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More Kenyans have  
access to cellphones (72%)  
than to clean water (65%)  

or electricity (34%). 





Ebusiloli 



“Farming is the most important activity in our 
village. [Before M-PESA] we used to spend 
days to go to Nairobi to pick money from our 
husbands for farming.” - Women’s Group  



“You can’t go hungry nowadays because  
M-PESA moves like the wind: in a moment you 
get your money and you can buy food.” –  
A female M-PESA user  



More contact  
(46% spoke 1-2x / week) 

 
…but fewer returns home 
(once every 117 days in 1986  
vs. every 377 days in 2013) 



1. Eating food that you did not grow 

– Markets and transportation  
support growing urban populations 

2. Farmland supported by off-farm resources 

– Purchased fertiliser replaces compost & manure 

– Purchased fodder replaces pasture 

3. Household relationships (labour, capital, 
knowledge) reconfigured across distances 

– Reinforced economic linkages (?), but… 

– Transformed social & cultural linkages  
(gender dynamics, decision-making)? 

“Metabolic rifts” 



“This phone is my lifeline. Without it I’d 
have to be back home every weekend, 
making sure [everything] is fine… wasting 
a lot of time on gossip.  I wouldn’t have 
time for a real life here in town.” 



“He is used to the town life: he 
comes home to us but is never 
at ease… He says he is coming 
to check on the farm, but he 
barely takes a tour of the fields 
before he is asking for hot 
water [to bathe]. He is always 
full of complaints about how 
feeble our maize looks but we 
are the ones lifting the hoes.  
We know the farm, not him.” 



• My sons see how hard it is to farm 
and say they want this land only as 
a last resort.  They prefer their 
chances off-farm.  These farms are 
now large enough only for graves! 

• The ones who move away are not 
learning the old ways [adaptation 
or coping], neither are they 
contributing to new knowledge 
that might save us. 

• They don’t know the land and they 
don’t know the rains the way we 
used to. 

Impacts on local knowledge 



• A new “metabolic rift” 
– Reconfiguring labour, capital, and 

knowledge 
– Amplifying existing vulnerabilities 

• Destabilizing gender practices 
– Migrants no longer “outside” 

rural decision-making 
– Women’s agricultural autonomy 

challenged? 

• Disrupting agro-ecological 
knowledge 
– Thinking they are involved, 

migrants hear only extreme news 
and lack continuity on the ground 

– Reduced visits = greater shock at 
any changes? 

Conclusions 
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