A city under Siege: Banditry & modes of
accumulation in Nairobi, 1991-2004

Abstract:

This is a study of the impact of political and economic liberalisation on modes of socio-
economic engagement and accumulation in Kenya's capital city, Nairobi, subsequent to the
introduction of multiparty ‘democracy’ in 1992.1 On the one hand economic liberalisation led to
a diminished state-provisioning capacity and unwillingness to protect public interests. On the
other hand, political conditionalities opened up political space but also spawned anomic
tendencies within the regime and among social groups and individuals, with struggles in defence
of economic position against each other at one level, and against the state and local councils at
another. This account focuses on the political economy underlying the resultant urban banditry in
Nairobi. It seeks to demonstrate how a besieged regime facilitates the criminalisation of urban
existence in a bid to ensure its survival. The argument here is that beleaguered regimes survive
through a twin strategy. They privatise public violence and appropriate private violence. The net
effect is the perversion of social order and the emergence of bandit economies. Regime longevity
may derive not only from lack of an alternative leadership and organising ideology, but also from
the threat to perceived benefits accruing from such informal economies. The ruling elite responds
to the possibility of losing power by using neo-patrimonial structures to selectively allocate
public spaces to their cronies, thereby subverting social order and undermining democratisation,
security and social harmony; this in turn spawns urban banditry. Urban banditry here denotes the
unregulated deployment of instruments of coercion by ruling elite and various elements within
the citizenry in bids to facilitate acquisition of economic benefits and political leverage.



