Mobile-money stakeholders such as development. banks, “development
NGOs, and telecommunications companies have sought individual and-
female economic-betterment through electronic money sending and:pay-
ment services—the “Empowerment Story” (Maurer 2012). Safaricom:and
other compames shave also-developed other financial services for mobile
phones. These include: phone-to-bank money transfers; ‘savings. -mecha-
nisms such as mobile wallets or links to savings accounts, insurance,;bill
payment directly to utilities, companies:and schools, pay-as-you-go' solar
power, and microloans. Most recently; a-service called M:Shwari ‘began:
offering mobile: phone-based savings-accounts and microloans in 2012..
The hope of many-mobile-money stakeholders in the private: sector and -
in.developmenit organizations’is to.go beyond money: sending to prov1de
financial inclusion through -bank-like or bank-lite services in a counUy
where at least 60 percent of adults are uribanked. - ' .
--Does mobile money serve financial:inclusion? Out surveys in Western
Kenya show that-a small number of Kenyans émploy mobﬂe—money SeT- .
vices for diverse: financial -practices: such as bank account: access or di-
rect payments to utilities orschools. Tn the Naitiri Village, where most
people are subsistence. farmers, we found only1 to 2° percent: of people L
have'bankaccounts. In'Bungoma and Kimilili, where up to half of; respon—
dents report income to supplement or replace farming, from § percent *
of people had: bank accounts. Most Kenyans explained that they:did not

“have enough money to' establish bank accounts, which are still. seemas.

places to'put large amounts of’ money not needed in daily life. Many were

-aware of prohibitive account fees. Our‘team found that at least 75 percent -

of transactions ‘are used to send money to friends and relatives. Rather
than using a mobile-phone-as an electronic Walletor bank liaison, people. -
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cash in and out quite quickly, and they purchase e-money in anticipation
of sending, usually to:a-friend or relative. Johnson, Brown, and Fouillet.

(2012), working in Kenya’s Central Province, found that on-average users . -

reported they kept-about 300 KES:(about US$4) on their phones.

Five years after the introduction of M-PESA, mobile money’s persistent:

~ iromyis its use in strengthening traditional economic support networks —
friends and family —rather than its application to formal financial in-
clusion. The real “inclusion” twenty-first-century information:and com-

munication technologies (ICTs) provide is into-a culture: of entrustment

(Shipton 2007) that: is surely centuries old: In western Kenya men and
‘women participate:in. frequent-borrowing -and lending of value in ev-

eryday and ceremonial contexts. Through these exchanges, value‘that-is -~
both economic and social is stored or saved through gifts to:others untilit -

is repaid at an unspecified time in the future — oftenin a different-form or

value. Inpractices of entrustment, ownership-is.a kind of temporary cus- - e

tody of wealth that circulates-over time. In spite of an ethic-of Feciprocity,

relationships are not equal ~rights, .obligations, and expectations of kin .

roles historically depended on seniority:(especially’ among siblings), gen-
-eration, and gender. Today prestige and-its attendant responsibilities to

carry others can also come from employment, education, assets, and'ur-
ban or international migration. The use of mobile money in this.culture . .

of entrustment has a diversity of uses, including emergency or medical

assistance, household consumption, school fees, investments, and contri-

butions to savings groups, coming-of-age ceremonies, and funerals. -
Effectively, mobile money circulates among individuals who see them-

selves ‘as connected to -extended - families, savings groups,..and -other . f
collectivities. Examples include ‘groups:of siblings 'who: contribute:to-a’

parent’s medical needs or to school fees for nieces and nephews; savmgs

groups of neighbors, relatives, and coworkers; and extended families and - -

communities who contribute at-large ceremonies. Funerals and. coming-

of-age:ceremonies amass contributions from hundreds.oreven thousands . .-
of people. The 2010 coming-of-age ceremony for one young man amassed.

livestock, gifts of blankets:and: clothing, ‘contributions’ for-a- feast, and

‘mobilemoney glfts of 85,000 KBS (about US$LOOO) ‘enough-for his sec-

-ondary school fees.

.Financiat mclusmu and empowerment narratives- seem: to mmiss the

mark on the fundamental importance. of collectivities of people‘to the

use of mobile money. Indeed, mobile-money.systems ‘were designed.for - _
person-to-person transfers, although they were. avidly used by savings ..

groups and by triads and collectivities to collect and pool funds. Further

more the mobile phone handset allows: people to make personal.and pri-
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vate decisions about saving,:‘ sending,-or-cashing out-:mobﬂe:money,.aahd R

toreceive money directly and privately— features that are valued but:that -

~may produce conflict in African- settings {Archambault 2013; Horst'and. -

Miller 2006;:Kriemt2009; Mclntosh:2010). We must turn to mobile com-
munication and a:study of'social networks to. understand the puhhc and- )
pnvate spheres of relmttances Ce e s

-Mobile Money Is a-Part’ofiM‘ohil’e..Communication S

Inits-primary use to send remittances, mobile money is profitably-under-

stood not as “banking” but as an adjunct to the mobile phone:as:a social. °

tool. First, consider 'mobile communication: it creates new kinds of rela- . -

tionships in a variety of cultural settings. In Kenya, as in many places and -
cultures; ‘cellular phones ‘strengthen - close and intimate relationships, -
reach new connections; and help-coordinate and plan the experiericé.of
time (Ling 2008; Shruny et al. 2011). Mobile:communication creates an “ab- -

‘sent presence” (Gergen 2002) and organizes community from: moment to.
moment-among a-dispersed; transient, yet intimately bonded sphere of - -

close contacts (Gergen 2010). Creative practices of mobile-communication

. -shape new’communities’and'social bonds in Kenya and other societies - :
(Hoflich- and Hartmann 2006): For ‘example, airtime’ gifts playfully: en-

hance the intimacy of close relationships'among Kenyan college students
(Kusimba et 4l: 2'013)' ‘Mobile technologies further individual privacyand.
agency, which are partlcularly appreaated but also: potentla]ly dangerous

" in African: settings.

Mobﬂe remlttances strengthen the I‘elathDShlpS of moblle commu—

- nication. Anthropologlsts have long commented on’ the. 1mportance of -
‘economic transactions in Africa in'the creation of social relatlonshlps Re-

mittances are a-performance of kinship:and friendship roles in many cul:

“tures, butm some AfTican settmgs they actually create social relatlonshlps

.[In East Africa] matenal Uansactlons have 1ong been con31dered very Im;

" .. ;.portant to-the creation of interpersonal relationships... ... In contrast with

. the Western attitude that the emotional component in mterpersonal rela-._,
. tions is more mlportant than any transfer of material goods involyed. (the S
latter “being’ thought of as somethmg madental) ‘Africans are frankly and
' du-ectly concerned-with the material transfer itself as mdlcatlve of the qual-'. ‘

1ty of the relatlonshlp (LeVme, 1973) ‘ i

~That the matenal defines- the: social may eXplam the pers1stence of

bndewealth, the importance of children in marriage, and other pracﬁces.‘ .
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whereby people are equated with value (Guyer 1993). The equivalence of ) f:- S
people-and money is certainly relevant to- the enthusiasm. for: e-money-
remittances among Kenyans; who will actually send a-remittance in lieu

of attending a- wedding or‘funeral. That valué that:makes télationships
“real” also explains the importance of remittances. For urban: migrants.
from western Kenya in the 1960s, bringing or.sending money home was
often more important-than physical presence in preserving relationships
(Ross and Weisner 1977).-In our study, a 62-year-old whose oldest son has
lived in Kansas for. twelve.years described his:ongoing presence in:her.

life; insisting that “he is very usefuil around here — Very useful ‘He bought o

me a gas.cooker ... ..and pays my workers.”, :

~ By constltunng an intimate sphere, the mobﬂe connection. may. ex- -

clude others (Gergen.2010), as anyone who has-been physically present

but outside a mobile phone conversation can-attest. Kenyan popular cul--

ture frequently satirizes the uncomfortable effects of mobile money soci-
ality — disruption-and exclusion. In-a Safaricem television advertisement,
a businessman appears to furtively sweet-talk several women: via mobile
while his secretary-looks.on suspiciously; the females.are revealed to be
egg-laying hens on his rural farm, . o ‘

In western Kenya people relate to and understand moblle Toney: for
its social effects, which empower individuals to both create sociality and
disrupt it. A woman farmer in her fifies had- little to say.about mobile
money. as.an- econpomic .or ‘financial tool.-Instead, she .passionately re-

proached. the service M-PESA for drsruptlng relattonshlps through inap-

propriate connections:

Mostly marriages are breakmg with. tJ:us service, A man may send 1000.
) without you noticing. . ., There is a bond that beglns when you-have sent .
the1 ,000t0 the other lady It goes on until the marnage breaks I w15h it
‘would be just for women. Or sometithes the SMS may get in; you find and
" say a-certain amount has been sent to'so ‘and ‘so. If you tried to inquire,
that person is not related to him, not:sister or cousm how ¢ome you send :
money to her? It is rea]ly destroylng marnages :

That mobile money is primarily social rather than economic in pur- .

pose has important implications for development ICTs are rapidly diver-
sifying and blurring the uses and meanings of telephones and computers
in a variety of settings (Donner 2010). Many of these dwerse uses are not
instrumental but social or for pleasure or entertainment; a mere holistic

“capabilities” emphasis on personal value can better describe and under-
stand. peoples’ engagement with these technologies: (Rangaswamy and
Cutrell 2013; Sen 1999). .. :
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Bltter Moblle Money and Margmal Gams

The culture of entrustment isnot w1thout its: burdens Part of the way: 1n

~ which: people partieipate and shape! mobﬂe-money networksismot just in '
~* + the maintenance:-orforging of connections but in the avoidance or refusal

of ties. People use a variety of strategies to avoid the redistributive pres-

 sures of friends and relatives. Kenyaiis:often have more than one phone”
or phones-with multiple SIM.card-address:books as a. ‘way.of. managmg‘;_' -
types.of connections:or-types of requests: To aveid.a call ‘or:.connection, -

peoplewill hide a: phone refuse to-answer it turn it-off; dlSCOIltlIlIle their .
M-PESA registration, or feign havinglost or misplaced a phone when'the
contactin-question appears or finds them later on. One- awkward Ineeting
involved-a claim. that one’s:phone had fallen down the outhouse. On:the
international level: espec1a11y, stay-behind relatives experience fear: when .
they think their relations.abroad:have “become lost,” -which occurs when
they no longer-make contact or respond to phorne or email messages: Ex-
cessive pressure to Temit was thought to-lead to- “becoming lost;”which -
can be countered by offering emotional support; starting a business for
the relative, or'building the relative.a hiouse on the famﬂy land asa sym—
bol of belonging (see also. Horst 2011). «

- “Nowhere to hide™and: “Itis-a-curse more than a blessmg are some of

the sardonicidioms one hears:about mobile money’s rélentless demands.
Part of this ambivalence reflects the burden of dealing with: requests from
friends and relatives and the. sense that. people s-affections have - bécome o
monetized. Should one travel. home or 'send:the money one ‘would use
on transport to ene’s mother or brother? The ambivalence. also emerges -

out.of frustrated desires to make tangible and significant mvestments in-

the future: “the gift that keeps.on giving.” ‘Bitter Money. (Sh1pton 1989).de- . -
scribed East»LAfncans mistrust of cash and capitalism in the early 1980s..
The bltterness of e-money is:the conflict itcreates-between personal -
and collective; between-spending and saving. Many people avoid storing -
money-on their phones; feeling that-it leads to excessive purchases OF. .
capitulations to requests. Several people ‘with bank accounts preferred
to:transfer money off their phones.and-into-théir bank accounts asoften
as.possible; in spite of the significant fees.fot such: transfers.-A dentist in
Kimilili earns about 2,000 KES: aday —although he receives 51°mﬁcant
addlnonal income from other sources —which he transfers into his'bank
account at the end of each day at a cost of:almost: one US dollar for each
transaction. Most people explained tous'that they keep: very little money
on their phones duetothe temptat10n to cashit out and to respond to the -
many remittance requests they receivel -



In the face of the ubiquitous circulation of .mobile moxney, anothér .
level of creative practice seeks to turn the culture of entrustment to one’s .
advantage —that of using exchanges of different kinds of value to extract - = **
a small profit or “marginal gain”. (Guyer 2004)* Unequal exchanges-of - .-
value between mobile:money and otherkinds of currency or value—such -
as cash, airtime, and even their own persons in terms of their presence at’
family meetings or-ceremonies — offer marginal gains. - ; : :

The practice of airtime gifting: can illustrate the concept Kenyans g0

to great lengths to-conserve their -own airtime: many keep very little

airtime -on their phones regardless of economic station and grudgingly s

“top up” in small- amounts of five to fifty shillings. Flashing (the caller

hangs up after a few rings, saying “call me” without using airtime) can = = - |
spur others with the appropriate social positien-or gender to pay-for the

call whenever possible (Donner 2007).. Conserving: airtime. is also accom:
plished through short conversations with abrupt hellos and no goodbyes.
Paradoxically, even as people seek to conserve their own airtime, they
are avid senders of airtime gifts. A modest airtime gift is convertedinto.a
brief phone call to the sender, thereby rekindling a friendship or.connec-
tion. Safaricom’s advertising uses the image of a sliced cake to-encourage
people to use its Sambaza (Kiswahili: to spread) menu-item to “Send air-

time to friends and family!” Two internet:advertisements aimed at-Ken- .

yans in the United States encourage them to “Send airtime to friends and

family back home” and to “Surprise’loved ones in Kenya: Recharge their

mobile —fast and easy transfer!” The transformation. of monetarily smalt
amounts of airtime into valuable sociality and a preference for the gifi-
ing of airtime — and-extracting greater soclal value at no-extra cost—are,
exainples-of marginal gains. ‘

The'most entrepreneurial users will Juggle themany reglsters of vatue
to their advantage (Guyer-1993) — using marginal gains.to- lower the mon-
etary costs of social networks while still staking their claim to the culture
of entrustment. Wafula, a 50-year-old Nairobi resident, explained that-at
his age, he is reaching a high point of remittance demands; as nieces and
nephews seek school fees and job placement and as elderly folk continue
to need support. He explained that -he has a “system” for-dealing with
celebrations. He explained how it worked during the 2012 circumcision
of his nephew (who-would refer to him as “father”), a ceremony that
in 'western Kenya still draws. hundreds -or even thousands -of ‘attendees
whose money and livestock gifts benefit the boy and his family:

As the day approached I refused my hrother’s.‘calls .and‘those of my sister;
in-Jaw. I just kept quiet. I missed the whole thing. But then during the pass--

\%7

:. ing out [which took-place three weeks later]. I.called my sister<in-law a few.
. -days before that. I asked her-to prepare a shopping list of everything that

would be needed for thatmeal. She sent me an SMS with the list that came

. to 6,000 shillings. 1sent her that (v1a M-PESA). So-there was a big feast, ‘and .

s ~‘that, 6 000- pa1d for everythmg My brother called me to say thank you.

By refusing to attend the ceremony Waflﬂa saved hlmself as much as

. 20,000 KES; avoiding the cost of transport and numerous requests: for as- -
. sistance before and durmg an event attended by several hundred people.- -

He is expected to give ‘money to older*women for their * ‘sugar”; many

* will need transport back home; churches will request donauons money .
~'will inevitably be: short for food, the boy’s medical costs, and so on. Wa-

fula explained that his “system™ allows him to extract maXJmum,socral_
capital with minimum expenditure. Initiating the ¢all during the passing = -

- out and allowing his sister-in-law to set the price of the remittance makes -
- him appear infinitely generous, even as his own estimates, he explained,

would end up too high: for the actial cost of groceries in the rural areas.
All the attendees acknowledged has contnbutron of a: pubhc and shared
feast. o

" Mobile money func’tions cannot be se_parated from the -prjmarily social
functions of the telephone of which they are-a ‘part: The' conversion- of
the economic into the social and back again is one of the most w1de1y :

o appreciated functions of mobile phones and mobile money, and : seems

to be aimed at individaal advantage Through the creative use of mo-
bile phones social networks, and remittances; cobbled together into ‘a

system, i individuals extract margmal gams as they convert and balance' :
their soaal and econom1c capital. Such conversions clearly have develop—
mént 1mpacts as. people seek to keep more value for themselves and as
ceremonies create more geographically dlspersed ‘and perhaps 1ess emo-_
tLonally engaged networks of contn'butors -

Social Networks -~

We use a soc1al network perspecnve to examine how people are’ con—
nected to others through mobﬂe money transfers and how people’s po-

sitions within social networks may influence their remittance dec131ons o

A social network consists of a set of actors or nodes— in. this'case’ mdl—, .
viduals -—and the relatlons or a tie between them —in this case flows of -
moblle money transactions (Wasserman and Faust 1994). One’ approach ’
to understandmg how md1v1duals create ues argues that mdlvrduals seek
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connections to maximize: social capital, or “the sum of reésources, actual
orvirtual, that accrue to an:individual or group by virtue of possessing a
durable network . . . of mutual acquairnitance” (Bourdieu 1985: 248).:Sim-

ply put, social capital is about -séékiﬁg;advaii"gagé for ‘oneself or others
(Burt 2005). Individuals and groups maximize the benefit of their posi- .

tions within groups, which shapes the social network, , o

Remittance: ﬂows‘m_odel_ed as networks can reveal the density-and pat-
terns of social connections and document the lpot'e_ntial for social capital
associated with particular-places in the social network. Two patterns in

social networks imply social capital: closure and brokerage (Burt 2005).

The more connections exist among a.group of individuals, the:more clo-
sure in the group. Groups of densely connected individuals are effective at

distributing resources and information; evening out inequalities among

the individuals concerned. These dense groups-often represent the main-
tenance and strengthening of close ties (Lin 1998). Lo

- The second form of social capital in networks is.brokerage. Weak con-
nections —few ties —between groups are “holes” in the social structure.
An individual whose network spans or connects the holes can broker

flows of information or resources from one group to.another, bringing

~ information or resources across groups (Burt 2005; Lin 1999). -

v Social—network drawings were created for several families who send

and receive mobile money by interviewing between three and ten indi-

viduals connected by mobile-money transfers. Each individual was asked
to naine relatives to-whom they had sent and receivg:dlmoney in the pas‘E
year. Most individuals quickly named. between five and .n;ine.individua_ls.
Whenever pos‘s‘ible, the ‘individuéls‘.named“ by. the first individua_l were
contacted and the same questionnaire filled out, which resulted in the
network diagrams that follow. Ihtere§ﬁng1y,, -Several_ interviews the re-
search team had with siblings demonstrated-that many people in a group
are aware of ties among their friends and connections; that is, they know
quite a bit about who is sending money to whom within their close group
of contacts. The resulting matrices were entered into-the program R for
the drawing of social networks. . e L ‘

For each individual, a list of persons they send money to and receive
it from the most—in the past year—was collected. Figure 81 below al-
lows us to examine the relationship between kinship and the sending
and receiving of money. This polygynous family included twelve wives al-
together, of which five (représented by large white circles). aré part of the
connections named by our ten interviewees. One Wife (light gray circle)

and her nine children form a dense network at the center of this diagram
along with their children and in some cases their spouses. Certain indi-

\aq

Figure 8.1.*The Bungoma Family 1 network is based on.cousin, sibling, and- . :
maternal ties. It is centered:on a woman: (light-gray circle) and her nine :
children (squares).and their children (triangles), with paths to four co-wives -
(white circles) and their children. Connections to fathers and paternal tncles:

are rare or absent; instead, men are mothers’ brothers, brothers. or cousins.” . -

viduals are important bridges to other co-wives and their children and
grandchildren. e e T c T
Counting the types of ldh‘relé.tiqjishiﬁs that form paths in Bungoma -
Family1 al_loyvs‘i‘ls‘tof'see what kind?ézof kin relationships are especially
associated with mobile-money transfers as drawn in figure 8.1. Cousin,’
brother, and sister relationships-are ‘especially common means through
which people send and Treceive mobile moriey. The preponderance-of

* cousin ties is especially interesting, as in most kinship systems inEast

Africa there'is no commonly used word for cousin, the term “brother” or
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“sister” instead being used. Mdst:informants explained that when broth-

ers and sisters have a close relationship; their children will havea close re- -

lationship in'which fio distiriction between siblings and cousins is made,
Relatively rare bridges exist between the dense networks of support
-created by the children of one mother. Mothers are more central than
fathers, who are often ndt‘i"xllai]‘léd in-questionnaires at all. Brothers, sis-
ters, cousins, -and occasionally half siblings-are all connected-through the

bonds of mobile money. Sibling ties, maternal ties, and in some cases .

cousin ties are the most important kin relationships, while marriage and
in-law ties are relatively rare.. ' ’ '

Ties in Bungoma Family 2 conne_ct'siblipgs ?to the children ,‘ of these
siblings and to their parents: Note that the-dense group of three sisters

and a brother form the basis of a clique: connecting their children, and

that they also connect to. their three brothers and in turn to these three
brothers’ wives and children (figure 8.2; table 8:1). Finally, several patri-

Figure 8.2. In Bungoma Family 2;: significantasset and income inequality exists
among seven siblings (in white). Three sisters and a'brother are part of a.dense
network of frequent ties (center), giving individuals several pathways to share
resources. Paths connect them to three:other brothers and thejr wives and
children (on right side of the drawing) and to a sibling’s husband and his
relatives (left'side). . . R S

' Mobile Money Transactions in Bungoma Family 2 -

| Number of Female Tiestoa... _Number of Male Tiestoa.... . |

‘ brother .. .. ... . -L.17 |cousin - .- R o
“son 127 - | 'prother : e e
cousin "9 | sister. B o s

g v.'mot‘h“err e . 8. . maternal aunt . 1 9,
nephew .7 .| nephew C 8
daughter "6 | wife 8
brotherinlaw 5| 'maternal uncle LT
_maternal aunt - 5 | 'mother 7"
sister | 5 ~miece- ‘ e
husband - 4 | sisterindaw - 4
niece’ 4 'othe_tr v - o . 39
uncle. 4 o
other’: " 28
Total Femalé-Sent MM Ties' 114 | Total Male-Sent MM Ties 139

iqi

Table 8.1.. Relationships of Receivers to Senders in Bungoma Family 2

_ linealandim_-lawﬁes;connect the central grbup to one:sister’s husband’s

family on the left side of the diagram. In field interviews, one of the three
sisters” sons explained that he sees his patrilineal relatives at funerals but
that the men who have helped him with fees and. other investments in
his future have been his mother’s. brothers: Three brothers dre bridges
in this network; »spanningftheiclosed"gf(jup's"» of their three sisters and =~
brother with that of their own wives and children. -~ "
The Naitri. family includes -as: its ‘matriéaj;ch ‘a 67year-old. farmer,
mother of eight, and grandméther of fortyfour: In the network; she is a
bridge connecting her network of children and grandchildren, including
her sons- and daughters-indaw, to family of her deceased sister’s. oldest
daughter, whe.in turn is connected through ‘money transfers to her sis- -

- ters and their children (figure 8.3). 'H‘e"r'»lietwork also Teceives interna- .

tional remittances from two individuals in the United States. :
In fact, the children of the two sisters m Naitiri Family have created -

a family association to collect school fees for the- children and grand-

children of this pair of sisters. At the deteased sister’s funeral (a type of
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event when-socdal groups and generations:often reconstitute themselves,

and when discord is displayed-and asstiaged), the children of these two
women, who live in N311J1'1K1m111]1 Chicago, and Nairobi, discu_ss‘_etda_t;]:te‘
high cost-of -education. __Ori the spot,-they formed a credit and’ savings

.group in‘which each of them agreed to-contribute 1,000 rshﬂlings-a,mOnth o
to a common savings account from which school fees would be paid on a .
Totating basis. The members meet once a month for a meal, where they .
also contribute 1,000-KES each toward a‘banked fund for school fees.
Mobile-money services are used by.some .at the meeting to-send mobile
.money to the treasurer; from Chicago, a daughter uses Western Union.

:Figure 8.3. Naitiri Famlly isbased ini Naltm, Nairobi, and ijcago;'A.§74year L
old grandmother (triangle) is-a broker (Stovel and Shaw 2012) connecting her
children (pentagons), daughters-in-law, and grandchildren (dark gray) to her

deceased sister’s oldest daughter (light gray circle), her children (squares), and’ " -

her other siblings (light gray circles). Her son and her daughter in-Chicago are
embedded within her network-and send remittances via Western Union; scme-
times directly to their relatives’ M-PESA accounts, . ' :

193

| The three families mapped here: show-important similarities.in terms of
. . structure and types of ties:'All show-an emphasis on maternal and sibling
.. ties: Sets of 'siblings show “closure”: or dense tHes and include-mothers

and their childrén. In many of these families, certain. indix'riduals_‘ have.

. 'regular, salaries or income from farming; shops, orvrentalfhousing,.whﬂ”e.
.. .others do-not. Mobile-money circulations sexrve as an equalizing mecha-

nism whereby individuals have a greater number of potential ties'orlinks -

" through which they can access the wealth of a family. In both Bungoma
.. family networks; matrilineal kin create- dense networks: of closure.: Al-
.+ 'though patrilineal and ‘indaw.ties are rare, they are important; as weak
' ties often-are, in filling structural holes. Weak ties over bridges move re--
© Sources into and out of tightly connected groups and bring new resources
" into groups. In:Bungoma Family 1. these bridges. are betweeir half sib-

lings; in Bungoma Family 2, bridges are in-law and- patrilineal ties: Naitiri -

Family is predominantly made up of matrilineal ties. RRARRETE
-+ Anthropologist Margery Wolf; in patrilineal Taiwan in the late 1950s,

- described how-women in patrilineal societies build their-own social net-

works based on establishing ﬁe;s- to friel;ds, siblifags, and Chﬂdr’en, which
she called “uterine kinship” (Wolf 1972). Uterine kinship often exists out-
side the, public, patrilineal sphere and describes flexible and petrsonal

mother- and,"sib]jngfcenteréd. Hes. At marriage, a young woman. newly

moved in toherhusband’s community creates her own social ties through
ﬁiendshi’p,ithroughzher"chﬂdren; and through preservation of ties ‘to‘her
own'siblings, particularly -her"ijrothers. Uterine kinship involves both
men and women equally, through ties among siblings to mothers and .

mothers’ relatives; " e e
The mobile-money networks’ emphasis on uterine kinship is.in.con- -
trast to the ties of patrilineal kinship that have a high profile at. public
events. At coming-of-age ceremonies, young men are officially welcotned
as:adults into a circle of patrilineal kin: Patrilineal ties -are'.’sﬁll‘?thei basis
of systems of inheritance and rights to-land and other value in'Western -
Kenya (Nasimiyu 1997). Cellilar: phones-and mobile money restore the
relationships of uterine kinship and, in so doing; disrupt relaﬁbn‘ships of
marriage and affinal ties: Among thirty-three women: farmersin the rural’
outskirts of Kitale town, the privacy, sectecy, and autonomy ofmobile -
money was used to strengthen friendship and kinship ties ‘with blood
relatives at'the expense of spouses and affiries. These wommen hide‘morney -
from husbands and privately send money to theirmothers and sistersto
educate nieces and nephews: The common’ occurrence of teenage preg- |
nancy-means. role overload for'maternal grandmothers as their daugh- -
ters” husbands reject children not biologically their own: (Kilbride amnd. .



Kilbride 1997); women leverage uterine 1cinship to support their-children

- -or grandchildren born before marriage. In-many families, especially Bun-

goma Family'2 above, the greater part of remittances: to mothers is used
to.support illegitimate children.. . ‘ '

.Polygyhous-marriage networks like Bungoma Famﬂy 1 are rapldly frag— :
menting into networks: like Bungoma Family 2 that develop-around:sib- .

lings. Historically, half siblings shared several “mothers” and-were brought
together by rights of residency; inheritance, and seniority (Wagner 1975):
In Bungoma Family 1, halfsibling and co-mother ties are relatively rare;

but this is because weak ties-connect the central clique to' co-wives and .

half siblings-(figure 8.1). More comimonly today, polygynous marriage is
contested or practiced secretly (Kilbride et al. 2000), and the oldest son or

simakulu often provides economic support when a father has moved on.”

The absence of fathers-and husbands is a feature of both Bungoma fam-
ilies, but particular resentment seems to exclude the:polygynous father
from remittance networks. A Kisii woman in her late twenties working

as a secretary described her ambrvalence about remitting to her 1]1 father: k

My father had four wives. Mother is number two. We are twenty -two alto—_
: gether In our family the co-wives did not work togéther. They .are ‘not on
- good terms. In our family we were sidelined” by our father; It was my mom
" who used to support us with her farming. My father could support-the last
- two families. So us, we were dependent:on-our mother until our firstborn
- ‘brother; second in the family, joined the university and started paying our .
. school fees with the university boom. ... . He [Father] wasunfair-to. us. Since ..
we were his chﬂdren we; didn’ 't take it kmdly Somenmes there is an occa-,
sion~1ight now Dad is on treatment. He needs that. support When you call
people to come together . . . we are so bitter. You get called. So now, ‘we are :
called upon .. you get S0 bitter. He dldn t help us. SR

The: centrahty of womer in their moblle-money networks of chﬂdren
and matrilineal kin could empirically support the gendered “Empower-

ment Story” (Maurer 2012). Social networksdo demonstrate the social

capital of certain women. Mothers are often visible in network drawings
as receiving many- ties from others (figures 81, 8.2, and 8.3): In: Naitiri
Family, a grandmother brokers a structural hole;.connecting resources
from her network, which includes large international remittances, with
that.of her sister’s children.. - o

Both women and men leverage the socral and economic capital of uter-
ine kin. However, the secret and illicit nature of these ties challenges the
“Empowerment Story.” Uterine kinship ties-are more likely to-be:secret
and illicit, disrupting the public and often patrilineal sphere, particularly
when it supports illegitimate children. This and. other studies. have found

iqs

that secrecy and.'privacy are salient aspects of women’s phone;usa_ge;,(HasQ

‘ san 2013). Women routinely keep secret phones and SIM cards from their

husbands. In extreme cases husbands prevent women from: accessing
e-money services. For example,.a 45-year-old lady is without an’ identity
card, so she is'dependent on her sister:in Kansas for an-account with
M-PESA. Her-husband destroyed the phone on which she received remit-
tances from-her sister;.and she had to wait for that sister to visit and: buy
her a mew phone, which:she now:hides from him. A second challenge to.

. the Empowerment Story.is the predormnant use-of remittancesto circu-
- late:small transactions for consumption and: emergency use.The average
- remittance among 47 people in Kimilili who reported 155 remnittances in.

the past month was 1,800 KES. (about US$20); in rural Naitiri 25 people-
reported 37 remittances, with-an average value of 700 KES:(US$9). Eth-
nographic data-also:show:that at least one-third of remittances are: sent

- for'what are considered “emergencies,” the-asker bemg stranded: without -

transport, sent-home from school; or falling ill: :

When 1 commented to one woman that she did-not name her hus—
band as an e-money, contact, she clucked in annoyance—and pointed out .
her farm and-chickens, entrusted. to.her by her husband and. mother -in-

law. Her- reaction suggested that Kenyans. themselves view: Ien:uttances o

as'a means of coping rather than true economic “empowerment” - what
a-47-year-old father described: as “a gift: that keeps on giving:: land and
healthy animals..... or a.rental house. ... where it gives me somethmg
every month.” A successful dentistin Kmnhh town is nevertheless detet-. -

mined-to develop farmland he inherited from his father: He: explamed

“With a-real investment . ... you will never be poor.” The v151b1e and:shar-

able; wealth-building resources that the ‘people. of ‘western: Kenya truly

value—such as-productive farmland; real-estate, or livestock —are. still

Iargely transferred: through mmale mhentance (Budlender and Alma 2011

Nasimiyu 1997);- R B
The uterine lunshlp of mobﬂe IMONey. conveys the. secrecy and mar- -

ginality of ‘connections:to-and through women as distinct: from forms-of o

wealth that are publicly entrusted, socially embedded, and appreciatedon =
symbolic and emotional levels in this patrilineal society. In strengthening

uterine Kinship, then, mobile money may fix these relationships outside " =

of the public sphere or even serve to justify exclusion. The relanonshlp'
between the public and private sphere may hinge on the exchanges be~
tween them made by men, who participate in both the‘uterine and the
public spheres of kinship: Time will-only. tell if mobﬂe—money networks v
will eventually bring “the gifts that keep on glvmor” to: the many Who
seek them in western Kenya.” - £
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Co'nclusion'

Afncans have lorig'been comfortable w1th usmg different forms-and reg-

isters of 'value through their involvement with regional, Indian Ocean, . . '
and European trade networks (Guyer 2004; Kusimba et al. 2005). Mobile - -
money and airtime are the:newest forms.of value —value that ‘can be-of .~

fered in lieu of one’s presence or emotional involvement; and that can

be transformed-one into the other orinto goods, information, social rela- -

tionships, or the emotional effect of connecting to a loved one: Traditions

of entrustment—in which -ownership is a kind of temporary safekeéping -

of wealth that circulates across the passing generations —reflect them-
selves in the new mirror of e<money. Using mobile TONEY IMmeans:storing

or saving value-through its entrustment to rélatives; friends; or savings .
groups on a local, urban-rural; and even transnational scale. By recording

one’s gift in a public ceremony’s record, a claim is staked toward a future
recompense —as Mzee Nathan explained, this gift must be-doubled upon
its return.. As long as Kenyan banks-continue to charge prohibitive fees,
the concept of saving through entrustinent makes a great-deal of sense. -
" Mobile money is an adjunct to.the mobile phone and used'in concert
with the mobile phone. It is.a social and economic tool (Donner 2009},

used to shape: social networks that express. relationships-and the eco- - B

nomic value-of entrustment (Shipton 2007) whereby people lend and bor-
row with others for needs ‘great and small; thereby conttibuting to and
drawing from what is effectively a pool of resources. Mobﬂe-money net-

- works make visible the ties among srbhngs. their mothers, and mothers’

relatives i in patrilineal western Kenya. Matrilineal flows of mobile money
are-often private-and secret. The marginality of ties: ‘through women in-
spires doubts about the fernale betterment assumed bythe Empowerment
Story ~yet they.do-not deny it outright. Mobile cormunication.increases
the redundancy of social networks and provides any mobile-meney sub-
scriber with the possibility of accessing and participating in the culture of
entrustment, which has' after all stood. the test of time-as: real “ﬁnanaal
inclusion.” - !
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