
Caring Cash

‘Across the world, welfare systems are being remade in the image of “basic 
income”. Tom Neumark powerfully intervenes in this debate by showing 
how Nairobi’s grant recipients experience care and violence, freedom and 
bureaucracy. It has implications far beyond Kenya.’

—Dr Kevin P. Donovan, University of Edinburgh

‘Tom Neumark approaches a key laboratory of twenty-first-century African 
experimentality, Unconditional Cash Transfers, from the recipients’ end, 
attending to relations of care and, notably, care for relations, among Nairobi’s 
urban poor. Instead of simply critiquing the obvious limitations of such 
programmes, Caring Cash explores their “poetics of care” and fragile “ethics of 
solidarity”, against the backdrop of a violently strained social fabric.’

—Paul Wenzel Geissler, Professor of Social Anthropology,  
University of Oslo

‘Caring Cash grapples with a contentious intervention in international 
development – cash grant programmes – in a caring yet critical way, rehabil-
itating this often-critiqued approach to poverty alleviation while unpacking 
its relative limited sustainability. Neumark’s monograph interrogates both 
the discourse and its practitioners’ ethics. It is a must read for policy-makers 
and analysts; development workers and critics; Non-Governmental Organisa-
tion (NGO) employees and activists; and scholars of development studies and 
economic anthropology.’

—Chambi Chachage, Assistant Professor,  
Institute of African Studies, Carleton University

 
‘This rich ethnography sees the care economy from multiple stances of 
Neumark’s research participants – programme bureaucrats, engaged social 
workers mediating a caring relationship between beneficiaries and NGOs, 
and recipients themselves, revealing a multifaceted set of understandings and 
motives. This book would be a great introduction to the cash grant literature 
for students and practitioners, so much of it being programmatic and policy 
oriented, and removed from describing the work that cash grants actually do.’

—Sibel Kusimba, Associate Professor of Anthropology,  
University of South Florida
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Introduction: Grants and  
the Care for Relationships

Caring Cash is a story about care and relationships. On the one hand, it 
is about the globally networked charitable relationships of care and their 
experiments with cash grants. In the parlance of policy, the grants that 
had recently arrived in Korogocho during my fieldwork were known as 
‘unconditional cash transfers’. Backed by aid money, in partnerships and 
sometimes independently, the government and NGOs in Kenya began to 
offer this ‘free money’ to the poor and vulnerable across the country in 
the 2000s. On the other hand, the care I talk about during the course of 
this book refers to the ways in which people like Beatrice, whose home we 
had emerged from before hearing the gunshots in the prologue, but also 
others like neighbours, lovers and bureaucrats, engaged in acts of care that 
sought to keep intact the persons and relationships that constituted their 
lives. Acts and words of care such as that expressed by Beatrice, when she 
told me ‘I’m just trying to be a good mother’, after we had been talking 
about her teenage daughter, the mother of the sick baby Lorenzo. 

At the time of our visit that day, like on most days, Beatrice’s husband 
Jacob was hustling away from home. In previous years he had found piece-
meal work with NGO projects back in the area of his natal home, and 
once, when I was visiting Beatrice, he pulled out certificates evidenc-
ing his attendance at various workshops.1 But aid budgets, particularly 
those routed towards HIV/AIDS that had created a surge in foreign aid 
funding from the 1990s, had now dwindled and meant this work, at least 
for Jacob, had begun to dry up. This work had been part of the larger char-
itable economy that extends across the globe and reaches into places like 
Korogocho. It was comprised of both governmental and non-governmen-
tal efforts; and understood by most people I knew in Korogocho, and often 
elsewhere in Kenya, as a voluntary gift to the poor rather than an entitle-
ment of citizens. While once having worked on charitable projects, Jacob 
now found that he and his family had become recipients of charity them-
selves. Or at least, his wife had; Jacob was always reluctant to talk to me 
about the cash grant the family was receiving.
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One late afternoon, after taking a break from the dust and exertion of 
sanding what would eventually become a school table, James, a carpen-
ter I passed often as I went about my fieldwork, asked me what exactly 
it was that I was doing in the ghetto each day. I tried, as best I could at 
the time, to explain my interest in the cash grant programmes that were 
coming into Korogocho. I also expressed how I was interested in writing 
something that showed others, including the government, what the cir-
cumstances of life were like in the ghetto. Ignoring my interest in the 
cash grants, James sighed: ‘There is so much research here, everything 
is already known about us. No, the problem is not that the government 
doesn’t know about our suffering, it is just that the government doesn’t 
care.’ While anthropologists have routinely found themselves as witnesses 
for another’s culture (Metcalf 2001) or suffering (Englund 2011), in Koro-
gocho this was not something that James thought I should waste my time 
on. He had grown understandably weary, and cynical, of the persistent 
representations of Korogocho’s suffering, not because they were necessar-
ily inaccurate but because they had shown themselves to be impotent in 
the face of an apathetic and neglectful government. As with most people I 
met in Korogocho, James wanted much less research and a lot more action. 

Caring Cash takes the reader to a moment in time in the early twenty-
first century when there seemed to be in the cash grant what many of my 
interlocutors, particularly women, thought resembled something like real 
material and significant action.2 Unlike many other forms of intervention 
that residents had seen through their time living in the ghetto and 
elsewhere, these cash grants appeared to them as actually rather useful. 
Of course, not without reservation, women, with whom, as I’ve said, I 
spent most of my time, welcomed the potentially life-saving capacity of 
these grants that gave them ‘free money’ and, because they were what 
was termed ‘unconditional’, ostensibly expected nothing in return. This 
meant that people receiving them were not required to jump through the 
burdensome, bureaucratic hoops that typify the more common conditional 
cash transfers that have been described as one of the most popular forms 
of welfare in and for the twenty-first century (Lavinas 2013), nor the 
‘empowerment money’ in which debt stands as the privileged form of 
poverty alleviation (Elyachar 2002).3

For institutions that designed and advocated for unconditional cash 
grants, as well as many who received them, the grants represented a step-
change from other forms of charitable interventions, such as the sacks of 
food or medical aid that have typified humanitarianism particularly, or the 
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education as well as the microloans that have, for decades now, charac-
terised development interventions in Kenya. One of the more appealing 
aspects of these cash grants, for many of their advocates, is the opportu-
nity they purportedly provide to treat the poor in a far less paternalistic 
way. Cash grants are understood as a more ethical intervention, offering 
the poor greater dignity and freedom to exercise their own choices.

Of course, the view of a paradigmatic shift around assistance is far from 
unequivocal. Some, including my interlocutors, have drawn attention to 
the way in which grants understood as charitable giving retain some of 
charity’s most vexing features. ‘It looks like a refugee camp here,’ Kamau 
said to me one day, shaking his head with disgust, as I sat on the ground 
with him in a local church compound watching people being enrolled onto 
one of the cash grants programmes. There have been other criticisms too. 
Some people have pointed to the apparently meagre financial value of cash 
grants, while others lament that grants merely perpetuate charity’s focus 
on the very poorest in a manner which does little to stem the growing and 
more entrenched socioeconomic inequality that scars the world. 

Similarly, for James, the carpenter, the introduction of cash grants was 
far from capable of remedying the years of neglect that slum dwellers had 
experienced, and neither would they challenge the insecurity produced 
by both the state’s police and the ghetto’s criminal gangs. They would cer-
tainly not provide the proper paying jobs that men wanted. In fact, James 
likely ignored my interest in cash grants because, as was the case for Jacob, 
Beatrice’s husband, he understood them not only as what some called 
pesa ya wazungu, foreign, charitable money, but also pesa ya wanawake, 
women’s money. For many men the charitable grants were not a salvation 
but a painful sign of what they perceived as their own failure to look after 
their own families, and the role of foreign charity in remedying that. 

Caring Cash

A number of journalists and activists have described, as I have chosen to 
do in the prologue of this book, the textures and eruptions of violence 
and suffering that envelop Nairobi’s slums. ‘Here the end of the world is 
not a prophecy but a condition,’ wrote the British comedian-cum-activ-
ist, Russell Brand (2013), after visiting Nairobi’s sprawling rubbish dump, 
Dandora, which borders Korogocho and serves as a source of employment 
for some of its residents. Such apocalyptic descriptions have often been 
bolstered by a sombre statistical picture. Since 2002, the African Popula-
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tion and Health Research Center has carried out a so-called Demographic 
Surveillance Survey in Korogocho, producing an avalanche of statis-
tics that largely portrays the slum as a nexus of social breakdown and ill 
health.4 

These representations of slum life have often been accused of dehuman-
ising slum dwellers, resembling a sort of poverty porn, which has fed upon 
and nourished the impulse, particularly among foreign individuals and 
institutions, to do good. Those anthropologists also producing descriptions 
that draw attention to overt and hidden violence in urban neighbourhoods 
across the world have also faced such accusations. Perhaps most famous 
were Nancy Scheper-Hughes’ (1993, 1995) accounts of chronic hunger and 
‘maternal neglect’ in Brazil, which, as she reported, were dismissed by 
some of her colleagues as a form of political activism that abandoned the 
discipline’s more dispassionate attempts to understand, rather than judge, 
human realities. 

Joel Robbins (2013) is similarly concerned by anthropology’s turn away 
from a description and exegesis of the varied cultures that constitute our 
shared world and towards efforts, instead, to witness and account for the 
universality of human suffering. He has argued that anthropologists should 
also be prepared to explore how people, even in the most abject of condi-
tions, strive towards their own particular conceptions of a ‘good life’. Yet 
the circumstances that he himself witnessed in his own fieldwork were 
different from those I encountered in the ghetto of Korogocho (Robbins 
2004). He saw a community in Papua New Guinea that had apparently 
lost their traditional culture to the incursion of Christianity, but he did not 
witness the ways in which people struggled with even the most fundamen-
tal task of staying alive. 

I am particularly curious, however, about how the premise of the 
unconditional cash grants in Kenya resonated with both perspectives. 
That is, with what the anthropologist Sherry Ortner (2016) has summa-
rised as ‘dark anthropology’ and what she calls ‘anthropologies of the good’. 
Meaning, both the exploration of social relationships that produce misery 
and impoverishment, and the approach to explore, as Robbins and others 
argue, how people pursue their own value-rich projects of the ‘good life’. 
The grant programmes in Kenya, still at a nascent and experimental stage, 
and nothing like the scale of state grant-based redistribution observed 
in other parts of Africa (Bähre 2011), nevertheless sought to be part of 
building something like a national social assistance system. They sought to 
reduce widescale impoverishment in the country while at the same time 
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allowing the poor spaces of freedom through which to pursue their own 
values, goals and strategies, always within a market economy.

This book draws from one and a half years spent living in Nairobi, 
carrying out fieldwork with NGOs, civil servants and in the city’s slums. 
Around seven months of this time was spent more or less every day in Koro-
gocho. This became what George Marcus terms a ‘strategically situated 
single site’ (Marcus 1995, 111), through which I explored the cash grants 
and the care that was woven through, around and as a result of them. This 
methodology meant that during my fieldwork I encountered and inter-
acted with both ordinary residents of the slum, some selected to receive 
grants, and with what I call, as I explain later, a ghetto-level bureaucracy, 
many of whom were also residents as well as occasionally recipients them-
selves of the charitable economy. The book therefore endeavours, as will 
be clear through its argument and structure, to keep both within its scope. 

In Korogocho, at the time of my research, a quarter of the households 
received a cash grant payment of KSh2,000 (£13.54) each month in one, or 
sometimes, both, of two cash grant programmes. The scale of these grants, 
however, should not be overstated. One of the grants, what I call the urban 
grant, was a short-term eight-month programme that was funded and 
managed by a transnational humanitarian NGO. This NGO was part of a 
larger consortium. Together they were offering cash to slum dwellers, in 
Korogocho and another slum, as well as in a similar programme preceding 
the ones which took place during my fieldwork. They were also attempt-
ing to persuade the government to incorporate this grant, officially called 
the Urban Food Subsidy Cash Transfer, into its embryonic social assis-
tance system. The other was what I call the child grant, officially known 
as the Orphans and Vulnerable Children Cash Transfer, funded largely 
by the World Bank, and managed by the government. This began life in 
2004 as a UNICEF (United Nations Children’s Fund) pilot project, and 
the institution’s stickers still adorned the filing cabinets and computers 
in the offices of its secretariat. By the time of my fieldwork, it had been 
further scaled up, with funding mostly from the World Bank. A few years 
after my fieldwork had finished, the government, together with the World 
Bank, consolidated the grants into one overarching system called Inua 
Jamii, meaning ‘raise the family’ but otherwise known by its more techni-
cal moniker, the National Safety Net Programme.5 

The grants – the urban grant and the child grant – were very different, 
both in their temporality and social and geographical scope, and I refer to 
both throughout this book. Sometimes I dwell more on one than the other 
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as, during my ethnographic fieldwork, I was brought into the action as it 
unfolded. At other times in the book, however, the distinctions are not so 
important. The people I knew on each type of grant had experiences that 
were of course dissimilar as a result of variations around the grants, but 
they also had many experiences that were shared. 

Uncaring Care

The aim to build such a system of institutionalised care emerged, as I will 
show later, from a partial recognition of, on the one hand, the fissures and 
failures of a state-managed capitalist political economy and, on the other 
hand, a sense that the more informal, sometimes but not exclusively kin-
based solidarities, no longer kept people in the cities alive. Neither my 
interlocutors nor I would dispute that there is a lack of care, even disre-
gard, for Korogocho’s poorest and most vulnerable, but my interlocutors 
would also complain that people in everyday life no longer cared for each 
other. They would often explain to me how their appeals to others for 
assistance would be refused and met with a common refrain: ‘Why should 
I help? I didn’t ask you to Nairobi.’ In short, Korogocho’s residents, like 
those of others in the urban peripheries of the world, commonly felt that 
not only had they been abandoned by the state, but also by other people 
around them (Ross 2010). 

In a certain sense, then, a failure to care for and among the poor in Koro-
gocho is self-evident. However, it is this book’s contention that focusing 
on this failure of care ignores the way it endures. But what Caring Cash 
proposes is something different from just the persistance of care amidst 
violence, impoverishment and insecurity: it contains a recognition that 
care cannot be understood simply, or only, as the continuation of caring 
within relationships. I will chart another course in this book that offers a 
different, wider interpretation of care that reveals a tentative and hesitant 
ethics of solidarity in the ghetto. 

My argument, simply put, is that care can be productively understood 
as a practice that is not only directed towards persons but also the attach-
ments that connect them. That is, a care for relationships as well as within 
relationships. In other words, I do not just look at caring relationships 
but how the relationships, and relational units such as the household, 
often became objects of care themselves. To explore this, I build upon a 
wide-ranging, but especially anthropological, literature including on care, 
ethics and morality, kinship, violence and hunger, and bureaucracy, some 
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of which is introduced within each specific chapter but some of which is 
discussed further in this introduction. 

Caring Cash explores this different conceptualisation of care through the 
cash grants programmes that came into Korogocho offering a new form of 
institutionalised care for the poor. It imagines the cash grant programmes 
as akin to laboratories in which one can encounter and be exposed to 
people’s caring practices and forms of solidarity. By this I do not mean 
what Cheryl Mattingly (2014) has called ‘moral laboratories’, which are 
the everyday spaces in which people encounter, debate and critique issues 
of a moral nature. Nor is it my intention to perpetuate the idea of par-
ticular places as useful laboratories for scientific, technological or human 
development, which, as others have shown, for instance in the field of 
global health, is a powerful one producing troubling effects on political 
processes and local populations (Fejerskov 2017).

Instead, when I call the cash grants programmes laboratories through 
which I encountered and began to make sense of care, I mean it more in an 
imaginative rather than a methodological or practical sense. Imaginatively 
treating the programmes like laboratories means thinking about how par-
ticular perspectives concerning my interlocutors’ logics and poetics of care 
were revealed, facilitated, and sometimes provoked by the programmes 
which had as their aim to give money to the poor while minimising the 
technocratic knowledge practices of bureaucracy and surveillance. 

Working through particular puzzles that I encountered during my field-
work, as women, many of whom lived in extreme poverty, were identified 
to receive and then began receiving cash grants, I show how these forms of 
care manifested themselves in Korogocho across a range of domains, from 
bureaucracy to neighbourliness to motherhood. There, I suggest, it was 
not that the cash grants simply allowed people the material means through 
which to pursue their own ethical projects (Sen 2001; Laidlaw 2013). 
They were hardly substantial enough in themselves for this. But rather 
the grants revealed and sometimes facilitated particular sorts of caring 
efforts that sought to attend to a frayed relational fabric that constituted 
the grounds of hope for such a life in an undefined and uncertain future.

This also means that this book does not propose an argument that 
involves contrasting individualising humanitarian and poverty-alleviating 
policies to the ‘relational’ people and lives they seek to affect. Anthropo-
logical critiques of humanitarianism and development often counterpose 
the ideologies of individualism, for instance embodied in the market-based 
approaches of these programmes, with the relational lives and values of 
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those people in whose lives they seek to intervene (for a good example of 
this approach see Elyachar 2005). Often these tend to emphasise the ways 
in which people’s everyday lives reveal explicit, as well as more under-
stated, quieter, forms of care that look conventionally caring. Instead, 
I propose that if relationships were not only important to, but to some 
extent constituted the survival of my interlocutors’ biological and social 
selves, then a task for scholars is to understand how people worked to keep 
themselves, each other, and the relationships that connect them alive. This 
has also meant that I have looked at acts that may appear to many of us, at 
least on the surface, as uncaring. Both detaching from others and watching 
people too closely, for example, may sometimes come across as uncaring 
but they are an aspect of the repertoire of my interlocutors’ acts of caring 
that constitute the tentative ethics of solidarity that I explore in this book.

To put it another way, solidarities are not failing – but neither are they 
simply enduring while either rubbing up against the individualism of mar-
ket-based approaches to poverty alleviation or being nourished through 
things like cash grants. Instead, I believe it is productive, and possible, to 
look at them by examining the work of care – not in order to describe the 
entirety of what care is nor to suggest discrete bounded ‘cultures’ of care 
but rather, as I have said, as puzzles to be grappled with. 

This also means I do not say with any finality what ‘care’ is for my inter-
locutors. Care, as others have shown (Ross 2010; Biehl 2012; Han 2012), 
and as I have witnessed in Korogocho, is a multifaceted and complex 
phenomenon experienced differently and transformed through particu-
lar historically situated political and economic relationships, and shifting 
norms and values. My aim in this book is not to try to capture its textures 
in their entirety, but rather to show how my interlocutors’ actions and 
reflections challenged me to think about a different, perhaps less noted, 
but – I believe – vitally important form of care. 

In the rest of this introduction, I develop this proposal in more detail, 
beginning first with the cash grants themselves, which, as I have said, I 
imagine both as a form of care itself but also as quasi-laboratories through 
which to analyse other modalities of everyday care.

A Brief History of Cash Grants

Cash grants have drawn significant attention from journalists and academ-
ics in recent years. This is largely due to the rise in the 1990s and 2000s, 
as a result of economic crises, of the expansion of large-scale cash grant 
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programmes in countries such as Mexico, Brazil and South Africa. For 
example, South Africa, through the 1990s and especially after the end of 
apartheid, rapidly grew its own cash grant programmes, resulting in the 
situation today in which roughly 61 per cent of citizens are in receipt of a 
grant. But the interest in cash grants has also been engendered by more 
recent attempts to build related forms of social assistance in other parts of 
the world, including in Africa. 

Along with the other Washington-based institutions, the World Bank’s 
enforcement of neoliberal policies focusing on economic growth is well 
documented, but these have often existed alongside a muted acknowl-
edgement of their limitations. For instance, as early as 1990, in its World 
Development Report that year, the World Bank signalled the importance 
of, albeit extremely minimal, forms of material redistribution. While much 
of the World Bank’s interest rested on food aid and workfare, in a specific 
chapter on ‘transfers and safety nets’ there were glimmers of recognition 
concerning the viability and desirability of cash-based aid in its explana-
tion: ‘Cash transfers are often more effective than food rations: cash is 
faster to move and easier to administer, and it does little or no harm to pro-
ducers and hence to future food security’ (World Bank 1990, 97). It would 
not, however, be until the early 2000s that countries in Africa outside of 
South Africa began to look seriously at the viability of cash grants. 

A great degree of the early interest in cash grants was led, significantly, 
not by African governments, but by foreign institutions, particularly multi-
laterals, including the World Bank but also the African Development Bank, 
the World Food Programme and UNICEF, bilateral aid agencies, such as 
the then British Department for International Development (DFID), the 
Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency (SIDA), and 
Germany’s Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit 
(GIZ), as well as numerous transnational development and humanitar-
ian NGOs. From the very beginning these actors were keen to see how 
they might encourage governments in Africa to build national state social 
assistance systems, although those same actors often nevertheless took 
over responsibility either for providing the resources for, or for running 
the operations of, the cash grant programmes. During my fieldwork, the 
pilot and experimental grant programmes heavily funded by foreign phil-
anthropic and development aid institutions could be seen across rural and 
urban Kenya. Many of these are also present today through institutions 
like the New York-headquartered GiveDirectly and as a result of human-
itarian NGOs responding to the economic impacts of the Covid-19 crisis. 
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In Nairobi’s ghettos the grant programmes have joined other forms of 
charitable interventions in constituting a diverse, multifaceted economy 
that, in its simplest terms, seeks to intervene in and transform people’s 
lives (Bornstein 2003; Mosse 2005; Englund 2006; Bornstein and 
Redfield 2011b; Venkatesan and Yarrow 2012). Rather than involving the 
transference of state responsibilities to non-state institutions (Ferguson 
and Gupta 2002, 989) it is an economy that has not only incorporated 
both state and non-state actors, but it is also one that is characterised by 
shifting ideas about who is responsible for the poor. 

Finally, it is necessary to make clear the relationship between cash 
grants and the diverse fields of charitable and other forms of intervention 
that seek to assist. The anthropologists Erica Bornstein and Peter Redfield 
(2011a) have created a neat and helpful distinction between some of the 
most prominent of these fields, namely, human rights, development and 
humanitarianism. They suggest that human rights and development can 
be characterised as falling, respectively, on the political and economic 
poles of what we understand as the political economy, while humanitar-
ianism is concerned with physical (and psychological) suffering. But the 
grants, whether they are stand-alone or have been incorporated into the 
government’s Inua Jamii, cannot easily be confined to these fields. As I 
show in chapter 2, the cash grants in Korogocho, as an attempt to form a 
state social assistance system, have always been concerned with both the 
political economy, or what we might call the social body, and the biologi-
cal body. But I do not consider what exists in regard to the cash grants as 
an instance of a Polanyian double movement as some have speculated (for 
instance Hickey 2008). This is because neoliberal capitalism is not inher-
ently against any form of social protection or welfare (Collier 2011) but 
also because, to date, the grants remain squarely in the charitable realm.

Failure

Behind the cash grants globally was an understanding of a two-fold 
failure of care. One is perhaps the more familiar sense of the failure of 
the nation-state to care for and protect its citizens. As I have said, this 
resulted in efforts by an architecture of globally distributed and networked 
institutions to encourage and build new forms of state social assistance 
in countries like Kenya. This architecture encompasses a diverse set of 
actors and initiatives, including the ones I have already mentioned but 
also others: the International Labour Organization’s ‘social protection 
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floor’; governments in Latin America that have implemented large-scale 
cash grant programmes; and, of course, crucially, the Kenyan government, 
particularly through the ‘Social’ pillar of the government’s long-term 
developmental programme, Vision 2030.

The other idea of the failure of care though is perhaps less familiar, and 
here I wish to explore it in greater depth. This sense of failure is concerned 
with how informal forms of support and solidarity, long lauded by both 
government administrators and anthropologists, were no longer working 
for those on the margins of society. The recognition of the informal in 
Africa, and more widely in the global South, had, interestingly, emerged 
not only from the discipline of anthropology but also had its origins in 
Kenya. 

In the 1970s, the anthropologist Keith Hart coined the term ‘informal 
economy’ to describe all those economic activities he had observed in 
Ghana that were not being captured by official statistics that were fixed 
only on the health or otherwise of wage-labour. The term was popular-
ised when the International Labour Office in Kenya adopted it for their 
mission report in 1972 (ILO 1972; Hart 1973). Since that time, these 
informal economic practices have increasingly been viewed as an integral 
part of anti-poverty interventions (Ferguson 2010), accompanied by the 
argument that policy makers and practitioners must work ‘with the grain’ 
(Kelsall 2011).

Within the social sciences, the concept of the informal economy has 
undergone a similar process of deconstruction as that performed by 
anthropologists upon the concept of culture. Perhaps most critical of the 
concept has been Keith Hart (2009) himself, yet, as he has shown, the 
idea of the informal economy has taken on a new and rich life outside of 
the discipline of anthropology, despite being subject to intense critique 
within it. Part of this life has involved institutions applying the label of 
informality to the very objects that anthropologists have made their stock 
and trade. Take the World Bank’s first strategy paper for social protection 
in Africa. The excerpt below follows a section that outlines the range of 
challenges, from the global economic situation to the context of rural agri-
culture, that Africa now faces (World Bank 2012, 3):

Africa’s reliance on informal support networks increasingly is ill-suited 
for these challenges. African societies have long-standing informal sol-
idarity networks that give households a level of protection in times of 
shocks. These traditional systems include intra-family transfers, gift 
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giving, labour-sharing arrangements, burial and funeral societies, and 
informal credit and savings schemes. While informal solidarity has 
been an important part of social risk management strategies for African 
households, these informal safety nets are ineffective in times of covar-
iate shocks and exclude the very poorest households.

The World Bank now offers us informal support networks, informal 
solidarity networks and informal safety nets. What the report describes, 
however, has close family resemblances to objects of anthropological study 
that far pre-date this categorisation of activities as informal. These more 
nuanced anthropological accounts also steer away from the romantic, 
rose-tinted views of these, often kinship-based, forms of solidarity, which, 
as John Iliffe wrote many years ago, are hardly ‘universal providers of lim-
itless generosity’ (Iliffe 1987, 7).

But from the perspective of this particular World Bank report, it is not 
merely that informal forms of support are not limitless in their generos-
ity, but that they are no longer even viable. The informal economy was 
once, and in many cases still is, considered a vibrant aspect of economic 
life in Africa, to such an extent that financial and development institu-
tions have sought to incorporate it into the formal economy (Elyachar 
2005). But informal, everyday solidarities are cast as ‘ill-suited’ and ‘inef-
fective’ in confronting the contemporary challenges facing the continent. 
Furthermore, they are deemed as working only for certain sections of the 
population, excluding the poorest who need support the most. 

The argument that traditional mechanisms of solidarity are ill-suited 
to contemporary challenges facing the African continent is, of course, a 
subset of a more long-standing one concerning tradition and modernity. 
As we saw with the concept of the informal economy, the conventional 
argument that tradition acts as a brake on modernity is uprooted by devel-
opment agencies and banks to show how traditional forms of economic 
activity can be tapped into as part of the long march to modernisation. 
But informal solidarities are not granted the same status. They are neither 
seen as brakes on, nor accelerators to, modernity, but as bundles of prac-
tices, norms and values that have very little to offer to challenges brought 
about, it could be argued, by a history of economic policies that have had 
ideals of modernity firmly in sight. Of course, as anthropologists have rou-
tinely argued, many so-called ‘traditional’ aspects, from kinship to ritual, 
are an integral part not only of modern societies but of the way they create 
both tremendous wealth and entrenched inequality. That is, the very real-
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ities that cash grants and other forms of redistribution sought to address. 
Furthermore, African governments, including the Kenyan government, 
saw social assistance not as an alternative to an ill-suited or ineffective 
informal solidarity, but as a way of supporting and nourishing it. Yet, 
despite these aspirations, as we shall see in this book, the more negative 
appraisal of the informal often prevailed, and had far-reaching conse-
quences in the cash grants that arrived in Korogocho.

Freedom in Money and Redistribution

As I have noted, cash grants represent a shift away from privileged forms 
of social and humanitarian assistance, particularly in the global South. 
The movement towards cash grants in Kenya was part of a globally distrib-
uted one that sought to convince sceptical others not only that the poor 
were knowledgeable, skilful and virtuous, but that these qualities could be 
best put to use within, rather than outside, the market. The act of giving 
cash is therefore pervaded by sentiments of a moral nature, invoking ideas 
of dignity, character, responsibility but also – crucially – freedom. 

Markets and money have long been equated with the idea of freedom. 
In money’s origin myth, the problem of the ‘coincidence of wants’ led to 
the invention of the concept and phenomenon of money that gave people 
the freedom through which to trade (Graeber 2011). This association of 
money with freedom was also extended influentially by Simmel, who 
wrote that money ‘is really that form of property that most effectively 
liberates the individual from the unifying bonds that extend from other 
objects of possession’ (Simmel 2011, 383). Of course, social scientists have 
worked particularly hard in questioning some of the myths and the pre-
vailing views that surround money. As Bill Maurer (2006) argued, money 
very rarely acts as an ‘acid’ dissolving existing social relationships to leave 
only the individual and her freedom. 

In my discussions with NGO workers and civil servants around cash 
grant programmes in Kenya, as well as in the initiatives like the Interna-
tional Labour Organization’s Social Protection Floor, I have noticed two 
distinct ways in which money retains its strong connotations of freedom, 
particularly around redistribution. The first focuses on individual freedom 
and is borne from the recognition that while money might ostensibly 
have the capacity to free, its unequal distribution on a global scale means 
that many, including in places like Korogocho, remain essentially unfree, 
enslaved by the forces of the free market. Cash grants might be understood 
as one way through which to begin remedying this situation. 




