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RURAL WOMEN LEADERS: LkTE COLONIAL AND CONTENPORARY CONTEXTS 

Studies of leadership, like studies of elites, are overwhelmingly of 

men, for various reasons. In some societies, women are formally excluded 

from conmiunity leadership; in others, the very recentness of women's parti

cipation in community leadership relegates their numbers to a minute few. 

Students of leadership often assume that men leaders represent women's 

interests as a whole, or women members of households. Yet neither women nor 

men may perceive that men will represent women's interests. In many African 

societies, women (and men) have common interests, resulting from the work 

they do, opportunity and resource disparities between the sexes, the division 

of income within households, and roles in reproduction. Male preference in 

the distributive process reinforces these different interests. 1 Furthermore, 

clan or territorial exogany makes women strangers to a community, only gradually 

ab3orbed (if at all) into their husband's clan. Indigenous institutions in
 

some African societies reinforce this separateness through the existence of
 

formal, but parallel political structures, differentiated by sex and sex-related
 

issues. Though women rarely exert authority over men, they quite commonly
 

exercise authority over other women in agriculture, mutual aid, religion, and
 

trade.2 Even if no formal sex-differentiated hierarchy exists, men and women
 

often have separate communication patterns, and most societies contain informal
 

women's groups, integrated into the larger community context in varying degrees. 

Leaders, or those who have more power and influence than others within a 

group, are capable of making people behave differently than otherwise.4 Past 

studies have emphasized either leadership characteristics or situations which 

give rise to group configurations and leadership patterns, seen as inseparable
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in this paper. This study will compare women's groups in two community contexts 

of western Kenya, and women leaders which emerged from each, to explore organi

zational effectiveness in meeting women's needs. In both contexts, leaders
 

formalized existing informal women's organizations to varying degrees, a process
 

also explored in this study. 5 The "formalizers" as well as the level and terms
 

on which formalization occurs, have crucial effects on the ability of organiza

tions to meet member needs.
 

The first part of the paper describes the late colonial context and the
 

emergence of a women's mobilization initiated by the chief in Shikulu sublocation.
 

The woman designated "woman subchief" had neither precedent nor aftermath in the
 

community. In the second part of the paper, the changed, contemporary political 

context is analyzed, along with the women's groups within it. Contemporary
 

women leaders are compared with those of the woman subchief and her leadership
 

corps. The conclusion analyzes the effects of leadership, context, and formal

ization processes for organizational effectiveness. Research for the paper
 

was done in Idakho location, Kakamega District, in western Kenya from Dezember,
 

1974, to June, 1975. Over fifty interviews were conducted to reconstruct the
 

historical women's mobilization, supplemented by study of the sporadic references
 

in the Kenya national archieves and district files.6 Participant observation
 

and interviews with members of current women's groups constitute sources for the
 

contemporary analysis.
 

Umoja: The Late Colonial Context
 

Idakho location is populated by the Idakho, one of seventeen sub-groups of
 

the Baluyia people whose economy is based on small-scale farming, cattle care,
 

and out-migration (primarily male) for wage employment elsewhe,e in Kenya. The
 

nature and locus of politics have changed dramatically during the twentieth
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century. In the early part of the century, the British designated a paramount 

chief for all Baluyia, supplemented with chiefs for each subgroup who admini

stered what are now known as locations. The British selected a chief for Idakho 

from the numerically dominant Bashimole clan, what some now te7m the "aristocratic
 

clan." The Idakho chief was succeeded by his son, who administered Idakho until
 

the time of independence. Concentrated and numerous administrative responrsibil

ities as well as a high salary7 meant the chief was able to wield substantial
 

power over residents. BY the late colonial period, this autocratic chief
 

sponsored most or all organizations within the area, his restrictive policies
 

buttressed by the colonial government which was at that time faced with
 

rebellion in central Kenya.
 

By the mid-1950s, the chief's power had probably peaked, and subsequently
 

concerted effort was necessary to maintain this decaying political base. Alle

gations of what people term "misbehavior,"--drunkeness, corruption, sexual
 

harassment, and default on personal loans--contributed to this growing malaise. 

The chief's elegant life style, including several permanent (concrete floor and 

wall) houses, multiple wives, and an automobile, further festered this malaise. 

In addition, the chief's drinking, support of the traditional sukuti dances, 

and polygamy offended influential protestants, (who tended t-) be wealthier and
 

more educated than catholics and nonchristians), and they labeled these the
 

practices of "pagans." Independence was approaching, and the development of new
 

institutions, such as the legislative and county councils, struck at the absolute
 

control over the location the chief and his father had maintained for so long.
 

Not only would alternative representatives serve as crucial contacts, but
 

political goods would later be distributed in these new political arenas.
 

Several years prior to independence, the chief, however, still dominated local
 

politics, given his ability to guide land reform processes and influence
 

developmental activity in the area.
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Luyia women work extensively in agricultural production, including planting,
 

weeding, harvesting, processing, and trading crops, from which they not only
 

derive some small income, but community and family status. The status associated
 

witi a clear role in production and some control over the fruits of production,
 

along with their valued role in repmduction, probably accounts for a greater
 

degree of equality between men and women than is true in other societies. In
 

previous decades, women had participated in small informal groups, where
 

agricultural labor was exchanged, as well as in church groups. Periodically,
 

women had been called upon for public labor on the chief's farm and road repair.9
 

With large numbers of men working elsewhere for wage employment (some of whom
 

remitted money to Idakho), and with some women selling produce regularly and
 

brewing beer to acquire incomes, women were increasingly seen as a potential
 

part of the chief's power base, one that would support his troubled power
 

structure. Not only were women numerically dominant, but they controlled
 

cask resources.I0
 

A sublocation-wide mobilization of women, known as Umoja,* was promoted
 

by the chief, and nursed by the Community Development Assistant (soon to be
 

subchief of Shikulu sublocation). In the pre-war period, government contacts
 

with the community were primarily through men; women were not the clientele
 

of functional ministries. Community development changed this orientation, and
 

government focus on agriculture, soil, and land necessarily included women,
 

since large numbers of men were away. The group was created because of the
 

chief's pressing responsibility to oversee the consolidation of small, frag

mented land plots for later registration. Once enclosed areas were agreed
 

upon, boundaries were drawn, to be made permanent by hedges of euphorbia bush,
 

known locally as venakotsi. In keeping with the sex division of labor, whereby 

*Meaning "unity" in Swahili, but locally translated as "working together."
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cultivation is,a female task, women were called upon to tend venakotsi on a 

weekly basis, lasting over a year. Women leaders, respected in the informal 

female hierarchy, were also called upon to represent women in the formerly 

all-male government announcement meetings, known as barazas, and then to 

disseminate this information to women in the community. 

Other organizational activities gradually displaced communal hedge

making. although representation continued with w-men leaders attending weekly
 

chief and subchiuf barazas, and then communicating the information to local
 

women's barazas. Umoja became a multipurpose organization, which enlarged, 

expanded, and monetized women's traditional activities. Most activities built 

on women's customary work and associational activities and were thus congruent 

with their pursuits, a factor which may have increased the receptivity of both 

men and women to Umoja. 

Agricultural labor groups known as buhasio, which provided the fraine

work for communal planting, weeding, and harvesting, had in the past numbered 

only several members, but expanded to twenty or more per clan and subclan during 

Umoja. Labor was contracted for a fee and fines were levied against absent 

women. In some neighborhoods, this money was divided at the year's end; in 

most, however, mone, was saved to meet Umoja's numerous commiunity commitments 

and some leaders hoped to accumulate enough money to purchase a vehicle to be 

used for transporting women's produce. In the past, mutual aid had operated 

on an ad hoc, non-cash basis, within subclan and clan units, to assist persons 

during funerals and bridewealth exchange, when enormous amounts of food are 

required to serve visitors. During Unoja, cash collections were made on both 

ad hoc and regular bases. Cash was, on occasion, exchanged between kin units 

as well as, more commonly, within units. Women controlled the nney gained 
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through Umoja; husbands had no authority over the cash. Thus, women were able
 

to usurp some value over their own labor. Indeed, just placing a monetary
 

amount on labor, heretofore unpaid, perhaps increased its value in peoples'
 

minds.
 

The most significant transformation was the creation of women's courts,
 

where women elders--instead of the customary male elders--judged women. Women
 

elders heard cases about marital problems, disagreements among women, and the
 

failure to submit to Umoja discipline. Female peer judgments did not mean
 

standards about appropriate female behavior changed; women elders reportedly
 

meted equal to harsher fines than did men elders for what people termed "lazy
 

women" or "abusive wives." More minor transformations included pressuring the
 

subchief for stricter implementation of drinking laws, as well as gaining mobility
 

for required travel. On the former, the subchief was contacted to set stricter
 

standards about drinking and beer selling, as women were thought to suffer most
 

from "drunkard husbands." On the latter, women leaders had to attend meetings
 

outside the sublocation at the chief's center. This represented a departure
 

from norms and was negatively recalled by a male elder. 'Men liked buhasio,
 

but not women leaders. They did not like women walking from place to place and
 

thought they might become harlots."
 

Women lea( rs were absorbed into the power structure through Umoja,
 

filling a political vacuum for the chief. This process served the chief's
 

interest in augmenting his political base, as well as in meeting administrative
 

directives on land. With the community development philosophy permeating much
 

of rural Kenya in the late 1950s and early 1960s, widespread community involve

ment in the unfolding land reform process reflected well on the chief. It is
 

unlikely Umoja would have emerged without legitimization from the chief. Women
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gained as well through this mobilization. Formerly, women exercised no formal
 

authority and leadership in mixed-sex settings. WithJUmoja, two changes took
 

place in the male council system: an institutionalized female voice, and the
 

task of representing women's interests. Outside of community politics, women
 

were provided with group-related agricultural services, in which both male and
 

female staff lectured to special women's agricultural barazas, where seeds were
 

occasionally distributed. In addition, part of the leadership 'corps was given
 

financial support to attend short courses at the nearby Bukura Farmer Training 

Center, information from which they then transmitted to women's groups. Per

haps more importantly, Umoja provided a framework where women could transform 

and expand the organiization to better meet their own needs. The wide array of 

group issues touched most aspects of women's lives. 

Leadership: A Vacuum for Women 

An increasingly commercialized agricultural system, some educational
 

opportunity for women, and extended absence of men altered women's situation
 

within the socioeconomic structure. Wonen were beginning to assume new economic
 

responsibilities and more independent roles as de facto household heads. Yet
 

women who had acquired the economic and personal resources to exert leadership 

had little opportunity to exercise this potential compared to men because or 

their sex. Umoja leaders usually had only a few years of schooling, unlike
 

wealthier women, several of whom had some secondary education. A segment of
 

the female population was receptive to the opportunities offered by Umoja,
 

despite cooptive terms of the mobilization. Moreover, the increased complexity
 

and monetization of group activity required internal hierarchy and new leader

ship roles.
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Umja lea6ership roles were adapted from three sources. From the 

colonial administrative system came the subchief, assistant subchief, and
 

askari, (Swahili, for police). Each location, administered by a chief,
 

contains five to ten sublocations, administered by subchiefs. The chief and
 

subchief selected a "womai subchief," and she appointed an assistant subchief,
 

(No "woman chief" existed.) At the clan and subclan level, a "woman askari,"
 

was responsible for calling women to work and overseeing their 'labor. The women
 

askari wore whistles around their necks, a mark of authority. From the indig

enous system came the '"woman liguru" (plural: maguru who was a neighborhood
 

clan or subclan leader. The liguru role matched that of clan, subclan, and
 

lineage heads, a role transformed during the colonial era to what is now the
 

lowest unpaid government appointee who administers and communicates policy at
 

the neighborhood level. In choosing woman mazuru, the chief and subchief
 

selected several candidates from each clan and subclan area, and then presented
 

them to a women's baraza, where women lined up behind the candidate of their
 

choice; the woman with the longest line was selected. Women maguru selected
 

those who served under them. Trusted "women elders" were also chosen to judge
 

women in the women's courts which developed during Umoja, a role which encroached
 

upon the authority and income of male elders. Men elders had always questioned
 

parties, assigned fines, and collected small fees. During Umoja, women shared
 

this income-earning work. Finally, from the Department of Community Development
 

came the treasurer and secretary roles, ordinarily filled by young literate
 

women who kept attendance and fine records. Although some had more formal years
 

of school than higher level leaders, their youth detracted from that status.
 

Those women who failed to work were fined, backed by the authority of the women's
 

courts, and ultimately, the chief.
11
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Wealthier women in the community disdained participation in communal labor, 

preferring instead to work on their farms or hire labor. They were either exempted,
 

or regularly excused themselves through financial contributiois to replace their
 

labor. Many wealthier women were active protestants, alienated from the chief's
 

polygamy, promotion of sukuti, and intemperance; they, further, had other avenues 

to status in the "Representative of Women" slots on committees, (discussed later). 

Wealthy women's voluntary exclusion from Umoja leadership probably increased the 

representativeness of existing leadership for the vast majority of women in the 

community.
 

Backgrounds of Umoja leaders provide some insight into its mesh with
 

community politics. A good number had close marital or natal kin who commanded
 

status. Seve:'al were married to men who served as maguru, and one was the
 

daughter of a neighboring location chief. The woman subchief, quite significantly, 

married into a minority clan of the sublocation, but was born in Bushiangala, the 

dominant clan of the sublocation, and had a brother who was atiru among the 

dominant clan. She was married to one of the earliest ministers in the area, a 

respected member of the community. In addition, however, she was active in the 

women's church group, sat on a Land Board,' and was also a leading member of a 

Maendeleo center which operated for several years in the late 1950s. Her own 

natal kin were Bashiangala, as were those of the (male) subchief. Thus, she had 

been able to build a support base above and beyond purely marital factors, based 

on her own activities and on natal kin. This illustrates an important constraint 

facing women in exogamous, patrilineal systems. As in-marrying strangers, women
 

must acquire or build a support base among a clan to which they are never fully
 

integrated.12
 

Yet backgrounds alone do not guarantee leadership positions. A dynamic,
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assertive personal style was also an essential ingredient for leadership,
 

especially so for women without strong kin connections. One woman worked in
 

the White Highlands prior to independence for wages, quite uncommon for women
 

in Shikulu sublocation. Another woman participated in the then defunct Bunyore
 

Women's Society, a short-lived organization that recruited women on female

ethnic terms, namely those women married into Shikulu from Bunyore location.
 

Because it was created without his permission, the chief berated and publicly
 

humiliated leaders of that society.13 Still another Umoja leader was a '"ama
 

Uhuru," who subsequently became head of the women's section of the Kenya
 

Africaai National Union sublocation branch.
 

Informants widely agreed upon leadership qualities. Women leaders were 

"not shy to visitors," and had to be able to "talk well" and "manage things." 

They were "reasonable" people. Others reported that good leadership depended 

on "how you talked" and if you could "attend meetings and report well." Male 

elders interviewed the woman subchief, given her special high rank, at the 

chief's center baraza and judged her on 'how well she answered questions" and 

"knowledge of local history." Umoja leaders had strong, dynamic personalities; 

responsiveness, compromise, and ultimately, accountability were built into 

leadership qualities. Certain residents frowned upon women who "put themselves 

forward," especially when their behavior contrasted markedly from husbands. 

There was a certain amount of rivalr, for leadership positions. A contrast 

between two such rivals provides some insight into the diversity of leadership. 

The Mama Uhuru, ref rred to previously, was both a woman liguru and woman vice

subchief, though aspired to be woman subchief and according to some, "Wanted to 

be above the (mv"le) subchief." People's remarks suggest she questioned the 

constraints placed upon her as a woman. She once went to the district township 

http:society.13
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to ask the mayor (from a neighboring clan in the sublocation) for a sweeping 

job, and was told to get permission from her husband. Once she also complained 

about her husband at a church advisory group, and was advised that she had made 

her marital vows for life. Several years before this research, she had left the 

marriage, leaving several children behind--very unusual behavior given the 

requirement that children remain with their father. 

In great contrast, the woman subchief epitomized a respected woman, and
 

people find nothing to criticize about her. Rather than utilizing the more 

confrontational approach of the Mama Uhuru, she accepted the constraints she 

wOrked within and attempted to build on the strengths of women's traditional 

role. Yet this may have made her more amenable to chief and subchief influence.
 

The woman subchief was, and still is, an awe-inspiring person, who commands a
 

good deal of respect even until today. Her background, educational and personal
 

resources, however, do not permit much influence in the present political context.
 

Umoja grew out of a relatively closed, authoritarian local power structure, 

threatened by growing criticism. Needing new bases of support, a women's bloc 

was formally incorporated at the center of community politics. The formalization 

process was set in motion by local powerholders, including the male hierarchy 

and women respected within that hierarchy, as well as among small, informal 

women's groups. Formalization occurred on familiar issues, with most positions 

culled from familiar roles as well. Perhaps more importantly, issues were 

congruent with women's work, and had the potential to meet a broad array of 

women's needs. While the women's courts set a dramatic departure from existing 

practices, the judicial model was indigenous and judgments conformed to prevalent 

ideas about proper female behavior. Though leaders were different from members, 

their life style, ideas, and educational experiences were not as distant from 
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ordinary women as those of wealthier women, excluded from participation by their
 

own choice. Umoja collapsed after approximately two years, along with some of its
 

functions, the reasons for which are explained elsewhere.14 One important reason,
 

however, was the set of compromises leaders made in coping with community and 

chief demands as well as demands from members. Through community donations and 

obligations, treasuries were nearly drained, alienating members who desired
 

yearly redistribution of funds. In the end, women's gains in representation
 

were temporary. Nevertheless, women constituted a very visible power bloc to 

themselves and to the chief. This legacy affects community perceptions of women 

and contemporary women's groups. 

Informal Groups: Contemporary Context 

This historical perspective party explains contemporary women's groups 

which operate on a scale smaller than that of Umoja, but larger than the pre-

Umoja era, as well as on a monetized basis. No longer is there support for 

sublocation-wide leaders, either from the women, or from the new chief and
 

subchief. Changes in the larger political context and differentiation among
 

women account for this change. 

Politics are no longer centered in the community, given the margi.ali

zation of chiefs, subchiefs, and community politics generally in contemporary
 

Kenya. The central government has gradually usurped decision-making authority 

(which included financial decisions about health, education, and community
 

development). A substantial number of chiefs were relieved of their office at
 

independence, including the Idakho chief. For those that remained, salaries
 

were reportedly cut to at least a third of chief salaries under colonialism,
 

and their authority was severely curtailed. Numerous technical field staff of
 

functional ministries have supplemented the chief's role in development.
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-13-


Judicial responsibilities are shared with civil courts, land boards, and olice. 

Political functions are managed by the District Officer, and head taxes are no
 

longer collected. Subsequent chiefs have been from smaller clans in Idakho, a
 

contrast from the half-century reign of the Bashimole chief and his son.
 

Corresponding with this marginalization of chiefs, power has become more
 

dispersed from the local perspective. Politicians from other institutional
 

arenas have more influence than the chief outside the location,.and political
 

goods are increasingly made available from sources and decisions outside the
 

location. Administrators, too, make fundamental decisions at their own
 

discretion or based on directives from higher levels which affect people's
 

access to services and goods. 15 Finally, wealthy people have contacts outside
 

the community which can often better aid residents than the chief in meeting
 

their needs. Many new power contenders have emerged, at various levels of the
 

political hierarchy, all vying with the contemporary chief. These new contenders
 

tend to be more educated than the chief, and earn larger sums of money. Education
 

and money are the crucial determinants of status in the contemporary era. Indeed,
 

as one woman leader declared of the current chief: '"Myshould we listen to
 

him? We even make more money than him."
 

Solidarity among women is being undermined by class differentiation,
 

creating different socialization experiences, life chances, and competing
 

loyalties above and beyond that of sex loyalty. The colonial and mission
 

establishment fostered the growth of a dominant sex-role ideology that stresses
 

domestic training (such as cooking and sewing) at the expense of agricultural
 

production, These ideas permeated the very limited programs for women as well
 

as the curriculum in secondary school for girls. Contemporary wealthy women were
 

exposed to lengthier education and government domestic training programs to a
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greater extent than most women, which differentiates them from women on value 

preferences. 16 Perhaps more importantly, the marked class bias in the distri

bution of government services strengthens we1Jhy women's political identifi

cation with their 'hiouseholds, the unit in which they are subsumed in the 

allccation of government services.) 7 In a zero-s.um situation, where the ex

tension of benefits for one group oc urs at the expense of another, wealthy 

women have a material incentive to politically identify With households, and 

they are unlikely to advocate the redistribution of economic resources unless 

their household access is secure and additional resources are made available 

for others. Thus, in the contemporary period, household status is beginning 

to exert prior claims on women's loyalty, particularly for those households 

with access to political goods. The political structure reinforces this, 

distributing benefits cn a household, clan, or geographic basis, to which 

women weakly compete as a cross-cutting pressur group. 

Household identifications are encouraged by the content of government
 

programs, which stress women's domestic role, a value incentive that supple

ments the material incentives toward household identifications. During the
 

late colonial era, chiefs and community development staff sought a more
 

broadly based developmental orientation that included women. Programs in
 

the contemporary era, however, are characterized by a more specialized focus
 

on women, limited to home economics and sewing. This narrow orientation is
 

coupled with an ostensibly sex-neutral distribution of agricultural services-

one, however, with discriminatory effect, particularly on female headed house

holds. 18 This obscures -quitably distributed agricultural services as a
 

women's issue, despite women's extensive involvement in agriculture.
 

The convergence of these trends has tended to make any formalization of
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the small-scale women's groups based on narrowly defined interests, those that
 

relate to the content of government program precedents. The dispersed political
 

arena also means formalization occurs on a temporary, sporadic basis, when women
 

leaders attempt to maneuver politically during electoral campaigns, claiming
 

representation of the numerous informal groups. 

Leadershio Amidst Dispersed Contenders
 

Small-scale, informal women's groups exist for purposes of saving cash and 

exchanging labor. In a sample of more than two hundred households, over 90% of 

the women belonged to one or more groups of these types. 19 Groups are formalized 

to a limited degree, with several leaders, and, for some groups, consciously 

adopted names. 

Most groups recruit members on a neighborhood basis; others, on common church 

niembership. In agicultural groups, members charge each other a small fee, while 

contract for higher fees from nonmembers. The cash saved is divided at the year's 

end among approximately six to ten members. Each group, at minimum, has a leader 

and a treasurer. Wealthier women continue to avoid joining these groups, though 

they may hire women's groups because their work is considered to be .9rior to 

that of day laborers. Hiring groups, however, means added obligations, as con

tractors must feed the group members during the workday.
 

Mutual aid groups distribute resources during funeral or bridewealth
 

transactions, requiring extensive food for feeding visitors. Usually, cash or
 

food is collected when needed. Some wealthier educated women participate in
 

mutual aid groups, making their literacy skills and mobility available to
 

members. in these groups, members contribute fixed, monthly donations that are 

recorded and retained in a distant district capital bank and allocated upon crisis.
 

There is a certain reluctance associated with assuming leadership because of the 
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time involved, a contrast to the competion in Umoja.
 

An even greater formalization of groups occurs during electoral campaigns
 

when wealthier women assume leadership and visit candidates. In a delegation,
 

they request help for women and a remembrance of what women do, but more spe

cifically, for donations, women's centers and nurseries. Such centers in the
 

past were associated with the sewing and home economics programs. Women del

egates in a nearby sublocation pressed for and succeeded in obtaining such a 

center in a multi-purpose cooperative, funded by a Dutch grant and staffed by 

a Home Economics Assistant from the Ministry of Agriculture. 20 

Women leaders exude clout, based on their own personal resources and those
 

of their households. Their husbands have prestige, resulting from work, wealth,
 

and position; husbands either reside in the area or work elsewhere in government dt
 

salaried positions, (jobs quite unlike those of most husbands working elsewhere, 

who are predominantly cooks, domestic servants, and watchmen in Nairobi). More 

importantly though, these women have their own economic and personal resources 

which evoke influence. Many are teachers with regular salaries, or enterprising 

traders and managers of sophisticated farm operations on relatively large pieces 

of land for the area. They are highly educated relative to the other women, as 

well as to remaining male residents. Among wealthy households, both husbands 

and wives tend to work together in strengthening households, a unit of accu

mulation and investment. Such work maintains the household position in the 

community hierarchy, and women's political activity helps to consolidate that 

position. An assertive personality continues to be important in leadership skills, 

yet the overall importance of education and wealth for exercising any political 

influence-for men or women-surpasses that of personality characteristics. To 

speak with confidence to politicians and administrators from outside the sub
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location oY location requires known and recognized resources, especially if one 

is a woman. 

The same wealthy women serve on school boards and are appointed "Representa

tives of Women," on various development committees set up at different levels of
 

the hierarchy as well as county councils. No women sit on the agricultural com

mittee. Tne degree to which one female is representative of an increasingly
 

diverse group of women is subject to serious question. Created after independence,
 

the development committee in Shikulu is relatively powerless; few residents knew
 

such an institution existed, much less knew who served on it or what issues it
 

addressed (including some of its members). The Woman Representative tended to
 

restrict her comments to those of domestic training, child nurseries, and better
 

care of homes and husbands, an image promoted by government and mission programs
 

of the past and apparently absorbed as a proper one for women. Indeed, these
 

narrowly expressed, special women's issues are not seen as having high priority
 

among some men and women in the community. In the meantime, livelihood concerns
 

and agricultural inequities go unexpressed in the political arena, despite a
 

female organizational base allowing for such expression.
 

Leaders become bridges to the new set of power contenders in the dispersed
 

political arena. Women intermediaries, as brokers, bridge the relatively informal
 

groups with outside officials and candidates, even when they are not always group 

members.. This raises questions about whether patron-client relations may not be 

developing a women in Idakho. Exchanging leadership characteristics in return
 

for the diffuse support granted to leaders constitutes the nature of interaction.
 

Such support augments elite efforts to consolidate household position. But more
 

importantly, the issues articulated do not threaten wealthy household access to
 

the spoils of government, nor do they affect the economic status of lower-income
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households. The diffuse support allows leaders to push for projects that reflect
 

well on theii household, but relate little to women's livelihood concerns; examples
 

include a fence and visitor's house for the church. Brokers, who "bridge the
 

distance between persons so far removed from each other that they could not inter

act effectively otherwise. .can alter the meaning of issues and goals."'21
 

Contemporary women leaders guide the expression and articulation of women's
. 

issues in ways that support their ideology and class position.
 

The commercialization of agriculture and women's increased access to money
 

has, ironically, provided a basis by which women transformed Uhmoja on their own
 

terms, and at the same time undermined solidarity. With money, no longer are
 

women as dependent on each other as they once were, a mutual dependence with
 

enormous prospects for political productivity. The growing dependency of wives
 

in political form

on husbands does not express women's interests -either as a sex group or within
 

households--given the still existing sex-separate communication patterns. Now,
 

however, women are dependent on wealthier women who have the clout, education,
 

and contacts necessary to transmit women's issues to politicians and administra

tors with similar qualifications. Indeed, many of these women disdain partici

pation in the communal labor groups, and as such are not participating members
 

or officers concerned with more mundane activities in between campaigns. Yet
 

they capture such networks in the political process. At the same time, informal
 

leaders do not have the education, wealth, information about administrative
 

technicalities and connections increasingly seen as necessary to influence
 

politicians and administrators. Women with less prestige are somewhat vulnerable
 

l
in t',e interaction with candidates and administrators, especially those from
 

outside the area. In a community setting, leaders with claracteristics like
 

those of Umoja leaders can maneuver and influence; beyond that level, new skills
 

and resources are necessary. And disproportionately few women have those skills,
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given the unevenass of educational opportunities and the economic disparities 

between the sexes. Therefore, beyond the community level, the wealthy women 

leaders may be increasingly less representative of women than were women leaders
 

in the past.
 

Wealthier women are the sporadic political formalizers, and the terms of
 

which they integrate women into politics are less congruent with women's activ

ities than was true in past terms. Their terms reflect a dominant ideology
 

diffused by the content of government domestic programs, not comprehensive enough 

to meet women's material and livelihood needs. MIoreover, questions must be raised 

about whose interests are served when wealthier women leaders dominate women's 

politics in class-based political systems. Formalization as now practiced does
 

not recognize the real diversity among women, widened substantially since Umoja.
 

Perhaps no longer can one group or one set of leaders represent all women, or
 

pose one women's issue as reflective of the needs of all.
 

Conclusion
 

Two women's organizations, emerging in two very different settings with
 

contrasting leaders, were compared for their effectiveness inmeeting organizational
 

goals. Both varied as well in the degree to which they were formalized and :cn the
 

formalization process. As is recorded below, each, however, has certain possibil

ities and shc.tcomings for meeting women's needs.
 

Umoja, a broadly based women's organization, represented virtually all 

women in the sublocation, save the elite. It addressed a variety of issues, 

congruent with women's domestic, livelihood and economic pursuits. Organizational 

structure was built primarily on locally derived and understood roles. It repre

sented women along institutionalized regularized lines in community politics at a 

time when few power contenders could compete with the chief. As such, women were 
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incorporated into the mainstream of politics and strategically positioned within
 

that mainstream. Nevertheless, incorporation occurred at some cost to the orga

nization, as it was heavily dependent on the chief and his scope of authority.
 

Once out of favor with the chief and in a setting of marginalized community politics,
 

the organization became less meaningful. More importantly, compromises were made 

with treasuries and activities that later alienated members. With no financial 

benefits from participation, members were increasingly disenchahted with the 

prospects of continuing to contribute labor. The size of the organization itself, 

covering a geographically dispersed sublocation and approximately 2,000 households, 

contributed to the accountability tensions between leaders and members as well. 

Moreover, the very congruence of Umoja with local patterns meant leaders avoided 

raising questions about women's customary work and behavior, as evidencedby 

elder's judgments. 

Contemporary groups are linked to a wider array of power contenders by 

leaders who irregularly participate (if at all) in informal groups. Narrowly

based issues, defined by leaders, are only partially congruent with women's 

activities. The structural characteristics of women's political integration are 

based on and absorbed from the larger class-based politics of Kenya, where wealth 

and education are prime influence criteria. Representing women takes place in a 

less regular, more dispersed political arena, amidst numerous contenders. The 

formalization process occurs through wealthy women, on value terms less compre

hensive than those of Umoja. 

The comparison suggests that certain political contexts are conducive to 

the incorporation of women's interests. Unstable, yet structurally centralized 

community politics are amenable to absorbing women's demands and granting con

cessions. To meet these conditions, community politics, however, must be a 



significant arena for distributing resources and allocating values--not true of 

the empty shell of contemporary community politics in Kenya. Authoritarian 

leaders, if receptive and predisposed to integrating a new group, give freer 

reign to organizational transformation. Once restabilized or restructured in 

different terms, women may figure into the political equation in less significant
 

ways. Formalization at the level of and on the terms of a community, enhance
 

prospects for success in meeting women's needs. Building on an already strong
 

base of women's resources may result in a lessening of disparities between the
 

sexes. 
However, building on the base of widespread disparities may simply
 

reinforce differences.
 

The importance of a catalyst to organizations, such as the chief and sub

chief for Umoja, cannot be overemphasized. It might be argued that the author

ities pre-empted organizational initiation and thus interfered with women's 

consciousness. Nevertheless, lacking precedent for women's political integra

tion, an organization like Umoja would not have begun, even though thcoretic 

conditions existed for its emergence. 

Dispersed politics, interlaced with county,parliamentary, and administra

tive politics, on the other hand, provide more access points. In this context,
 

however, alliance politics may be necessary. Alliance politics necessarily
 

requires articulation of broadl)defined issues, potentially appealing to a variety
 

of contenders and to a variety of group members. If a women's group pressures 

for a single, special issue separate from the mainstream, their issues may 

remain isolated with limited or no response. Ironically, if integrated into 

other groups before "special" interests are internalized as a widespread value 

and before sex communication in politics is integrated, issues go unarticulated. 

Alternatively, a number of women's groups offersbetter prospects for representing 
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ie at is increasingly true in this .onity and others--the diversity -among 

women and women's interests. At the same time, a wider array of issues will be 

articulated, with better prospects for alliance building aid meeting women's 

needs. As popular mobilization spreads political activism, skill among leaders, 

and the productive use of resources to increase member resources, the motor for
 

fundament:l change can eventually emerge.
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