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Abstract 

In Mombasa, Kenya government officials, public figures, NGOs and wananchis (civil society) 

often decry the presence of street children, viewing them as both criminal and therefore as in need of 

discipline and reform, and as limited rights-bearing citizens deserving of education and a ‘work-free’ 

childhood. To address this social concern, charitable children’s institutions (CCIs), operating under the 

Children’s Act (2010) are granted authority by the Government of Kenya to remove and relocate children 

from urban spaces by institutionalizing them under the premise of ‘rehabilitation’. Despite widespread 

critique, the practice of institutionalizing street-connected girls in Mombasa, Kenya remains common, 

with few studies examining the longitudinal and gendered effects of such schemes within the current era 

of rights-based ‘development’.  

With attention to spatial, historical and sociopolitical specificity, I explore the complex, shifting 

and historically-situated relationship between the Wema Centre and the women who, as street-connected 

young girls, became the targets of ‘rehabilitation’ schemes aimed at their own transformation. Situating 

such programmes contextually within colonial histories of power, I use Foucault’s concept of 

‘disciplinary power’ (1979) to unpack the aims and practices of the Wema Centre’s ‘rehabilitation’ 

scheme to analyze how and through what means the Centre desires to transform street-connected girls. In 

reflecting on their experiences of institutionalization, ‘graduates’, who have spent on average 11.2 years 

of their lives institutionalized, recognize various ways in which they have benefited from the CCI’s 

intervention. However, in being confronted with significant challenges that ‘rehabilitation’ does not 

address, they also articulate strong demands for change to the ways in which the Wema Centre operates, 

while continuing to devise their own strategies of managing the difficulties they face on the “outside” and 

upon exiting care.  

In this thesis, I draw together my findings in a way that presents the Wema Centre’s 

‘rehabilitation’ scheme as it both: 1) trains street-connected girls in gendered, useful ways in order to 
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create ‘ideal’ Kenyan women necessary to sustaining the social reproduction of the conditions of 

production within neoliberal patriarchal capitalism, and 2) depoliticizes the conditions in which poverty 

arises by leaving political-economic questions unexamined, allowing the Wema Centre to sustain itself 

within the development apparatus.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

The term, ‘the streets’, is a curious linguistic shorthand that has embedded within it multiple 

spatial, cultural, sociopolitical and economic meanings. What is meant when the term, ‘the streets’, is 

invoked in a given context? Is it the description of a geographical space bound up in claims of ownership; 

a path to transverse or to transport; a site of protest and demonstration; a location where money is 

exchanged and goods are bought and sold; the stage or canvas of an artist’s expression; a proudly touted 

badge of resiliency and survival; an environment distinguishable by the absence of law or perhaps as the 

locus of its enforcement; the infrastructure requiring state involvement to ensure maintenance, cleanliness 

and security? In particular, this work began with the preliminary aim of investigating dominant or 

commonsensical ideas regarding how the streets of the urban coastal city of Mombasa, Kenya are to be 

used, and by whom. To accomplish this I began examining the ways in which, throughout history, 

specific discursive representations have been produced to justify and legitimize interventions targeted at 

the removal and relocation of bodies regarded as ‘incongruous’ to the streets of Mombasa. With this 

premise, I began exploring how particular identities and livelihoods may be excluded or rendered 

marginal to mainstream ideas of how and by whom the streets should be used. In other words and in the 

simplest sense, I asked: whose presence and labour is rendered ‘out of place’ and whose is normalized on 

the streets of Mombasa? 

Beginning in the late nineteenth century, what began as the ‘vagrant child’, and what is now more 

commonly termed, ‘the street child’, has become the intense focal point of such interventions in Kenya. In 

recent history, the combination of the emergence of a universalized conception of childhood based on 

Eurocentric protectionist models that view children in need of the protection and guidance of adults (De 

Boeck and Honwana 2005:3) and the subsequent criminalization of children’s labour which firmly sees 
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street children as occupants of a prohibited (public) space and engaging in income-generating activities 

(Bar-On 1997), has witnessed street children increasingly become the subject of management and control 

through rehabilitation schemes aimed at their own ‘development’. 

The Wema Centre, a charitable children’s institution (CCI) and a registered non-governmental 

organization (NGO), in Mombasa whose broad vision is, “a society where every street child is 

rehabilitated and attached to a family” – will be used as a case study for this research (Wema Centre 

2015:N.P.). The Wema Centre and other CCIs are positioned under the Children’s Act, a piece of 

government legislation first enacted in 2007 and later revised in 2010, as “a home or institution, which 

has been established by a person, corporate or unincorporate, a religious organization or a non-

governmental organization and has been granted approval by the Council to manage a programme for the 

care, protection, rehabilitation or control of children” (2010:33). Founded in 1993, the Wema Centre 

states to have intervened in the lives of upwards of 10,000 street and vulnerable children (2014a:3). 

This introduction chapter is divided into three subsections. First, I explore the changing 

conceptual frameworks for understanding and therefore researching with street children (including how 

they have been defined over time and place, and hence locating my own definition of ‘street-connected 

children’). Secondly, this chapter examines how the production of such knowledge has either translated 

into or has been ignored in various policy interventions - situating the Wema Centre’s practices of 

institutionalization within policy approaches. Lastly, I explain briefly the historical context of Mombasa, 

Kenya as a demographically young, growing, and ethno-religiously diverse urban centre in order to attend 

to the spatial and sociopolitical particularities of this case study. 

 

Refusing categorization: Attempts to define ‘street children’ 

Contemporary definitions of ‘street children’, and the ways in which they are written about both 

within academic and grey literature have been heavily debated and thus vary widely. Early research on 
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“the street child problem” largely studied populations of urban street children residing in Latin American 

cities in the mid-1970s and 1980s (Ennew 2003; Rizzini et al. 1994). Judith Ennew explains that the 

enormous amount of work published at this time from Latin America resulted in the exporting and 

popularizing of definitions and models of ‘the street child’ that did not accurately reflect the experiences 

and self-perceptions of street children in African metropolises (Ennew 2003). This initial research, which 

treated ‘the street child’ as a homogenous category that largely ignored differences across gender, age and 

race, shifted in the 1980s as researchers began to distinguish between different categories of street 

children (Rizzini et al. 1994:61).  

Early UNICEF texts and the academic work of the 1980s made the distinction between children 

‘on’ the streets (i.e. children who maintain close ties to their families and live at home but spend their 

days working on the streets; working children) and children ‘of’ the streets (children who may have 

limited family ties and both live and work on the streets; street children) (Ennew 2003; Rizzini et al. 

1994). This binary categorization has since been critiqued as “a misleading dichotomy” (Aptekar and 

Abebe 1997:479) and “a myth” (Thomas de Benítez 2011:8). Such critiques contend that ‘children on/of 

the street’ terminology wrongfully posits that the two groups are, “distinct from one another, [have] their 

own personality characteristics and [are] found in all cultures” when in reality a variety of what can be 

more accurately described as “environmental” factors influence a child’s movement from the street to 

their home, including, “bad weather, periods of intense police attention, the closing of a program that the 

child was satisfied with or a change in the home environment” (Aptekar and Abebe 1997:479-480). In 

practice, these definitions are also seen to pose the risk of “over-simplifying and compartmentalizing 

policies for children who have multidimensional lives” (Thomas de Benítez 2011:10). 

In the mid-1980s, UNICEF’s ‘Children in Especially Difficult Circumstances’ (CEDC) quickly 

became synonymous with street children. However CEDC also fell under heavy criticism. Fabio Dallape 

contends that despite CEDC encompassing an array of differentially-situated children (i.e. children in war 

and other conflicts, unaccompanied children in disasters, child labourers and children with disabilities), 
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the term lacks a basis in class analysis (1996). Dallape instead, puts forth a notion of four subcategories of 

children of poor families to conceptualize varying “structurally abused children” (1996:284). In African 

contexts, Ennew saw the category of CEDC as increasingly pertinent, but criticizes the term as it presents 

poverty or lack of food security as causes of “difficult circumstances” rather than difficult circumstances 

in their own right – thus ignoring a structural analysis of the conditions of poverty (2003).  

While organizations like Human Rights Watch explain the term ‘street children’ to loosely 

encompass, “the broad spectrum of children for whom the street more than their family has become their 

real home” (1997:2), other researchers and academics have increasingly analyzed, coded and broken 

down the umbrella term of ‘street children’ into more specific parts – categorizing street children by 

gender (e.g. street girls), by livelihood strategy (e.g. parking boys), and by parental relationships to the 

street (e.g. second generation street children). Tatek Abebe (2008), like many others, simply refers to 

‘working children’ in his studies of the livelihood strategies used by poor children in Addis Ababa. 

Similarly, Philip Kilbride, Collette Suda and Enos Njeru in their book, Street Children in Kenya: Voices 

of Children in Search of a Childhood, hold the view that “street children in Kenya [are] best understood 

not so much as ‘street children’ but as members of the working poor in this nation with whom they have 

much in common” (2000:6). Furthermore, despite not gaining quite as much traction as other terms, a few 

researchers have chosen to name the phenomenon, ‘child streetism’ (Bar-On 1997; Ajiboye and Oladiti 

2008) with the aim to delineate, “children in the South who regularly engage in economic activity on 

public terrain” from children in the North who are more commonly termed ‘homeless’, ‘runaways’ or 

‘delinquents’ and thus are associated with different connotations (Bar-On 1997:67).  

With children themselves defying these previously established generalizations, it has since fallen 

out of practice to attempt to produce and employ discrete categories (Panter-Brick 2002:150). There 

cannot be a ‘typical street child’, nor continent-specific ‘African street child’ or gender-specific ‘African 

street girl’. Even within studies that examine gender-based experiences of street girls in Kenya we find 

divergent opinions. In their work with street children in Nairobi, Kilbride et al. (2000) argue that they 
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found similar findings to those of Tobias Hecht’s (1998) work with street children in Brazil, noting that: 

On balance, life in the streets tends to be even harder for girls than for boys, not only because of 
their greater physical vulnerability but also because of social expectations in Brazil about 
girlhood and boyhood…Girlhood is typically more closely circumscribed, more inimical to the 
street, more closely allied to the home (Hecht 1998:20 cited in Kilbride et al. 2000:118). 
 

In a different study that took place in Eldoret, a city in western Kenya, Ayuku et al. (2003) found 

evidence that girls living in the street have “highly supportive emotional and material ties” which 

“contrasts greatly with the male competitiveness of the boys” (114). The authors go on to describe that 

despite close social bonds between street girls, their few numbers in the street may mean that “one or two 

friends lost could have disastrous effects on the[ir] social support” (Ayuku et al. 2003:116). Thus the 

long-standing gendered assumption that street life on the whole is more difficult for girls is called into 

question as there may be particular contexts in which they are precariously better off.  

This paradigm shift occurring at the turn of the twenty-first century was largely owed to the 

contributions by geographers and the emergence of a new school of thought regarding the social studies 

of childhood (Ennew and Swart-Kruger 2003; Thomas de Benítez 2011). Geographers are largely credited 

to have added ideas of time and space into a discourse of street children that was “previously dominated 

by dysfunction, pathology and psychological breakdown” (Ennew and Swart-Kruger 2003:82), while the 

new social studies of childhood began conceptualizing children not as a clearly defined, homogenous 

population but as socially constructed; and not as passive victims or deviants, but as ‘agents’ and capable 

social actors (Thomas de Benítez 2011:8).  

Due to this shift, new attempts to capture the diversity of children’s situations and experiences 

emphasize ‘street-connectedness’ or ‘children in street situations’ (CSS). This new language identifies 

children as social actors, with the street playing a key role or central reference point in their relationships, 

identity formation and livelihood opportunities (Aptekar and Stoecklin 2014; McEvoy et al. 2013; 

Oppong Asante et al. 2014; Strobbe et al. 2013; Thomas de Benítez 2011). Lewis Aptekar and Daniel 

Stoecklin explain their preference for using the term CSS from the desire to demonstrate that, “…the 
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problem is not just with the children, it is also with the situations they face. The child ‘in a street 

situation’ is a social actor, actively adapting his/her behaviour to the social context, by making use of 

what we call instrumental resources (activities, time, space) as well as symbolic ones (norms and values, 

relations, image of self, motivation, gender)” (2014:1). For example, in a study carried out at a garbage 

dump in Eldoret, street-connected children who worked at the site described how they dressed in 

particular ways when visiting a local hospital in order to pass as needy and therefore receive medical 

treatment – demonstrating how they negotiated their identities using both instrumental and symbolic 

resources despite being in difficult circumstances (Atieno Ochieng’ 2012). 

Lastly, as Sarah Thomas de Benítez (2011) remarks, others have begun to participate in a 

direction of critical research that refuses to engage with categories. These debates outright reject the aim 

to: 

…[D]efine and classify a particular group of youngsters that use the street for work, leisure and/or 
habitation. Instead, these debates problematize the ways in which society’s gaze, through such 
classification and implication of difference, serves to stigmatize the group and ends up serving the 
interests of particular sectors of society (Butler and Rizzini 2003:N.P.). 
 

While this thesis is an attempt to produce knowledge that is in line with such critical research objectives, I 

employ the term ‘street-connected children’ and emphasize children’s ‘street-connectedness’ as I 

conceptualize such people as social actors with their own forms of knowledge, and thus capable of 

making decisions which determine their own lives. Additionally, throughout this thesis I engage with the 

categories used by the Wema Centre and therefore in some ways cannot escape such terminology. 

Furthermore, I am inevitably limited in that I cannot speak of street-connected children outside of their 

discursive formations. 

Despite the move away from attempts to describe the ‘typical street child’ using discrete 

categories, or even to define the existence of street-connected children as a social problem, it is important 

to note that “such constructions do exist and are frequently replicated with a seemingly ruthless rhetoric in 

the media” (Rosemberg and Andrade 1999 cited in Ennew and Swart-Kruger 2003:81-82). Overall, the 
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ways in which street-connected children are termed and defined reflects specific interpretations of the 

phenomenon and subsequent frameworks for understanding and theorizing ‘solutions’ geared towards 

either the ‘individual’ (e.g. ‘the street child’ as ‘the abnormal/deviant child’ requiring rehabilitation) or 

the ‘structural’ (e.g. conditions that produce street children require advocating for alternatives to existing 

capitalist and patriarchal structures). 

Predictably, the general incongruity between approaches to categorizing and researching street-

connected children even after the turn of the twenty-first century (van Blerk 2014) has contributed to an 

incomplete, and sometimes distorted, quantitative picture. Attempts to not only define, but also to capture 

the ‘real’ numbers of street-connected children are often politically motivated:  

When international organizations cite large numbers of street children they are, even if 
inadvertently, also making a claim to a larger financial allotment. Thus when one reads a 
UNICEF report claiming that worldwide the number of children in the streets is over 300 million 
(UNICEF 1990) one is struck by the huge size of the problem, and the need to act immediately 
and with fervor...professional written studies of numbers of homeless street children indicate less 
than a tenth of this figure (Aptekar and Abebe 1997:478). 
 

Moreover, Thomas de Benítez has noted that over the past 20 to 25 years, UNICEF has continuously cited 

the same ‘magical’ number of 100 million street children worldwide, while paradoxically arguing that the 

number is growing (2011:4). Beyond such politically motivated distortions and contradictory claims, we 

might also attribute inaccurate quantitative data to the ‘hidden’ nature of street-connected children. As a 

“hidden population” that is difficult to access and highly mobile, as well as whose “boundaries, 

characteristics and distribution are not known”, research involving street-connected children presents 

various methodological challenges (Singer 1999:130). In particular, we may understand street-connected 

girls to be an “invisible subgroup” within the larger population of street children (Singer 1999:128) 

because street-connected girls generally do not occupy public spaces during the day, choosing to sleep, 

“so they are awake at night to avoid rape attempts and also to work at survival sex” (Kilbride et al. 

2000:86). In this research I, too, observed a similar trend. In examining the activities of the Wema 
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Centre’s Dreamcatcher outreach project: a renovated school bus that travels to various maskas1  (i.e. 

Maboxini, Tudor, etc.) and engages street-connected children in informal education activities, it was clear 

that the project was disproportionately ‘captured’ by street-connected boys. In explaining this disparity, a 

social worker mentioned that besides being strongly discouraged from participating by the street-

connected boys who hold power over them, girls were viewed to “sleep during the day so they can move 

at night” and thus did not benefit from the project which operated in the daytime. 

Furthermore, perhaps an even more “hidden” population are those who have experienced 

institutionalization in CCIs and have exited care, returning to live in the community as adults – a group 

also defined as “careleavers” (Roeber 2011). With only a shared experience uniting this group of adults 

who were formerly institutionalized street-connected children, they may be extremely difficult to recruit 

for research and as such, there is a significant paucity of longitudinal studies that assess programme 

impacts in Kenya. Across place, but particularly in the global South, there is a dearth of research which 

foregrounds the experiences, insights and opinions of formerly institutionalized street-connected 

children2. While this research project plays a role in filling the present gap of longitudinal and gendered 

analysis assessing rehabilitation schemes aimed at street-connected girls, this research goes further by 

situating such programmes targeted at street children in Mombasa, Kenya contextually within colonial 

histories of power (a point I will return to in chapter three). 

Overall, regardless of how ‘the street child’ is constructed and their existence (mis)calculated, 

when walking the streets of Cali, São Paulo, or as it pertains to this thesis – Mombasa, Kenya – it is clear 

that children’s bodies continue to be both present in urban street life and are made problematic. It is with 

this understanding, and with the recognition that street-connected children possess diverse lived 

experiences that defy categorization, that I aim to explore the complex, shifting, and historically-situated 
                                                        
1 Maskas is a term in Kiswahili used to represent “bases”, and is meant to signify slum neighbourhoods 
controlled by a type of ‘street government’.  
2 The only research completed in Kenya that was discovered at this time of writing was a report written 
by Elisabeth Roeber for the Kenya Society of Careleavers (KESCA), formerly Kenya Network of 
Careleavers (KNCL), based on data collected in Nairobi for her MA dissertation in 2011.	  



 9 

relationship between children’s homes and the women who, as street-connected young girls, became the 

target of rehabilitation schemes in Mombasa, Kenya. In what ways does the state’s disciplinary power, 

defined as ‘the correct training of individuals’ (Foucault 1979) work through the practice of 

institutionalization and within rehabilitation schemes to produce particular subjectivities? What are the 

ways in which women, who were once street-connected girls, reflect on their experiences of 

institutionalization? Do they continue to experience significant challenges in their adult lives that 

‘rehabilitation’ through practices of institutionalization has not and/or cannot fix? Such concerns 

undergird this research and my approach in important ways. 

 

Policy approaches 

As explained above, the literature produced in the 1980s and 1990s saw the popularizing of 

discrete, culturally-inappropriate definitions and assumptions of ‘the street child’ which viewed the 

presence of young people in the streets as incongruent with a proper ‘childhood’ and with mainstream 

ideas about the use of public space. This line of research subsequently promoted techniques of 

management and control which removed children from the street and relocated them in institutions for 

their ‘rehabilitation’. This “institutional response”, still a prevalent approach in most countries, involves 

the placing of children in “some kind of residential setting, a school, an orphanage or a reformatory” 

(Ennew 2000:106) despite recent research which challenge the problematicizing of children’s bodies in 

urban spaces. While this conceptual shift has led to the increased scrutiny of policies which had in the 

past enabled the institutionalization of street-connected children into typically large children’s homes run 

by either government agencies or NGOs, institutionalization with the aim to ‘rehabilitate’ remains 

common.   

Generally, the critiques levied against institutionalization vary as some draw upon the argument 

that the approach is grounded in western, middle-class values (Aptekar and Abebe 1997; Bar-On 2001 

cited in Dybicz 2005), while others regard the practice as “ineffective” insofar that it is “cost-intensive 
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and yields a low success rate in reintegrating the individual back into the community” (Dybicz 2005:766). 

In this sense, we may consider how within the widespread disproval of institutionalization as a strategy to 

rehabilitate street-connected children, some critiques may reproduce the idea of street-connected children 

as ‘delinquent’ and therefore requiring of reform and discipline, or as a ‘victim’ who requires protection 

and guidance from knowledgeable adults. Ennew underscores a variety of reasons which amount to the 

ineffectiveness of the intervention by pointing out that institutions: “stigmatise children as different from 

the rest of the community and as recipients of charity, especially if they have to wear uniforms”; “deal 

with small numbers of children and leave the larger problems unresolved”; “ignore children’s coping 

skills and networks”, “may institutionalise children who are not orphans and ignore their families”; and 

children may “fail to learn social skills…and fail to develop the social skills of making decisions or 

forming emotional relationships with particular adults” (2000:108). Other critiques of institutional care, 

which attempt to analyze the “recidivism rates” of those who return to ‘the streets’, are most perhaps 

obviously based on conceptualizations of street children as delinquents who require rehabilitation to 

correct deviant behaviours. Overall, despite the preference by governments and municipal authorities, as 

well as both religious and secular NGOs to institutionalize street-connected children, and no matter 

“however benevolent an institution may be, it is now recognized by childcare experts that it is not the 

ideal solution” (Ennew 2000:107). 

Broadly, we may locate policy approaches and their related conceptualizations of street children 

within three distinct categories (see Figure 1). However, it is important to note that such policy 

approaches may overlap and intersect with one another and therefore contain multiple representations of 

‘the street child’ or ‘the child’ more generally. In considering that government legislation which 

exclusively names and/or targets street children does not exist, we will explore the Children’s Act as it is 

an instrument of state power which aims to “give effect to the principles of the Convention on the Rights 

of the Child and the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child” and outlines that all judicial 

and administrative institutions must: “a) safeguard and promote the rights and welfare of the child; b) 
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conserve and promote the welfare of the child; and c) secure for the child such guidance and correction as 

is necessary for the welfare of the child and in the public interest” (2010:12-13). 

Figure 1: Classification of Policy Approaches evident towards Street Children  

Policy Approach Conceptualization or Social Construction of street children 
Correctional, reactive or 
repression-oriented model 

Deviants - threats or potential threats to public order whose 
deficient characteristics differentiate them from other children 
assumed to be ‘normal’, inviting a repressive response to 
individual children  

Rehabilitative or 
protection-oriented model  

Victims – in which the deficient conditions of street life are 
emphasized, those whose basic rights to food, shelter, education 
and health are continuously violated, inviting a more protective 
approach towards the children in these situations  

Human-rights based model  Citizens whose rights have been violated – A group of people 
who are discriminated against and whose access to rights as 
citizens and as children are denied or unsecured by society  

Sources: Thomas de Benítez (2003); Rizzini and Lusk (1995); Council of Europe (1994) 
Reproduced from Thomas de Benítez (2011:38) 
 

As previously mentioned, the Wema Centre is a CCI located under the Children’s Act (2010) 

whose stated organizational vision is “a society where every street child is rehabilitated and attached to a 

family” through “holistic care and support” (S07). The Wema Centre lists its programs to include: 

education and skills training, health care, psychosocial support, homes and child protection, and advocacy 

(Wema Centre 2015:N.P.). In juxtaposing the Wema Centre’s advocacy program with its child protection 

program (which includes the institutional home), we may situate the Centre as an organization that 

engages in interventions that align with both the rehabilitative/protection-oriented model and the human-

rights based model3. In a sense, the Wema Centre through its practice of institutionalization 

conceptualizes street-connected children as ‘victims’ who require intervention to ensure basic rights to 

                                                        
3 In both the rehabilitative and human-rights based models represented in Figure 1: Classification of 
Policy Approaches evident towards Street Children, it appears as though a rights discourse is 
employed, however, I interpret the rehabilitative model to encompass a needs-based approach more 
specifically (i.e. the basic needs of food, water, shelter, etc.). 
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food, shelter, education and health are met. Recently, however, the Wema Centre has added “advocacy 

work” to its list of programs and in June 2014 organized a staff training session introducing the new child 

rights-based approach which it intends to adopt4 - firmly conceptualizing the street-connected child as a 

citizen whose rights have also been violated. This shift to a child rights-based approach to street-

connected children comes as donors and government bodies’ pressure CCIs to move away from 

institutionalization. For example, in 2011 changes in the Children’s Act (2010) have meant that CCIs can 

only institutionalize a child for up to three years, at which point they should be attached to a family (their 

biological family or otherwise) or the CCI should appear in court to request the extension of the child’s 

stay within the institution (S07, S10).  

In regards to funding, the Wema Centre’s most recent annual report published in 2013 shows that 

the organization receives donations from a variety of international donors over the years, such as Funds 

for Action Through Education (UK), STARS Foundation (UK), International Child Care Trust (UK), 

Terres des Hommes (Denmark), The United States Agency for International Development (US); however, 

well over half of the donations collected in recent years are fundraised through the Annual Wema Gala 

Dinner hosted at various beach resorts along the coast (2014a:7). Lucy Yinda, the founder of the Wema 

Centre and formally educated woman with multiple businesses and strong ties to various elected 

government officials, is a member of the political elite in Kenya and has thus been able to secure a 

number of wealthy, prominent public figures to attend and contribute to the gala each year. For example, 

in 2014 First Lady Margaret Kenyatta attended the fundraising dinner and in speaking to the press, 

articulated her support for the Centre arguing that, “street children should be rescued, rehabilitated and 

reintegrated into mainstream society” (W. Mwangi 2014:N.P.). The recognition that the majority of 

donations are made by local businesses and public figures (and illustrative of the disparity of wealth that 

exists within Mombasa and its surrounding neighbourhoods,) in the 2013 Annual Report it was mentioned 

                                                        
4 The Wema Centre’s shift to a rights-based approach to ‘development’ and the tensions produced therein 
will be expanded on in chapter four. 
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that “it is the local community that has become our largest funding pool – with a substantial growth in 

income attributed to our fundraising activities” (Wema Centre 2014a:19). 

 As of 2014, the Children’s Department reports approximately 2.5 million orphans – a number 

seemingly unchanged since 2011 (Spooker 2011) and 700 CCIs who operate under the Children’s Act 

(S10). As CCIs and registered NGOs, such organizations do not receive funding from the any level of 

government except for sporadic one-off contributions (e.g. The Wema Centre received a pledge of up to 

two million Kenyan shillings for educational materials from the Mombasa County government at the Gala 

Dinner in 2014).  

 

‘Pole, pole’: Life in the coastal city of Mombasa, Kenya 

With the view that street children grow up and are shaped by the social, political, ethnic and 

religious ethos of the city of their location, it is important to engage in a brief overview of the distinct 

features of Mombasa (Dabir and Athale 2011:67). Mombasa is an old, coastal, port city located on 

Mombasa Island in the Coast Province of Kenya, with a history unique from the interior of the country. 

Notably, the Swahili translation of Mombasa is Mvita, meaning a “place of war” or “island of war” (de 

Blij 1968:5). Mombasa was a site of occupation of, and resistance to the Portuguese, Omani Arabs and 

the British, with Fort Jesus – a fortress originally built by the Portuguese, subsequently used as a prison, 

and currently designated as a national museum – located in Old Town, now standing on the coastal 

landscape as a visible reminder of such a turbulent past.  

Indeed, histories of maritime Afro-Arab trade, settlement of Arab migrants and emergence of 

Swahili as both a language and as a negotiated ethnic identity, along with the arrival of indentured 

labourers from British India in the nineteenth century who later settled on the coast – all demonstrate 

Mombasa’s historically diverse ethno-religious population. Traditionally regarded as a Muslim-majority 

city, Mombasa has been viewed to exist as an anomaly within a predominantly Christian country. 

Recently however, new data suggests that Mombasa and other counties in the Coast region (i.e. Kwale, 
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Kilifi, Tana River, Lamu and Taita-Taveta) have witnessed a shift in the numbers of those who self-

identify as Muslim. A recent study suggests that 59% of those living in Mombasa County now identify as 

Christian (Catholic, Protestant-Mainstream or Protestant-Evangelical) while only 41% identify as Muslim 

(Wolf, Muthoka and Ireri 2013:19). Kilbride et al. (2000), conducting research a decade earlier, noticed 

street children were not present in old Mombasa (also known as Old Town) where Islam was seen to be 

strongest, and wondered if this was due to the tightly knit family structure in Islam and the Islamic 

tradition of helping the poor (142). In this study, participants felt that the Muslim population in Mombasa 

actually attracted both seasonal migration of poor families and children to the urban centre during the 

holy month of Ramadan (S07, S10), and weekly migration for Friday congregational prayer, as Muslims 

are encouraged to give alms to the poor (S10). For example, in one local newspaper a prominent sheikh 

“urged Muslims to give charity while observing fast and refrain from vices forbidden in 

Islam…[appealing] to the faithful to be steadfast in prayers, support the poor and orphans” (Daily Nation 

2014:N.P.). 

Similar to other African metropolises, Mombasa is decidedly youthful. As a whole, nearly half of 

the adult population (43%) is under 30 years of age (Wolf et al. 2013:17). Rapid urbanization, a 

phenomenon that has been increasingly studied over the years, has also transformed this young, second 

most populated city in Kenya. In fact, across the continent, “37 per cent of the population [now] lives in 

towns and cities, with the majority living in slums and squatter settlements” (Dabir and Athale 2011:20). 

Agricultural deregulation policies, structural adjustment programmes (SAPs) and conditionalities 

imposed by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank continue to produce, “an exodus 

of surplus rural labour to urban slums even as cities ceased to be job machines” (Davis 2007:15). SAPs 

implemented in Kenya in the mid to late 1980s, were characterized by: “(a) the devaluation of the 

shilling; (b) lifting of price controls and the institution of incentives, especially for agricultural 

production; (c) removal of subsidies; (d) liberation of external trade through the lowering of tariffs and 

the elimination of non-tariff barriers to trade, reform of the tax system; and (e) divestiture of the 
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Government from the private sector and general reform of parastatals” (Mutuku and Mutiso 1994:220). 

Throughout the world, researchers have observed that the strict austerity measures contained within SAPs 

have had a particularly damaging effect on the poor and most vulnerable – including children. In Kenya, 

the diverting of government resources from social services have been accompanied with the 

implementation of cost-sharing measures for the provision of health care, education and water and 

sanitation (Mutuku and Mutiso 1994:221). The result of which has been increases to malnutrition and 

child mortality rates (Kilbride et al. 2000:151). As Kilbride et al. remark, UNICEF has even felt it 

necessary to develop the term ‘children in debt’ “to characterize the risk structural adjustment measures 

have imposed on children in many nations of the world” (ibid.). 

As a young ethno-religiously diverse city with a history of imposed structural adjustment 

programs, Mombasa is also known as a popular tourist destination for both Kenyans and international 

tourists. The surplus of rural labour in Mombasa is largely constitutive of those who have migrated in 

search for employment at one of the hotels located along the coastline. Recently however, a number of 

terrorist attacks, most notable of all being a large-scale terrorist attack carried out by al-Shabaab at a high-

end shopping mall in Nairobi in September 2013 and an attack perpetrated by the same group at Garissa 

University College in northeastern Kenya in April 2015, have deterred tourism and affected those whose 

livelihoods are dependent on the industry5. As a tourist destination and port city, Mombasa also 

experiences a higher demand for commercial sex work when compared to other cities in Kenya – and 

with it, social concerns of the sexual exploitation of children. In a study carried out by UNICEF and the 

Government of Kenya, researchers argued that overall the revenues accrued by the tourism industry have 

not benefitted those living in host communities and has thus, “exacerbated and increased the vulnerability 

of children to sexual exploitation” (Jones 2006:vi). The prevalence of structural poverty in coastal 

                                                        
5 Besides those who work in the tourism sector, Somali communities in Kenya increasingly fear hostile 
backlash after such terrorist attacks which are claimed to be perpetrated by al-Shabaab, a terrorist 
organization with origins in Somalia and links to al-Qaeda (see Mwanza 2013). 
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communities creates the conditions in which we see young people engaging in transactional sex and/or 

survival sex: 

Some ten to fifteen thousand girls living in coastal areas of Malindi, Mombasa, Kalifi and Diani 
are involved in casual sex work – up to 30% of all 12- 18 year olds living in these areas. A further 
two to three thousand girls and boys are involved in full-time year round commercial activity. 
Many full-time child sex workers have migrated to the coast from other parts of the country, and 
have often been inaugurated into sex work before they arrive (Jones 2006:vi). 
 

Despite these conditions, those from upcountry tend to associate Mombasa with ideals of the ‘good life’. 

It is common to hear those from Nairobi explain their perception of a much slower pace of life in 

Mombasa, evident through the common saying: pole pole (slowly, slowly), and demonstrative of the 

relaxed attitude of the coastal island’s population. 

 

Chapter Outline  

It is with attention to spatial, historical and sociopolitical specificity, that I began contemplating 

the practices and processes – visible or seemingly invisible – at work which manage, regulate and control 

the materiality of coastal life for street-connected children. This approach involved inquiry directed at 

understanding the ways in which such forces are negotiated, subverted or reworked in the articulations of 

women who, as street-connected children, constituted a targeted population for rehabilitation schemes and 

were institutionalized on average for 11.2 years of their lives. In using the Wema Centre, a CCI located in 

Mombasa as a case study for this research, my primary focus concerns examining the practice of 

institutionalization as it is central to ‘rehabilitation’ schemes targeted at street-connected girls while 

privileging the perspectives of women who had experienced institutionalization and thus currently loosely 

define themselves as “Wema graduates” or “ex-Wema girls”. Primarily, I aim to investigate the ways in 

which discipline operates through institutionalization, and in tandem with governing social norms related 

to morality and responsibility, to rehabilitate deficient subjects into the ‘ideal’ or ‘good’ Kenyan woman 

necessary to neoliberal capitalist reproduction.  

My thesis will be separated into six main chapters following this introductory chapter. In my 
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second chapter, I will define this theoretical approach as one grounded in the cultural politics of 

rehabilitation schemes, rooted in postcolonial and feminist Marxist theory, and that uses as its primary 

mode of analysis Foucault’s concept of disciplinary power. I will illustrate how street girls are positioned 

within rehabilitation schemes as those who are, “excluded from the exercise of rights granted to other 

citizens on the grounds that they were incapable – or not yet capable – of exercising the attendant 

responsibilities” (Li 2007:14). My theoretical approach will also draw on various other conceptual tools 

to understand how street-connected girls are situated within a web of structures of power (i.e. colonial 

imperialism, constructions of ‘the child’ as the incapable or not yet evolved adult, and the gendered nature 

of social reproduction within neoliberal capitalism) that intersect and configure their lives in particular 

ways. Within this chapter I will outline my use of a feminist ethnography methodology, its methods 

(semi-structured interviews, focus group, participant observation and a participant auto-photography 

project – a complementary visual method) – and the limits to this study.  

Chapter three will examine the historical continuities and disjunctures within long-standing 

attempts to discipline street children in Kenya by situating the Wema Centre and its aims of 

‘rehabilitation’, as it is located under the Children’s Act, among colonial legacies. In particular, I will 

examine the adoption of vagrancy laws during the period of British colonial control, as colonial 

administrators attempted to ‘rehabilitate’ what was viewed as the deviant, African street child through 

institutionalization. Moving through history, I will then draw connections between such a colonial 

vagrancy discourse, what we might refer to as a ‘nationalist planning’ phase in the post-independence era, 

and the rise of a child rights discourse which universalizes a Eurocentric model of a work-free childhood 

– all of which lend to a similar pathologization of, and logic of intervention for street-connected children. 

In my fourth chapter, I will focus on a postcolonial feminist framework that uses Foucault’s 

disciplinary power, to analyze the Wema Centre’s attempts at ‘rehabilitation’ as a case study. My analysis 

will draw upon my field research in Mombasa, Kenya to examine the perceptions of the presence of 

street-connected girls as “out-of-place” and in need for intervention – the discourse in which street-
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connected girls are made thinkable in Mombasa. Further, I will unpack the intended aims and practices of 

‘rehabilitation’ schemes.  

In the second last chapter, I will discuss the practice of politics or the “expression, in word or 

deed, of a critical challenge, often starting out as refusal of the way things are” (Li 2007:12). This section 

will entirely focus on the perspectives of women who have experienced institutionalization as they reflect 

on the role that the Wema Centre has had in their lives. While participants recognize various ways in 

which they benefitted from the CCI’s intervention into their lives – the process of exiting and their 

subsequent treatment as ‘graduates’, for the majority of those interviewed, has provoked critical responses 

to some of the practices engaged in by the Wema Centre. Confronted with significant challenges that 

‘rehabilitation’ does not address, ‘graduates’ articulated demands for change to the ways in which the 

organization operates, while continuing to devise their own strategies of managing the difficulties they 

face on the “outside”. 

Finally, I will draw together my findings in a way that presents a strong critique of the 

‘rehabilitation’ scheme as it 1) trains street-connected girls in gendered, useful ways in order to create 

‘ideal’ Kenyan women who become ‘(re)productive’ members of the working class within neoliberal 

patriarchal capitalism, and 2) depoliticizes the conditions in which poverty arises by leaving political-

economic questions examined and thereby permitting the Wema Centre to sustain itself within the 

development apparatus. 
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Chapter 2 

Conceptual Framework 

Introduction 

The theoretical approach which I will apply is one grounded in the cultural politics of 

rehabilitation schemes as they constitute ‘development’ interventions. To begin, I frame ‘development’ as 

contested, founded in colonial legacy and as it holds particular dominant, or commonsensical meanings at 

different points in time and place. Traced historically, ‘development’ is understood as a state practice 

rooted in the nineteenth century, and necessarily born out of the historical project of European empire 

(Cowen and Shenton 1995). It is with this historicizing of ‘development’ that I draw on postcolonial and 

Marxian modes of analysis to investigate the ways in which discipline operates through 

institutionalization to ‘rehabilitate’ (read: responsibilize) deficient subjects into the ‘ideal’ or ‘good’ 

Kenyan women necessary to the social reproduction of neoliberal patriarchal capitalism. With the concern 

to address both discursive and material relations, I will use various conceptual tools which I borrow from 

Michel Foucault, Donald Moore, Homi K. Bhabha, Jo-Ann Wallace, John Clarke, Cindi Katz and others, 

to understand how street-connected girls are situated within a complex web of structures of power that 

intersect and configure their lives in particular ways.  

I will center much of my analysis by using Foucault’s concept of ‘discipline’ (1979) to 

understand how power operates within the practice of institutionalizing street-connected girls. 

Additionally, I draw on Moore to conceive of the relationships of power between the Wema Centre (as an 

apparatus of the state) and formerly institutionalized street-connected girls as sites of contestation wherein 

possibilities of subjugation are contingent on multiple modalities of power (Moore 1998). In recognizing 

Foucault’s Eurocentric account of history which omits discussions of colonial power, I use the work of 

various postcolonial theorists to (re)historicize the figure of ‘the child’ and/as ‘the native’ (Bhabha 1994; 

Stoler 1995; Wallace 1994) in the current rights-based era of ‘development’. 
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This will allow me to situate present-day CCIs and their aims at ‘rehabilitation’ within histories 

of colonial regimes targeted at ‘vagrant, idle youth’. Lastly, I draw on Marxist understandings of labour, 

discipline and the legal apparatus to understand the social institutions (family and school) implicated in, 

and gendered nature of, the social conditions of reproduction within capitalism. In doing so, I situate the 

institutionalization of street-connected girls as a disciplinary regime, born through British colonial 

imperialism, as it creates “a self which is ‘useful’ – prepared to play the part of a proper citizen in labour 

and life” (Clarke 1976:11), and thereby guaranteeing their recruitment to their role as the next generation 

of the proletariat.  

In order to critically analyze the relationship of the Wema Centre and street-connected girls, I 

contend that CCIs must be positioned as instruments of state power within the current rights-based era of 

‘development’. To do this, I turn to the Children’s Act as, “an Act of Parliament to make provision for 

parental responsibility, fostering, adoption, custody, maintenance, guardianship, care and protection of 

children; to make provision for the administration of children’s institutions; to give effect to the principles 

of the Convention on the Rights of the Child and the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the 

Child” (2010:4). The Act, first passed in 2001 and later revised in 2010, details the rights and 

responsibilities of the child, and designates under what conditions an individual or institution has the legal 

authority sanctioned by the state, to act as the guardian or trustee of the child. The Act (2010) identifies 

three types of children’s homes which exist for the care and protection of vulnerable children: remand 

homes, rehabilitation schools, and charitable children’s institutions. Albeit defined differently within the 

legislation, all are residential institutions that are commonly involved in the ‘rehabilitation’ of street 

children. As such, the Wema Centre occupies the role of a ‘trustee’ within this piece of legislation when 

considering Cowen and Shenton’s notion of ‘trusteeship’ as “the intent which is expressed, by one source 

of agency, to develop the capacities of another” (1996:x). As an apparatus of state power whose stated 

aims (up until 2014) involved “transforming street children and vulnerable young people into fulfilled and 

responsible adults” (Wema Centre 2012) and more recently, “a society where every street child is 
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rehabilitated and attached to a family” (Wema Centre 2014a), the Wema Centre asserts “a claim to power, 

one that merits careful scrutiny” (Li 2007:5).  

Within this chapter I will also outline my use of feminist ethnographic methodology and 

accompanying methods (semi-structured interviews, focus group, participant observation and a participant 

auto-photography project – a complementary visual method), my own positionality and thus, the limits to 

this research.  

 

Foucault and his limits 

Foucault, in his seminal book Discipline and Punish: The birth of the prison ([1979] 1995) noted 

a “great transformation” which occurred in Europe between 1760 and 1840 in which punishment and 

punitive action became concerned with a new objective: from inflicting physical pain on the body itself to 

an “economy of suspended rights” (Foucault [1979] 1995:11). Foucault explained this shift as the 

moment when “the art of the human body was born” and whereby a “whole new army of technicians took 

over from the executioner…doctors, chaplains, psychiatrists, psychologists, educationalists” ([1979] 

1995:11). In his findings, Foucault posited that through: 

 …[A]n analysis of penal leniency as a technique of power, one might understand both how man, 
the soul, the normal or abnormal individual have come to duplicate crime as objects of penal 
intervention; and what way a specific mode of subjection was able to give birth to man as an 
object of knowledge for a discourse with a ‘scientific’ status ([1979] 1995:24).  
 
The emergence of this domain of knowledge, the subjection of the now describable, knowable 

individual (rather than the human species as a whole), which is made thinkable through ‘scientific’ 

discourse, is deeply embedded within relations of power. Foucault discusses ‘power-knowledge relations’ 

insofar that power and knowledge are inextricably bound and determines that: 

These ‘power knowledge relations’ are to be analysed, therefore, not on the basis of a subject of 
knowledge who is or is not free in relation to the power system, but, on the contrary, the subject 
who knows, the objects to be known and the modalities of knowledge must be regarded as so 
many effects of these fundamental implications of power-knowledge and their historical 
transformation (Foucault [1979] 1995:27-28). 
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‘Discipline’ as a technique of power or “new micro-physics of power” (Foucault [1979] 1995:139) 

necessarily arrived at this historical moment in which the art of the human body emerged as a domain of 

knowledge within particular power-knowledge relations. Put differently, the “…moment when the 

sciences of man became possible is the moment when a new technology of power and a new political 

anatomy of the body were implemented” (Foucault [1979] 1995:193). To be more specific and in relation 

to this research, it was only at the moment when the sciences of ‘the adult’ became possible that the 

sciences of ‘the child’ were also born. Such power-knowledge relations are inherently dependent on the 

construction of related inverses in order to position and measure ‘the adult’ against a set of norms. As 

Foucault articulates: 

In a system of discipline, the child is more individualized than the adult, the patient more 
than the healthy man, the madman and the delinquent more than the normal and the non-
delinquent. In each case, it is towards the first of these pairs that all the individualizing 
mechanisms are turned in our civilization; and when one wishes to individualize the healthy, 
normal and law-abiding adult, it is always by asking him how much of the child he has in him, 
what secret madness lies within him, what fundamental crime he has dreamt of committing 
(Foucault [1979] 1995:193, bold emphasis added). 
 

As such, the Wema Centre’s ‘rehabilitation’ scheme can be understood as an attempt to produce 

knowledge about ‘the street child’ by using mechanisms to compare, differentiate, hierarchize and thus, 

individualize the bodies of children present in urban spaces against the normative ‘child’ who matures in 

the family and school setting.  

Discipline, as Foucault argues, ‘makes’ individuals by training them in ways not aimed at the 

“…growth of [the individual’s] skills, nor at the intensification of its subjection, but at the formation of a 

relation that in the mechanism itself makes it more obedient as it becomes more useful” (Foucault [1979] 

1995:137-138). The instruments used which give disciplinary power such success includes: “hierarchical 

observation, normalizing judgement and their combination in a procedure that is specific to it, the 

examination” (Foucault [1979] 1995:170) all of which proceeds from the art of distributions, the control 

of activity, the organization of geneses and the composition of forces.  

In his observations of disciplinary power, Foucault argues that its effects “produce subjected and 
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practiced bodies, ‘docile’ bodies”, contending that: 

Discipline increases the forces of the body (in economic terms of utility) and diminishes these 
same forces (in political terms of obedience). In short, it dissociates power from the body; on the 
one hand, it turns it into an ‘aptitude’, a ‘capacity’, which it seeks to increase; on the other hand, 
it reverses the course of the energy, the power that might result from it, and turns it into a 
relation of strict subjection (Foucault [1979] 1995:138, bold emphasis added). 
 

Where I deviate from Foucauldian thinking is in his theorizing of subjection within disciplinary power. 

While Foucault conceptualized discipline as it produced ‘docile’ bodies, I feel this theorizing presents a 

critical gap as it negates possibilities of contestation by predetermining such relationships of disciplinary 

power as ones of strict subjection. As Donald Moore explains in “The Crucible of Cultural Politics: 

Reworking “Development” in Zimbabwe’s Eastern Highlands”, state interventions (i.e. the 

institutionalization of street children in children’s homes) encounter anything but ‘docile bodies’ (2000). 

Moore, critical of the “spatial separation of power and resistance”, contends that we must attend to the 

“situated cultural practices and sedimented histories of people and place; how they are reproduced, 

resisted, or reworked through rural livelihood struggles; and how development interventions unfold 

through radical inequalities in a global political economy” (Moore 2000:658).  

While my findings are limited by only nine weeks of ethnographic research, using Moore’s mode 

of analysis, I contend that power and resistance are not predetermined analytical categories, but should be 

made into a question. Relationships between the state and street children are sites of contestation where 

possibilities of subjugation are contingent on specific localities and positions whereby multiple modalities 

of power (such as patriarchal and state power) may constrain or enable agency (Moore 1998:369).  

In discussing ‘discipline’ Li clarifies that disciplinary regimes were not displaced by government, 

but were “reserved for subgroups of colonial and metropolitan populations deemed to merit or require 

detailed supervision… [such as] children, paupers, ‘lower orders’, racialized others, women, prisoners 

and people suffering from particular illnesses” (Li 2007:14). In this framework, street-connected girls are 

understood to be positioned within rehabilitation schemes as a deficient population which has been 

“excluded from the exercise of rights granted to other citizens on the grounds that they were incapable – 
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or not yet capable – of exercising the attendant responsibilities” (ibid.), both historically (a point I will 

explore in chapter three) and within contemporary ‘development’ interventions. Li contends that for such 

populations, “experts justified subjection to intrusive discipline as a means to prepare them to take their 

place in the general population. They would graduate” (ibid.).  

It is then also in this context that we may locate state administrators (such as government officials 

within the Children’s Department) and Wema Centre staff (such as social workers, program coordinators, 

etc.) as ‘trustees’, ‘experts’ or ‘subjects who know’ within the ‘commonsensical’ knowledge produced of 

street-connected children, and as those who attempt to locate themselves outside of the transformational 

development narrative. Furthermore, and quite revealingly, institutionalized ‘beneficiaries’ commonly 

self-identify as ‘Wema graduates’ upon exiting the Centre and “tak[ing] their place in the general 

population” (Li 2007:14).  

Overall, while Foucault’s theorizing has been influential in discerning how power-knowledge 

relations and disciplinary power operates, his work fails to recognize the context of colonial imperialism. 

His Eurocentric account of history which marginalizes empire and omits discussions of colonial power, is 

a critical gap in which postcolonial theorists have both critiqued and expanded upon (for example, see 

Said 1979; Bhabha 1994; or Stoler 1995, for nuanced discussions on racial, gendered, sexual difference). 

It is in this light that I suggest that in order to examine how disciplinary power operates within 

rehabilitation schemes aimed at the ‘development’ of street-connected girls in Mombasa, Kenya, we must 

historicize such continuities and disjunctures of ‘discipline’ as they intersect with a paternalist discourse 

of both ‘the native’ and/as ‘the child’ within British colonial imperialism. 

 

‘The child’ and ‘the native’ within colonial discourse 

Homi K. Bhabha locates colonial discourse as: “a form of discourse crucial to the binding of a 

range of differences and discriminations that inform the discursive and political practices of racial and 

cultural hierarchization” (1994:67). As an “apparatus of power”, it seeks to construct “the colonized as a 
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population of degenerate types on the basis of racial origin, in order to justify conquest and to establish 

systems of administration and instruction” (1994:70). In a critique of Edward Said, Bhabha adds to the 

discussion of power within colonial discourse by naming the imperative of ambivalence in relations of 

power-knowledge. Explaining ambivalence within colonial stereotypes as “mixed and split, 

polymorphous and perverse, an articulation of multiple belief”, Bhabha contends that the “the black is 

both…the embodiment of rampant sexuality and yet innocent as a child” (1994:82). The colonized is 

therefore constructed ambivalently as the racialized Other who dually occupies the figure of unrestrained 

sexuality and the innocent, moral child within colonial discourse.  

Ann Stoler also makes the link between ‘the child’ and ‘the native’ within colonial discourse. In a 

discussion of racial and sexual difference, Stoler asserts that ‘the child’ is constructed as requiring 

protection “against exposure to the dangerous sexuality of the racial and class Other, not because their 

sexuality is so different, but because it is ‘savage’, unrestrained, and very much the same” (1995:141). 

Stoler elaborates on “the ‘savage as child’ and ‘child as savage’” by connecting such discursive 

representations as “constructs of a civilizing, custodial mission and a theory of degeneracy whose 

bourgeois prescriptions would turn on the contract and equation between the two” (ibid.). In these 

colonial stereotypes, colonial authorities are produced as ‘the parent’ who must discipline, manage or 

reform the inherent but somewhat correctable deficiencies in the ‘child-as-native’ and ‘native-as-child’. 

In an analysis that strives to rehistoricize and repoliticize the figure of ‘the child’, Jo-Ann 

Wallace likewise remarks on the “slippages between the constructions of ‘the child’ and of the native 

Other under imperialism” by pointing to the work of Ashcroft et al. (1989), The Empire Writes Back, 

which reveals the prevalence of parent-child metaphors in nineteenth-century colonial imperialism 

(1994:175). In analyzing English children’s literature, Wallace uses Philippe Ariès’ (1962) work to locate 

the idea of ‘childhood’ as “a separate stage in life characterized by the need for protection and education” 

in the mid to late seventeenth century Europe (Wallace 1994:173). Drawing connections between Ariès 

and Foucault, Wallace points out that Foucault (1979) also historicized ‘childhood’ but saw it as a 
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contradictory discourse born in a “period which saw the birth of the school and of the prison… [hence] 

‘the child’ represents potential or futurity, both of which need protected spaces in which to flourish and a 

subjectivity and corporeality in need of discipline” (Wallace 1994:173). Whether regarded as a discourse 

marked by ‘ambivalence’ or ‘contradiction’ the figure of ‘the child’ emerged as both “the ‘subject-to-be-

educated’, and the ‘subject-in-formation’ as the subject in need of discipline” (ibid.). Adding to previous 

work in postcolonial theorizing of ‘the child’ and ‘the native’, Wallace elaborates further by proposing 

that this construction of ‘the child’ was a “necessary precondition of imperialism”: 

This construction of ‘the child’ coincides with the apogee of English colonial imperialism; 
indeed, it was an idea of ‘the child’ – of the not yet fully evolved or consequential subject – 
which made thinkable a colonial apparatus officially dedicated to, in Macaulay’s words ‘the 
improvement of’ colonized peoples (1972:240) (Wallace 1994:176). 
 

In the work of Bhabha and Stoler, ‘the native’ and/as ‘the child’, or as Wallace argues, ‘the child’ which 

made thinkable the colonization of ‘the native’ – requires ‘correct training’ within disciplinary regimes 

explained through a paternalist colonial discourse containing ambivalent or contradictory stereotypes.  

Such discursive formations have had material effects such as the physical containment and 

‘training’ of Indigenous populations (adult and child alike) in Kenya during the era of British settler 

colonialism. Colonial disciplinary regimes took the form of forced labour camps (Okia 2012) and 

industrial schools (Ocobock 2006) in which ‘vagrant, idle youth’ become the targets of intrusive, 

oppressive ‘development’ schemes. The unequal power relations in which the colonial project is 

predicated and which made disciplinary regimes possible can be traced today by examining which 

specific racialized bodies are present in populations of street-connected children in contemporary Kenya. 

As previous ethnographic studies have noted, “Kenya has no Asian or European street children, a 

reflection of racism during colonialism up to the early 1960s” (Kilbride et al. 2000:4). Similarly, in 

commenting on the racial identities of those who are street-connected, a staff member at the Wema Centre 

remarked that those, “who are usually affected by such phenomenon are Indigenous people” (S08). 

While colonial stereotypes construct ‘the child-as-native’ and ‘the native-as-child’ figure, the 
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participants of this research are real beings who, to the extent in which we may speak of them outside of 

their discursive formations, were black, African youth – colonized children. They are a distinct population 

which may be seen to quite literally embody such discursive representations and figures of the colonial 

imagination. 

 Historically, the terms used to construct black, children’s bodies in urban spaces in Kenya have 

varied over time to include ‘vagrant youth’, ‘street urchins’, chokoras6 and street-connected children; 

however, we may locate each as it is situated along a continuum of colonial discursive strategies in which 

such subjectivities are constructed as in need of detailed supervision and management in order to assume 

their place within the general population. It is also with this understanding that we may draw on Partha 

Chatterjee’s concepts of the ‘problematic’ as “concrete statements about possibilities justified by 

reference to the thematic” and the ‘thematic’ as “an epistemological as well as ethical system which 

provides a framework of elements and rules of establishing relations between elements” (2010:41). Thus, 

in relation to ‘street-connected children', the change in terminology used to define and construct this 

subject can be understood as a change in the problematic while simultaneously accepting the thematic. 

Specifically, the current conceptualization of the ‘street-connected child’ within a rights-based approach 

to development appears to oppose the dominating implications of colonial thought (as the figure of the 

‘street-connected child’ is positioned as a neutral apolitical subject); however, at the same time, it seems 

to accept and adopt the same domination at another level (as it still requires state intervention through 

techniques of governmental rationality). 

The conceptual tools offered by such postcolonial theorists provide a critical departure for 

(re)historicizing: 1) the figure of ‘the child’ as requiring of protection and education as Eurocentric, and 

2) the use of disciplinary power which targets the bodies of black children in urban Mombasa, Kenya 

within British colonial imperialism and attempts to reform ‘the native’ and/as ‘the child’. These 
                                                        
6 ‘Chokoras’ is loosely translated from Kiswahili to ‘scavengers’ and generally refers to the way in which 
a child accesses food (i.e. those who ‘pick’ or ‘scavenge’ for food). It is seen as a hateful term that is 
extremely degrading. 
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postcolonial strategies of reading will be useful in analyzing colonial and post-independence state 

legislation that structures the relationship between the Wema Centre (as an apparatus of state power) and 

street-connected children; global and continental child rights policy documents, such as the African 

Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child, and the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child within 

which such national legislation is situated; and, the discourse employed by the Wema Centre (in policy 

documents and in staff interviews) which represents the rationale used to explain its claim to intervening 

in the lives of street-connected children. In other words, postcolonial modes of analysis will prove vital to 

(re)historicizing the figure of ‘the child’ and/as ‘the native’ in the current rights-based era of 

‘development’, and assist in situating present-day charitable children’s institutions and their aims at 

‘rehabilitation’ within colonial disciplinary regimes such as forced labour camps (Okia 2012) and 

industrial schools (Ocobock 2006) for ‘vagrant, idle youth’. 

In taking an approach which is grounded in the cultural politics of rehabilitation schemes as they 

constitute ‘development’ interventions, I aim to attend to both the discursive and material relations which 

inform the struggles for representational and material equality of street-connected girls in coastal Kenya. 

As Moore emphasizes in his metaphor of the “crucible of cultural politics”, such struggles are 

“simultaneously material and symbolic” (2000:656), and hence cannot be separated. Therefore I ask, how 

is the disciplining of street-connected children in children’s homes connected to structures of political 

economy? In turning my attention to the contemporary period of neoliberal capitalism, how do adults who 

were formerly institutionalized street-connected children, exit care and assume their ‘place with general 

society’? In what ways does the experience of institutionalization with the goal of ‘rehabilitation’ attempt 

to make the labour of street-connected girls ‘more useful’ through ‘education’ or ‘training’? 

 

Neoliberal capitalism and social reproduction 

 John Clarke, writing alongside colleagues at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies at the 

University of Birmingham, contributed to the series of Stencilled Occasional Papers on working class 
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youth cultures. In his working paper entitled, “The Three Rs: Repression, Rescue and Rehabilitation: 

Ideologies of Control for Working Class Youth” (1976), Clarke considers “the role of law in the 

‘disciplining’ of subordinate classes to the logic of a bourgeois social order”, examining in particular the 

juvenile reform movement of the nineteenth century and the development of English juvenile justice 

(1976:1). Clarke begins by discussing the role of the law and capitalist order by drawing on Gramsci’s 

observations of the state as an “‘educator’, in as much as it tends precisely to create a new type or level of 

civilization…acting essentially on economic forces reorganizing and developing the apparatus of 

economic production”, and as “an instrument of ‘rationalization’…[as it] operates according to a plan, 

urges, incites, solicits, and ‘punishes’” (1973:247). Using Gramsci’s concept of the law as “the repressive 

and negative aspect of the entire, positive, civilizing activity undertaken by the State” (Gramsci 

1973:247), Clarke argues that the “legal apparatus is used to provide the machinery of a directly educative 

intervention against the criminal to ensure that he makes use of those conditions of a certain (bourgeois) 

way of life”, aptly summarizing that: “The creation of useful labour was, and still is, the key to the ‘social 

problem’” (Clarke 1976:3). Directing his attention to youth and social order, he argues that: 

The real key to the importance of youth lies, again, in the question of the reproduction of the 
social conditions of production. Central among these conditions is that of ensuring the stable 
reproduction of the labour force over time – the guaranteed recruitment of the young to their role 
as the next generation of the proletariat (Clarke 1976:4).  
 

Working class youth or street youth that exist outside of the deemed proper institutions of socialization 

(the family or the school) and who are cast as either “delinquent” or “neglected” (although such a line is 

blurred), are therefore “unstable” and are anxiety inducing to the established bourgeois social order 

(Clarke 1976:8). It is in this context that Clarke analyzes the role of law as “the only available machinery 

through which these children could be ‘rescued’ and restored to their proper child like nature (and, 

coincidentally, to a life of industriousness, sobriety, thrift and morality)” (1976:9).  

 In relation to this research, Clarke’s theorizing becomes pertinent to analyzing how disciplinary 

regimes which target “unstable” children, aim to create “a self which is ‘useful’ – prepared to play the 
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part of a proper citizen in labour and life” (1976:11). As Clarke points out, and in returning to Foucault’s 

concept of discipline: reformatory schools which set out to train and morally educate were not occupied 

with, “the content or type of work…[rather] the child should learn the form of work – its routines, habits 

and patterns [thus]…the child would be normalized to work in general, rather than acquire specific skills” 

(Clarke 1976:11). Through colonialism, the British reformatory schools and the Children and Young 

Persons Acts of 1933 and 1935 which Clarke writes about, were reworked to reflect the “politics of race, 

economic exploitation and administrative capacity” in colonial Kenya (Ocobock 2006:40). With this 

understanding, we may situate such disciplinary regimes in Kenya, born through British colonial 

imperialism, as they ensure the conditions necessary to a bourgeois social order within capitalism. After 

independence, the labour of the black child in urban Kenya continued to be disciplined in similar ways 

under a legal apparatus that later adopted a rights-based approach to juvenile welfare. In this sense, the 

Eurocentric figure of ‘the child’ in need of protection and training lives on. Street-connected children still 

require institutionalization so that they may be rehabilitated in ways that ensure their recruitment to the 

labour force under present-day neoliberal capitalism.  

 Indeed, while Clarke is helpful in understanding the disciplining of labour within institutions 

targeted at the ‘rehabilitation’ of street-connected children under capitalism, his analysis is gender neutral. 

In my attempt to locate the disciplining of labour of formerly institutionalized street-connected girls and 

the gendered relations of social reproduction, I must turn to feminist Marxian concepts of analysis. 

Cindi Katz makes similar claims as Clarke as she locates discipline within capitalist production as 

it is “focused on channeling [non-productive] time and how it is ‘spent’ by whom, so that idleness is 

reserved for some and punished in others” (2011:57). Katz, however, provides a gendered analysis of the 

conditions of neoliberal capitalism, using the concept of social reproduction as “…the fleshy, messy, and 

indeterminate stuff of everyday life”, and as it “encompasses daily and long term reproduction, both of 

the means of production and the labour power to make them work” to locate the unpaid work taken up 

predominately by women as necessary to the reproduction of the labour force (2001:711). Neoliberal 
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capitalism, a stage of capitalism whereby neoliberal policies and imperatives have resulted in the global: 

…[O]ffloading of responsibility for social reproduction from the state and capital to individuals, 
households, and ‘civil society’; disinvestments in the social wage more generally; privatization of 
public and common goods, spaces, and services; the commodification of formerly free or shared 
goods and services; and a generalized marketization and financialization of everyday life and its 
customary material social practices (Katz 2001:49). 
 

Katz, in providing an intersectional approach to social reproduction and as it is geographically and 

historically contingent, notes that the “results of neoliberalism are a reliance on private means of securing 

and sustaining social reproduction – not just the uncompensated caring work of families, most commonly 

women, but also a shunting of responsibility, often geographically, that has clear class, race, and national 

components” (2011:710). As such, she views the disinvestment in social reproduction as a key means of 

accumulation by dispossession (Katz 2011:50). Such trends towards the privatization of the means 

necessary to sustain social reproduction prove to be increasingly burdensome for women who are seen as 

responsible for the “work of reproduction, including child-rearing, food provisioning and preparation, 

cleaning, laundering and other tasks of homemaking” (ibid.). It is critical then, in examining the 

disciplining of street-connected girls in charitable children’s institutions, that we understand its aim to 

create a gendered self which is useful to maintaining a bourgeois social order.  

How are street-connected girls through the experience of institutionalization, rehabilitated in 

ways that ensure their recruitment both to the labour force and to the unpaid work of social reproduction 

under present-day neoliberal patriarchal capitalism? What forms of work within the CCI is cast as ‘skill 

and vocational training’? Upon exiting care, how do formerly institutionalized women experience the 

burden of social reproduction and in what ways do they navigate the challenges it presents to them?   

As stated earlier, disciplinary regimes do not produce strictly docile bodies as possibilities of 

subjugation are contingent on specific localities and subject positions whereby multiple modalities of 

power (such as patriarchal and state power) may constrain or enable agency (Moore 1998:369). In the 

context of this research, I also examine how ‘graduates’ negotiate, subvert or reproduce rehabilitation 

schemes which aim to ensure the conditions necessary to the stable reproduction of the labour force. 
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Methodology, methods and my positionality 

Using a feminist ethnographic approach to research methodology, the qualitative methods used 

during my nine-week period in the field include: 14 in-depth, semi-structured interviews, one focus 

group, participant observation and a participant auto-photography project. This approach was selected 

with the aim to uncover how gender operates within the ‘rehabilitation’ scheme employed by the Wema 

Centre that targets street-connected girls in Mombasa, Kenya. Paramount to feminist ethnographic work, 

and as an important motivation of this research, is the aim “to move beyond the dichotomies of 

victimhood or agency, recognizing that choice and constraint are intertwined in women's lives” (Aune 

2008:3). This view necessarily involves addressing what constitutes as both the material and symbolic in 

shaping the gendered lives of the women who were once the focus of such ‘rehabilitation’ schemes 

(ibid.). 

To broadly identify the participants of this study, I define formerly institutionalized street-

connected girls as those who, at one time, were ‘resident beneficiaries’ of the Wema Centre (i.e. those 

who were institutionalized and received support, either material and/or psychological from the Wema 

Centre) and were considered ‘street-connected girls’ (i.e. those who worked and/or lived on the street). 

Therefore, the grouping of women who are the subject of this study are those who had been previously 

institutionalized and who exited the Wema Centre by ‘aging out’ (i.e. surpassing the age of majority in 

Kenya - 18 years old, or graduating from a post-secondary program), ‘running away’ (i.e. leaving the 

Wema Centre with the possibility of returning to the street), were successfully reunited with immediate 

family or extended relatives, or who were ‘chased out’ (i.e. the process of staff at the Wema Centre 

asking an institutionalized girl to leave under tense and volatile circumstances). These forms of exiting 

are not mutually exclusive; for example, those who have run away may have also reunited with family 

who live and/or work on the street.  
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Within the 14 in-depth, semi-structured interviews conducted, ten were with women who were 

formerly institutionalized street-connected girls, three involved staff members of the Wema Centre and 

the remaining interview was with a District Children’s Officer (DCO) in the Children’s Department of the 

Ministry of Gender, Children’s Affairs and Social Development. Interviews were designed to be semi-

structured, in-depth, and largely open-ended to allow for participants to direct the interview and to elicit 

narrative responses regarding their experiences with institutionalization and post-institutionalization 

(Guest, Namey and Mitchell 2013:114). 

As a part of a multi-method approach to data collection, I also organized a focus group of Wema 

‘graduates’ who exited Wema around the same time period. The focus group was used as a tool to explore 

collective and contradictory views on a variety of topics but was centered primarily on the challenges they 

faced when striving to reintegrate into the community during post-institutionalization (Lloyd-Evans 

2006:154). While I recognize that such groups can be subject to peer pressure, dominated by powerful 

‘voices’ and result in the silencing of alternative views, I see benefit in such a participatory approach 

which encourages a “reflexive capability” (Lloyd-Evans 2006:156).  

A third method I used to triangulate my research findings was participant observation. As an 

undergraduate student I had completed a course that allowed me to live and work at the Wema Centre 

from May to August 2012 and therefore I had already established relationships with those I intended to 

conduct research with. Like the previous stay, I lived at the Wema Centre in the “halfway house” with 

girls in my age group. Participant observation proved to be critical in allowing me to build insights on 

everyday life at the Wema Centre while keeping in mind my own positionality and cultural disposition.  

Lastly, I facilitated a participant auto-photography project whereby participants were given a 

disposable camera and encouraged to take pictures that show or explain their relationship to the 

community (such as activities or environments) during the period of their life that can be defined as ‘post-

institutionalization’ (McEwan 2006:232). While photography as a medium was invented in Europe, in his 

work which examines photographic practices in Mombasa, Heike Behrend contends that in East Africa 
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“[photography] was soon appropriated, routinized, commercialized and integrated into various local 

practices” (2002:45). As a research method, the process of taking pictures is seen to enable the participant 

to share personal stories and feelings, and “reduces the influence that the researcher usually has over data 

collection” (Roeber 2011:7). Furthermore, participatory photography has been viewed as useful insofar 

that it may work to limit or transcend language and literacy barriers between the researcher and 

participant, and thus provide to be an advantageous research tool when working with people marginalized 

within their own communities (McEwan 2006:238).  

In considering the limits to my research, it is important to note that the women I was able to 

access and recruit as participants were established in the community in terms of having a job and/or were 

renting a room, and were still in contact with other ‘graduates’. In this sense, my research excluded those 

who may have been struggling the most as it was extremely difficult to reach out to those who were most 

likely homeless and/or were moving from friend’s house to friend’s house, and were therefore excluded 

or isolated from the larger group of ‘graduates’. I locate other limits to engaging in this research as they 

stem from: attempting to work with women within an oppressive patriarchal capitalist system (i.e. men 

controlling women’s participation in the study, inability to meet with women due to their obligations to 

sell their labour), increased ethnic and religious tension/violence during the time of fieldwork (inevitably 

forcing me to shorten my stay), time and resource constraints, and my positionality. 

In the constant and ongoing process of engaging in self-reflexivity, I have striven to understand 

and locate my positionality in relation to this research. As a middle-class, white, foreign researcher 

located in a multiracial and transnational family, and who identifies as the same gender and is similar in 

age to those I researched with, the relationships that I was able to negotiate with participants had both 

varying degrees of depth and limitation. Identifying as the same gender and in the same age group as most 

participants, I was often assigned “fictive kin” roles and was thus called “sister” by some of the women I 

researched (Aune 2008). As an outsider and foreigner, I found that participants often took the time to 

explain to me particular customs or norms in the community, and many a time I found myself answering 
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questions and sharing details about my own way of life to satisfy what I understood to be a mutual 

curiosity about each other’s ‘worlds’, enabling me to work to develop trust and rapport (Apentiik and 

Parpart 2006:36).  

Importantly, as Patricia Noxolo writes on her reflections of the embodied production of 

postcolonial writing, “different local histories of colonizing/being colonized, as well as formal 

independence or otherwise…will engender different emphases in relation to postcolonial theorizing” and 

thus should provoke different reflections for researchers as ‘outsiders’ who attempt to study and write 

from a postcolonial perspective (2009:57). In Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s highly influential book, Decolonizing 

the Mind, he criticizes the current neocolonial situation in which African scholars have written 

predominantly in English, French or Portuguese, and therefore announces his “farewell to English” and 

dedication to write in Gĩkũyũ or Kiswahili as “part and parcel of the anti-imperialist struggles of Kenyan 

and African peoples” (1986:28). It is in this sense that I recognize the complexities and tensions inherent 

in my position as an English-speaking settler living on traditional Haudenosaunee and Anishinaabe 

territories in Canada, and who writes in English from a postcolonial perspective about the coastal 

province of Kenya.  

In such a discussion about language, place and uneven power relations, I also feel it imperative to 

acknowledge (whether obvious or not) that the authors whose work I cite within this thesis are those who 

have either written in English or translated their work to English and are made available in specific 

journals or through publishers who are accessible to me as a graduate student at a Canadian university. 

This necessarily excludes those who possess knowledge about histories of Mombasa and street-connected 

children who do not have access to the same conventional means of legitimizing their knowledge within 

academia, and thus are typically marginalized from such work. It is however my aim to privilege as much 

as possible the work of African academics and to center this piece of research on the expressions, both 

verbal and visual, of the participants who live in Mombasa and its neighbourhoods, and who engaged in 

this project.  
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Chapter 3 

Histories of disciplining street-connected children: From vagrancy laws to 

child rights legislation  

Introduction 

This chapter will historicize the use of disciplinary power which targets the bodies of black 

children in urban Mombasa, Kenya within British colonial imperialism and attempts to reform ‘the 

native’ and/as ‘the child’. To accomplish this I will the examine the historical continuities and 

disjunctures within long-standing attempts to discipline black, African street children in Kenya by 

situating the Wema Centre and its aims of ‘rehabilitation’ as it is located within the current rights-based 

era of ‘development’ under the Children’s Act, and among colonial legacies. In particular, I will analyze 

the adoption of vagrancy laws during the period of British colonial control, as colonial administrators 

attempted to ‘rehabilitate’ what was viewed as the deviant, African ‘vagrant youth’ through 

institutionalization. Moving through history, I will then draw connections between a vagrancy discourse 

and a period of which we might refer to as ‘nationalist planning’ in the post-independence era, in which 

the figure of the street child was cast as “un-African” and thus informed legislation which continued to 

construct institutionalization as the solution to the national problem of children’s presence in the streets. 

Lastly, I will outline linkages between this moment in history and the rise in child rights discourse which 

universalizes a Eurocentric model of a work-free childhood, which again lends to a similar logic of 

intervention for street-connected children. 

To contextualize the emergence of the Children’s Act I will engage with both legislation passed 

under the colonial rule of the East African Protectorate (EAP) (subsequently named the Kenyan Colony 
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and Protectorate7) by the British Empire and legislation passed by the Kenyan state since independence. 

The specific pieces of colonial, independence and post-independence state legislation that I will draw on 

which structures the relationship between the Wema Centre (as an apparatus of state power) and street-

connected children include; colonial vagrancy laws such as the 1902 Vagrancy Act and its collection of 

policies, as well as colonial juvenile welfare legislation such as 1910 Reformatory Ordinance, 1933 and 

1935 Children and Young Persons Acts; the 1964 Children and Young Persons Act and 1968 Vagrancy 

Act passed after the moment of independence and; global and continental child rights policy documents, 

such as the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child, and the UN Convention on the Rights 

of the Child within which such national legislation is situated. Of course, while I have divided this chapter 

into three periods of history (colonial, independence, and post-independence), such moments in time are 

not rigidly bound epochs and therefore there is undoubtedly overlap and/or parallels between and within 

one another. 

Throughout this analysis, I aim to contextualize such disjunctures and continuities both nationally 

and internationally, and as they form part of a shared global and/or regional experience of ‘vagrancy law’, 

‘nationalist planning’ and ‘child rights’ policy. Central to this paper is the attempt to explore how the 

labour of street children was disciplined, and if such continuities exist presently within the relationship 

between charitable children’s institutions and street-connected children. 

 

Indigenous conceptions of family and the role of children 

 Before engaging in a critical analysis of the relationship between the state and street-connected 

children, it is important to briefly explore indigenous historical conceptions of the role of the child within 

African familial structures in Kenya. Importantly, despite being discussed in the past tense, and as 

Kilbride et al. (2000) note, such “family values and practices are by no means a thing of the past but are 

                                                        
7 First declared the East African Protectorate in 1895, it was then renamed the Kenya Colony and 
Protectorate in 1920 (Thomas 2003:11). 
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still widely practiced, particularly in rural areas, and are often valued, especially by older Kenyans, as 

ideals” (25). Nor do such values and practices remain static or unchanged over time. 

To begin, historically most Kenyan ethnic societies were both patrilineal and patrilocal, whereby 

descent was traced through males and kinship was determined for women at the moment of marriage 

when they join their husband’s kin group (ibid.). In these societies sons tended to inherit land from their 

families whereas the families of girls received what is known as a bridewealth payment upon their 

daughter’s marriage into another family (ibid.). Bridewealth payments, still common today, denote the 

amount paid by a groom’s family to the bride’s family for “the value of women’s fertility and labour” 

which involves both “material and moral exchanges that affirmed the worth and power of women’s 

reproductive capacities” (Thomas 2003:30). In combination with typically strong ties to extended 

families, marriage as a practice is therefore conceptualized as a process that united two families together, 

rather than simply two individuals. 

 While such patrilineal and patrilocal societies were and are common, this does not mean that 

women were historically absent from positions of authority within East Africa. For example, despite 

predominantly male rulers, there is a well-documented existence of female rulers in the East African 

coast, with the “earliest records of titled females on the Swahili coast identify[ing] Mwana Mkisi as the 

first ruler of Mombasa circa 1500” (Askew 1999:82). In documenting the presence of women as rulers 

within both oral and literary traditions up until 1886 (although not the extent to which they made their 

own decisions and exercised such power), after which titled political positions were exclusively held by 

men, Kelly Askew asks that scholars consider the decline of women in authoritative positions when 

examining the changing relations between Swahili women and men. Without romanticizing the gendered 

relations of power within indigenous communities, it has been argued by some that women had 

considerable economic power when compared to the present (Nasimiyu 1997 cited in Kilbride et al. 

2000:25). 
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 With regards to the role of children within African familial structures, children were historically 

reared in strong family kinship units. As Michael Bourdillon notes, children have traditionally been 

“expected to contribute to families’ means of sustenance in a variety of ways, from looking after the home 

and young children to contributing their labour in agriculture and animal husbandry” (2012:6). Beyond 

their economic value, children typically participated in various initiation rituals involving circumcision or 

clitoridectomy. For Gikuyu peoples for example, irua customs (i.e. circumcision of both sexes) were 

viewed to have “enormous educational, social, moral, and religious implications” (Kenyatta 1959:133). 

Kenyatta describes these rites of passage as important insofar as they mark the transition from childhood 

to adulthood, or a young adult’s ability to begin participating in “various governing groups in the tribal 

administration” (Kenyatta 1959:134). Similarly, Kenyatta explains that at the end of irua boys and girls 

are led to a dance “where they are introduced to the assembly as full-fledged members of the community” 

(1959:152). Before this point, children are excluded from participating in governance structures and 

therefore have limited ability to exercise agency in decision-making processes. 

 Moreover, similar to South African notions of ubuntu which can be understood as the idea that 

“people are people through other people” and reflecting of “African values such as community, humanity, 

or a humane way of living and relating to other people” (Bongmba 2012:70), Gikuyu conceptions of 

social and economic organization encompass similar ideals: 

…[N]obody is an isolated individual. Or rather, his uniqueness is a secondary fact about him: first 
and foremost he is several people’s relative and several people’s contemporary…The fact that in 
Gikuyu language individualism is associated with black magic, and that a man or woman is 
honoured by being addressed as somebody’s parent, or somebody’s uncle or aunt [evident in my 
own fieldwork] shows how indispensable kinship is at the root of Gikuyu ideas of good and evil 
(Kenyatta 1959: 309-310). 
 

In this sense, we may understand how indigenous conceptions of the child within African communities 

across the continent view the child as the not yet complete human who is excluded from political 

decision-making processes, and who should be placed within strong kinship units where their social 

identity is fostered through a sense of community and collective responsibility. This historicizing of the 
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child within indigenous African families and communities is vital to examining the aims and effects of 

both colonial and present-day child rights legislation which attempts to govern the lives of children in 

Kenya. 

 

British empire and ‘vagrant youth’ in the East African Protectorate 
 

To understand the role of the Wema Centre as a registered CCI under the Children’s Act (2010), 

as it both produces ‘the street child’ and governs the lives of street-connected children, we must situate 

the Children’s Act historically within a succession of legislation which similarly structures state 

involvement in the lives of street-connected children in Kenya, and as the Act forms part of a shared 

global history. The objective of this analysis is to explore the historical disjunctures and continuities in 

state legislation during Kenya’s experience under the British empire and during post-independence, and 

examine such legislation as it is located in a global and/or regional context. Therefore, in this section I 

argue that vagrancy in Kenya, and the laws created to deter it, are both: 1) part of a shared global 

experience during the late 1800s to 1950s, and 2) produced ‘vagrant youth’ as a discursive construct 

requiring governance under the British Empire.  

In his article, “‘Joy Rides for Juveniles’: Vagrant Youth and Colonial Control in Nairobi, Kenya, 

1901-52”, Paul Ocobock explains the global context of vagrancy laws at the time of colonial Empire: 

The British, on which the majority of vagrancy literature has been written, repatriated vagrants to 
the countryside as well as institutionalizing them in workhouses, prisons and, for younger 
offenders, industrial schools…By the late 1800s, French authorities had arrested over 400,000 
vagabonds. At the same time, the Dutch and Prussians developed labour colonies as a means of 
putting their unemployed to work (2006:39-40). 
 

Ocobock explains that through colonialism, such attitudes and disciplining strategies directed towards 

those deemed ‘vagrant’ were “deployed in the Americas, India and throughout Africa”, where vagrancy 

laws were reworked to reflect the “politics of race, economic exploitation and administrative capacity” 

(2006:40). Various scholars have documented such vagrancy laws (complicated by systems of economic, 

political and racial oppression) across British colonies (Burton 2001; Campbell 2002; Martens 2003; 



 41 

Ocobock 2006). In fact, many colonies and territories including, Uganda, Zanzibar, Northern Rhodesia, 

Brunei, Hong Kong, Johore, Kedah, Sarawak, and the Straits Settlements, drew from the vagrancy laws 

found in colonial Kenya as a tool to discipline the labour of their own vagrant populations (Burton and 

Ocobock 2008:273-274). 

 Situated within the shared global experience of ‘vagrancy’ in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century, and with its foundations in British law – vagrancy laws in East Africa served a dual 

purpose: “to mobilize and discipline migratory African labor and meet the growing demands of the 

colonial political economy” and to remedy “what officials saw as the disintegration of African social 

order at the hands of urban life and capitalism, made manifest by increasing levels of urbanization, crime 

and unemployment” (Burton and Ocobock 2008:271).  

 In the EAP the first vagrancy laws were passed in Mombasa in 1898, the then colonial 

administrative capital, and were subsequently revised and expanded on in the early twentieth-century 

with the introduction of the Vagrancy Act of 1902 and its collection of policies: The Native Porters and 

Labour Regulations of 1902, Master and Servants Ordinance of 1906, and the Native Registration 

Ordinance of 1915 (Burton and Ocobock 2008:272-273). The colonial political economy, built on 

dispossessing Africans from their land in order to make way for large European agricultural estates which 

required a massive, cheap pool of labour, necessarily required such instruments of colonial state power to 

manipulate the African labour supply. For example, by 1906 the colonial state had allocated over 60,000 

acres of land to European settlers in the Central and Rift Valley provinces, otherwise known as the 

“White Highlands”, alienating 11,000 Kikuyu peoples from their farms (Ocobock 2006:42). Thereafter, 

due to social and economic pressures (e.g. rural disenfranchisement, rising brideprice and overcrowding 

on and degradation of African reserves), Africans began moving to urban centres from rural areas 

searching for work (Ocobock 2006). At this time and in the context of Mombasa, labour migratory 

patterns were largely characterized by the movement of men from upcountry, primarily Nyanza and 

Kikuyuland, to Mombasa to work at the port as casual labourers (Zeleza 1989:172). Tiyambe Zeleza 
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remarks that, “by 1925, there were 7,555 registered workers in Mombasa, of whom only 17 per cent were 

from the coast” (ibid.). Unsurprisingly, not all who migrated were able to find work – permanent or 

otherwise – and many juvenile labourers, facing a housing crisis and a lack of educational opportunities 

in urban centres, were left “underemployed, homeless and idle” (Ocobock 2006:43). With a high demand 

but deteriorating supply of cheap labour in rural areas to work the large colonial agricultural estates, the 

Vagrancy Act was created. 

  The 1902 Vagrancy Act worked to closely control the African workforce, and represented the 

first policy attempt at controlling the street population in Nairobi, whether they were deemed ‘vagrants’, 

‘prostitutes’ or, children (Droz 2006:351). Ocobock states, “according to the Act, a police officer could 

arrest, without warrant, anyone ‘asking for alms or wandering about without any employment or visible 

means of subsistence’” (2006:43). After arrest, the ‘vagrant’ would spend three months in jail, where 

they would then be instructed by officials to work on government projects until they had earned enough 

money to afford to pay for transportation (seen as repatriation) ‘back home’ (Ocobock 2006:44). Thus, 

the Vagrancy Act must be contextualized as a colonial legal instrument that constructed black bodies who 

had migrated to urban centres and who were not involved in the formal economy, as criminals and 

delinquents, subsequently controlling and exploiting their labour for the benefit of state projects. 

 The governing of ‘vagrant youth’ was accomplished through a complex formation of state 

strategies which did not simply discipline the bodies of street children, but also informed the desires and 

beliefs of the public at the time of settler-colonialism in the colony. As was the case in Dar es Salaam, 

“for colonial officials the most disturbing aspect of urbanization amongst young Africans was the fear of 

disorder” (Burton 2001:202). Public anxieties centered on the ‘black peril’ or threat seen as the growing 

presence of black, ‘dangerous’ bodies in colonial African cities populated by Asian and European settlers 

(Martens 2001).  

 In Nairobi, the black, urban juvenile was regarded with fear as the British saw the ‘detribalized’ 

African (one who had migrated from rural areas) as a contradiction to perceived static African familial 
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structures that placed the child on the farm in the countryside (Campbell 2002; Ocobock 2006). Fear was 

therefore regarded as both an economic fear and a moral fear, as the presence of ‘vagrant youth’ was both 

a threat to the economic prosperity of Nairobi and “an affront to non-African sensibilities and security” 

(Ocobock 2006:46). Arnon Bar-On interprets the criminalization of street life as a reflection of the 

privileging of social organization arranged within formal frameworks and private property, therefore 

equating the street with idleness, and idleness with delinquency (1997:75). Indeed, colonial legislation 

was to be used to ‘protect’ settlers occupying Nairobi from ‘the natives’, and calm the anxieties that were 

produced with the growing presence of urban African youth. 

 In this context, African youth were reproduced as a subjectivity that was abject and/or ‘out of 

place’ in the context of the urban centre. As David Sibley (1995) emphasizes, practices of exclusion are 

evident in the field of knowledge production when certain ways of understanding space and place are 

privileged over others (Vanderbeck and Dunkley 2004:178). As we note in the British colonies, the 

dominant system of knowledge production excluded the urban centre as a legitimate space for African 

youth as anxieties were produced over their presence and bodies were disciplined.  

 Such disciplining strategies were not simply aimed at ‘vagrant youth’ at the time but were 

expansive, and included colonial policy which enabled forced labour camps aimed at increasing the 

productivity of ‘the native’. While not children themselves, African adults were repeatedly infantilized 

within colonial discourse under ideals of trusteeship. As Opolot Okia (2012) documents, John Ainsworth, 

the first chief native commissioner in the Native Affairs Department in the colony stated that: 

…‘[N]atives are much on par with children and therefore must be taught and brought up as 
decent and responsible members of state,’ otherwise ‘the result in the case of Africa would be 
uncontrolled savagery’. To Ainsworth, ‘encouragement’ of African labour was simply a means 
for African development through the inculcation of industrious work habits (Okia 2012:35). 
 

The ‘encouragement’ of labour by placing the colonized Other in forced labour camps or industrial 

schools was always for the benefit of the colonial elite within Kenya – and depended on discursively 

representing ‘the child-like native’ as ‘idle’. It is important to note that such observations by colonial 
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settlers of the perceived ‘idleness’ of African natives were gendered. As Avery Johnson, a European 

settler stated in 1920: “[the] male native lives, in most cases in a state of idleness, while their women do 

all of the heavy work of the field and household besides rearing of the family for him” (Okia 2012:36). 

Women and children, predominantly in the 1920s and early 1930s, were also implicated in forced labour 

for the purposes of state projects within the reserves (Zeleza 1989:163). Official numbers, while likely 

grossly underestimated, accounted for approximately “15,000 people [that] were called upon each year in 

the 1920s under the forced labour programme” (ibid.). Indeed, the colonial preoccupation with creating 

useful colonized selves amenable to the colonial political economy required the representation of the 

figure of ‘the native’ and/as ‘the child’ as idle and thus obliging of disciplinary state systems of control 

and coercion. 

 In the early 1930s, growing concern for juvenile welfare within Great Britain and in the 

international community led to legislation such as the Children and Young Persons Acts of 1933 and 

1935 (Clarke 1976; Ocobock 2006). This change in legislation, subsequently adopted by the colonies, 

reflected the shifting view that prisons and detention camps were no longer appropriate for ‘vagrant 

youth’, and thus additionally offered institutionalization in “approved schools” as a solution to colonial 

fears. The objectives of such institutions, or “approved schools”, were to instill ‘new ideas’ concerning 

productivity and hard work – which would prevent the African youth from ‘recidivism’ and ensure they 

find employment once considered adults (Ocobock 2006). In 1937, such ideas played out in the activities 

of the Kabete Approved School, previously a reformatory, where “the 127 inmates at Kabete, whose 

average age was thirteen, produced 4 tonnes of beans, 13 tonnes of maize and 39 tonnes of sweet 

potatoes on the grounds of the school” (Ocobock 2006:51). Besides farming, inmates at Kabete were also 

taught a trade, such as carpentry, masonry, and thatching – skills that were deemed more valuable for 

African juveniles than a ‘literary’ education (Campbell 2002:138). While beyond the scope of this thesis, 

at this time a less dominant strand of thought regarding juvenile offenders that deviated from the 
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separatist, rehabilitative system was shaped by a eugenics discourse which was concerned with the 

“innate racial and criminal characteristics” of African youth (Campbell 2002:129). 

  Following a similar progression, in Tanganyika (present-day Tanzania), Andrew Burton explains 

that rural to urban migration of African youth to the colonial capital of Dar es Salaam initially elicited 

colonial state schemes in which the “favoured solution to the perceived problem of idle urban youth was 

that they should be returned to rural areas” (2001:205). However, in 1938 an Approved School was 

opened to deal with delinquent youth, based on a 1932 report which recommended that, “a reformatory 

be established to ‘reclaim’ convicted juveniles and to prevent them entering the ‘schools of crime’ that 

many understood the prisons to be” (Martens 2001:209).  

 Across the colonies, the separate institutionalization of children from adults in addition to 

repatriation became the rationalized, principal response to ‘vagrant youth’. During the 1900s to 1950s, the 

colonial state began to claim the ‘right of custody’ over children and young people. Institutionalization in 

remand homes, or “approved schools” reflected a vision of street youth as subjects that required specific 

disciplining strategies, such as: the expulsion of African youth from urban centers; the production of 

colonial anxieties over the presence of black, ‘dangerous’ bodies who were quickly forming what was 

perceived to be a “criminal and uncontrollable youth and future urban underclass” (Campbell 2002:140); 

and, the attempt to instill an ethic of ‘productivity’ and ‘hard work’ that enabled colonial control over 

labour.  

 

‘Uhuru’ and street children within African Socialism 

In continuing with the aim to situate the Children’s Act historically within a succession of 

legislation which similarly structures state involvement in the lives of street-connected children in Kenya, 

and forms part of a shared global history – this section explores the historical disjunctures and 

continuities in Kenyan state legislation during the period of national independence in the 1950s to late 

1970s. Such inquiry is important as Tania Li remarks, “in the postcolonial era, concern with welfare and 
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improvement falls under the rubric of ‘development’ and provides many governing regimes with a 

significant part of their claim to legitimacy” (1999:296). Therefore, in this section I argue that ‘nationalist 

planning’ in Kenya, and the laws created upon gaining independence: 1) are part of a shared East African 

vision during the 1960s founded on ideas of African Socialism, and 2) produced ‘the street child’ as a 

discursive construct that was “un-African” and therefore required reform under the newly independent 

Kenyan state.  

By the early 1950s, the colonial political economy had produced conditions in which 

disenfranchisement, population growth, unemployment and increasing class distinctions made it difficult 

for Africans to attain material wealth. The Mau Mau rebellion of 1952 is seen by some to embody a 

response to imperialism’s oppression and exploitation (Maloba 1993:11), and has since “provided Kenyan 

literature with a myth or symbol upon which much of its idea of nationhood is constructed” (Ogude 

2003:268). Indeed, debates between historians still exist regarding whether Mau Mau was a nationalist, 

anticolonial, peasant movement (Maloba 1993) or a Kikuyu tribalist insurgence. However, more 

importantly, James Ogude draws our attention to the idea that the ambivalent and contradictory nature of 

the Mau Mau war in Kenyan literature has to do with the “struggles over the possession of Mau Mau 

memory: how it is deployed in the struggle for power, indeed, in the struggle to reconstitute the Kenyan 

nation” (2003:268). 

Regardless of how the Mau Mau have been (re)interpreted over time to serve either nationalist 

imaginings or the de-legitimization of the very nation-state, as Wunyabari Maloba contends, “the bulk of 

the fighting was shouldered by those displaced in the rural areas, the landless squatters, and the urban 

unemployed, the marginal of society” (1993:11). During this period of time in which colonial officials 

termed, the Emergency, the black, urban and unemployed participated in the Mau Mau uprising while at 

the same time such civil unrest displaced African families and children and therefore resulted in the 

increased presence of children on the streets (Nowrojee 1990). Throughout the Emergency the colonial 
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state’s relationship with urban African youths continued to be structured by juvenile vagrancy policy 

(Ocobock 2006:58). 

In the struggle for uhuru8 and the gaining of formal independence in 1963, Jomo Kenyatta 

assumed the role of the first president of the Republic of Kenya. Kenyatta, like his fellow heads of state in 

East Africa, was concerned with ‘Africanizing’ governance by rejecting both “Western Capitalism” and 

“Eastern Communism” and placing the country on a path of non-alignment towards “Democratic African 

Socialism” (Kenyatta 1968:273). In a sessional paper entitled, “African Socialism and its Application to 

Planning in Kenya”, published on May 4, 1965, Kenyatta outlines his vision for a society whose features 

include: political democracy and mutual social responsibility (two African traditions he argued to form 

the essential basis of African Socialism); various forms of ownership; a range of controls to ensure that 

property is used in the mutual interest of society and its members; diffusion of ownership to avoid 

concentration of economic power; progressive taxes to ensure an equitable distribution of wealth and 

income (Republic of Kenya 1965:16). In the shared vision of ‘Ujamaa’ or Socialism, Kenyatta situated 

Kenya as an ally to Tanzania and Uganda under a new East African Treaty of co-operation (Kenyatta 

1968:xi). 

In Kenya, this national development strategy based rhetorically on African Socialism included 

consistent references to freedom and hard work as necessary preconditions to successful nation-building. 

Kenyatta argued: “I have always believed that the best way to achieve worthwhile human ambitions is 

through hard work. To me, ‘Uhuru na Kazi’9 is a living reality” (Kenyatta 1968:xiii). Such rhetoric was 

evident in speeches directed at youth in which the President “saw the essential need for training and 

constructive opportunity, for outlets in which young men could exercise their energies and zest to serve 

the whole community, instead of being left in disillusionment, to drift – maybe – into a life of crime” 

(Kenyatta 1964:94). ‘Youth’ continued to be reproduced ambivalently as either “potential or futurity, both 
                                                        
8 Uhuru is Kiswahili for “freedom” and was invoked within a nationalist discourse to unite diverse tribes 
under a common Kenyan identity. 
9 Uhuru na Kazi is Kiswahili for “freedom and work”. 
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of which need protected spaces in which to flourish and a subjectivity and corporeality in need of 

discipline” (Wallace 1994:173). Additionally, those deemed fit to protect and discipline children outside 

of the family and state institutions were voluntary organizations – or what could be understood today as 

the contemporary NGO. During the period of colonial rule, a special committee concerned with the 

improvement of laws directed at children put forth a recommendation that the, “voluntary organization of 

responsible and charitable citizens who are particularly well qualified and suitable for dealing with 

juveniles in need of care, and their establishment should be encouraged as much as possible” (Dabir and 

Athale 2011:154).  

In keeping with the colonial logic that voluntary organizations should be encouraged to act as 

trustees for the welfare of children, Kenyatta thanked voluntary organizations at the opening of a 

children’s home on October 24, 1963, “for the splendid work they are doing in social welfare” and 

lamented the state’s inability to support such voluntary organizations due to the enormous demands 

placed on the government’s resources (Kenyatta 1964:91). Interestingly, and as particularly illustrative of 

the continuation of the state’s anxiety over poor or ‘destitute’ children, Kenyatta emphasized:  

Let us not forget that those for whom no haven exists will also grow up to be citizens of 
tomorrow. But what kind of citizens are they likely to be, if they are brought up without love or 
faith, and in want and sickness? Ignorance, poverty and disease: here is the challenge that faces us 
today, which faces the Government and each individual member of society (Kenyatta 1964:91). 
 

Despite gaining independence, the state’s concern over the presence of poor children in urban spaces was 

uninterrupted by policy change. In fact, in 1964 the Children and Young Persons Act of 1935 was briefly 

amended, but continued to be defined as: “An Act of Parliament to make provision for the protection and 

discipline of children, juveniles and young persons”. Within the Act, “a child or juvenile is in need of 

protection or discipline” specifically included any “who is found begging or receiving alms or inducing 

the giving of alms, whether or not there is any pretence of singing, playing or performing” (1964:part III, 

section 22h). After independence, the Vagrancy Act was also upheld and only briefly amended in 1968. 

Similar to its colonial precursors it was defined as: “an Act of Parliament to make provision for the 
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suppression of vagrancy; for the detention of vagrants and for the care and rehabilitation of beggars”. 

Before the Vagrancy Act was finally repealed in 1998, street children continued to be rounded up on the 

charges of “having no fixed abode” or begging, and as many as “70% of cases passed through the juvenile 

justice court system in 1997 were recorded as ‘vagrancy’ offences” (CSC 2004:17). 

In considering the phase of ‘nationalist planning’, the figure of the street child was also cast as 

“un-African” and hence not an acceptable feature in an African Socialist vision of society which Kenyatta 

and his successors rhetorically sought to achieve. In a sitting of the Kenya National Assembly on March 

24, 1981, J. K. Yeri, a Member of Parliament representing Malindi North, asked the Minister for Culture 

and Social Services of the government’s plans to “remove beggars from the streets” stating:  

…[S]ince it is most shameful and against African Socialism to have streets in major towns littered 
with beggars and parking boys, when the Government will, as a matter of urgency, introduce a 
comprehensive plan to remove this menace, which is tarnishing the image of this Republic, once 
and for all (Republic of Kenya 1981:305). 
 

In response, the Minister for Culture and Social Services, J. J. M. Nyagah, concurred by denouncing the 

presence of children in the streets, remarking that: 

It is most shameful and not in keeping with the African tradition to have street beggars in any 
town. Street begging, in any form, is most un-African. It is a new social evil that calls for greater 
coordinated force to eradicate it….attacking the root cause of the trouble must be to get the 
families to take up their responsibilities. We can mobilize all police force to sweep these 
youngsters out of the streets…[and make] plans for rehabilitating a few of such unfortunate 
young (Republic of Kenya 1981:305-306). 
 

Such comments which constructed street children as a “menace” and implicitly male, perceived street-

connected children as dangerous to society, allowing for the criminalization of poor children, and 

subsequent stigmatization of poor families who depended on their children for financial support under the 

uneven and unequal conditions produced by the legacies of a colonial political economy. By blaming poor 

parents for ignoring their responsibility to keep their children away from the streets, such remarks enabled 

policy and intervention which was similar to colonial schemes where police were called upon to remove 

and relocate children from the streets in order to allow for their proper rehabilitation. Thus, in asserting a 

national identity rooted in African Socialism, the newly independent state and its government leaders 
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constructed the street child as abnormal and as criminal under an idealized African society. Despite the 

shift in situating the presence of ‘the street child’ within a nationalist discourse, the notion that such 

children required institutionalization and the careful husbandry of the state in order to assume their role as 

useful citizens prevailed from its colonial rationality. 

 

Child rights discourse and Kenyan state policies since independence 

In continuing to explore the historical disjunctures and continuities in Kenyan state legislation 

post-independence, in this section I argue that ‘child rights’ in Kenya, and the laws created to uphold such 

rights: 1) are part of a shared global experience during the late 1980s which emerged out of the universal 

human rights movement, and 2) produced ‘the child’ as a discursive construct requiring governance under 

the Kenyan state. 

To situate child rights discourse, we must acknowledge the post-World War II context in which 

universal human rights more broadly arose. In the aftermath of World War II, the United Nations drafted 

what is known today as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) as a way of responding to the 

violence perpetrated and significant loss of life experienced at this time, and from this, subsequently the 

United Nations adopted the Declaration of the Rights of the Child in 1959. This declaration then proved 

to be the basis of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), passed 

unanimously 30 years later by the General Assembly on November 20th 1989.  

On the African continent, similar legislation was passed. The year following the UNCRC, the 

African Union (then named the Organization for African Unity,) adopted the African Charter on the 

Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC) (1990). Symbolically, in 1991 the United Nations’ Children’s 

Fund (UNICEF) pronounced June 16th to be the international “Day of the African Child”, and more 

recently, the African Child Policy Forum (ACPF) was established in 2006 as a, “pan-African institution 

of policy research and dialogue on the African child”, whose work is “rights-based, inspired by universal 

values and informed by global experiences and knowledge; and it is guided by the UN Convention on the 
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Rights of the Child, the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child, and other relevant 

regional and international human rights instruments” (ACPF 2013). This transnational preoccupation with 

protecting the ‘development’ of children by establishing ‘child rights’, which necessarily entails the 

construction of an appropriate, universal ‘childhood’, is evident in the institutionalization and creation of 

such policy documents and forums continentally and internationally, and marks the emergence of child 

rights discourse in the late 1980s. 

Within Kenya, Elizabeth Cooper locates the, “Children’s Act (2010) and associated protocols and 

personnel for implementation…[as it] seems to have assiduously domesticated the UN Convention on the 

Rights of the Child (UNCRC 1989) and the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child 

(ACRWC 1990)” (2012:487). As Cooper argues,  

Kenya’s Children’s Act (2001) closely reflects the wording of the UNCRC (1989), with emphasis 
on the core principle that all actions concerning children shall be primarily concerned with 
securing the best interests of the child, which is also meant to allow for children’s opinions to be 
taken into account as may be appropriate. Differing from the UNCRC (1989), but reflecting the 
content of the ACRWC (1990), Kenya’s Children’s Act also outlines the duties and 
responsibilities of a child, thereby emphasizing the reciprocal relationship of children with 
families and communities (2012:488). 
 

In fact, the Act is defined as “an Act of Parliament to make provision for parental responsibility, 

fostering, adoption, custody, maintenance, guardianship, care and protection of children; to make 

provision for the administration of children’s institutions; to give effect to the principles of the 

Convention on the Rights of the Child and the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child” 

(2010:4).  

Therefore, as it is situated within the shared global experience of universal ‘child rights’ in the 

late 1980s, and with its foundations in international and continental child rights instruments – we must 

consider how the Children’s Act can be understood as a governmental technique which reproduces ‘the 

child’ as a discursive construct requiring both protection and discipline, and the implications for street 

children. 
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 In returning to the role of the state in the disciplining of labour, and in particular, the labour of 

‘the child’, the Children’s Act outlines the “Safeguards for the Rights and Welfare of the Child” 

(2010:Part II). Such “safeguards” include the right to parental care, non-discrimination, education, health 

care, etc. (2010:13). Of most interest to this research is the child’s right to “protection from child labour 

and armed conflict”, which delineates that: 

Child labour refers to any situation where a child provides labour in exchange for payment and 
includes – (a) any situation where a child provides labour as an assistant to another person and his 
labour is deemed to be the labour of that other person for the purposes of payment; (b) any 
situation where a child’s labour is used for gain by any individual or institution whether or not the 
child benefits directly or indirectly; and (c) any situation where there is an existence a contract for 
services where the party providing the services is a child whether the person using the services 
does so directly or by agent (2010:14). 
 

Stated similarly within the UNCRC and the ACRWC, the Kenyan child has the ‘right to protection from 

child labour’. From this textual analysis of the Children’s Act, we can identify a universal, appropriate 

‘childhood’ as it is constructed in a way that eliminates the possibility of children participating in wage-

labour, and consequently renders unintelligible the labour power of street children in urban centers. 

 Bar-On notes that the “protective model of childhood”, to which Northern and Southern societies 

have gravitated, and which is evident in child rights instruments, does not reflect the experiences of most 

countries in the South (1997:66). Primarily, the wealth of the North has “created conditions such that the 

instrumental value of children has been replaced by their expressive value”, explaining that, 

“economically, children have become relatively worthless to their parents, but priceless in terms of their 

psychological worth” (Bar-On 1997:66). In the South, however, such conditions do not prevail, and in 

fact, children are increasingly seen for their economic value (Bar-On 1997). Although, historically in 

Kenya children have always been regarded insofar as they are economically valuable. As Kilbride et al. 

describe, girls may be seen to be more valuable than sons in the family unit as they have “kinship capital” 

– the potential to bring in bridewealth for her family (2000:26). 

Additionally however, in their work with street children in Brazil, Anthony Dewees and Steven 

Klees claim that, “for the vast majority of street and working children, work is essential to individual and 
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family survival. Among the urban poor, the labour of children and youth can often contribute 20-30 

percent or more to family income” (1995:77). Most commonly, street-connected children engage in work 

which requires little capital, such as street vending, and/or offer personal services such as portering, car 

washing, running errands and guarding merchandise (Bar-On 1997:67). Dabir and Athale note that 

children are also involved in illegal income-generating activities such as theft, gambling, sex work, 

pornography, drug trafficking and running, and selling home-brewed alcohol10 (2011:47). 

Therefore, in relation to street-connected children, legislation such as the Children’s Act is 

situated in a rights-based approach to development, in which claims to universalism are in fact grounded 

in a particular, Eurocentric history of legal tradition (Kapoor 2007). To be clear, I am not in support of the 

exploitation of children’s labour; however, I aim to demonstrate how the ‘protection against child labour’ 

is rooted in Eurocentric conceptions of ‘the child’, which penalizes and criminalizes street children and 

urban poor families. In the logic made intelligible within child rights discourse, street-connected children, 

and their presence working in urban centers is regarded as the “antithesis to childhood” (Bar-On 

1997:67), or as an antithesis to ‘girlhood’ (Kilbride et al. 2000). In fact, as Gordon Tait argues in his 

assessment of street youth: “the construction of ‘street kids’ creates yet one more scale against which 

normal youths can be counterpoised, measured, and assessed (1993:91).  

Moreover, public attitudes towards street children also affirmed their presence as abnormal, 

‘dangerous’ and anxiety producing, and requiring removal from the streets. In this sense, the ‘practice of 

government’ was also accomplished through state strategies which did not simply control the labour of 

street children, but also informed the attitudes of the public. Wananchis11, comprised of local inhabitants, 

tourists, and municipal authorities and the business community in particular, worry over the presence of 

street children (Droz 2006:350) as they hold negative and harmful assumptions of street children as 

                                                        
10	  Commonly referred to in Kiswahili as chang’aa. 
11 Wananchis is Kiswahili for “citizens” and is used to denote “civil society” (Droz 2006:350)  
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‘criminals’, ‘prostitutes’, ‘glue sniffers’, etc. In the public mind, the ‘glue bottle’, for example, 

“negatively symbolizes what is taken to be, in Kenya and often elsewhere, the defining characteristic of 

street children: that is, people who are troublemakers and a threat to society” (Kilbride et al. 2000:2). 

While unnerving, it is important to therefore recognize how social stigmatization is also situated within 

techniques of power to produce the ‘street child’ as in need of discipline. 

As was the case with both colonial policy and legislation passed soon after independence which 

institutionalized ‘vagrant youth’ in “approved schools”, the Children’s Act is a piece of legislation 

enacted in the era of rights-based development which continues to view street children as subjects that 

require specific disciplining strategies, such as: the prevention of youth to use their labour power, as it 

goes against Eurocentric child rights instruments; and, the production of anxieties over the presence of 

‘dangerous’ bodies within urban centers. Central to this discussion is how the Children’s Act additionally 

makes provisions for CCIs to intervene in the lives of street children, as they “meet the concern for 

children’s right of both the well-wishing international community and of different representatives of the 

NGOs’ donors’ constellation” (Droz 2006:350), by eliminating their ability to work and easing anxieties 

over their presence in the street.  

 

Conclusion 

As we have seen, the use of disciplinary power to target the bodies of black children in urban 

spaces in Kenya in order to reform them in ways amenable to the reproduction of social conditions 

necessary to capitalist production is not a new phenomenon. The institutionalization of street children – 

while not a new technical solution – is carried out today in the work of CCIs governed by the Children’s 

Act. In this chapter I strived to demonstrate how particular forms of knowledge “locate youth, and more 

specifically ‘problem’ youth as both a locus of anxiety and an object of visibility”, and furthermore, how 

each plays a part in positioning street-connected children “not only against a rigorous network of norms, 

but within a web of governmental intelligibility based not solely on humanitarianism and benevolence, 
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but also upon surveillance and political concern” (Tait 1993:90). By tracing the Children’s Act within 

historical disjunctures and continuities in state legislation, exploring both legislation passed under the 

colonial rule of the East African Protectorate (subsequently the Kenya Colony and Protectorate) by the 

British Empire, and legislation passed by the Kenyan state since independence, I have aimed to situate 

such state apparatuses as they form part of a shared global and/or regional experience of ‘vagrancy law’, 

‘nationalist-planning’ and ‘child rights’ discourse which consistently reproduces the African urban child 

as requiring of both proper guidance and discipline. 

Building off this account, which historicizes the disciplining of street-connected children and 

their labour in Kenya, I will examine in the next chapter the particularities of the Wema Centre’s 

rehabilitation schemes in terms of its objectives and practices. By foregrounding the knowledge of those 

who at one time were targets of such schemes, I will highlight the contradictions and limits of attempts to 

‘reform’ street-connected girls in ways that produce useful, gendered selves necessary to the stable 

reproduction of the labour force.  
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Chapter 4  

The Wema Centre’s ‘rehabilitation’ scheme: Exploring the logic of 
intervention, its aims and practices 

 
Introduction 

In this chapter, I explore the aims and practices of the Wema Centre’s ‘rehabilitation’ scheme. To 

accomplish this, I examine how the presence of street-connected children in Mombasa and other urban 

areas continues to be constructed by local municipal politicians, county governors, members of the police 

force, Wema Centre staff, etc. – as populations that are ‘out of place’ who require removal and relocation 

from urban spaces. This dominant public perception legitimizes an ambivalent discourse, founded in the 

era of British settler-colonialism, in which street-connected children are viewed to require protection from 

the conditions of an unsuitable childhood contained within street life, and require discipline in order to 

ensure the creation of useful citizens required for the stable reproduction of the labour force. In 

recognizing that it is through these hegemonic discursive representations of street-connected children in 

which a logic of intervention is made possible, I will shift to an analysis of the Wema Centre’s definitions 

and aims of ‘rehabilitation’ as a CCI and an apparatus of state power enabled to claim the power of 

benevolent humanitarianism. To accomplish this, I will examine the discourse employed by various 

trustees within interviews, meetings, organization brochures, etc. to analyze the narrative of 

‘rehabilitation’ used to explain the claim in intervening in the lives of street-connected children, with 

specific emphasis on the gendered implications of such rationale. Lastly, I will explore the Wema 

Centre’s practices of ‘rehabilitation’ within institutionalization as they represent specific techniques of 

discipline, and as such, attempt to responsibilize street-connected girls into appropriate, idealized adult 

women subjects (e.g. ‘good wives’, ‘good mothers’, ‘good entrepreneurs’) necessary to the reproduction 

of the conditions of social production within neoliberal patriarchal capitalism. In sum, in this chapter I am 
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most concerned with locating what the Wema Centre seeks to change in populations of street-connected 

girls in Mombasa and through what means. 

In the subsequent chapter, I will foreground the knowledge of Wema ‘graduates’ to highlight the 

contradictions and limits of attempts to reform street-connected girls in ways that produce useful, 

gendered selves necessary to ensure the continuing reproduction of the labour force. That is to say, I will 

delve into an analysis of the effects of ‘rehabilitation’.  

 

Contemporary constructions of the street-connected child in Kenya 

As has been noted, since the late nineteenth century and during the period of British settler-

colonialism, African youth in Kenya have been consistently reproduced as a subjectivity that is abject 

and/or ‘out of place’ in the context of the urban centre as anxieties have been produced over their 

presence and their bodies disciplined through repatriation and institutionalization. Today, dominant 

systems of knowledge production in the current rights-based era of development are preoccupied with 

protecting the ‘development’ of children and thus continue to view the streets as incompatible with an 

appropriate, proper childhood experience. In examining popular beliefs of the presence of children on the 

streets of Mombasa and other cities in Kenya by local municipal politicians, county governors, members 

of the police force, Wema Centre staff, etc. – it becomes clear that street-connected children persist as a 

population that is at once: criminalized and therefore regarded as in need of discipline and reform, and as 

limited rights-bearing citizens deserving of education and ‘work-free’ childhoods. In both constructions, 

the logic of intervention as a technical solution is made intelligible, enabling the removal and relocation 

of street-connected children from ‘the streets’ under the premise of ‘rehabilitation’. 

Street-connected children as ‘criminal’ 

The notion that street-connected children are a real and/or perceived security threat to locals, 

dissuade tourism and threaten the ability of businesses to generate profit, is widespread. In a newspaper 

article published June 12, 2014, residents of Kakamega town in western Kenya were described as being: 
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…[U]p in arms over the sharp increase of street children and families in the town, saying they 
pose a huge security threat to locals, business and visitors. The street urchins, boys and girls aged 
between 12 and 18, are instilling fear and anxiety among the residents (Okwatch 2014:1).  
 

The Nairobi County Assembly has also expressed concern with the presence of street-connected children 

and their families. A motion passed in March 2014 sought to have “urchins removed from the streets and 

further rehabilitated…[as] members of the assembly pointed out that street families have increased, 

becoming an economic and social nightmare” (J. Mwangi 2014:3). Terms such as ‘street urchins’ and 

chokoras are frequently used in public discourse when referring to street-connected children. While 

“urchin” is regarded as less offensive, both are derogatory and carry significant negative assumptions 

about poor children. 

In Mombasa in particular, various public figures in positions of power, including the Municipal 

Council of Mombasa (MCM), hold views of street-connected children as criminals and hence security 

threats. For example in 2013, Nelson Marwa, the County Commissioner, publicly decried the presence of 

children and their families on the streets and ordered their removal from the Central Business District 

(CBD) as “street families are becoming a security threat and a nuisance in the city” (Mwita 2013:1). 

Marwa declared that: “We are going to sweep the town clean. These people posing as beggars and street 

families are the people mugging us every day and causing the rise of insecurity in our county. Some of 

them are even too healthy to be beggars” (ibid.). Likewise, Henry Bineah Otieno, a program coordinator 

at the Wema Centre, also felt that the MCM holds harmful assumptions of street-connected children by 

considering them a threat to the tourism industry. In making a presentation to the MCM regarding the 

launch of a drop-in centre for street-connected children, Henry was asked by a councilor: “Why are you 

making the streets heaven?” To which he replied, “Aren’t street children human beings? Do they not 

have rights, too?” Henry believed the MCM was anxious that the creation of a drop-in centre would lure 

children away from their family and school environments, and into the streets – potentially damaging the 

local tourism industry on which the economy is dependent (S07). Using language embedded within a 

child rights discourse, Henry attempted to make claims for material resources for street-connected 
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children (a point I will return to in the following section of this chapter). 

 Generally, when Wema Centre staff and James Chebon, a district children’s officer (DCO) 

working for the Children’s Department were asked to describe public attitudes towards street-connected 

children, three out of four people agreed that they are considered “criminals”, “deviants”, “antisocial”, 

“glue-sniffing”, “those without personal ID”, “pick-pocketers”, “those who break into peoples’ houses” 

and those who “don’t respect the law and order” (S05, S07, S10). To illustrate the social stigma which 

street-connected children carry, Lloyd Muriuki Wamai, an advocacy officer at the Wema Centre, 

recounted one particular experience he had while looking on as children celebrated the opening of the 

Centre’s Dreamcatcher outreach project:  

…Once we were at Mama Ngina drive and we were launching the Dreamcatcher and there was 
this boy who was in a wheelchair who was being wheeled. He looked as though he lived on the 
streets but it was hard to tell so I approached him and asked him whether he’s interested in 
joining the celebrations. You know what he told me? “I can’t stand those people.” Its like, “I 
can’t stand those chokoras.” So, I consider street children to be at the lowest of the low in terms 
of if there was a strata of society. We don’t want to discriminate against children with disabilities 
but this child who was living with a disability and who is discriminated upon, is discriminating 
upon the street children. And that hit me. I was astounded; I was taken aback (S05). 
 

Lloyd was surprised at the severity of discrimination he felt street-connected children experience, even by 

other marginalized and vulnerable members in society. Despite mistakenly assuming that those who 

experience varying forms of oppression share a common sense of solidarity, this anecdote provides 

insight into the low social status of ‘street children’ as a category of identity.  

Martha Akinyi Otieno, a staff member working as a social worker, held a different opinion when 

asked about public perceptions of street-connected children. She argued that: “People take it as a normal 

phenomenon. There’s nothing unique about it…. I don’t think people think it’s a problem. You have rich 

people and you have poor people” (S08). In this sense, the presence of children in the streets of Mombasa 

may be normalized to the point that it garners little reaction from the public. 

In accounting for gender, however, we may understand that in particular situations street-

connected girls might be criminalized to a lesser extent than boys as street life is regarded as more 
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inimical to ‘girlhood’. Martha argued that, “girls will get some sympathy but boys? None at all. In fact, 

they get hostility. But girls, even policemen don’t harass them. The young girls, they feel sympathy, pity. 

But the boys get harassed” (S08). In explaining her reasoning Martha described that girls are seen to have 

not had any choice in becoming ‘street-connected’, with the assumption that they are either born ‘in the 

streets’ or are brought there by someone against their will. Conversely, boys are viewed to have a greater 

degree of agency and therefore it is their decision to leave home and enter ‘the streets’ – thus they 

subsequently face hostility rather than pity. 

Lloyd also claimed that the general public views young street-connected girls as “harmless”: 

Okay, you know the girls who you’ll find near the Tuskys. [A grocery store located in the CBD of 
Mombasa.] You know that area? You’ll find a lot of street girls. Especially the small ones. I find 
people are less apprehensive about the girls because they are younger. They tend to be harmless. 
But the older girls they are invisible. It would be very difficult for you – do you remember a time 
when you were walking down the streets and you found a girl carrying a bag of? – No. You won’t 
come across them (S05). 
 

Age is therefore also a determining factor in shaping public perceptions of street-connected girls since the 

young who are more visible during the day are viewed as less threatening, whereas older street-connected 

girls are sometimes cast as “invisible” as they remove themselves from public spaces during the day in 

order to find safer places to sleep so that they can re-enter ‘the streets’ at night to engage in sex work. 

While these interviews provide some insights into the gendered and age-specific distinctions 

between popular perceptions of street-connected children, these views perhaps do not take into account 

the very real encounters street-connected girls have with those who have authority over them. In fact, it 

can be argued that the perceived  ‘harmlessness’ of street-connected girls more easily makes them targets 

of physical and sexual exploitation by people in positions of power such as askaris12, police officers, 

touts13, street-connected boys, etc. For example, Human Rights Watch found that five out of nine girls 

interviewed on the streets of Nairobi had at one point been detained by police and offered release in 

                                                        
12 Askari is Kiswahili for “guard” or “watchman”. 
13 Touts or conductors are those who work in the matatu (informal public transportation) industry in 
Kenya and collect the fares of passengers.	  
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exchange for sex (1997:27). In the focus group discussion, most women agreed that in their experiences, 

"…most of the boys feel like they own the place so they can dictate to you to do whatever they want. So 

you are under them...they're saying 'this is my wife' and you cannot refuse. You're forced" (S15).  

As Kilbride et al. note: “street girls are at the bottom of the status hierarchy on the street, if not 

the entire Kenyan society” due to less occupational flexibility, harsher home environments and risk of 

pregnancy (2000:123). Less occupational flexibility due to dominant understandings of gender also 

proved to be a factor which contributed to the vulnerability of street-connected girls in this study, as one 

participant explained: “…For a girl, you can’t do the normal street jobs like collecting bottles and metals 

and all that. They have to look for something more…female-friendly if I can say that. So like groceries, 

selling charcoal, selling clothes, salon, tailoring…the main job they can do is selling their bodies to 

survive” (S08). Overall, while young, street-connected girls are viewed as less threatening than other 

street-connected children, they likely experience a higher degree of social exclusion and discrimination, 

and may be disproportionately targets of physical and sexual violence due to socially constructed 

assumptions of the appropriate, gender-specific type of work they can perform. 

Street-connected children as limited rights-holders 

Despite being criminalized or perhaps even rendered ‘normal’, although the degrees to which are 

dependent on a variety of factors such as age and gender, street-connected children are also constructed as 

those who have had their rights denied to them and who are entitled to education and ‘work-free’ 

childhoods. While street-connected children may be discursively produced in ways other than ‘criminal’ 

and without associated negative assumptions, the logic of intervention under ‘rehabilitation’ schemes 

remains unchallenged. Operating under the rationale that children have the universal right to education 

and to a childhood free of labour provides those deemed ‘experts’ in child welfare a point of entry in 

becoming involved in a child’s life whose rights have been infringed. In both constructions, intervention 

as a technical solution is made intelligible, enabling the removal and relocation of street-connected 

children from ‘the streets’ under the premise of ‘rehabilitation’. 
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In a “staff-training day” on the topic of “advocacy”, Lloyd began the discussion by informing 

staff that the Wema Centre is now under a new four year strategic plan spanning 2014 to 2018, as the “old 

vision has been achieved” (“a society where all street children and other vulnerable children and young 

people are transformed into fulfilled and responsible adults”) – and a new vision has been created: “a 

society where every street child is rehabilitated and attached to a family” (S07). The shift in focus to the 

attachment of a street-connected child to a family has been in large part due to pressures from government 

bodies and international donors who recognize the long-standing critiques levied against 

institutionalization, and call for NGOs and CCIs like the Wema Centre to move away from the practice. 

In a report published two years earlier which summarizes the findings of a “child welfare stakeholders 

forum” hosted by the Wema Centre, Lloyd writes that “whether to place children in institutions or not as a 

way of ensuring the children fulfill their needs, achieve their full rights and contribute to their growth and 

development has become a major point of discussion, especially around the concept of The best interest of 

the child [under the UNCRC]” (Muriuki Wamai 2012:3). Remarking on the effects such debates have had 

on the funding for CCIs he comments that: 

Donor policies have tended to favour children's homes or orphanages less and less in the past few 
years. Many managers and owners of CCIs can report having to contend with less funding due to 
donor pull-out at some point in their programmes. Donor organizations often cite research 
militating against the institutionalisation of children, unavailability of funds, etc. as reasons for 
withdrawal or non-renewal of funding to CCIs (Muriuki Wamai 2012:3). 
 

Therefore in correspondence with this policy shift and accompanying redirecting of funds towards 

advocacy work premised on a rights-based approach to ‘development’, we may understand the Wema 

Centre’s new strategic plan as an attempt to realign with new funding priorities14. As Lloyd explained to 

                                                        
14 Staff, however, point out contradictions contained in the rights-based policy approaches of funding 
requirements and the attitudes towards homeless populations within foreign donor countries. For 
example, when I brought up a newspaper article that described “hostile architecture” such as spikes 
placed under city bridges and under the alcoves of apartment buildings in England in order to deter 
homeless people from finding refuge (see Quinn 2014), a staff responded exclaiming that: “These are the 
same people who are telling us that children’s homes are inhumane. They’re the ones who are telling us 
how to spend money.” 
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the group of 16 staff and volunteers, “for the past 21 years…[the Wema Centre has] focused on needs 

such as providing food, shelter and clothing, and a complementary strategy is a rights-based 

approach…[that is] happening all over the world” (S05). He argued that children have specific rights, 

like “the right to play, right to develop” and that “advocacy is a rights-based approach that influences 

policies and actions…[by engaging in] activities that change mindsets” (S05). Similarly, in a brochure 

published by the Wema Centre in 2012, the CCI articulates its role insofar that it engages in “advocacy 

work” as it is premised on the idea that “every child has inherent civil, political, economic, social, health 

and cultural rights” (2012:N.P.). In fact, in discussing the importance of the UNCRC as an international 

policy document that outlines such rights, Lloyd explained that, “without the UNCRC many of us 

wouldn’t be here”, going so far as to state that, “it is like our Bible because we can’t rescue and 

rehabilitate without the mandate” provided by UNCRC (S05).   

Shifting to the topic of “inclusivity” within advocacy, Lloyd explained that “children can 

participate in advocacy that is led by adults” (S05). When prompted as to why a beneficiary like Miriam, 

a university student who was living at that time at the Centre and who had expressed that she was looking 

for meaningful work to do while her internship was being arranged at a local bank, was not invited to the 

training day, Lloyd responded that “we have to train the staff first [and that]…beneficiaries can come in 

later because there are different ways to target them” (S05). In this sense, the hierarchical power 

dynamics between ‘trustees’ and ‘wards’ is maintained. Staff members and volunteers (whether 

considered adults or not) continue to be positioned as those that exist outside of the development narrative 

and must therefore be presented with advocacy training before and separate from street-connected girls so 

that they may “target” them effectively. Similar to other conclusions drawn from research with street-

connected children and in the context of a child rights discourse, there is a tension produced between 

protection and participation rights which may be particularly problematic for street-connected children. 

For van Blerk, the ways in which street-connected children in South Africa are often positioned 

simultaneously as either victims or delinquents result in the “persistence of strategies of removal from the 
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streets (for public safety), reintegrated into families, and placed within residential settings (for their 

protection)” and thus often undermine their agency (2014:197). With the ultimate aim to mobilize adults 

to act “in the best interests of the child” under the UNCRC and in the case of street-connected children, 

protection rights seem to take precedence over participation rights (where children are seen to have the 

right to actively make decisions which pertain to their own lives). Furthermore, it is quite clear that 

children housed in institutions cannot exercise their right to move freely as this right is withheld in the 

name of ensuring other rights (e.g. the right to protection, the right to develop in a safe environment, etc.). 

In this sense there is a hierarchy of rights contained within a child rights discourse whereby certain liberal 

rights are prioritized or privileged over others, as determined by adults.  

With an understanding of the street-connected child as a limited rights-bearer, the presence of 

children’s bodies in urban spaces, particularly those who work during school hours, may also provoke the 

criminalization of poor parents. For example, in blaming parents of neglect and ‘poor-parenting’, Gasper 

Makau, a police officer of Embu town located northwest of Nairobi, claimed that, “…the main aim of 

arresting the [street] children is to enable the police and the Children’s Office to trace their parents… 

parents will be dealt with for failing to take their children to school and denying them their rights 

(Githinji 2013:1). Similarly in Meru, at the launch of a three-month initiative that would see “more than 

1,000 street children in the county rehabilitated”, Governor Raphael Muriungi declared that, “…parents 

who abandon their children will be prosecuted”, with the ultimate goal that street children “will be 

reformed to enable them to build our country” (Murithi 2013:1). In this example, it becomes clear that 1) 

the long-standing assumption that street-connected children have been abandoned/neglected or have run 

away continues to exist, and that 2) the purpose of reforming street-connected children through 

rehabilitation is to ensure they ‘build the country’ or contribute to national economic growth. Despite 

evidence that street-connected children have been shown to participate in income-generating activities 

often requiring little capital, which may even be seen to fall under the purview or responsibility of 

municipal governments such as the recycling of metals and glass – and largely use their income to 
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contribute to the survival of their own families – this goes unrecognized as productive work or 

contributing to national economic growth. 

It is interesting to note that during the same staff-training day on the topic of “advocacy”, staffs 

were shown a short video put together by the Parenting in Africa Network in where the discussion that 

followed pinpointed “poor-parenting” as one of the reasons children are in the streets. Older staff and 

volunteers claimed that children’s exposure to the media, and soap operas in particular, led to “corrupt 

morals”, and argued that “in our time we grew up more disciplined”. Therefore, while street-connected 

children have been targeted since the late-nineteenth century as a population requiring of discipline and 

reform, in the contemporary context of Kenya youth as a whole are frequently regarded as lacking 

discipline. As Henry described, youth today aspire to “irresponsible freedom” as a “new, strange culture 

[exists], which represents an erosion of social norms that used to exist on the Coast,” (S07). Henry 

argued that “our values are reaching a crisis level” and that Kenyans need to keep “our African values 

intact”, because while old methods of disciplining children are not used as much anymore (i.e. caning, 

beating, other forms of corporal punishment), the new methods are not as effective (S07). To illustrate, in 

an op-ed piece published by The Daily Nation on June 11, 2014, entitled “Youth indiscipline is causing 

stagnation”, youth were regarded as a central locus of anxiety. The article explained that while “there is 

no such thing as a perfectly disciplined society” the current “indiscipline among the present crop of 

youths” witnessed through poor time management and a laidback attitude, “hampers the achievement of 

personal targets, those of the immediate society and, by extension, the nation’s” (Maliongovi 2014:2).  

In this respect, youth once again become entangled in a contradictory discourse that is marked by 

“potential and futurity, both of which need protected spaces in which to flourish and a subjectivity and 

corporeality in need of discipline” (Wallace 1994:173). In the context of Kenya, street-connected children 

and youth more generally, require protection from both the conditions of an unsuitable childhood 

contained within street life and from morally corrupt un-African values, in order to ensure the creation of 

useful, hardworking citizens who serve the best interests of the nation. 
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‘Rehabilitation’: Definitions and Aims 

In recognizing that the logic of intervention is made possible through a hegemonic ambivalent 

discourse in which the street-connected child is constructed simultaneously as criminal and therefore as in 

need of discipline and reform, and as limited rights-bearing citizens deserving of education and a ‘work-

free’ childhood – I now shift to analyzing the Wema Centre’s definitions and aims of ‘rehabilitation’ as a 

CCI and registered NGO enabled to remove and relocate children’s bodies from urban spaces while 

claiming the power of benevolent humanitarianism. To accomplish this, I examine the discourse 

employed by various trustees within interviews, meetings, organization brochures, etc. to explore the 

narrative of ‘rehabilitation’ – how it is understood by trustees and what specific finalities this 

development scheme attempts to accomplish.  

When asked to define ‘rehabilitation’ the majority of trustees made reference to an attempt to 

“restore” a street-connected child to what is regarded as their previous, normal, emotional and physical 

state in which they were raised in a family environment and had likely been attending school (S07). As 

Martha explained, a street-connected child “probably had a family before, probably they went to school, 

things were okay in terms of the way things are supposed to be” (S08). The DCO also qualified that 

‘rehabilitation’ is required when “you have a case of a child who left the home environment” and involves 

“trying to restore this person to the normal life they used to live before the streets” (S10). With the 

assumption that all street-connected children made the choice to leave their more appropriate and 

previously existing home and school environments, ‘the streets’ are regarded as harmful spaces where 

children learn bad habits and “their rights are violated” (S08). For example, in ‘the streets’ “they have 

picked behaviours that aren’t normal like sniffing glue, not showering, illegal activities” (S10).  

In fact, trustees repeatedly position the ‘street-connected child’ as a discursive construct that is in 

contradiction to the normal, acceptable ‘child’ who matures in the school and family setting. 

‘Rehabilitation’ through the assistance of the Wema Centre then becomes the instrument through which 
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the ‘abnormal’ street-connected child can become ‘normal’. For example, in the preface to the book 

entitled, Stories of Hope, which contains the autobiographies of ‘beneficiaries’ of the Wema Centre15, the 

founder notes that: “The stories told in Stories of Hope are just a sample of what Wema represents, a 

place of deliverance where children who had lost hope have found hope and now live normal lives full of 

happiness and promise” (2014b:N.P., bold emphasis added). In order to reform the ‘abnormal’ street-

connected child, the process of ‘rehabilitation’ made possible through the involvement of the Wema 

Centre, is cast as the key to what one trustee explained as – “replacing that rotten core [of the child] with 

a functional value system” (S05). Removing the street-connected child and placing them in an institution 

or family setting will then enable a process in which the immoral street-child who has been corrupted 

through socialization processes in urban spaces under the assumed lack of parental supervision – can be 

‘transformed’. 

Despite being critical of public perceptions of street-connected children as criminal, trustees at 

times use language that reinforces the same damaging assumptions. In speaking about the values which 

they attempt to instill, one staff member discussed the need to ensure that children “will not recede back 

to street life or bring forth children who will return to street life” (S05), while the DCO explained that the 

purpose of rehabilitation entails “tak[ing] this person through a process to shed undesirable behaviours 

and mannerisms…[and to] return [them] to a family setup and social support networks so there’s no 

temptation to fall back to the street” (S10). Repeated mention of “recidivism” and the idea that the street-

connected child may be “tempted” to fall back to the street (with the perception that to be ‘street-

connected’ has the lure of being free of parental supervision, to participate in drug use, etc.) not only 

criminalizes poor children but perhaps also overemphasizes a child’s agency in relation to the structural 

                                                        
15 During my stay at the Wema Centre from May to August 2012, I engaged in the process of 
interviewing both resident beneficiaries and graduates for the purposes of this book. Upon returning to 
Canada, I fundraised the money required to put the manuscript through an independent publishing process 
and mailed copies of the published book to each storyteller as well as to the Wema Centre. 
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constraints in which they may be forced to become street-connected as a means for their (and their 

families’) survival. 

When asked to explain the specific aims of ‘rehabilitation’ as a process of individual 

transformation for street-connected girls, all trustees broadly stated that the child should develop into a 

‘responsible and fulfilled person’ – reiterating ideals which were expressed in the previous organization 

vision espoused by the Wema Centre. In delving into what constitutes both a ‘responsible’ and ‘fulfilled’ 

person, interviewees explained that once rehabilitated, those who were formerly street-connected should 

be able to “make good and proper decisions, making sure that they are ethical, making sure that they are 

also empathetic to others. We also have a tendency to focus on Christian principles of love, peace and 

patience” (S05). Responsibility is viewed to encompass particular criterion, such as a woman: “who is 

able to keep a job, manage her finances, able to be in a stable relationship with a member of the opposite 

sex [and]…If she has a baby she is able to look after the baby well and take him or her to school, feed 

and clothe the child” (S05). In a discussion about the concerns staff have of Wema graduates who quickly 

become pregnant after exiting the institution, the director noted that “the problem for me is those who 

have children and aren’t prepared. As long as they’re prepared then they’re fine”. To which another staff 

remarked: “they’re all single moms…the majority of these cases the guys disappear. You’ll always find 

them [‘graduates’] and they’ll say they [the biological fathers] went”. Those considered ‘prepared’ can 

be understood as those who are financially stable and in committed relationships with the men who are 

the biological fathers of their children.16  

In one instance, a trustee described the steps they took in attempting to create more ‘responsible’ 

street-connected children through an outreach project called the P2P or Peer 2 Peer project, explaining 

that: “…when they came on board the first thing we did was get everyone an ID, open a [bank] account, 
                                                        
16 It was also noted by a staff member that graduates might quickly become pregnant after exiting because 
they are searching for meaning in their lives. As Kilbride et al. (2000) note, “some street girls desire to 
have children for cultural reasons, an attitude derived from generally pronatalist norms as reinforced by 
Kenyan indigenous beliefs and indigenous institutions” (112). 
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[and] be a more responsible person” (S08). In looking for older youth who were “still on the streets, but 

who are more rehabilitated” and who could therefore run the P2P project, a staff explained her search to 

find those who “…have maybe a job, they can read, write and they can represent themselves. They’ve 

gone through some kind of rehabilitation” (S08). Ideas of ‘responsibility’ therefore can also be 

understood in the context of possessing government-issued identification, accessing banking services by 

opening an account and are literate. 

Seemingly contrary to the above-mentioned multitude of qualifying statements, Henry expressed 

that a ‘responsible and fulfilled person’ is based on the formerly institutionalized street-connected girl 

making “decisions that pertain to what they [themselves] qualify as ‘happiness’ for them” (S07). 

However, later in conversation he went on to explain that “from the point of view of what the Wema 

Centre would have wished or wanted to see a girl going through or doing then I’ll put it at 50/50” in 

terms of their ‘success’ rate in reintegrating into the community after exiting (S07). He explained further 

that: 

There are girls who are really struggling. They’ve never been able to secure a stable job, they’ve 
been into abusive relationships, some of them have actually been thrown out from where they 
ended up in, some of them attempted suicides, some of them went into the so-called lifestyles that 
the Wema Centre would have not wished because really that’s where some of them were pulled 
from or that’s where we shielded them from…we knew [sex work] was what some of their moms 
or aunties were doing – and some of them are going back to that. Some of them have slid back 
into serious issues of drug and substance abuse….Also the fact that some of them have families 
but the children are not going to school, so we’re having a vicious circle of the same situations – 
generations that some of these alumni are bringing up. So if you have children and you can’t take 
them to school, if you have children and you can’t take them to the hospital, or if you don’t know 
your way around the opportunities that are there – the youth fund, the uweza fund [both loans]. 
Those things that have been there day and night, being publicized and talked about on the radio – 
[if] you’ll not really see yourself in connection with those opportunities – then for us there’s a 
problem because we try as much as possible to bring them to a level where they can competitively 
go out for those opportunities just like any other Kenyan. And not expect to be given some sort of 
bigger boost by others (S07).  
 

In this conversation, we may again link the ability for a ‘graduate’ to gain and retain employment as one 

of the first criteria articulated by trustees when asked how they determine what a ‘responsible and 

fulfilled person’ embodies – and thus, a particular finality the Wema Centre seeks to accomplish in their 
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‘rehabilitation’ scheme. Coupled with securing employment is the requirement of only birthing children if 

they can support them financially (i.e. by enrolling them in school and paying for hospital fees if they fall 

ill). Additionally, ‘responsibility’ and ‘fulfillment’ are tied to good mental health, healthy relationships, 

refraining from drug and substance abuse, not engaging in sex work, and with the obtainment of loans.  

 Lastly, to further understand the specific aims of ‘rehabilitation’, I also examined imagery used 

by the Wema Centre in their brochures, annual reports and marketing material. Frequently encountered in 

such documents is the Wema Centre logo of two girls’ heads and shoulders positioned side-by-side to 

represent the pre-intervention street-connected girl and post-intervention rehabilitated girl (see Figure 2). 

On the left, the girl can be described as having un-kept hair, dark spots on her face (explained to me as 

dirt), thick, closed lips and a dark skin tone. Conversely, the post-intervention girl has plaited hair, wears 

earrings, is smiling and has a light skin tone.  

  

Figure 2: The Wema Centre logo of the pre and post-intervention street-connected girl 

 

When the racist implications of such imagery were raised with a staff member, they were shocked and 

dismayed by the notion that to be ‘rehabilitated’ was to be transformed into a ‘whiter’ subject, and that 

‘whiteness’ is an encouraged ideal. The staff explained that the purpose of darkening the skin tone of the 

pre-intervention street-connected child was simply to indicate what is the ‘dirty’ and unhygienic state of 

those who are street-connected. Regardless of the denial that such imagery is embedded with racist 

assumptions, this image of the pre and post-intervention street-connected girl discursively links 

‘blackness’ with street-connectedness and therefore poverty and filth, and consequently the process of 
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‘rehabilitation’ is constructed as one in which positive transformation is linked to ‘whiteness’, cleanliness, 

wealth in the form of consumption and happiness. 

In sum, some of the diverse themes which arose while engaging in strategies of discursive 

analysis and the reading of images, implies that an ‘irresponsible graduate’ or a woman who does not 

represent what the Wema Centre seeks to achieve through ‘rehabilitation’, includes anyone who may be 

viewed to identify or self-identifies with any single or combination of the following qualifications: black, 

poor, unemployed, had children while poor and/or without the financial support of the biological father, is 

illiterate, does not possess government-issued identification, does not have a bank account, does not 

engage in monogamous, heterosexual relationships, may find themselves in abusive relationships, 

struggles with mental illness, uses drugs, participates in sex work and ignores loan opportunities argued to 

be available to them. 

 

‘Rehabilitation’: Techniques of Discipline 

 While not providing an exhaustive list of the practices employed by the Wema Centre to 

‘rehabilitate’ street-connected girls, I will focus on three examples of such techniques of discipline in 

particular: the confinement of bodies within specific physical and territorial boundaries in ways that allow 

for surveillance and control; the enrollment in formal education or the Centre’s own vocational program 

to prepare girls with the skills deemed advantageous to their future; and, the assignment of ‘duties’ (or 

chores) which include the care work of younger institutionalized beneficiaries to produce gendered, useful 

selves necessary to the reproduction of the social conditions of production within the current period of 

neoliberal patriarchal capitalism. 

Configurations of space within the Wema Centre compound 

 What is commonly referred to as the “Wema Centre compound”, is located the neighbourhood of 

Bamburi on the Bamburi-Utange road, and is a multi-functional enclosed space. On the compound there 

are 12 dormitories for resident beneficiaries and a “halfway house” for older resident beneficiaries 
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enrolled in college or university programs, a house for two housemothers, a large dining hall and kitchen, 

three offices (one for those concerned with finance and accounting, one for those involved in advocacy 

and program coordination and one for those engaged in social work), three kindergarten classrooms for 

resident beneficiaries and “community children”, a computer lab set up to teach students enrolled in 

vocational training computer literacy skills, a large classroom equipped with a kitchen for the purposes of 

teaching “cookery” and “housekeeping” to students enrolled in vocational training, two rooms equipped 

with sewing machines for the purposes of teaching “tailoring” and “dressmaking” to students enrolled in 

vocational training as well as a space for employees to work for the Centre’s tailoring unit as it constitutes 

an income-generating activity, and a shamba17 with accommodation for farm labourers to both assist in 

providing food for institutionalized beneficiaries as well as income for the CCI. 

 In the compound, the dorms are built in a square formation with the housemothers’ home in the 

center. In total, 88 girls between the ages of two to 22 form the group of “resident beneficiaries” who live 

within the gated compound that is guarded by a watchman around-the-clock. To exit the Wema Centre at 

times other than walking to school or church, all resident children are required to present a gate-pass to 

the watchman in order to get permission to leave. A 9:00pm curfew, which is subject to change depending 

on the level of perceived insecurity due to terrorist attacks in the coastal area, is enforced for older girls. 

After a number of incidents in the months of June and July 2014, the curfew was changed to 7:30pm and 

new routines regarding the daily functioning of the Centre were implemented. For example, instead of 

walking back to the compound for lunch unaccompanied by adults, lunch was packed in large containers 

and driven to the nearby elementary schools that younger resident beneficiaries attended. 

 With the recognition that “discipline proceeds from the distribution of individuals in space” 

including techniques of enclosure, partitioning, functionality and rank – the Wema Centre (with the goal 

of protecting children), removed girls’ bodies from the streets and relocated them to a “protected place of 

disciplinary monotony” whereby gates, watchmen and high walls work as disciplinary mechanisms to 
                                                        
17 Shamba is Kiswahili for “farm”. 
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regulate space and therefore bodies (Foucault [1979] 1995:141). In his book, Discipline and Punish, 

Foucault uses the “great ‘confinement’ of vagabonds and paupers” as an illustrative example of enclosure 

as a technique of discipline (ibid.). Furthermore, with every child assigned a dorm to live in, bed to sleep 

in and desk to sit at, we may locate how the Wema Centre uses the partitioning of space as a disciplinary 

method. Grouped together by age, the youngest girls are assigned to dorm 12 and move in a descending 

order as they age, to dorm 11, 10, 9, etc. until they exit or are permitted to move into the “halfway house” 

located outside of the closed-off, square-shaped dormitory area. This complex organization of space 

involving enclosure and partitioning serves the aim of quickly “establish[ing] presences and absences, to 

know where and how to locate individuals, to set up useful communications, to interrupt others, to be able 

to at each moment to supervise the conduct of each individual, to assess it, to judge it, to calculate its 

qualities or merits” (Foucault [1979] 1995:143).  

The positioning of the housemothers’ home in the center of the compound with the dormitories 

which house young girls located in a square formation along the outside thus enables a form of 

hierarchical observation for the street-connected girls deemed to require it most. In this sense and as 

Foucault illuminates, like other disciplinary institutions the Wema Centre becomes implicated in a form 

of management and control in which: 

Architecture that is no longer built simply to be seen (as with the ostentation of palaces), or to 
observe the external space (cf. the geometry of fortresses), but to permit an internal, 
articulated and detailed control …to transform individuals; to act on those it shelters, to 
provide a hold on their conduct, to carry the effects of power right to them, to make it possible to 
know them, to alter them ([1979] 1995:172, bold emphasis added). 
 

The youngest constitute a subgroup of the street-connected deemed to require more acute supervision and 

control as they are both those most recently ‘rescued’ from ‘the streets’, and are the youngest and most 

child-like, thus they consequently require a greater degree of transformation in order to ensure they 

become ideal adult women subjects. In order to accomplish this, the youngest must be made more readily 

and easily supervised, and in closer proximity to housemothers and other staff. Those residing in the 

halfway house are those who have spent most of their formative years institutionalized at the Centre and 
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have undergone a longer period of time in which discipline has worked to disassociate power from the 

body to transform them into more obedient subjects: they fall closer to the ‘rehabilitated’ ideal adult 

woman who may soon be permitted to take their place in the general society. 

Vocational and skills-training programs  

 As mentioned earlier, the Wema Centre engages in education and skills-training programs geared 

towards both children living in the surrounding community as well as resident beneficiaries. Within the 

current 8-4-4 education system in Kenya, after completing class eight of primary school children must 

write the Kenya Certificate of Primary Education (KCPE) exam in order to move on to secondary school, 

and after completing form four of secondary school students are required to sit the Kenyan Certificate of 

Secondary Education (KCSE) exam. In each case, it is with the grade that they receive on the preceding 

exam that they are viewed to either qualify, or not, to advance within the education system.   

Focusing on the practices which inform and shape the lives of institutionalized resident 

beneficiaries in particular, the Wema Centre covers the costs associated with school fees and educational 

materials in order to send each girl to school but places certain restrictions on the level of education that 

each resident may vie for. For example, staff at the Wema Centre has made it clear that an elementary 

school girl must achieve a grade of at least 250 marks out of a possible 500 on their KCPE in order to 

advance onto secondary school. In explaining why she left the Wema Centre, one focus group participant 

stated that she finished class eight with a mark of:  

…249 or something like that. Only one mark [required to meet the 250 pass grade]. And then 
teacher Henry was telling me: ‘You have to repeat [starting from] class six. Or if you don’t want 
[to do that], you have to go to tailoring’. He was kind of chasing me away, saying I have to go 
out. I’m 20 years old and I have to go [back] to class six? By the time I finish I’ll be 30 (S14). 
 

If unable to achieve the required 250 marks, girls are typically offered enrollment in the Wema Centre’s 

on-location vocational training program (i.e. tailoring and dressmaking, housekeeping, cookery and 

computer literacy skills). The vocational and skills training program is a one year program that involves 

students (residents of the Centre or “community children”) rotating between three teachers to learn each 
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skill set, ending with a graduation ceremony in December of each year. According to the Wema Centre 

Annual Report, 34 students were enrolled in 2012 and 39 in 2013 (2014a:13). With regards to the 

education program as a whole, the report also states that interventions with the aim to educate are viewed 

to empower street-connected children “to have a decent livelihood” and this form of intervention has 

seen, “a reduction in the number of children prone to end up in the streets or engaged in early marriages, 

juvenile delinquency, selling of scrap metal and other non-productive activities” (2014a:12). Thus, in 

requiring the enrollment of institutionalized street-connected girls in a form of skills building – whether 

through the formal education system or their own vocational skills program – the Wema Centre attempts 

to train those it targets with skills deemed useful and productive. 

As Clarke illuminates, a theme of ‘rescue’ within the reformatory schools of nineteenth century 

Britain, was the desire to create “a self which is ‘useful’ – prepared to play the part of a proper citizen in 

labour and life” (1976:11). Like such reformatory schools, the Wema Centre engages in the dual process 

of both industrial training (through the vocational program) and moral education. Important to note, 

however, is that such training and the work that accompanies it are: 

…[N]ot always directly suited to occupational rehabilitation on release – sometimes the emphasis 
tended towards work that made profits for the institution. The development of such a tendency is 
perhaps not all that surprising within a system whose avowed aim was to prepare the child for a 
return to a life of labour from which maximum profit would be extracted (Clarke 1976:11).  
 

Within the vocational program and on August holidays, students (predominantly girls) are encouraged to 

organize an “attachment” or internship whether at a local organization (such as the Bombolulu Cultural 

Centre) or at the Wema Centre itself. With attachments at external organizations proving to be difficult 

for girls to obtain, a staff member lamented that not enough take advantage of opportunities at Wema 

such as working in the tailoring shop, or alongside staff in the kitchen. He argued that “it doesn’t sink in” 

that there are opportunities for attachment at Wema. The vocational students and resident beneficiaries, 

who do, however, end up working for the tailoring unit for example, under the pretense of fulfilling an 

‘attachment’, labour for the profit of the institution and for the founder directly.  
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In the particular case of the Wema Centre, the founder owns multiple businesses spanning from 

the hotel industry to the farming and exporting of flowers, and during my fieldwork the tailoring unit had 

been commissioned to sew hundreds of uniforms for the founder’s rose farm located upcountry. In this 

sense, vocational students not only contribute their labour for the benefit of the institution by assisting in 

income-generating activities without remuneration, they may also, under the logic of ‘skills-building’, be 

exploited to serve the interests of the founder herself. As a formerly institutionalized girl at the Wema 

Centre, and currently a teacher in the tailoring and dressmaking unit, Catherine also contributed her 

labour to filling the order for the rose farm (see Figure 3). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3: “I’m folding the overalls we made for Baraka Roses” (S09). 

 

Through this example it becomes important to examine commonly held assumptions about the imperative 

to protect children from engaging in child labour within a rights discourse. What forms of work are cast 

as ‘training’ and ‘skills-building’ within a capitalist society and which are deemed inappropriate, harmful 

and “unproductive”? While it can invariably be argued that tailoring does not present the same health 

hazards and loss of dignity due to the social stigma that accompanies collecting scrap metal and glass, it is 
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unpaid and thus remains exploitative. In preparing a child to assume their place with general society, the 

Wema Centre’s ‘rehabilitation’ scheme employs education and skills-training programs as a technique of 

discipline – transforming street-connected girls into a population whose labour power is better extracted 

for capitalist production.  

Responsibilities: The head girl system and care work 

 A third technique of discipline within the Wema Centre’s ‘rehabilitation’ scheme is the practice 

of assigning “duties” (or chores) to each resident during their institutionalization. One way this takes 

shape is through a “head girl” system, whereby one of the eldest girls (typically one living in the halfway 

house) is designated the title of Head Girl and is charged with overseeing that her fellow institutionalized 

street-connected girls abide by the rules of the Centre. As Rachel explained her role as the Head Girl, 

“when you do a mistake, I don’t spare you…If you don’t perform your duties, you’re in for it. I’ll give you 

a punishment” (S14). Going further to explain the nicknames she earned through her reputation as being 

strict, Rachel remarked that “they used to call me ‘kasuku’18 and ‘mdaku’19. When I notice that you have a 

boyfriend or when you have those silly silly things, I’ll report you” (S14). By observing the actions and 

behaviours of fellow Wema girls, the head girl acts as an agent of disciplinary power by enforcing the 

rules of the Centre – such as the requirement to complete individual chores and refrain from developing 

intimate relationships with boys. In this case, discipline is accomplished through reporting back to staff 

members if rules have been broken and/or punishing the wrongdoers themselves by shaming the 

individual girl (e.g. name-calling) or physically inflicting harm (e.g. hitting). Furthermore, in describing 

her relationship to staff as the head girl, Rachel stated that, “when there were visitors coming, they [Wema 

staff] don’t have any problem. They know Emily is there and everything will be smooth. So they loved me” 

(S14).  

                                                        
18 Kasuku is Kiswahili for “parrot”. 
19 Mdaku is Kiswahili for “informer”.	  
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 As Foucault articulates in his analysis of the composition of forces within disciplinary power, 

such power works in ways that extend beyond configurations of space and the distribution of bodies, and 

combines with it the extraction of time from bodies, accumulating it in particular ways and composing 

such forces in order to create a productive machine ([1979] 1995:164). To illustrate, he examines the 

Lancaster method or mutual improvement school as an example that entails a composition of forces 

whereby: 

…[F]irst the oldest pupils were entrusted with tasks involving supervision, then of checking 
work, then of teaching; in the end, all the time of all the pupils was occupied either with teaching 
or with being taught. The school became a machine of learning, in which each pupil, each level 
and each moment, if correctly convinced, were permanently utilized in the general process of 
teaching (Foucault [1979] 1995:165). 
 

In the sense, we may borrow from Foucault to understand that the “head girl system” is a practice situated 

within a particular composition of forces which enables the success of disciplinary power to reform its 

subjects – to transform street-connected girls within ‘rehabilitation’ schemes into ideal, adult women. As 

such, beneficiaries are ranked and placed within a hierarchy which is then used to serve the aims of the 

disciplinary institution: the older, head girl as an agent of reform supervises, teaches and corrects and 

younger girls abide by, learn from and self-discipline. 

 Within the Wema Centre’s ‘rehabilitation’ scheme, the practice of assigning duties also includes 

assigning older residents the responsibility of caring for those living in younger dorms. In discussing her 

responsibilities when she was institutionalized and taking care of younger girls at Wema, Catherine 

explained: 

…[W]hen you’re in the family and you’re living together, there are things which you are 
supposed to involve yourself…Like me, I used to have my children. We used to call them, ‘our 
children’…they’re young – they cannot shower themselves, they cannot wash themselves. So we 
used to come together as bigger girls and…according to the numbers we used to divide them 
among ourselves and make sure that child is clean, that child the clothes are being washed, if that 
child is sick and you are the mother now…In a family if you are big you have to look after the 
young ones. You have to make sure that child has eaten, that child is clean, that child is dressed 
proper, that child goes to school, and you have to make sure that she’s smart…During Saturday 
and Sunday I used to make their hair neat because I knew how to make it. So I used to make sure 
I washed their hair, and then I dried them up and made sure that I plait their hair. When it comes 
to their socks and their shoes, I made sure I brush their shoes very well. I got them ready for their 
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school. And when it comes to the general chores are the Wema Centre, we were involved 
everywhere. In terms of disciplining, we used to discipline each other. If your behaviour is bad, 
we used to come together as bigger girls and put you down! (S09). 
 

Other Wema ‘graduates’ spoke of “taking care of dorm 6” (S14), or “helping with dorm 7” (S11) when 

explaining the mother-like roles they assumed while caring for the younger girls. While Clarke, like 

Foucault, contends that it is not the type of work within disciplinary institutions which is important, but 

that “the child should learn the form of work – its routines, habits and patterns…[ensuring] that the child 

would be normalized to work in general, rather than acquire specific skills” (Clarke 1976:11); I believe 

the form of work is important when taking into account the gendered implications of such schemes.  

 The care work embedded within the institutional setup and the CCI’s role as a substitute family 

setting, whereby older girls labour to plait hair, wash clothes, punish for misbehaviour, etc. should be 

situated within the context of an East African, patriarchal society. In considering the gendered division of 

labour, which “commonly presumes women’s responsibility for most of the work of reproduction, 

including child-rearing, food provisioning and preparation, cleaning, laundering, and other tasks of 

homemaking”, street-connected girls are being trained in gendered ways considered crucial to sustaining 

patriarchal capitalism (Katz 2001:712-713). As such, the requirement of care work that encompasses both 

physical and emotional labour, attempt to produce gendered, useful selves (‘good mothers’ and ‘good 

wives’), necessary to the reproduction of the social conditions necessary to patriarchal capitalism.  

 

Conclusion 

As demonstrated, it is through an ambivalent discourse whose origins are founded within imperial 

colonialism that dominant representations of street-connected children as ‘criminal’ or those whose rights 

have been infringed upon, in which the rationale of intervention through removal and relocation is made 

intelligible. However, in examining the Wema Centre and its ‘rehabilitation’ scheme, it is not enough to 

simply trace how state power works to discipline lives, but how such power intersects with patriarchy in 

historically and geographically specific ways. As such, the Wema Centre, as a CCI and apparatus of state 
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power, employs various techniques of discipline through configurations of space, education and skills 

training, and rules concerning care and individual responsibility, in the context of a patriarchal society, to 

transform street-connected girls in ways that attempt to guarantee their recruitment “to their role as the 

next generation of the proletariat” (Clarke 1976:4), and as those prepared to carry out the work of social 

reproduction – the “…fleshy, messy, and indeterminate stuff of everyday life…[which] encompasses 

daily and long term reproduction, both of the means of production and the labor power to make them 

work” (Katz 2001: 711). While this chapter has aimed to demonstrate what exactly the Wema Centre has 

sought to change in populations of street-connected girls in Mombasa (within the diverse articulations of 

staff), and through which means, it has not demonstrated the effects of such a ‘rehabilitation’ scheme. 

Next, I will examine how ‘graduates’ themselves negotiate, subvert or reproduce ideal constructs of the 

‘responsible’ and ‘fulfilled’ adult women which ‘rehabilitation’ schemes attempt to create. 
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Chapter 5 

Wema Centre ‘Graduates’: The practice of politics 
 

Introduction 

In this chapter, I examine what Tania Li terms, “the practice of politics” – or, the “expression, in 

word or deed, of a critical challenge, often starting out as refusal of the way things are” (2007:12). In 

reflecting on their childhoods and adolescences as institutionalized ‘resident beneficiaries’ at the Wema 

Centre, women express mixed feelings. While participants recognize various ways in which they 

benefitted from the CCI’s intervention into their lives – the process of exiting and their subsequent 

treatment as ‘graduates’, for the majority of those interviewed, has provoked critical responses to some of 

the practices engaged in by the Wema Centre. Confronted with significant challenges that ‘rehabilitation’ 

does not address, ‘graduates’ articulate demands for change to the ways in which the organization 

operates, while continuing to devise their own strategies of managing the difficulties they face on the 

“outside”.  

 

The Wema Centre as “home” with familial dynamics 

 With the average participant of this study institutionalized at the Wema Centre for 11.2 years of 

her life, many describe the Wema Centre as “home”. The institution was referred to as “home” 

predominately within the context of fulfilling individual needs by providing shelter, food, clothing, and in 

fulfilling participants’ desire to attend school. As Catherine describes, “I felt so good knowing I’m going 

to have a bed of my own. I’m going to have food everyday. I don’t have to look for that food. And I don’t 

have to go and beg for it. So I was given everything and for me that was enough” (S09). Anita also 

explained that Wema was “home” because she “…was given education, clothing and food” (S04), 

similarly, Jane described that, “When I was I there inside, it was good. I used to get food, education and 

clothing. Everything” (S13). Some participants viewed the opportunity for them to attend school as 
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paramount to conceding to an institutionalized childhood and adolescent life, as Isabella expressed, “if it 

was not for [the opportunity to get an] education, I would not [have] be[en] at Wema” (S11). All 

participants expressed that in being institutionalized at the Wema Centre, they gained valuable family-like 

relationships with the staff and/or their peers. Catherine, a ‘graduate’ who currently is employed by the 

Wema Centre to teach tailoring and dressmaking, is married and has a son with a staff member’s brother, 

and who remains close to women staff in particular, explains that: 

Living at Wema was so, so beautiful for me. Because having a family which is big and knowing 
that you have people who can call your sisters, knowing you have people who care for you, who 
listen to you no matter what time it is. It made me feel so nice and I really enjoyed it…I enjoyed 
my life at Wema Centre because I found a family, I found a home, I found people I could call 
aunties and uncles as my parents, and they were there for me - something that I [had] never 
experienced. I had a mother, yeah, but she could come when she thinks it’s the right time for her 
to be there. She could disappear and come back. I understand that she was trying so hard to fetch 
[some money/food] for us but for me I could not feel like I had a mother (S09). 
 

Furthermore, during the focus group discussion multiple participants spoke fondly about a staff member 

who had since left his job at the Wema Centre, noting that Uncle Anton “was the best”, and that despite 

the fact that “…he was ready to beat us to death but taught us to stay there, to go to school…he taught us 

to be hardworking, responsible women” (S15). Even after ‘graduating’, participants who lived in 

surrounding communities and/or who were able to pay fares (transportation fees) were seen bringing their 

children back to the Wema Centre to introduce them to the particular staff members to whom they felt 

closest. In one instance I observed a staff member who worked in the kitchen repeatedly referred to a 

graduate’s son as her “grandson” and the graduate as her “daughter”. In another instance, a graduate 

decided to name her first son Lloyd after the staff member, Lloyd Muiriuki Wamai. Although some close 

familial dynamics existed between residents and staff, in other cases, participants expressed anger and 

resentment towards staff that had had authority over them. In organizing the focus group discussion, 

multiple participants inquired whether certain staff members would be in attendance, arguing that if they 

were present, that the participant themselves would not have come. 
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Even though perceptions of resident-staff relationships were quite divided, resident-resident 

relationships were viewed consistently as “sister-like”. In describing their relationships with their peers, 

almost all referred to one another as their “sisters”, as one participant explained: “If somebody hurts you, 

tomorrow you’re going to talk because you’re like sisters. Today you’re fighting, tomorrow you’re 

friends” (S12).  

Wema was also frequently discussed in relation to other CCIs as a superior children’s home as it 

funds beneficiaries up to the post-secondary level of schooling and the residents’ physical appearances are 

viewed to challenge commonly held assumptions of what those who live in children’s homes look like. 

As Everlyn explained, “At Wema we have everything we want. You can learn up to university but others 

only up to secondary, no college” (S03), and, “Wema is the best when comparing to other centres” (S14). 

Vivian described past instances where the children from multiple CCIs would get together at cross-CCI 

organized camps and that, “when we go visit them they all admire us because when you meet them maybe 

they’re in uniform, [but] us, we’re in the best clothes. Some [of our] hairstyles [are] braided you know?” 

(S12). However, in terms of the institutional setup, two of the ten interviewed argued that the dormitory 

arrangement in which two full-time housemothers were employed to supervise children at the Wema 

Centre is not as advantageous as having individual, small homes whereby a smaller group of children live 

with a designated “mother”. Isabella, a ‘graduate’ who eventually went on to work at another children’s 

home observed better arrangement whereby: 

…[There is] one house with a mother and aunt. So that child, when he or she grows up, he knows 
this is my mother and this is my aunt. And those children feel like they have mothers…you know 
when you’re a mother you have to be very committed to your children and help them with their 
homework and all that. But here in Wema it’s very different. You have to be on your own or if you 
are in [a] good relationship with the staffs then some of them will help you” (S11). 
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Jane went so far as to explicitly name SOS Children’s Villages, likely the most well-known organization 

involved in the housing of children, as having a superior arrangement whereby children live in smaller 

homes with a mother-figure20.  

 

Challenging the Wema Centre 

Despite the advantages ‘graduates’ feel they gained by being institutionalized in the Wema 

Centre, and the valuable relationships developed with staff and/or peers, there are a number of ways in 

which they felt the institution failed or was failing them. Their calls for change broadly center on the 

imperative to develop individualized exit plans that include the perspectives of the soon-to-be ‘graduates’, 

the need to employ staff who genuinely care for the long-term welfare of ‘graduates’, as well as the right 

to be adequately compensated for the work they perform for the Wema Centre. 

The exiting process 

Within the group, six participants explained that they exited the Wema Centre after graduating 

from a college program, three recounted being “chased out” by staff for either becoming sexually active 

or from being perceived to be sexually active, and one had asked for permission to leave while enrolled in 

secondary school and after finding a boyfriend who wished to support her (i.e. pay for school, rent a 

bedroom, etc.). In speaking about the exiting process, one woman described her experience leaving the 

Wema Centre after finishing a college program in hairdressing by sharing with the group that: 

One thing that really hurts me [is that] I completed class eight and I didn’t perform well, [so] I 
was taken to [a] college that I didn’t want [to go to] and up to date I don’t care [about the 
program completed]. Then, you’ve completed college and you’ve not got a job then they tell you 
that the 31st is graduation, you’ll be done the graduation and then you leave...We had a 

                                                        
20 In fact, upon flying back to Canada on an Air Transat flight and in the last hour before landing, an 
announcement was made that flight attendants would be collecting donations from passengers for the 
Children’s Wish Foundation and SOS Children’s Villages should they wish to donate in order to “give 
disadvantaged children a warm, affectionate, secure and permanent family environment” (see 
http://www.airtransat.com/en-CA/Travel-information/Inflight-services/Change-collection-on-board for 
more information). 
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graduation where people ate [and] food was cooked using big sufurias21 but there was not a 
single coin that one was given. You don’t know where to start after; you’re left just like that 
(S15). 
 

Another woman, in speaking about her experience being “chased out” narrated the events which 

unfolded: 

The whole staffs called me in a panel. 
 “Maggie, you know now you have to leave.”  
“Leave where? I don’t even have a couple of shillings with me? Where? Why?”  
“You know now you can’t be near the rest. You’ve done…” [implying being caught engaging in a 
sexual act while at boarding school]. 
“Can you have that time to listen to me?” 
“No, no, Maggie we’ve already decided you are going. We are giving you thirty minutes to leave 
the compound.”  
Thirty minutes! As if I’m a criminal and I’ve killed somebody! Michelle, I went out of Wema with 
nothing. Amanda gave me 50 bob to reach her sister’s place. I was walking crying, asking myself, 
“What am I going to do?”. I’m in form four. This is my life…. My parents are not in Kenya, my 
aunt had died, I don’t know where [her] husband went, I don’t know where the people are and 
they chased me out (S15). 
 

It was observed that in both dominant forms of exiting, whether accompanied with the shame of being 

“chased out” or not, the women felt unprepared and unsupported in beginning their lives outside of the 

institution. One participant who had not been “chased out” empathized with those who had, and 

articulated similar anger towards the staff for encouraging them to view the institution as their “home” but 

then in acting in ways not seen as typical of parents in a family setting: 

Another thing which I think they should’ve done from the start [is that] they should have told us 
this is an institution; this is not your home. From the beginning. You know we could have 
understood, but you pick[ed] us up and you’re telling us this is your home, and after messing up 
you chase me out like a chicken! Oh my god. So bad (S15). 
 

The exiting process was viewed to be a determining feature of how the soon-to-be graduates would 

manage outside of the institution. As one woman stressed, “It’s that ending that makes most of us go back 

to where you came from, [or] even worse. Even others die now in the process” (S15). In fact participants 

were unanimous in expressing the view that the Wema Centre’s exiting processes were inadequate and 

that they did not feel consulted with or involved in determining how their lives would unfold.  

                                                        
21	  A cooking pot or container generally made of aluminum. 
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…somebody who has parents [that] listen to their opinions, it’s like the parent [starts by] asking 
the child: “Give me your opinion. What do you want to do when you grow up?”. At Wema they 
don’t understand that, they just push you to do something which you did not want to do (S15). 
 

Lack of supportive staff 

One of the reasons why graduates felt the exiting process was highly inadequate and painful, was the 

perception that the founder (commonly referred to as “Mama Wema” or “Aunty Lucy”) was employing 

insensitive staff members who did not understand nor share their experiences as street-connected girls. As 

one participant explained, “maybe Mama Wema has no problem, but the problem is that she has 

employed bad staff…just working because of money, not from their hearts. They should employ people 

that love children; ones who will take kids as their own” (S15). With the idea that staff were not 

supportive or parent-like, participants also expressed that the staff were unable to realize the risks inherent 

in forcing them to leave without continued support. 

These staffs of Wema or staffs of children’s homes, they don’t understand what we’re feeling. 
First they know that when they were bringing you up, you don’t have a mother, you don’t have a 
father, you don’t have anybody and now they’re like, “You have to go”. You don’t have a job and 
maybe you’re a class eight leaver, you don’t have a place to live. So I can’t say that they feel 
something because if they feel something they would be like sitting with you and ask you, like 
now, you have to leave Wema Centre so us we’ll consider you with maybe a place to live – [but] 
they don’t at all…So it ends up someone goes maybe to clubs and then they’ll be saying, “Oh, 
she’s a prostitute nowadays”. Okay, why are you saying that she’s a prostitute and you never first 
thought about her leaving, you know? I’m a prostitute because I want to live...I don’t have any 
document to support me to have a job [and] that’s why maybe you’ll find me in the club looking 
for someone... And if I have to go back to Wema Centre and ask them it’s like, I need maybe [a 
government-issued] ID or this and they’ll be – sometimes they’re rude. They’ll say that they we 
cannot help you, but this is the place – the home where they raised me…And that’s why a lot [of] 
not just ex-Wema but [graduates from] children’s homes, they’re outside and they’re suffering 
because of these challenges. You know I feel so…this is emotion yeah? This is what we’re facing. 
And if you see someone whose been raised by her mother or father, he or she won’t face the same 
challenges that what I’m facing. This is what they don’t understand…[if] I’m her daughter or his 
son, you cannot chase me [out] (S15). 
 

To solve this, many were of the opinion that the founder should only hire staff who are nurturing and who 

genuinely care about the women’s welfare even after they exited – those who readily adopted a more 

“parent-like” approach to their work. This included supporting the residents’ own decisions regarding 
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how they would like to earn an income in the future and what education they may require in order to do 

so. In the context of dealing with issues that arise while institutionalized, one participant explained: 

Instead of sitting down with you and asking you why you’ve done it, the cause of the problem and 
then see the way forward…for example, you’re staying at home at your mother’s place, you got 
pregnant, your mom cannot chase you away, isn’t it? She’ll sit down with you and then ask you 
some questions, like who’s the father of the child? And then she’ll see the way forward. But them 
[Wema staff], they don’t do that (S15). 
 

The founder should therefore also be working to ensure that soon-to-be graduates are equipped with a job 

before forcing them to leave the Centre. Participants express anger over the view that Lucy does not do 

enough to find positions for them in the companies that she owns. In reference to a hotel that the founder 

owns, Maggie remarks: 

There are so many caterers, the likes of Rachel who want to do that. She could have posted them 
here inside of giving them to other people? Why are her girls suffering?... What of us? Our mum 
has connections. Very many. Even working with the World Bank, I could’ve worked with the 
World Bank because she even has connections there. But where am I now? (S15). 
 

However, some graduates are known to have been given jobs working for Lucy’s companies in the past. 

In Isabella’s case, she explained she “worked at the farm for 3 months cutting rose flowers” (S11). It was 

observed in one instance that even the male sibling of a graduate who was not institutionalized themselves 

at the Wema Centre, had been given a job working at the rose farm. Although, living in a rural 

community and not being equipped with proper gloves to handle the roses and their thorns were cited as 

reasons why graduates did not prefer to work for the company and left after short periods of time. 

The perceived lack of motivation to find resident beneficiaries jobs before demanding that they 

leave the Centre is viewed as another determining factor in the ability for a ‘graduate’ to manage life 

“outside”. In discussing the Wema Centre slogan, “love never fails” one participant stated: 

Love never fails? Because it has failed, I’m telling you. Right now it has failed, there is no longer 
love. It’s hate. So I think they should go by the motto and put that love – love is everything. When 
you love somebody you will not let that person suffer. You will not let that person sleep hungry, 
sleep outside in the cold, but because you hate that person you let that person live the kind of life 
they’re living right now (S15). 
 

Compensation for work 
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Other than the need to hire staff who are not only referred to in familial terms but who act 

“parent-like” (i.e. forgiving, nurturing, etc.) and help resident beneficiaries secure employment before 

exiting, participants also expressed anger over not being compensated for the work they perform on 

behalf of Wema. For example, each year at the Wema Gala fundraising dinner, graduates are expected to 

attend in order to tell their life stories to the donor audience – to demonstrate “how they have benefitted 

from Wema” (S02).  

In fact, one participant mentioned that if they do not attend, staff members become agitated: “they 

call us ungrateful…they condemn us” (S02), however, when at the dinner, feel “invisible” to donor 

attendees. As Rachel explained, “when you reach there it’s like you’re not there. It’s like you’re there but 

you’re not there, you’re not being seen. It’s like wind just passing… Swear to God, starting from 8pm 

until 12am we’re standing there as bodyguards” (S14). 

In discussing their claim to financial remuneration and the capacity of the Wema Centre to meet 

that demand, a participant explained, “the target was 17 million [Kenyan shillings] but they got 21. 

Instead of even promoting us, ‘My girls you did well take this and start something of your own’. [Instead 

of] even thanking us, [by] calling us to tell us ‘thank you’ – nothing! ...They could’ve given us a loan of 

5,000 or 10,000 shillings” (S02). It was also pointed out that graduates were encouraged to lie when 

telling their life stories to donors in order to appear more successful, and that the process of standing in 

front of a large crowd of strangers and communicating details of their lives was painful:  

There were even those that lied that they were doing businesses which they don’t do…What of 
me? What of me who talked in front of that multitude telling them [my story]? We come to that 
Gala dinner, we have to say, ‘We have our big girls here, they will speak about their life, how 
they have benefitted from Wema’. We go there in front of people and we talk. But nothing. We are 
just lying so that we can cover up [for Wema]. Imagine. You know that thing hurts very much? 
(S15). 
 

In a similar situation, a participant spoke of a CD-ROM created by Wema staff that showcases Jane’s life 

story as a tool to garner support and raise funds for the CCI, however, without any profit being passed 

onto Jane despite the challenges she faces being unemployed and the mother of a four year old girl. In 
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reflecting on their relationship as a ‘graduate’ with Wema staff, a participant surmised that: “I think 

they’re taking advantage because maybe they’ve raised you, so now they’re taking advantage to pay. You 

have to pay them back. That is what they’re doing” (S15).  

 In other examples of ‘graduates’ performing work for the Centre without pay, participants 

describe being asked to speak at a camp organized by the CCI where other invited lecturers were 

compensated but they were not, and internships whereby participants conducted home assessments on 

behalf of the organization but were not reimbursed for travel nor paid for their work, unlike others who 

carried out the same work. The assumption is that graduates are “volunteering” and thus do not need to 

receive payment for their time and work. As one woman put it: “How long do I have to be grateful to 

Wema for?” (S02). 

Challenges and strategies of managing life “outside” 

Confronted with significant challenges that ‘rehabilitation’ does not address, ‘graduates’ not only 

demand that the Wema Centre alters their practices, but they also devise their own strategies of managing 

the difficulties they face on the “outside”. Some of the challenges participants experienced upon exiting 

and well into their current adult lives include: meeting financial obligations to raise children, supporting 

extended family, paying rent and/or buying food; experiencing discrimination on the basis of stigma 

attached to the identity as a formerly institutionalized street-connected girl; experiencing abuse by 

employers; struggling to find employment due to inadequate skills-training/education; encountering 

manipulation or being “used” by men (e.g. through imposed constraints on their freedom, being 

abandoned while pregnant, etc.); coping with emotional trauma due to abandonment as a child; managing 

illness or injury without social support; experiencing motherhood without the support of a mother-figure; 

and, being confronted with a new, isolating and lonely environment when living “outside”. 

The most common challenge cited by participants was their struggle to earn enough money to 

support their children and assist extended family members who were also seen to be struggling 

financially. The ability to support their children and family was mentioned in relation to being able to pay 
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rent to house their family, school fees to send their children to school and food to feed their family. Over 

half of the participants (60%) did not have salaried jobs but would work small jobs occasionally such as 

cleaning homes and washing clothes, and therefore were entirely dependent on their husband’s income to 

support themselves and their families (with the exception of one participant who had a “Good Samaritan”/ 

“sponsor”). Out of the four participants who held salaried jobs, three worked at local small businesses 

while one worked for the Wema Centre. In considering the salaries of those who worked for small 

businesses, the average amount a participant took in each month was KSh22 7,000 (roughly $88 CAN), 

compared to the Wema Centre employee who earned more than double, KSh 15,500 (roughly $195 CAN) 

a month. With regards to rent, 20% of participants live with their immediate family or their in-laws and 

did not incur the cost of rent. For the remaining 80% of participants, rent was on average KSh 4,663 

(roughly $59 CAN) per month and included electricity and water. In comparing average salaried wages 

with average rent costs, participants were spending 67% of their monthly income on rent alone in 

Mombasa and its surrounding neighbourhoods (e.g. Bamburi, Kazadani, Mtopanga, etc.). Even those with 

partners who worked to support the family, participants continued to describe their biggest challenge as 

being the ability to house, feed and raise their family (see Figure 4.1). 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

                                                        
22 “KSh” is short form for Kenyan shillings. 
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Figure 4.1: “Here, I was from work, tired, didn’t have anything to eat and no money. We have to pay 
rent so I was wondering how my day would go and what I am going to do” (S03). 

 

Those without salaried employment cited numerous challenges to securing a job, including 

discrimination on the basis of being a ‘graduate’ of the Wema Centre and inadequate skills-

training/education. As Rachel explains in the abstract, “this child [that] has stayed at Wema Centre and 

then moved outside, the mind of this society they’re very much in a hurry to say that anyone from Wema 

are wezi23. ‘Those children are chokoras, chokoras’. These children are useless children” (S14). Rachel 

elaborated to describe the social environment ‘graduates’ encounter upon leaving: “Those people out 

there are waiting for you, they know you are a street girl. There is a fear that people will hurt you with 

their words or with violence. You know that Swahili word, chokora?" (S14).  

                                                        
23 Wezi is Kiswahili for “thieves”.  
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In addition to being confronted with discrimination, a participant described not having adequate 

training to conduct the work necessary to her profession. Patty explained that the training she received at 

Revlon College for hairdressing did not teach her how to plait hair, a popular hair styling technique for 

black women: “…in the college I went to at Revlon we were not taught how to plait hair. We were taught 

how to cut this type of hair [points to my hair] and colouring” (S01). Patty also recounted various 

instances where she had experienced abuse at the hands of her employer by being bullied in front of 

clients, threatened and was frequently denied her salary (see Figure 4.2). 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4.2: “This is where I used to work; I’m a professional hairdresser…I’m working hard and 
saving money so I can open my own salon. I moved out of this salon because I don’t like to be treated 

badly by my boss” (S01). 
 

Isabella explained that even in obtaining a job, there are instances where a ‘graduate’ would be forced to 

perform sexual acts in order to secure employment or may be forced to endure abusive intimate 

relationships due to their vulnerable position. 

…[S]ome people do take advantage because they know you don’t have anywhere to go so they 
take advantage of you. Maybe you’re looking for a job, and someone tells you, ‘If you want this 
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job you have to give me this’…Yourself. Even our boyfriends take advantage of us. Maybe you 
have wronged him and he just chases you away because you don’t have anywhere to go (S11). 
 

Many participants discussed being manipulated or “used” by men upon leaving the Wema Centre. Rachel 

hypothesized one particular scenario: 

When you moved out from Wema maybe you had stress, maybe you think you’ve been chased out. 
I’ve been told to move out, where am I going to go? I don’t have a place to sleep? I can’t go to 
my own place [my family’s home] maybe back at home my mother died [and] the one I find is my 
aunt. Me and my aunt don’t blend. So, I think where am I going to sleep? I have to go search for 
a man and still my mind is so – it’s the time when you’re seeing the world. I’m used to staying 
there, being inside and locked in. I don’t have time to think about the man wearing a condom. 
You sleep with this guy without a condom or you can go and maybe stop being shy so that you 
can talk to this guy very well. You can take two to three [alcoholic drinks or substances] 
therefore in the process you don’t know if you’re drunk or not. There the time when you’re 
sleeping with this man you find yourself not using a condom, pregnancy or diseases I may have to 
– you see many girls from Wema when they move out they don’t complete even two or three 
months and she becomes pregnant (S14). 
 

Similarly, Isabella comments on the vulnerable status of ‘graduates’ upon leaving, remarking that, 

“…you’ve moved outside, you’ve met someone and maybe thought he’s the one. I give in” (S11). After 

“giving in”, there is the worry that men will desert ‘graduates’: 

…[A] lot of men when they see you having left Wema and you don’t know much, it’s like they’re 
using you…and when they see you’re out of market [“used” by many men] they leave you and go 
to someone else. So by the time you get a real man whom you’ll be able to stay with, it’s stressful 
and it takes a lot time. You’ll never know if the man you stay with is a thief, you’ll never know 
(S14). 

 
 Other challenges participants named included the struggle to develop social support after exiting 

the Wema Centre as many were estranged from their families and extended families, or their parents had 

passed away. Catherine, in opening up about her struggle to cope with the emotional trauma she 

experienced from being abandoned and in negotiating her current relationship with such family members, 

explained: 

…[Y]ou know what was eating up my life? Why, why, why did they let us stay here [at the Wema 
Centre]? Why don’t they love us?...for me it was so, so, so hard…one thing that I hate about my 
people is that they like depending on us [for money]! And when I talk about “us”, I talk about me, 
Sandra and Linette. The three sisters. But they are forgetting that there was a time where we 
needed them but they were not there. They were just there with their children, but what about 
us?...I remember when my mom died they thought all of us were going to die also. Everybody was 
pointing fingers like, ‘They’re going to die like their mother’. So I used to comfort myself and tell 
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myself if God is giving life to us, then why are you telling me that I’m going to die like my 
mother? That is not right. So I carried that bitterness with me, Michelle. And when they ask me 
for money it’s like, “Who are you to ask me for money?” because when I needed you, you were 
not there for me so keep off! Keep off (S09). 
 

Without social support, many found it challenging to manage the illnesses or injuries they experienced 

after leaving the institution. Everlyn explained that, “when you’re there at Wema you just go to Auntie 

[and say] ‘my head is paining’. And you’re given [medicine]. But here, you don’t know anything. Outside 

you have to struggle” (S03). One participant in particular was involved in an accident where she was 

severely burned and was hospitalized for several months (See Figure 4.3). 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.3: “Sometimes I feel pity for myself when I look at myself. I had an accident and it has been 

difficult to get help. I was cooking with the stove and I caught fire on my chest and arms” (S06). 
 
Lucy explained that she not only had to manage the treatment of this burn on her own, but that it has 

affected her ability to gain employment as she feels discriminated against due to her physical appearance. 

 In exiting and creating families of their own, participants also articulated the challenges 

associated with experiencing motherhood without the support of a mother figure.  
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 …[W]e are outside, we are all alone and being a grownup. Being an independent person and at 
the end of the day knowing you don’t have a mother or a father to go and share your problems or 
issues with Michelle, it’s so, so hard. I’m telling you…I remember when I gave birth to my baby 
there was a day I cried at night. I cried holding my baby. Of which it’s not good according to the 
African tradition it’s not good to cry holding your baby. But I was feeling so, so down. I don’t 
have anybody to help me out in the house. I wanted a mother figure in the house. A person to tell 
me, teach me…like an elder to teach me this is how you’re going to do it with your baby, this is 
how you’re going to fed this baby – I wanted that but no one was there to teach me. So Michelle, 
I’m telling you that thing is very, very important to a person. And that’s what made me cry (S09). 
 

Thus, ultimately the process of exiting the Wema Centre without social support can be extremely painful 

for participants. Many were acutely aware of their lack of support immediately upon exiting and being 

confronted with a new, isolating and lonely environment “outside”. 

I was thinking, is this how I’m going to be living? I am used to talking with people at night, even 
if it’s a four-cornered room I have someone next to me to say, “Hi, how was your day? What did 
you do?” and all that. But you are all alone; it’s quiet…So at the end of the day you’re locking 
yourself inside that room trying to familiarize yourself with the environment. And it’s like, this is 
me. This is me alone. So this is how it’s going to be? Alone every, every evening? For me it was 
so, so disturbing and I missed everything. And I could just think and try to recall the noisemakers 
at the Wema Centre and wish that those guys were there. Because I was so lonely. So lonely and 
thinking that the next day that I’m the one who will wake up and cook. Because we used to have 
staffs who used to cook for us and then we’d help out with serving and all that. And here I am 
waking up in the morning and making a breakfast of one cup and all that. So empty, if I can use 
that word. I was so empty (S09).  
 

Maggie also described a feeling of “loneliness”; despite newfound freedom, “…all the decisions I made 

myself was good but I was lonely” (S02). Isabella stated she felt “nervous because when you’re going 

outside there you don’t know anyone; you’re going to start from zero” (S11). Most participants generally 

stated that they felt “bad” upon leaving (S03, S06, S12, S14). With one participant confessing that she 

became extremely depressed upon being “chased out” under upsetting circumstances and wanted to 

commit suicide. Such distressing emotional responses to leaving the Wema Centre were likely the result 

of an awareness that ‘graduates’ would experience widespread discrimination upon exiting, were 

vulnerable to abuse, would likely have difficulty securing a job, and were equipped with little social or 

material support. 

In the face of such adversity, these courageous women developed strategies to cope with the 

hardships they experienced. For example, in challenging popular stereotypes of formerly street-connected 
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girls as aggressive and angry, Jane described how she consciously refuses to become enraged when 

provoked.  

I have suffered so much where I’m staying for two good years. To an extent that sometimes they 
[her in-laws] take some food and they hide it. And you know what I do? I come and I look at them 
and I don’t complain, I laugh, and I keep quiet. So they sat down and they wonder – ay – “why is 
she not getting mad?”. You know? And it comes a time they see themselves misbehaving and me 
I’m just quiet. It disturbs their minds. This girl is from a children’s home and she’s totally 
different. And their children are doing so much negative things, they thought that only I could do 
those negative things. But it’s their children who are doing those negative things (S13). 
 

Many participants see a value in sustaining their bonds as “sisters” and continue to turn to one another for 

support. The “Wema Alumni Group”, organized by staff at the Wema Centre, has become a support 

group for those who have graduated but over the past year has stopped meeting due to members’ limited 

disposable income needed to pay for fares to get to the meeting location, and pay to ‘play’ in the chama24 

(S15). In making the argument for starting to meet up again as the “Wema Alumni Group”, Maggie 

stated: 

We are being brought up together, we are sisters no matter what. The bond is the one which is 
important despite everything that is happening, we all need each other. So if the other person is 
far, and the other person is far – when the person has a problem, you know it’s hard to help the 
other person. But when we meet together the person can share and you can know how you’re 
going to help them out (S02). 
 

Regardless of the inactivity of the organized group, some graduates continue to turn to one another when 

struggling. In finding herself in a situation one day where she could not feed her children, Rachel called 

Maggie to ask for support. 

I picked up my phone and called Maggie [to ask] if she has some maize flour, since I’ve not yet 
eaten this morning, me and my children. [Maggie responded saying] ‘Ah, Rachel, pick up your 
children and come to my place’. We go to Maggie’s place, [and] when we reached there Maggie 
cooked for us. Maggie said, ‘I don’t have much money but take this 200/=’. Maggie struggled 
until she found a job for me since Wema can’t find me a job. Maggie found the place that I’m 
working at now. I thank this lady a lot even though I earn only a little money I can now pay my 
house rent, pay my children’s school fees, [and] buy food for my children (S14). 
 

                                                        
24	  Chamas are informal cooperative groups whereby members pool their money together and distribute 
funds in a merry-go-round like manner, with money being used for individuals to pay for the titles to their 
own plots, bridewealth payments, or to start their own businesses.	  



 97 

Besides turning to one another for support, ‘graduates’ also identified that they intentionally sought 

friendships and guidance from women in the community, such as women who were their neighbours or 

who they had met through church organizing. In addition to providing emotional support such women 

assisted participants by taking up some of the household work involved in looking after their families (see 

Figure 4.4) and/or the care work involved in looking after children (see Figure 4.5). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.4: “If my neighbour wants to wash her clothes she puts them outside her door. When we both 
have washing we work together and then it becomes easy. She has a lot of children; she’s 24 years old 

and has three kids, so there’s a lot of washing” (S04). 
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Figure 4.5: “This is my friend Jane. We go to the same Pentecostal church. She’s like a mother to me; 

she has two kids. One daughter is older than me. [If] I have washing to do I take Jeremy to her to 
watch him. Here is her business; she sells shoes and those things” (S11). 

 

As an employee working at the Wema Centre, Catherine explained that she relies not only on older 

women in the community, but on women staff as well. 

Anybody who has a child who is more than 18 years old, she is my mother, so I talk because they 
have been there, they have given birth, they have that experience. So I talk to them. I share what 
I’m going through even if it’s my marriage problems I ask them, “Is this how things are done?”. 
And they tell me yeah and you need to expect worse, or no, this is what that person is supposed to 
do this and this. So they advise me. So I get advice from the people, I call them my mothers, my 
friends…And when you look at me, I’ve been creating friends with people who are older than me. 
In Wema, I have Auntie Rose. I talk to Auntie Rose a lot, I talk to Madam Matilda. When I look at 
her, Madam Matilda is like my mother. I share a lot with her, I ask her questions. So I create 
friends who are able to guide me. And that has helped me survive (S09). 
 

Besides female friendships, some participants have found support within their marriages as they view 

their husbands as “providers” (S11) and share the household work (see Figure 4.6). 
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Figure 4.6: “The Baba of Sean [Sean’s dad] and his friends also fetch water for their wives. If you love 
your partner you carry for her – it’s hard work" (S04). 

 

While not an exhaustive list of the ways in which ‘graduates’ navigate and manage the challenges 

presented to them after exiting, it is important to note that are not simply victims of the conditions which 

they find themselves in. Repeatedly, participants explained to me deliberate strategies they engaged in to 

ensure that they are able to support each other and their families.  

 

Conclusion 

Despite recognizing various ways in which they benefitted from the intervention of the Wema 

Centre as the organization fulfilled basic needs and satisfied the desire to go to school, participants spent a 

large amount of time emphasizing the need for the Wema Centre to alter its existing practices. With close 

to 100 street-connected girls still institutionalized at the Centre, they feel their younger “sisters” (in some 

cases biologically as well as figuratively) should not have to experience the same hardships upon leaving 

that they have had to endure. While making demands for change, participants also engage in behaviours 
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that strive to challenge negative stereotypes of street-connected girls, and develop their own support 

networks so that they may create the conditions in which their families can thrive. In articulating her deep 

concern over her sisters’ futures, and her desire to be a role model for those still institutionalized, Anita 

explained that “maybe they’ll also start messing up because the big tree has fallen, so the birds will 

scatter around” (S04). In order to prevent younger, still institutionalized girls from “messing up”, she 

strives to set a good example in the way she lives her life. 
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Chapter 6 

Conclusion 

In investigating the ways in which discipline operates through institutionalization to ‘rehabilitate’ 

or more aptly, responsibilize what are viewed as deficient subjects (‘criminals’ or ‘limited rights-bearers’) 

into ‘ideal’ or ‘good’ Kenyan women necessary to neoliberal patriarchal capitalism, a number of 

conclusions can be drawn.  

Proceeding from the distribution of individuals in space, the Wema Centre engages in techniques 

of enclosure, partitioning, functionality and rank to compare, differentiate, hierarchize and thus 

‘rehabilitate’ street-connected girls. In particular, in preparing a child to assume their place with general 

society, the Wema Centre uses education and skills-training programs to transform street-connected girls 

into a population whose labour power is better extracted for capitalist production while simultaneously 

serving the interests of the institution and founder.  

Furthermore, the care work embedded within the institutional setup and the CCI’s role as a 

substitute family setting, which encompasses both physical and emotional labour, can be seen to train 

street-connected girls in gendered ways that are considered crucial to sustaining the social reproduction of 

the conditions of production within a particularly patriarchal neoliberal capitalism when situated within 

the context of East African societies and the dominant gendered division of labour (Katz 2001). In fact, it 

can be argued that the experience of being institutionalized disciplines street-connected girls to more 

readily accept the ways in which patriarchy manifests within their own lives and relationships. Other than 

taking up the care work required for the social reproduction within capitalism, patriarchy and 

institutionalization may intersect in more ways than one. For example, when asked about the challenges 

she faces, Everlyn points to her marriage.  

A marriage is hard. It’s hard. When I was living alone I could do anything I want[ed]. I could 
come at night, I could go out, but now you have to ask permission…I hate it. Because at Wema it 
was “permission, permission, gate pass!”, now here – permission! But I’m used to it (S03). 
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Similarly, in explaining how she feels about being assigned duties while institutionalized at the Wema 

Centre, a participant explained that: “For me they were good because if it was not [for] them now [I 

would not know] even how to cook! Ah, my husband would’ve chased me away!” (S12). Thus, patriarchy 

and institutionalization as disciplinary structures may work together to ensure street-connected girls 

become more obedient subjects: women who perhaps more easily accept their subordinate position within 

unequal relations of power.  

Importantly, successful ‘rehabilitation’ is without consensus as it is viewed to mean different 

things to different people. Without precise definition, ‘rehabilitation’ holds a sense of power within its 

ambivalence. In fact, it can be argued that the Wema Centre requires an inexact definition to legitimize its 

“success” creating “responsible and fulfilled adults”. Trustees can claim it has transformed street-

connected children while never explaining to what ends it has transformed them or what such 

transformations look like – in other words, the specific finalities they attempt to achieve. The focus is and 

continues to be “points of entry”, “rescue”, “capture”, and therefore devising creative interventions into 

the lives of street-connected children within the criteria that they are situated within a rights-based 

discourse. 

Despite ‘graduates’ making passionate claims, based on the challenges that they have experienced 

or continue to experience, to alter ways in which the institution operates, we may consider that the will to 

‘rehabilitate’ persists. In aiming to simply “fix” the current inadequate process of ‘rehabilitation’ by 

demanding a more consultative and individualized exit plan, better staff who are motivated to ensure the 

long-term welfare of ‘graduates’, and to be compensated for performing work on behalf of Wema, such 

recommendations to change existing practices of the institution do not fundamentally question the 

structures that perpetuate inequality – structures that continue to create the conditions in which 

‘graduates’ find themselves impoverished. In this sense, ‘graduates’ like various ‘trustees’, participate in 

‘rendering technical’ or depoliticizing the practices that enable the disciplining of street-connected 
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children “to the logic of a bourgeois social order” within neoliberal patriarchal capitalism (Clarke 

1976:1). An order in which, “idleness is reserved for some and punished in others” (Katz 2011:57). 

In this sense, and what is perhaps starkly apparent within the experiences of ‘graduates’ is that 

despite leaving the Wema Centre and assuming their ‘place within general society’ the divide between 

‘trustees’ and ‘deficient subjects’ is maintained. Possibly most obvious an example of this is the refusal to 

pay ‘graduates’ for the work they complete on behalf of the Wema Centre whether they participate in 

fundraising efforts or carry out program activities. Formerly institutionalized women, regardless of 

graduating and becoming adults, are thus still not perceived as equal to the staff employed and paid by the 

Wema Centre (with the exception of one ‘graduate’ – although she continues to be tokenized and singled 

out in staff meetings to provide the perspective of all ‘graduates’). Trapped within development’s 

transformation narrative, graduates are viewed to instead continue to show their gratitude for the work of 

benevolent trustees by working without expecting compensation. In sum, the preoccupation with “fixing” 

‘rehabilitation’ schemes, and as Li suggests:  

The endless deferral of the promise of development to the time when the ultimate strategy is 
devised and implementation perfected does more than enable the development apparatus to 
sustain itself…It keeps the attention of many critics focused on the deficiencies of such schemes 
and how to correct them. Meanwhile, changing the conditions that position some social groups to 
accumulate wealth while others are impoverished remains firmly off-limits (2007:276-277). 
 

In order to discuss questions of unequal political-economic structures, it would require the founder of the 

Wema Centre (and other staff) to engage in processes of intense self-reflexivity that would be difficult 

and likely uncomfortable (i.e. thinking through how her family has come to be in a position of power and 

maintains its power through a legacy of land ownership and wealth that was built through the 

dispossession of others at the time of independence). By viewing poverty as a natural and inevitable 

condition, and by suggesting that in the foreseeable future the Wema Centre should strive to expand its 

programming into other countries within East Africa (S05, S07), staff, too, retain their power as 

knowledgeable experts and as those who benefit under a system of patriarchal capitalism.  
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 In sum, without also advocating for changes to political-economic structures, the Wema Centre 

works to institutionalize itself within the development apparatus. Such work is critical if we are to 

imagine a world where children are not positioned with particular structural constraints in which they may 

be forced to become street-connected as a means for their (and their families’) survival. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: List of Semi-Structured Interviews and Focus Group 
*Pseudonyms have been used 
 
Source No. Name/Title Role/Relationship to the 

Wema Centre 
Date of Interview 

Source 01 Patty Graduate June 25, 2014 
 

Source 02 Maggie*  Graduate June 27, 2014 
 

Source 03 Everlyn Graduate June 30, 2014 
 

Source 04 Anita Graduate July 2, 2014 
 

Source 05 Lloyd Wamai 
Muriuki 

Advocacy Officer July 3, 2014 
 

Source 06 Lucy* Graduate July 4, 2014 
 

Source 07 Henry Bineah Otieno Program Coordinator July 5, 2014 
 

Source 08 Martha Akinyi 
Otieno 

Social Worker July 8, 2014 
 

Source 09 Catherine Graduate July 9 and 10, 2014 
 

Source 10 James Chebon District Children’s Officer July 10, 2014 
 

Source 11 Isabella Graduate July 18, 2014 
 

Source 12 Vivian* Graduate July 18, 2014 
 

Source 13 Jane Graduate July 21, 2014 
 

Source 14 Rachel Graduate July 23, 2014 
 

Source 15 Focus Group Graduates July 19, 2014 
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