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Abstract: This article explores the role of tourism in the development plans of
Kenya during the 1960s and 1970s, examining what this reveals about the new
opportunities and constrictions that officials encountered as they tried to globally
reconfigure the place of their new decolonizing nation in the post-colonial world.
These themes are explored by examining the political economy of development
and tourism, the marketing infrastructures that Kenyan officials created to shape how
Western consumers thought about “Kenya,” and how these factors influenced the
kinds of discourses that were promoted globally about this newly-independent
African country.

Résumé: Cet article explore le role du tourisme dans les plans de développement
du Kenya au cours des années 1960 et 1970, et examine ce que cela révele sur les
nouvelles possibilités et restrictions rencontrés par les officiels alors qu’ils tentaient
de reconfigurer globalement la place de leur nouvelle nation décolonisée dans
le monde postcolonial. Ces thémes sont explorés par le biais d’'un examen de
I’économie politique du développement du tourisme, des infrastructures de com-
mercialisation créées par les fonctionnaires kényans pour faconner I'impression
occidentale du « Kenya », et comment ces facteurs ont influencé les types de
discours qui ont été promu a I’échelle mondiale au sujet de ce pays d’Afrique nou-
vellement indépendants.
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Shortly after achieving independence, the Kenyan government launched an
expansive global marketing campaign to promote its tourism industry.! With
formal control over the state wrested from the British, Kenyan officials could
now craft and communicate a message to the world about what “Kenya” meant
and how it fit into Africa and the wider globe. During the 1960s and 1970s,
Kenya invested heavily in these marketing efforts, pouring over GBP2 million
into establishing and maintaining a communications infrastructure in Europe
and North America that would actively affect how Westerners were thinking
about their country (Republic of Kenya 1971, 1972).

Such projects complicate our understanding of the global production
of knowledge. Edward Said’s Orientalism (1980) gave rise to a burgeoning
scholarship critiquing the way in which Europe and the wider West discur-
sively constructed the “non-West.” In African studies, many authors have
analyzed the ways in which “Africa,” as a globally-circulating idea, or what
James Ferguson (2007:1-49) calls “Africa talk,” has been generated by the
world outside the continent, whether by imperialists, diasporic Africans, or
more recently by Western governments, non-governmental organizations,
and journalists (Mudimbe 1994, 1998; Miller 1986). However, as Said
(1980:5) himself acknowledged, his approach was limited by a unidirectional
emphasis that left “the Other” unstudied and unknown, simply existing as the
ideological creation of Western authors. Even in this critique, the authority,
power and centrality of Western thought was reified. In the decades since
the publication of Orientalism, many authors, including Said, have sought to
disaggregate the contents of “the West” and the “non-West,” alternatively
considering how ideologies and the cultural concepts that underpin them
have emerged from a field of struggle that is composed of a polyglot group
of actors and structured through asymmetrical power relations.? Colonial
and postcolonial inequalities mediated access to the mechanisms through
which knowledge was produced and disseminated, but Westerners were
never the only authors of “colonial,” “Western,” or “global” knowledge.

This historiography makes clear that hard distinctions between “the West”
and “non-West” tell us far less than an analysis that seeks to reassemble histor-
ical genealogies attentive to the “multiple sources” that affect the formation of
ideas created in the caldron of domination, resistance, accommodation, and
struggle (Glassman 2004). When we reassemble the history of Kenyan tourism
marketing, we see an “entanglement” of discourses, in which distinctions
between “the West” and “non-West” hold less explanatory power than an
approach that untangles specific strands and considers how the asymmetries of
the post-colonial world has woven them together (Glassman 2011:x).> The
marketing campaign’s “idea of Kenya” was the product of a co-authorship
between African officials and European and diasporic African advisors, con-
ceived as a discourse shaped to be enticing to a Western consumer audience.
In moving beyond the search for authentic voices, Antoinette Burton writes
that instead “of being a threat to agency, this kind of analysis helps to explain
how agency is possible while recognizing at the same time the constraints
imposed uponit by structural determinants” (Burton 1998:17).
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These interwoven discourses of tourism marketing in Kenya also help
us to see more clearly another entanglement: that of global capitalism and
the world of ideas.* When Kenyan officials sought to assert control over
their tourism image, their project was economic as much as cultural.
Tourism marketers were trying to create and circulate a vision of Kenya with
the goal of reorienting the distribution of a significant amount of capital in
the world economy. From 1960 to 1980, worldwide tourism receipts grew
from USD6.8 to 97.6 billion (Summary 1983:1). If marketers could craft and
communicate an “idea of Kenya” attractive to Western tourists, the largest
group of leisure travelers worldwide, they could forge a narrow linkage
between their domestic economy and the growing consumption of the
middle and upper classes in Europe and North America.?

Seeing global history, in its economic and intellectual dimensions,
as an asymmetrical entanglement builds on an Africanist literature that
has critiqued the pretensions and hyperbole of both liberal and radical
“globalization” theorists.6 “The global,” as Frederick Cooper (2004, 2008)
has argued, explains very little if it presupposes a movement towards
coverage and connection within and between every small crevice in the
world, and then names that process into existence as “globalization.””
Rather than asking why Africa does not “fit” into these preordained meta-
processes of national and continental integration, these authors urge us
instead to focus on the specificities of contingently-constructed institu-
tions, economies, cultural logics, and intellectual histories that have built
connections in some places and encouraged disjuncture in others, pro-
viding access to certain groups while excluding or ignoring many more
(Cooper 2004; Ferguson 2007). Therefore, the task of the global histo-
rian, according to Cooper (2004:211-12), is to carefully reconstruct the
“uneven” and “lumpy” histories of connection and disjuncture in which
assumptions are replaced with precise explanations for “how such commodity
circuits are constituted, how connections across space are extended and
bounded, and how large-scale, long-term processes, such as capitalist
development, can be analyzed with due attention to their power, their
limitations, and the mechanisms which shape them.”

By considering Kenyan tourism marketing, this essay examines the con-
struction of one such global connection, its power dynamics, limitations,
and the mechanisms through which it functioned. In the social-science lit-
erature, some scholars concerned with the contemporary world have
already begun to ask questions about these kinds of linkages.® In particular,
scholarship on tourism during the 1990s and early 2000s has shown how
Kenya, as well as the Global South, has been marketed to Western travelers
weary of the homogeneity of globalization and presented as an opportunity
to experience the “difference” and “marginality” of an “exotic” society, to
be able to see people supposedly outside the reach of global forces (Norton
dies also tell us little about change
as a far more complex construction
eason for this limited time-depth
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in contemporary studies is that Africanist historians have only minimally
researched the continent’s role in the global history of tourism. Leisure
travel during the colonial period has generated some recent interest
(Steinhart 2006; Simmons 2015), but far less clear are the layered processes
through which tourism came to be a central strategy for how to develop
post-colonial African economies, and the interrelation of this to the global
concept of “Africa” during decolonization.!? Independent Africa was cre-
ated out of the “possibility and constraint” of the decolonizing moment,
and though many political, social, and economic options abounded during
this time, the history of tourism helps us to better understand how the inequal-
ities of the postcolonial world narrowed these options, closing off certain
pathways while encouraging others (Cooper 2008).

Postcolonial Kenyan officials, considering their limited possibilities,
decided to build an intellectual, cultural, and infrastructural linkage with
Western consumers in order to redirect the flow of tourism capital towards
their economy. This created a certain form of global connectivity, one in
which a delicately-curated package of ideas enticed tourists to spend their
discretionary income on a trip to Kenya. However, it also further entangled
Kenya’s economy in a global system of communication, capital, and con-
sumer tastes over which they were able to gain some influence, but certainly
not overall control. Such strategies have indeed brought capital to Kenya’s
economy, but, as Charles Hornsby (2012:5) notes, they have also built
economic fragility into it. Recent history, with which this essay will conclude,
demonstrates just how fragile these linkages can be.

Decolonization, Development, and the Political Economy of Tourism

The Kenyan government’s prioritization of tourism took form during the
early-independence years of the 1960s, when one of the central conflicts at
the level of high politics was over how the state would define “development.”
Though Jomo Kenyatta ran in radical circles during his years in London
(“Jomo Kenyatta” 1930-40), by the time he took control of independent
Kenya during the 1960s his vision for the future was far more conservative.
Kenyatta, along with the conservative bloc in the Kenya Africa National
Union (KANU), drew from global ideas about development and modern-
ization, as well as an indigenous moral economy of honor won through
individualized hard work, and through this they advocated for develop-
ment through a liberalized capitalist economy.!! However, radicals within
KANU countered this conservative conflation of development with cap-
italism, arguing instead that Kenyan development should represent a more
decisive break with the colonial past. According to this more radical line of
thinking, development was defined as the leveling of society through the
dismantling of the inequalities of colonialism represented by the social
redistribution of wealth, the nationalization of key industries, and the free
provision of social services such as medical care and education. Though
KANU radicals;garnered significant popular support, Kenyatta and other
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conservative officials systematically excluded them and their view of devel-
opment from Kenya’s governing structures, both violently and bureaucrati-
cally, with assassinations, expulsion from the party, and finally with the political
repression of the opposition party created by former KANU members
(Ochieng’ 1995:83-109; Branch 2011:35-65).12 Daniel Branch concludes
that, by as early as 1966, KANU’s “radical faction had been routed” (Branch
2011:58). Consequently, in Kenya’s official post-colonial governmental
policy, development and capitalism were interchangeable concepts.

Within this framework for development, tourism was a perfect fit.
In 1965, KANU released a sessional paper in which it outlined the party’s view
for the future of the Kenyan economy, “African Socialism and its Application
to Planning in Kenya.” Despite rhetorical reference to “socialism,” the
document was fundamentally a plan to maintain Kenya’s relationship with
the large economies of the Western capitalist world and to foster develop-
ment through economic growth. During the mid-1960s, the Kenyan
economy remained largely in the same structural location it had occupied
during colonialism, producing agricultural goods for export, with its primary
commodities being coffee, tea, sisal, and flowers. Within the overall economy,
agriculture and related export areas accounted for over 40 percent of Kenya’s
total gross domestic product (GDP), while manufacturing accounted for
less than 10 percent (Republic of Kenya 1964). The drafters of the sessional
paper identified the central obstacles to the goal of development through
economic growth being a lack of foreign-exchange reserves and, critically,
indigenous capital from which to enlarge and diversify industry and com-
merce. The solution, the authors contended, was to promote growth
through foreign-direct investment in Kenya. In pursuing this plan, tourism,
a potentially rich source of foreign exchange and capital, was central to
their vision of Kenya’s economic future.!3

Part of the attraction of tapping into Western tourism was that the
tourist industry itself had been undergoing vast transformations during the
mid-twentieth century. Elite leisure travel in Europe has an antique history,
but mass tourism is a more recent phenomenon (Korte et al. 2002; Zuelow
2015). From small-scale, nineteenth-century antecedents, middle-class tourism
grew rapidly beginning in the mid-twentieth century with increasing middle-
income spending power in Western countries as well as declining prices for
airline travel. As previously noted, tourism had already generated USD6.8
billion in 1960, but this only continued to grow, reaching USD97.6 billion by
1980 (Summary 1983:1). With these increases in global tourism revenue,
Kenyan officials saw a huge market with further potential for expansion
that could serve as a source of foreign exchange, but, in order to maximize
these possible revenues, a new infrastructure needed to be constructed.
More specifically, Kenya needed to not only build roads and hotels and
retrofit airports, but also to transform a colonial industry that had been
accommodate middle-class travelers,
owing consumer class in the world
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To achieve these ends, the Kenyan government initiated a comprehen-
sive plan to create a state-nurtured tourism industry. First, transportation
issues had to be addressed. By the 1970s, Nairobi International Airport had
been reconfigured to accommodate jumbo jets, and Mombasa’s airport was
expanded to handle increased air traffic to the coast. Additionally, regula-
tory restrictions on charter flights, which overwhelmingly carried middle-
income travelers, were loosened to allow these cheaper flights to land in
Kenya. Finally, visa requirements were eased for tourists arriving from high-
frequency countries so that once they landed they could easily leave the
airport and head to their destinations. Once the tourists left the airport,
they also needed an efficient road system for transportation between Nairobi
and the game parks, and between Mombasa and beach hotels, and so road
building projects were initiated to facilitate ground transport to established
tourist sites and to the newly opening ones in northern and western Kenya.
Parastatals also poured money into local hotel construction to increase
accommodations for the anticipated influx of tourists, with particular
emphasis on building mid-range hotels to support the middle-class tourism
market. From 1966 to 1976, the number of hotel beds in Kenya increased
from 2,131 to 6,584.15

Additionally, the government also set out to refashion the cultures of
work and even daily life in Kenya to help promote tourism. Specifically, this
meant the expansion and refining of sub-groups within the professional and
working classes expressly trained for the tourism market. According to these
plans, hotel staff members needed to understand and maintain the interna-
tional standards of the industry and be conversant in not only English but
also other European languages such as German, French, and Italian. Others
in daily contact with tourists, such as safari drivers and guides, had to be
equally conversant in foreign languages, in addition to having a broad knowl-
edge of Kenyan history and anthropology, and an expertise on the country’s
flora and fauna. More fundamentally, the entire population of Kenya needed
to be inculcated to understand the importance of tourism so that they would
treat tourists they encountered with “civility, respect and courtesy.” This
would be accomplished by embedding studies of tourism into the school cur-
riculum and with a national campaign designed at “educating the masses
about tourism and the role of citizens in helping the advancement of this
industry” (Development of Tourism 1969:19-21).

Evidence suggests (Makonnen et al. 1972) that the Kenyan govern-
ment had trouble inculcating the entire industry and population into its
new tourism ethos, but, in terms of broad economic indicators, the state
accomplished many of its goals during the 1960s and 1970s.16 From its
beginning as a small colonial industry for the ultra-wealthy, tourism in
post-colonial Kenya experienced a meteoric rise by tapping into the
growing global mass tourism market. During the 1960s, the industry grew
an one hundred thousand tourists
>d with 60,000 during the colonial
y earned GBP16.2 million, exceeding
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coffee, the top agricultural product. This growth continued, and by 1977
earnings had reached GBP41.4 million, with coffee and tourism vying
year-to-year to be Kenya’s top economic sector.!7

However, some caution is required when considering this “growth”
within Kenya, which speaks to the inequities in the global economy. Since
much of the expansion of Kenyan tourism came through cheap charter
flights and package tours, this meant that, though numerically more tour-
ists were coming to Kenya, package tours were able to leverage their high-
volume businesses to command lower prices for accommodation and
transportation. Consequently, this diminished Kenya’s return on its infra-
structural investment in tourism accommodations, as the income gener-
ated per newly-created bed space was low. These package tours also exposed
the Kenyan tourism industry to what development economists call “leakage,”
the reality thatlarge percentages of the revenue generated through tourism,
especially in countries reliant on foreign-direct investment, are repatriated
out of the host country.!8 As many of the arrangements were made through
European and American travel agencies, a significant portion of tourism
revenue, perhaps as much as 40 percent, remained back in the country of
departure. Taken together, Isaac Sindiga (2000:143-44) argues that the Kenyan
government was actually subsidizing an unprofitable tourism industry.

Despite these drawbacks, the Kenyan government’s conclusion was that
it was dependent on tourism, and the industry’s success was now linked to
the nation’s economic future. Rather than retreating from tourism, officials
decided the best way to combat the low margins on the package tours was
to try to increase the overall number of tourists coming to the country
(Sindiga 2000:143-44). However, Kenya was only one of many possible des-
tinations in the growing global tourism economy, and officials realized that
they needed to communicate a curated image of “Kenya” abroad in order
to attract travelers from those countries with the largest number of poten-
tial tourists. Seeking to increase their piece of the growing tourism economy,
officials during the 1960s and 1970s created new governmental structures
beyond the borders of Kenya to make this a reality.

The Creation of a Tourism-Marketing Infrastructure

To expand their share of the global market, tourism authorities saw the
need to connect with Western consumers by vastly increasing the knowl-
edge circulating about Kenyan tourism in Europe and North America. This
entailed not only specifically highlighting tourist attractions in Kenya, such
as safaris, beaches, and mountains, but also changing how people thought
about “Kenya” more generally and its place in Africa and the modern world.
However, before any of this was possible, they had to physically construct
an infrastructure in the Global North through which they could access the
stems necessary to promote Kenyan
1969, the Kenyan government had
Frankfurt and staffed them primarily
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with Kenyans whose job it was to market a notion of “Kenya” that officials
hoped would create interest and, most importantly, bring more tourists to
the newly-independent nation (Republic of Kenya 1971). At the close of
the 1960s, these freshly-trained tourism officials were settling into their new
foreign offices, and were beginning to map out potential markets and
implement strategies to increase Kenya’s share of world tourism.

These new marketing centers faced a tourism economy that functioned
through a distinct set of mechanisms, networks, and institutions that deter-
mined where and when people traveled and, in consequence, how tourism
capital was distributed throughout the globe. More specifically, the highly-
coveted package tours were sold to consumers through privately-owned
travel agencies, which were the institutional funnel through which Western
tourists found their way to destinations around the world. While travel
agencies date back to Thomas Cooke’s tours during the nineteenth century,
as a mass institution they are linked to the rise of airlines during the twentieth.
Since airlines could not afford to have offices in every major city, they hired
these agencies to be their representatives. As airlines and tourism grew
together, travel agencies proliferated along with them, expanding their
services to include packages with hotels and guides. On a day-to-day basis,
these travel agencies were represented by travel agents, themselves mem-
bers of a newly-emergent, middle-class profession of the twentieth century,
who were powerful interlocutors between tourists seeking to travel and the
airlines, hotels, and, indeed, countries who wanted their money. The opin-
ions travel agents held about vacation destinations, and the consequent
packages they suggested to their clients, were critical factors in the geo-
graphical distribution of global tourism spending (Feifer 1986:224-25).19
Consequently, even as office furniture was being selected and additional staff
being hired during the late 1960s, Kenyan tourism officials were already
strategizing how best to infiltrate these professional networks.

However, initially, the Kenyan government’s financial commitment to
its overseas tourism offices in New York, Frankfurt, and London that were
responsible for forging these global linkages was limited, spending approx-
imately GBP70,000 annually on all the offices combined. However, by 1970,
as part of the program to increase tourist flows to make up for the lower rev-
enue from package tours, the government had expanded its promotional
budget and increased the number of overseas offices. In 1970-71, the budget
for overseas promotion grew to GBP300,000 per annum, and new offices
were opened in Los Angeles, Paris, Stockholm, and Switzerland (Republic of
Kenya 1971, 1972). The overseas offices were responsible for the major cities
in which they were located, but there were also mobile teams that traveled
regionally to small towns and communities to promote Kenya, meeting espe-
cially with local travel agents among other people. The London office worked
throughout Britain, Paris was responsible for all of Francophone Europe as
Europe, and Frankfurt for Central
the New York office covered the East
ed States, as well as Eastern Canada,
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while the Los Angeles (LA) team did promotional work in the western U.S.
and Canada.20 In one letter sent back to Nairobi in 1976, the LA office
reported that it would travel to “all major cities within the West Coast region”
over the following four months (Letter from Maliti to the Permanent
Secretary, February 6, 1976).

This mobility, though, was born of financial need. Due to budgetary
constraints, Kenyan tourism officers decided that a mass advertising cam-
paign in the Western media was not a feasible strategy. Instead, they would
engage in a face-to-face, mobile marketing campaign moving from town to
town, and region to region.2! The centerpieces of these events were “Kenya
Evenings.” The purpose of the Kenya Evening was to bring local travel agents
to an informal party where the tourism officers would recreate “Kenya”
through invoking the sights, sounds, tastes, and smells of East Africa. They
often showed documentaries with images of safaris at Maasai Mara and
Tsavo East, beach hotels stretching up and down the Kenyan coast on the
Indian Ocean, the snow-capped peak of Mt. Kenya, and downtown street
scenes of Nairobi. There was almost always a cultural element at the events,
which variously included dancers, drummers, musicians playing “Swahili pop
music,” and wood carvers creating crafts for the guests (Report: August 1970).
In addition to these visual and aural displays, the visiting travel agents were
treated to Kenyan beer and cuisine, as well as to the country’s foodstuff
exports, such as coffee, fruits, and nuts. In addition to these spectacles, the
travel agents were also provided with ample brochures that they could read
and share with their clients.22 Writing in 1970, official P.M. Mullei observed
that “it is with these evenings that you can make contacts with those that
matter in this industry,” providing a cost-effective way to distribute knowledge
about the Kenyan tourism industry in these Western markets (Letter from
Mullei to Muiruri 1971).

Within Europe and North America, the other major venues for inter-
personal promotion and networking were travel and trade conventions.
Situated alongside other countries promoting their own tourism and trade,
Kenya brought much of the same approach to these conventions as it did to
their Kenya Evenings, drawing the interest of travel agents and other curious
guests to their stands through a multi-sensory reproduction of a Kenya
vacation. However, though participating in these exhibitions as an indepen-
dent state, the production of culture in these spaces was not disassociated
from the power structures of empire and decolonization, and this was
nowhere more evident than during Kenya’s participation in the 1969 Royal
Agricultural Show in Stoneleigh, England. At this exhibition, a conflict
emerged between Kenyan tourism officials and the Agricultural Society of
Kenya, with whom they were sharing a display, over how they would repre-
sent themselves. The agricultural society was an institution with roots in the
colonial period, dominated then by white farmers, and its postcolonial compo-
ricanization” by 1969. The white
Britain, along with the agricultural
st aesthetic that would conform to
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their expectations of the British public’s desires. However, tourism officer
Muriuki, along with his British colleague K. Meadows, a tourism adyvisor,
wanted to dazzle the audience with spectacle and to mark distinctively the
Kenyanness of their display.23

Following the exhibition, Muriuki, Meadows, and other tourism offi-
cials were concerned that the display had not sufficiently communicated
the uniqueness of Kenya as a tourism destination nor explicitly explained
that this was a Kenyan government stand, as opposed to one sponsored by the
Kenyan Agricultural Society or other private interests. The tourism adviser
Meadows felt that Kenya’s stand had lacked “authenticity,” and, in a com-
ment seconded by Muriuki, observed that the British could use that same
Kenya stand “for a British Government display at the Nairobi Show”
(Meadows 1969; Muriuki 1969). Muriuki went on to express his frustration
at how the British and white-settler aesthetic sense had taken precedence at
the pavilion at the expense of Kenyan marketing goals, commenting that
that it “was obvious that the stand was designed to be a mere beautiful pavil-
ion without the necessary motive to sell Kenya to the British public.” They
were able to display the large lion, some animal skins, and handbags, but were
not allowed to adorn the site with the official tourism map, posters display-
ing safari, fishing and beach vacations, and animal-skin rugs. Exasperated
that the display was not “African enough,” Muiruki asked the question,
“What is wrong with displaying these posters?” They were “eye catching and
an effective means of advertising which most countries in the world use to
advertise themselves” (Muriuki 1969).

Most egregiously, the tourism marketers’ concept for the flag arrange-
ment was rejected. Initially, they had wanted the five flags above the site to
spell out Kenya, each flag having a letter: K-E-N-Y-A. However, the agricul-
tural society insisted that two of its flags fly as well, and only through
intense negotiations was it agreed to drop them one foot below the now
remaining three Kenyan national flags. Questioning their commitment to
the nationalist project, Muriuki wrote that the agricultural society “should
have been satisfied with if not proud of the Kenyan National Flag being
flown alone at the pavilion.” Suggesting he was not the only one who felt
this way, he noted that several “Kenyan Nationals who visited the show made
serious enquiries about the flags.” Pointing to the racialized power dynamics
that led to the nature of the display, Muriuki observed that only three
Africans were involved in the Kenya stand compared to the many Europeans
whose voices had drowned theirs out (Muriuki 1969:1-3).

Less than ten years after independence, the limits and boundaries of
nation, sovereignty, and decolonization were in evidence in the construc-
tion and performance of the Kenya display at the Royal Agricultural Show.
For the Kenyan tourism contingent, their desire to unambiguously display
Kenyan national sovereignty in that hall on British soil was articulated
t was not totally clear that the stand
:nt. The Kenyan delegation realized
flags of the white-settler dominated
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agricultural society next to theirs, as well as the visual effect of minimalizing
the Kenyanness of the displays. Muriuki concluded his reflections by assert-
ing the need for Kenyan control over Kenyan events. For future conven-
tions, he requested that actual government officials be sent rather than
members of civil-society associations, and that “Kenya’s representative in
country ... be considered as head of the pavilion” (Muriuki 1969).24 In other
words, Kenyans committed to the nation-building project needed to be in
control over how their image was being crafted and presented.

These exhibitions, along with the Kenya Evenings, were central pil-
lars of the Kenyan government’s approach to marketing its tourism to
the West. This mobile, less expensive marketing put government repre-
sentatives in rooms with travel agents across Europe and North America,
positioning Kenya to make the contacts necessary to expand its global
presence as a tourism destination. However, at the same time that these
tourism marketers were traveling from convention to convention, rented
hall to rented hall, hundreds of European and North American journal-
ists were also landing and being welcomed in Kenya throughout the
1970s on all-expenses paid tours of the country. Partnering with airlines,
tour companies, and hotels, the government provided free “familiariza-
tion” tours to Western journalists in exchange for their writing travel
articles for their newspapers or creating documentaries for television.
Through the cost-sharing between industry and government, this was
still a far cheaper option than direct advertising, and it provided the
more “authentic” opinion of an “objective” journalist recommending a
trip to Tsavo East to see the lions and elephants, or to Mombasa to stay
in a beachside hotel.2?

These familiarization tours added a crucial final piece to the expan-
sive marketing infrastructure that the Kenyan state developed during the
late 1960s and into the 1970s. Europeans and North Americans imagining
where they might spend their next holiday could open their daily newspa-
per and find a lively review of Kenyan tourism written by their own local
travel writer. They would then be able to go off to a travel agency and
book a trip with an agent who had recently attended a Kenya Evening or
seen the Ministry of Tourism and Wildlife’s latest stand at the local travel
convention. Moreover, the creation of such governmental structures can
be situated within the broader context of Kenya’s post-colonial political
economy. In President Jomo Kenyatta’s dream for a new Kenya, govern-
ment and capital were to work hand in hand, with the Ministry of
Tourism and Wildlife directing Western tourists and their money to Kenya,
with mostly private businesses transporting, feeding, and accommodating
them during their stay in the country. Through these mechanisms, an
entangled global “idea of Kenya” was emerging and circulating around
the world through the micro-level of daily interpersonal interactions
gents, and through macro-structural,
apers described Kenya, “safariland,”
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Tourism Marketing and the “Idea of Kenya”

The political independence that came to African states during the 1950s,
1960s, and beyond in some ways created a radical set of global communica-
tive conditions. With the colonial apparatus receding, Africans who took
control of independent governments had the opportunity to craft their
own narratives of nation, modernity, and tradition, free from the direct
constrictions of colonial repression and control. In charge of their own
states, African officials could put the energy of their governments behind
rewriting the Eurocentric vision of the world that had so long domi-
nated narratives produced by Europe about itself and its colonial societies.
However, as much scholarship has aptly demonstrated the very real limits
that global capitalism and the geo-politics of the Cold War placed on
African autonomy and sovereignty, so too have the cultural projects of post-
colonial African states been constrained by the economies and political
arrangements that empire left behind. The discourses that constituted the
marketing campaigns of the Kenyan Ministry of Tourism and Wildlife
during the 1960s and 1970s allow us to see the new forms of African agency
that emerged in the postcolonial world, while also bringing forward the
entangled nature of the ideas produced in these endeavors (Cooper 2008).

The question of postcolonial African agency, authorship, and autonomy
becomes immediately complicated when considering how tourism market-
ing’s “idea of Kenya” was actually produced. Perhaps the most prominent
force behind the wider promotional strategy was Guyanan intellectual and
Pan-Africanist Ras Makonnen. In a long and well-traveled life that included
lengthy stays in Britain and Ghana, Makonnen was given refuge in Kenya by
his old friend Jomo Kenyatta after Ghanaian president Kwame Nkrumah
was ousted from power in a 1966 coup d’état (Makonnen 1973). Upon arrival,
Makonnen was quickly provided a job in the Ministry of Tourism and lived
out his life in Kenya working as a tourism adviser until his death in 1983.
Makonnen did not officially hold the top position in marketing, but in prac-
tice he exerted great influence over the ideas presented to the rest of the
world, reading through, marking up, and approving the many texts that
eventually became the basis of the larger promotional strategy.26 Additionally,
following the gradualist approach to Africanization put forward in the ses-
sional paper of 1965, many Europeans were also hired to work on tourism
promotion.27 Therefore, while Kenyans constituted the majority of the staff
at the Ministry of Tourism and Wildlife, both in Kenya and in the offices
abroad, they held only partial authorship over the discourses they were
spreading through their marketing efforts.

This can be seen in the Kenya: Agents’ Sales Manual, a 152-page pre-
sentation of Kenyan tourism. A promotional document, the manual was
circulated to all the tourism offices both in Kenya and abroad, and was the
that were displayed and distributed
976).28 Of the thirty-three credited
rican. However, the content for the
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volume was created in collaboration with the staff working in the many
tourism-related government entities, which by this point were staffed mostly
by Africans, so we can surmise that their conceptions of how to think about
fishing, wildlife, transportation, and hotels were part of the production of
the ideas for this document (Kenya: Agents’ Sales Manual 1976).29 This manual,
therefore, was multi-authored, with input from European and African
writers, African officials who shared information about their areas of spe-
cialization, and finally the editing hand of Makonnen, a man of the African
diaspora whose sensibility was shaped by his upbringing in Guyana, life in
England and Ghana, and the international currents of African nationalism
and Pan-Africanism (Makonnen 1973). Tourism discourse about Kenya was
globally constructed, yet through a specific assemblage of residual colonial
structural inequalities that continued to open spaces for white voices to
speak for Kenyans at the level of government. However, these marketing
materials were also importantly shaped by the transformed position of
Africans and the diasporan Makonnen in the state, who now had more for-
malized roles as writers, editors, and contributors to their global image.

Combining the sales manual with other remaining documents from
the 1960s and 1970s, a series of tropes emerge that dominated the idea of
Kenya that officials were selling to the Western world. Andrew Norton, in
an analysis of safari brochures from the 1990s, has argued that tourism dis-
course constructs Kenya as an ahistorical space, inhabited by the “timeless”
and “noble” Maasai, who wander through the primeval naturalism of the
savannah, over which they and wild animals have sole dominion. He charges
that this discourse ignores the long, cosmopolitan urban history of the coast,
and focuses instead on a romantic pastoralism, thus minimalizing Kenya’s
modernity. For American and European tourists reading these brochures,
this romantic naturalism is contrasted with the destruction of nature in the
West by industrialism and modernity (Norton 1996). Norton does correctly
observe the primeval theme that runs through some safari promotion
during the 1990s. However, if we expand the scope a bit, we can actually see
a much broader and more complex concept of “Kenya” that was being
circulated.30

During the 1960s and 1970s, the larger marketing campaign sought to
portray Kenya as a “land of contrasts.”3! Rather than simply a space of pri-
meval nature and ahistorical tradition, tourism marketing created an idea
of Kenya as the center of African post-colonial modernity, while also a place
where romantic naturalism could still be found. The foundation of this binary
was the modern urbanity of Nairobi and the primeval naturalism of the game
parks just a short drive away. In the sessional paper of 1969, officials were
already observing that, in addition to their more conventional attractions,
e.g., game reserves, Kenya was also home to Nairobi, an attraction in itself.
Nairobi was presented as “a well-developed modern metropolis comparable
ch this “modern and sophisticated”
st to international conferences and
d.” Nairobi was, according to the
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promotional literature, an international capital on scale with any in the world,
which was already attracting and should continue to bring in business, polit-
ical, and associational conferences, all while being “situated right in the
center of Kenya’s tourist attractions” (Sessional Paper No. 8 1969:7).32

The vision of a modern, international conference destination took on
material form when the Kenyatta Conference Center opened in Nairobi’s
town center in 1973. Located a short walk from city hall and parliament, the
Kenyatta Conference Center was architectural nation-building par excellence,
embodying the goals of development, as it was constructed specifically
to attract international visitors and conferences along with their foreign
exchange, as well as potential investment capital. A two-building complex,
one structure was a 28-story, tall cylinder tower and the other a short, circu-
lar pavilion; together they symbolically proclaimed Nairobi and Kenya as
an international hub. Articulating this sentiment, Kenyatta noted that the
center displayed “something of Kenya’s beauty and her people working
together for their continued development and welfare through the spirit of
HARAMBEE” (Kenyatta Conference Center c. early 1970s). Mwai Kibaki,
future president of Kenya but at that time minister of finance and economic
planning, remarked that the center was “a landmark on the road to our future.
A prosperous future” (Kenyatta Conference Center c. early 1970s). While this
conference center was a symbol of Kenya’s modern internationalism, its pro-
motional brochure circulated to travel agents and others around the globe also
juxtaposed this modernity with the naturalism that was to be found just outside
the city. On the front cover of the brochure, the most dominant image was
a stalking lion, taking up nearly three quarters of the page, with a small
graphic of the conference center below. Beneath the lion one reads the
marketing pitch: “Unconventional conventions, just a lion’s roar from the
wildest adventure left to man” (Kenyatta Conference Center c. early 1970s).

If we include other publications created and distributed through the
Kenyan tourism marketing networks during the 1970s, not only does the
modern/primeval binary continue as a consistent theme, but the constric-
tions global capitalism placed upon Kenyan discourses about tourism also
become readily apparent. While African travelers, most of them traveling
for business, purchased approximately 25 percent of the bed space in
Kenyan hotels, tourism officials were not concerned with attracting them to
the Kenyatta Conference Center or other destinations (Republic of Kenya
1974). It was European and North American visitors the government was
seeking, and thus the images produced within the promotional materials
worked to make Kenya a knowable and familiar space to Western audiences,
corresponding to a particular gendered and racial order, and one not so
distant from the colonial past (Nairobi Handbook c. early 1970s). Sketch
drawings of large, modern meetings at the Kenyatta Conference Center,
equipped with the latest technologies, displayed rooms full of white men
ge showing other white businessmen
acially-ambiguous female secretary
hite woman enters a different scene
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pages later, but only once the men have retired to the restaurant where an
African waiter approaches with their meal as they enjoy their view of the city.
Elsewhere in the brochure, women in gendered spaces become more
prominent, and whiteness as a feature of Nairobi’s landscape becomes natural-
ized outside the conference center, as seen in photographs of leisure activities
in which a young man and woman dine at an upscale restaurant, and another
photo where a tuxedoed man, evoking a James Bond fantasy, is playing cards at
a casino, accompanied by two women (Kenyatta Conference Center c. early 1970s).

While the actual composition of those who traveled inside Kenya was
more diverse, the discourses that Kenya’s marketers produced were aimed
specifically at a Western, and quite clearly white, demographic. Speaking to
this audience, the overriding message from the collected tourism promo-
tion of the 1960s and 1970s was that Kenya was a place in which these tour-
ists could come and have all their expected comforts met, yet also see things
inexorably foreign to their everyday experiences.33 As Tourism Minister
J.L.M. Shako (1971) put it, “you can step back into past traditions or into
our modern towns and cities.” In the urbanism of Nairobi, tourists could
“eat some of the best food in the world” prepared by “world-famous restau-
rateurs,” stay in sophisticated hotels, while using the amply available car
services to move around. To allay any possible fears concerning public
health and hygiene, potential visitors were assured that the city “enjoys a
standard of health which compares most favorably with that of healthy cities
in Europe or America,” with “entirely safe” water supplies and strictly mon-
itored food-safety procedures.”3* When visiting Nairobi, “In one direction
the view is the prehistoric age of the mammals; in the other, a 20th century
city of half a million inhabitants—and, for the moment, the two extremes
are complementary and compatible” (Kenya: Agents’ Sales Manual 1976).
These discourses were put into practice through the many documentaries,
brochures, posters, and other media that were distributed throughout
Western Europe and North America through the tourism infrastructure that
the government had created. Kenyan tourism officers, well versed in these
principles, shared them with the many travel agents and other visitors they
encountered at their Kenya Evenings and exhibitions.

These promotional ideas about Kenya and its tourism also entered into
global circuits of knowledge through the many journalists who visited Kenya
during the 1960s and 1970s on familiarization tours. Many of these journal-
ists who traveled to Kenya to write feature pieces for their newspapers arrived
with ideas about Africa shaped by centuries of imperialism and Western
literature. Kenya, one journalist explained to his readers, was composed of
“tribes” with “the deepest, darkest hatreds that divide its black people,”
while another travel writer explained that “outside cities the African is still
the primitive, unlearned individual pursuing his tribal ways” (Dowdy 1972a;
Meredith 1974a). Ancillary to these explicit racial stereotypes, a theme of
nostalgia for a bygone colonial era
visiting Kenya drew on the tropes
“native” guide, dressed in colonial
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khakis and stalking animal prey in the savannah. This image was most notably
produced by Ernest Hemingway in his writings on East Africa and permeated
travel journalism during the 1970s (Hemingway 1966, 2003).

However, these articles, rather than simply being the product of a uni-
directional othering process, were composed of entangled discourses. As
these journalists were in Kenya at the invitation of the Ministry of Tourism
and Wildlife, officials crucially shaped the image of their country that was
rendered in these Western newspapers, as the tropes and phrases produced
by tourism marketing made their way into the language and photographs
of the articles. Earl Dowdy, the travel editor for the Detroit Iree Press who went
on a familiarization tour in 1972, wrote a three-part series for his newspaper,
and the two photos for the first article evoked the dualism of Kenyan
tourism that officials were working to promote. One photo was of a Turkana
woman with large plate earrings meant to embody tradition next to an image
of another Kenyan woman who was wearing a button-down shirt, jeans, and
holding a purse, each of these fashion items clearly signifying her modernity.
The caption below the image read: “Worlds apart.” Throughout the first
article, Dowdy could not hide his obsession with Hemingway and the safari
fantasy, but he realized, sitting in his “air-conditioned room at the intercon-
tinental hotel,” that the only “danger” he faced was the traffic of taxi cabs
outside. His dreams of primeval Africa had to wait until the second article,
when he left the city (Dowdy 1972a, 1972b). Two years later, Jack Meredith,
writing for the Canadian Windsor Times, observed that Nairobi indeed was,
as the “hackneyed expression” had it, a “city of contrasts.” After this explicit
invocation of the language of tourism marketing, he then went on to admit
by the end of his second article that “Kenya is as the travel folders say, a land
of contrasts” (Meredith 1974a, 1974b).

The discourses that Kenyan tourism marketing produced were not uni-
formly “African,” but neither were the ideas presented by these travel jour-
nalists wholly “Western.” The writers of the tourism promotional materials
and the tourism officers who interacted with the journalists clearly planted
concepts, phrases, and binaries into the minds of these journalists which
then made it on to the printed page that readers in Detroit, Windsor, and
elsewhere used to construct new, even if simplistic and unsatisfying, ways of
thinking about Kenya and Africa.

Concluding Postscript

During the 1960s and 1970s, the Kenyan government, controlled by conser-
vative officials committed to the premise of liberal modernization theory,
chose a path towards development through the narrow options that the
post-colonial world offered. Tourism was a rapidly growing source of global
revenue, and officials in Kenya and many other decolonizing countries
dependent states to try to direct the
economies. Kenya has been among
rica (Fletcher & Morakabati 2008).
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By the 1980s, tourism accounted for more than 12 percent of the country’s
GDP, employed 140,000 people directly and another 350,000 indirectly,
and earned on its own close to the combined incomes of coffee and tea, the
country’s two primary exports (Akama 2002:5). However, by the end of the
twentieth century, the fragile linkage that tourism marketers had forged
between themselves and Western tourists, the global pathway through
which tourism capital came to Kenya, was slowly weakening.

This was partially due to increased competition from Southern and
other East African countries that offered similar tourism experiences
(Akama 2002:7), but also because the Kenyan government began to lose
control over the production of its global reputation that it had been craft-
ing since independence. During the 1980s and 1990s, as many government-
run programs were privatized across Africa, so too was tourism promotion,
and by the end of the twentieth century “the marketing of Kenya’s tourism
product in tourist-generating countries, particularly in Europe and North
America, [was] under the control of overseas tour operators and travel
agents” (Akama & Kieti 2007:744). Kenya’s loss of control over its global image,
as well as the mounting saturation of the safari tourism industry in the
region, was then paired with increasing Western media coverage during the
1990s and early 2000s of political violence and terrorist attacks in the coun-
try. This fostered the perception that Kenya was an “unstable” destination,
and as a result tourism receipts, from their relative high point during the
1980s, began to slip (Akama 2002; Fletcher & Morakabati 2008). The effects of
this changing perception were at first relatively small, but, more recently,
the industry cratered when the extremist group al-Shabaab began to launch
attacks on Kenya after the governmentinvaded Somaliain 2011. Consequently,
many Western states placed travel warnings on Kenya, after which the
number of tourists from these countries, still Kenya’s primary market, dra-
matically declined. From 2011 to 2014, the number of holiday visitors from
Europe, Canada, and the United States decreased by almost 28 percent.
In 2011, Moi International Airport in Mombasa received forty chartered
flights per week from Europe, but by July 2015 that number had dropped
to three.3> Many hotels across the country closed permanently, while others
temporarily closed during the low season, and thousands of employees
lost their jobs (Masese 2014). Overall, tourism receipts dropped every year
from 2011 to 2015, while employment in the sector contracted by nearly
25 percent.36

This recent economic crisis and the longer history of Kenyan tourism
marketing demonstrate the global entanglement between discursive struc-
tures and the world economy. The global tourism system, dominated by the
spending choices of tourists from North America and Europe, has created
conditions in which many Kenyans, including thousands of low-income
individuals, are directly dependent upon what Western consumers think of
shing materiality of this discursive
Kenyan coast during the crisis, not
s of semi-deserted hotels, but also in
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the experiences of struggling taxi drivers in front of these hotels, tour-guide
operators without clients, and curio sellers along the beach, waiting for
customers who never seemed to come.37

The response of the Kenyan government to this reality has been a
familiar one. In September 2015, President Uhuru Kenyatta, son of Jomo,
hosted “Kenya Week” in Milan, Italy. Flanked by tourism officials and repre-
sentatives of Kenya’s private industries, the president optimistically reflected
afterwards that their “trip largely succeeded in correcting perception about
Kenya, which has had negative reference before while we have some of the
most attractive investment possibilities in the world.” Along with this “Kenya
Week,” the government launched a new branding of the country, Make it
Kenya (Okath 2015), and increased its funding to the ministry of tourism by
over KSH5 billion. (nearly USD50 million) in order to, among other priorities,
“market Kenya as a preferred tourist destination” and “to counter the neg-
ative publicity occasioned by restricted travel advisories in our key source
markets [Western countries]” (Republic of Kenya 2016:221). Facing the pre-
cipitous decline of tourism receipts, the Kenyan government has tried to
reassert its control over its global image, and to re-forge the country’s crum-
bling linkage with Western consumers.

While the 2015 “Kenya Week” hosted in Milan was reminiscent of the
direct interpersonal strategies of the “Kenya Evenings” during the early
post-colonial decades, government marketers have also adapted their
approach to new communication technologies, producing a series of online
promotional videos. In the digital campaign, Kenya as a “land of contrasts”
remains the overarching theme and the intended audience is still white and
Western, but some of the content of the message has changed. With an
industry reeling from al-Shabaab attacks, the marketing pitch is no longer
simply informing consumers about Nairobi’s urbanity and the natural won-
ders just beyond it. They are now also trying to assuage fear. The videos on
the Make it Kenya website are specifically tailored to this political-psychological
context. They feature a tourism expert and a travel writer, as well as a cou-
ple and a retiree visiting the country (all of them white, except for one
African guide), and the message in the videos is quite clear: that of white
bodies in the Kenyan landscape looking to assure other (white) Westerners
that it is “safe” to come to Kenya.8 To “modernity” and “primeval nature,”
twenty-first century tourism marketing has now added “security.”

Overall, the place of tourism in Kenya’s economic future is at present
ambiguous. In addition to the declines since the 1990s, the shift toward
extractive oil industries in the north suggests that tourism might lose its
place as one of the country’s top revenue earners. However, while extrac-
tives may in time produce more revenue, the oil industry seems unlikely to
create as many jobs as tourism. Therefore, within the narrow possibilities
that the global economy offers to Kenyans for ways to earn income, tourism
reover, optimism about the industry
ase in tourism earnings since 2012,
d more growth projected for 2017
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(Republic of Kenya 2017:207; World Travel and Tourism Council 2017:4).
One of the principle reasons for this change, according to a government
report, was “aggressive marketing in the domestic and international
markets” (Republic of Kenya 2017:207). For the foreseeable future,
then, the livelihoods of many will continue to be tied to the entangled
and contested idea of Kenya as it is revised, reproduced, and circulated
throughout the world.
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have garnered the bulk of historians’ attention thus far. The study of post-
colonial tourism has primarily been examined by anthropologists and devel-
opment scholars, but these studies focus mostly on the present and provide
only cursory historical background. Those with the most historical context with
some effort at periodization include Keshodkar (2013), Kibicho (2009), Akama
(2002). For colonial tourism in Kenya, see Ouma (1970)—despite the title,
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Nairobi, July 15 1977.

Mullei to Muiruri (1971), Estimates, 1971, (1971), and Report: January-March,
1972 (1972).

Report: January/March (1971), Quarterly Report from September to December
(1970).

Invoice from “Treasures and Crafts Limited” (1969), The Agricultural Society
of Kenya: Minutes (1969).

Ibid.

Makonnen et al. (1972), Report for 1973, 1974, Paris (1974), and Quarterly
Report, 1975, Paris (1975).
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Similarly, Victor Azarya does see a tourism of globalization as one in which “the
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