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Kenyan music is rarely a purely sonic phenomenon. It is inseparable from movement, 
gesture, bodily posture, and spatial arrangement, and it is through these embodied registers 
that communities narrate histories, negotiate identities, and imagine futures. This article 
develops a qualitative, interpretive analysis of  Kenyan music as a kinetic expression of  
culture, tracing its emergence, evolution, and dynamism from the late colonial period to 
the contemporary digital moment. Drawing on embodiment theory and the concept of  
habitus, performance and social-drama theory, and postcolonial and cultural-nationalist 
critique, the article synthesizes and extends literature on ethnic popular music, youth 
culture, benga heritage, gospel performance, political song, and the structural political 
economy of  Kenya’s music industry. It introduces the concept of  sonic-kinetic literacy 
to describe the culturally transmitted competence through which Kenyan audiences read 
bodily movement as meaningful text, and it argues that the political economy of  Kenyan 
music is simultaneously a political economy of  movement, in which certain ways of  dancing, 
standing, and occupying space become more visible, prestigious, or commercially viable than 
others. Extending the analysis to Luo ohangla performance and to the contested moral 
politics of  gengetone choreography, the discussion further considers how gendered labor 
structures kinetic performance, how church-based musical training constitutes a parallel, 
under-documented kinetic archive, and how digital and diasporic circulation is producing 
new, algorithmically mediated choreographic repertoires. The article concludes that what is 
ultimately at stake in Kenyan musical change is not sound alone but bodies: how they move, 
how they are permitted to move, and what those movements come to mean within the 
ongoing struggles and aspirations of  Kenyan social life.
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INTRODUCTION
Across Kenya’s diverse social landscape, music is 
rarely a purely sonic phenomenon; it is inseparable 
from movement, gesture, bodily posture, and spatial 
arrangement in performance. Kenyan music is therefore 
not only an auditory art but a kinetic expression of  
culture, an embodied practice through which communities 
narrate histories, negotiate identities, and project possible 
futures. From Luo benga and ohangla to Gikuyu mugithi, 
Gusii obokano, Kamba kilumi, Kalenjin popular songs, 
Swahili coastal genres, gospel music, and contemporary 
urban forms such as hip hop and gengetone, musical 
performance has provided a crucial arena in which 
ethnicity, class, gender, religiosity, and nationhood are 
imagined, contested, and reconfigured.
This article develops a qualitative, interpretive analysis of  
Kenyan music as a kinetic expression of  culture, focusing 
on its emergence, evolution, and dynamism from the late 
colonial period to the contemporary moment. It draws on 
ethnomusicological, cultural-studies, and performance-
theoretical perspectives to examine how Kenyan musical 
practices encode and transform social meaning. While 
existing scholarship has documented particular genres 
and regional scenes, including Gikuyu popular song, Luo 
benga, Luo ohangla, and youth-oriented urban music, 
there remains a need for an integrative framework that 
foregrounds embodiment and movement as central to 
understanding Kenyan musical culture (Eagleson, 2014; 

Okong’o, 2011; Wanjala & Kebaya, 2016).
The argument advanced here is that Kenyan musical 
genres function as what might be called a kinetic 
archive: a repository of  historical experience and social 
knowledge that is stored, transmitted, and revised 
not primarily through written text but through the 
disciplined and improvisational movement of  bodies in 
performance. Reading this archive requires attention to 
what this article terms sonic-kinetic literacy, the culturally 
acquired competence through which Kenyan performers 
and audiences encode and decode meaning in the 
coordination of  sound and movement: a particular hip 
roll, a synchronized foot pattern, or a call-and-response 
clap is never merely decorative but carries recognizable 
social weight. Treating movement as text in this way 
allows the analysis to move beyond lyric-centered or 
industry-centered accounts and to ask how the body 
itself  becomes a medium of  cultural transmission, 
contestation, and innovation.
Much of  the existing literature on Kenyan music has 
emphasized lyrics, recording histories, media industries, 
and political contexts, often privileging textual and 
institutional analysis over performance practice and 
embodied experience. Studies of  Gikuyu popular 
song, Kalenjin popular music, and urban youth music, 
for example, compellingly demonstrate how songs 
articulate competing nationalisms, ethnic tensions, and 
youth identities (Wanjala & Kebaya, 2016). Even recent 
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scholarship on gengetone, which has begun to attend 
more closely to performance and visual culture, still tends 
to foreground lyrical content and video imagery over the 
choreographic vocabulary itself, treating dance largely 
as an illustration of  a lyrical argument about gender and 
morality rather than as an independent semiotic system 
(Mukasa, 2022; Mukeya, 2025). Yet the kinetic dimensions 
of  performance, dance steps, bodily discipline, audience 
participation, and spatial choreography, are frequently 
treated as background, despite their centrality to how 
music communicates meaning in Kenyan everyday life.
This partial emphasis produces three interrelated gaps in 
the literature. First, it obscures how musical embodiment 
functions as a form of  cultural knowledge, in which 
bodies remember and reproduce communal narratives 
through gesture and movement, in the sense that 
Bourdieu’s (1977) concept of  habitus describes as durable, 
transposable dispositions inscribed on the body through 
repeated social practice. Second, it underestimates 
the extent to which musical performance becomes a 
site where macro-processes, colonialism, nationalism, 
neoliberal restructuring, and digital globalization, are 
experienced and reinterpreted at the level of  physical 
practice. Third, it fragments the field by treating genres 
and ethnic traditions in isolation rather than as nodes in 
a dynamic, inter-referential musical ecology shaped by 
migration, media circulation, and transnational influence 
(Perullo, 2011).
This article addresses these gaps by conceptualizing 
Kenyan music as a kinetic archive of  cultural emergence 
and transformation. It asks three guiding questions. First, 
how have Kenyan musical genres emerged and evolved 
through embodied practice? Second, in what ways does 
movement in musical performance express, contest, or 
reconfigure identities and power relations? Third, how do 
changing political economies and media ecologies reshape 
the kinetic vocabularies of  Kenyan music over time? The 
discussion below proceeds by situating the analysis within 
existing scholarship, developing the theoretical apparatus 
that organizes the reading, describing the qualitative 
materials and methods, and then presenting the results 
and discussion across three analytic axes, emergence, 
evolution, and dynamism, before turning to industry 
structure, gender, and digital circulation.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Ethnic Popular Music and National Belonging
A growing body of  work examines ethnic popular music 
as a key arena in which Kenyan national belonging is 
constructed and contested. Research on Gikuyu popular 
song has shown how music communicates not only 
loyalty to the Kenyan state but also an ethnic “underbelly” 
of  nationalism, in which claims to land, memory, 
and political power are asserted in relation to other 
communities. Genres such as mugithi mobilize histories 
of  colonial resistance and postcolonial disenchantment, 
articulating a Gikuyu-centered vision of  nationhood that 
both converges with and challenges official nationalist 

discourse.
Similarly, research on Kalenjin popular music highlights 
how songs contest national space by narrating experiences 
of  marginalization and regional inequality. This literature 
demonstrates that ethnic popular music is not simply 
parochial but is deeply entangled with national politics, 
often providing subtle or overt commentary on land 
distribution, electoral competition, and development. The 
kinetic dimensions of  performance, such as the use of  
dance moves associated with warriorhood, pastoralism, 
or athletic prowess, are crucial to how these messages 
are embodied, though they have received less systematic 
analytical attention than the lyrical content of  the songs 
themselves.

Youth, Popular Music, and Identity Formation
A second major stream of  scholarship focuses on Kenyan 
youth and popular music, exploring how contemporary 
genres mediate identity formation in a rapidly globalizing 
environment. Wanjala and Kebaya (2016) show that 
popular music constitutes a key cultural sphere in 
which youth identities are affirmed, challenged, and 
reconstructed, and that the choice of  music and musical 
affiliation functions as an important marker of  the identity 
a young person is in the process of  constructing. In their 
account, youth creatively appropriate global musical 
forms, including hip hop, dancehall, and R&B, and fuse 
them with local languages and rhythms to produce hybrid 
styles that both affirm and question Kenyanness.
Importantly, this literature underscores the performative 
rather than purely textual nature of  identity. Youth 
identities are not merely described in lyrics; they are 
enacted through dance, fashion, bodily comportment, 
and spatial occupation in clubs, streets, and, increasingly, 
digital spaces (Wanjala & Kebaya, 2016). Yet the analytical 
focus in this body of  work often remains on textual 
analysis and media discourse, leaving the detailed study 
of  kinetic vocabularies, how specific moves circulate, 
mutate, and accrue social meaning, comparatively 
underdeveloped.

Benga, Historical Memory, and Cultural Heritage
Benga, historically associated with Luo musicians 
but influential far beyond western Kenya, occupies a 
central place in discussions of  Kenyan musical heritage. 
Eagleson’s (2014) historical and musicological account 
describes benga as a guitar-driven dance style that 
emerged among Luo musicians in the late 1960s, arguing 
against the common assumption that the genre is simply 
a local derivative of  Congolese guitar music. Instead, 
Eagleson (2014) traces structural continuities between 
benga and older Luo musical forms, including nyatiti 
lyre music, orutu fiddle songs, and dodo women’s vocal 
performance, suggesting that benga’s emergence should 
be understood as an adaptation and recombination of  
indigenous musical and, by extension, kinetic vocabularies 
rather than a wholesale importation of  foreign style.
Recent cultural documentation projects have traced 
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benga’s evolution into the twenty-first century, showing 
how musicians and audiences negotiate tradition and 
modernity, and rural and urban sensibility, through new 
stylistic blends and performance contexts. Debates about 
“authentic” benga versus contemporary fusions reveal 
enduring anxieties about cultural loss and the impact 
of  globalization on Kenyan musical identity. Structural 
challenges within the industry, including weak royalty 
infrastructure and the dominance of  imported repertoires, 
shape which kinetic practices associated with benga are 
sustained, commodified, or marginalized (Perullo, 2011).

Gospel Music, Gender, and Embodied Piety
A further, comparatively underexamined strand concerns 
the kinetic regimes of  Kenyan gospel and church music. 
Missionization introduced alternative disciplines of  the 
body that were frequently framed in explicit opposition 
to indigenous dance: certain forms of  drumming and 
movement were stigmatized as pagan, while church 
contexts developed their own stylized, often restrained 
vocabularies of  clapping, swaying, and processional 
movement. Kidula’s (2013) ethnographic study of  
religious song among the Avalogooli of  western Kenya 
offers the most sustained account of  how this process 
unfolded over three decades of  fieldwork, tracing how 
Christian musical style moved from missionary import, 
using foreign hymn tunes and languages, through 
phases of  consolidation, accommodation, and eventual 
syncretism in which indigenous musical and, implicitly, 
kinetic idioms were reabsorbed into worship. Kidula’s 
(2013) account is instructive precisely because it treats 
gender, media, and bodily style as inseparable dimensions 
of  religious musical identity rather than as secondary 
illustrations of  doctrinal change.
Contemporary Kenyan gospel performance has 
increasingly absorbed choreographic elements from 
secular popular genres, producing a distinctive kinetic 
register in which raised hands, synchronized swaying, and 
controlled hip movement signal simultaneously religious 
devotion and stylistic contemporaneity. Because church 
choirs, youth fellowships, and women’s groups constitute 
major, though often under-documented, sites of  Kenyan 
musical training, gospel performance deserves treatment 
as a parallel kinetic archive alongside secular genres, one 
in which questions of  gendered respectability and bodily 
discipline are worked out with particular intensity, and 
one in which, as Kidula’s (2013) study suggests, women 
frequently exercise a degree of  compositional and 
performative authority that secular popular music affords 
them less consistently.

Politics, Authority, and Youthful Musical Protest
Scholarship on the intersection of  politics and popular 
song in East Africa provides a further layer, examining 
how youth mobilize music to negotiate authority and 
articulate political critique. Askew’s (2002) account of  
Swahili musical performance in neighboring Tanzania 
demonstrates how state-sanctioned and vernacular 

musical forms can simultaneously perform loyalty to 
the nation and encode subtle contestation of  official 
narratives, a dynamic with clear parallels in the Kenyan 
case. In Kenya, protests, campaign rallies, and informal 
gatherings often feature songs whose call-and-response 
structures, mass choreography, and improvisational 
verses make them particularly suited to collective political 
expression.
This literature suggests that musical dynamism in Kenya 
is inseparable from political dynamism. Genres rise 
and fall in prominence as they align with or challenge 
shifting configurations of  power, and dance styles can 
simultaneously signal compliance with, and subversion of, 
dominant norms. What is less fully theorized is how the 
physicality of  music-making itself, clapping, stomping, 
jumping, circling, conditions political affects such as 
solidarity, anger, and hope, rather than simply illustrating 
sentiments already present in the lyrics.

Structural and Industrial Contexts
Analyses of  Kenya’s music industry emphasize structural 
constraints that shape creative production. Commentaries 
on the sector highlight the challenges of  piracy, 
limited and inconsistently enforced royalty systems, 
concentration of  media ownership, and the continuing 
dominance of  foreign repertoires on national airwaves, 
all of  which hamper the sustainability of  local genres 
(Perullo, 2011). These conditions have direct implications 
for kinetic practice: when live performance becomes 
the primary source of  artist income, performance style 
tends to prioritize highly energetic, visually captivating 
choreography capable of  attracting and retaining 
audiences in competitive club and festival markets.

Gendered Kinesis in Luo Musical Performance
A body of  ethnomusicological work on Luo ohangla 
performance offers some of  the most detailed existing 
evidence of  how gender and embodiment interact in a 
specific Kenyan genre. Okong’o’s (2011) analysis of  
ohangla as a parodic genre argues that the style functions 
as a kind of  meta-genre that absorbs and reworks other 
Luo musical forms, allowing performers to comment on 
postcolonial experience through both lyrical parody and 
exaggerated, citational bodily gesture, so that a dance 
move can quote and satirize an older performance idiom 
in much the same way that a verse can quote and satirize 
an older song. Because ohangla developed a reputation, 
from its early years, for vigorous hip movement and 
suggestive choreography, it repeatedly attracted moral 
censure from elders and local administrators even as it 
retained enormous popular appeal, a tension that recurs 
across many of  the genres considered in this article.
Complementary research on gender participation in Luo 
music traces a longer historical arc, showing that the 
traditional gendering of  performance roles, in which 
certain instruments, vocal styles, and dance positions were 
reserved for men or women, has loosened considerably 
under the pressure of  urbanization and commercial 
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recording (Omenya, 2017). Women performers have 
moved from largely supportive or backing roles toward 
more visible lead positions in ohangla ensembles, a 
shift that is as much kinetic as it is professional: female 
bandleaders now occupy the central choreographic space 
on stage that was once reserved for male instrumentalists, 
reconfiguring the visual and spatial grammar of  the genre 
even where lyrical content has changed more slowly. Read 
together, this literature suggests that ohangla’s kinetic 
vocabulary cannot be separated from its long, contested 
negotiation of  gender, respectability, and generational 
authority.

Gengetone and the Politics of  Kinetic Morality
The emergence of  gengetone in Nairobi’s urban estates 
in the late 2010s has generated a fast-growing literature 
that, while still centered on lyrics and video imagery, 
increasingly acknowledges the centrality of  dance to the 
genre’s cultural meaning and its controversy. Mukasa 
(2022) situates gengetone within a politics of  urban space, 
arguing that the genre’s rise from estates such as Jericho, 
Ongata Rongai, Langata, and Umoja constitutes a form 
of  resistance to social marginalization, and that the moral 
panic surrounding its explicit content reflects contests 
over what counts as legitimate, “authentic” Kenyan music 
rather than a neutral aesthetic judgment. This framing is 
significant for a kinetic analysis because the choreography 
most associated with gengetone, rapid hip and pelvic 
movement performed in loosely synchronized groups, 
is precisely the element most frequently cited by critics 
as evidence of  moral decline, making dance itself  the 
primary battleground of  the genre’s legitimacy.
Mukeya’s (2025) feminist and cultural analysis of  
gengetone extends this argument by examining how the 
genre’s visual and choreographic conventions position 
women’s bodies as objects of  display within a broader 
pattern of  sexualization and misogyny in Kenyan 
popular media, raising questions about female agency 
that echo, in an urban and digitally mediated register, 
the older debates over respectability that surrounded 
ohangla. At the same time, survey-based research into 
gengetone’s social reception links exposure to the genre’s 
music videos, whose content is inseparable from their 
dance sequences, with concerns about substance use 
among youth audiences in some regions (Koech, 2021), 
illustrating how the kinetic register of  a genre can become 
entangled with broader anxieties about youth conduct that 
extend well beyond the music itself. Taken together, this 
cluster of  studies indicates that gengetone functions as a 
particularly visible, contemporary instance of  a pattern 
already evident in mugithi, ohangla, and early gospel 
music: kinetic vocabulary, more than lyrical content alone, 
is what triggers the strongest public contestation over the 
moral status of  a Kenyan musical genre.
Together, these strands of  literature provide a rich but 
fragmented understanding of  Kenyan music as cultural 
practice. This article seeks to synthesize and extend them 
by foregrounding the kinetic dimension and placing 

emergence, evolution, and dynamism at the center of  
analysis.

Theoretical Framework
The analysis is guided by an interdisciplinary theoretical 
framework that draws on embodiment and habitus, 
performance and ritual, and cultural nationalism and 
postcolonial critique, supplemented by insights from the 
ethnomusicology of  African rhythm and the sociology of  
music and place.

Embodiment and Habitus
Embodiment theory treats the body as a site of  social 
inscription and agency rather than a neutral instrument of  
sound production. Bourdieu’s (1977) notion of  habitus is 
especially useful here: historically produced dispositions 
become internalized and expressed through patterned 
practices such as walking, gesturing, dancing, and singing, 
to the point that they feel natural rather than learned. 
Applied to Kenyan music, this perspective suggests that 
dance styles, bodily comportment on stage, and audience 
participation reflect sedimented histories of  colonial 
encounter, urbanization, ethnic socialization, and religious 
discipline. The upright, line-based movements of  mugithi 
and the circular, pelvis-centered dances of  ohangla, for 
instance, can be read as patterned bodily knowledge that 
both reproduces and subtly revises communal norms.
Nketia’s (1974) foundational survey of  African musical 
systems and Chernoff ’s (1979) classic account of  African 
rhythmic sensibility reinforce this reading, arguing that 
African musical aesthetics cannot be separated from the 
coordinated, participatory movement of  the body in the 
ensemble, so that a dance step and a rhythmic pattern are 
two expressions of  a single cultural competence rather than 
separate domains of  sound and motion. Chernoff  (1979) 
further emphasizes that rhythmic competence is judged 
socially, through the capacity to move appropriately within 
a group, which lends empirical support to treating Kenyan 
dance vocabularies as trained, transmissible knowledge 
rather than spontaneous or purely individual expression.

Performance, Ritual, and Social Drama
Performance theory views public performances as social 
dramas in which communities symbolically enact tensions, 
negotiate conflicts, and imagine new arrangements. 
Turner’s (1974) model of  social drama, in which breach, 
crisis, redress, and reintegration structure collective 
symbolic action, offers a useful lens for reading Kenyan 
musical events as more than entertainment. In the 
Kenyan context, musical performances at political rallies, 
funerals, weddings, and nightclubs become arenas where 
ethnic boundaries, gender relations, and moral orders are 
dramatized. Kalenjin popular music, for instance, has been 
read as contesting national space and critiquing perceived 
marginalization through both lyrics and performative 
codes such as costume, gait, and stage positioning. 
Similarly, youth-oriented popular songs mobilize dance 
moves and gestural styles to embody urban aspiration, 
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transgressive pleasure, or religious piety (Wanjala & 
Kebaya, 2016). Hanna’s (1979) work on dance as a form 
of  nonverbal communication supports the claim that 
choreography operates according to its own semiotic logic, 
capable of  conveying meanings that would be difficult, or 
politically risky, to state explicitly in words. The recurring 
moral panics attached to ohangla and, more recently, 
gengetone (Koech, 2021; Mukasa, 2022; Okong’o, 2011) 
can themselves be read through Turner’s (1974) sequence: 
a breach represented by transgressive choreography, 
a crisis of  public censure by elders, administrators, or 
commentators, and an uneven redress in which the genre 
is either partially domesticated or continues to circulate in 
defiance of  official disapproval.

Cultural Nationalism, Postcolonial Critique, and 
Sonic-Kinetic Literacy
The third strand draws on cultural nationalism and 
postcolonial theory to understand how Kenyan music 
participates in projects of  nation-building, ethnic assertion, 
and transnational critique. Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s (1986) 
argument that language and cultural form are central 
battlegrounds of  decolonization extends readily to music 
and dance: just as colonial education sought to displace 
indigenous languages, missionary and colonial authorities 
frequently stigmatized indigenous dance and drumming 
as primitive or immoral, producing lasting divisions 
between “traditional,” “modern,” and “Christian” bodily 
regimes that Kenyan musicians continue to negotiate, 
and that Kidula’s (2013) study of  Logooli religious song 
traces in unusually fine historical detail. Stokes’s (1994) 
proposition that music is a key resource through which 
people construct a sense of  place and belonging further 
clarifies how genre-specific dance vocabularies, the line 
formations of  mugithi, the pelvic articulations of  ohangla, 
the group choreography of  coastal taarab, become markers 
of  regional and ethnic identity that can be deployed to 
include or exclude.
Bringing these three strands together, this article 
proposes the concept of  sonic-kinetic literacy: a 
culturally transmitted, often tacit competence that allows 
performers and audiences to encode and interpret social 
meaning through the coordinated relationship between 
sound and movement. Sonic-kinetic literacy is unevenly 
distributed. It is acquired through participation in specific 
communities, denominations, and generational cohorts, 
and it is precisely this unevenness that allows movement 
to function as a marker of  authenticity, insider status, or 
cosmopolitan sophistication in Kenyan musical life. Taken 
together, these perspectives allow us to treat Kenyan music 
as an embodied archive in which historical experience, 
political struggle, and cultural creativity are encoded and 
transformed through movement.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Research Design
The article adopts a qualitative, interpretive research design 
grounded in ethnomusicological sensibility and cultural 

analysis. Its primary aim is not to provide a statistically 
representative account of  Kenyan music but to offer a 
theoretically informed, empirically sensitive exploration 
of  how music functions as a kinetic expression of  culture 
across different periods and genres.

Materials and Data Sources
Three broad types of  material inform the analysis. 
The first is secondary scholarly literature on Kenyan 
popular music, ethnic genres, youth culture, and East 
African political song, including journal articles, theses, 
and monographs (Eagleson, 2014; Kidula, 2013; 
Wanjala & Kebaya, 2016). The second is historical and 
industry-focused accounts of  benga and related genres, 
including scholarship that traces the political economy 
of  East African music industries, together with recent 
studies of  gender dynamics in Luo performance and 
of  the contested reception of  gengetone (Koech, 2021; 
Mukasa, 2022; Mukeya, 2025; Okong’o, 2011; Omenya, 
2017; Perullo, 2011). The third is illustrative performance 
description drawn from existing ethnographic and 
performance-analytic literature, together with trade and 
journalistic coverage of  contemporary digital dance 
circulation, focusing on how movement, gesture, and 
spatial arrangement are described by prior researchers 
and commentators.
Because this article is a synthetic, literature-based 
study rather than a field report, it relies on close 
reading, comparative interpretation, and theoretical 
elaboration rather than original participant observation. 
The interpretive stance, however, is informed by 
ethnomusicological commitments to thick description 
and sustained attention to performance practice rather 
than lyrics alone.

Analytic Approach
The analysis proceeds through thematic coding of  the 
literature and descriptive material, focusing on three 
cross-cutting axes. Emergence concerns how new 
genres, styles, and performance practices arise in relation 
to historical events, migrations, and technological shifts. 
Evolution concerns how existing forms are transformed 
over time through hybridization, commercialization, 
moral panic, and regulatory intervention. Dynamism 
concerns how musical practices remain in motion, 
adaptable, contested, and continually re-signified, rather 
than stabilizing into fixed folk traditions. Particular 
attention is paid throughout to descriptions of  bodily 
movement, choreographic structure, and spatial 
organization in performance, which are treated as key 
sites where broader social processes become sensuously 
and affectively material. Materials pertaining to gender 
and to moral controversy were coded separately and 
then read against the emergence-evolution-dynamism 
framework, allowing the analysis to track how the same 
underlying tension, over who may move, how, and in 
whose presence, resurfaces across genres and historical 
periods.
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Limitations
This approach has clear limitations. Reliance on secondary 
sources constrains the analysis to what prior authors have 
chosen to document, which may under-represent certain 
regions, gendered experiences, or emergent underground 
scenes. The focus on public, often male-dominated 
performance spaces in much of  the existing literature risks 
obscuring domestic, church-based, or women-centered 
musical practices, a gap this article has attempted to 
partially address in its treatment of  gospel performance 
and of  gendered participation in ohangla, but which 
nonetheless remains significant. The article also engages 
primarily anglophone and academic discourse, which may 
not fully capture vernacular understandings of  music and 
movement articulated in Kenyan languages themselves. 
Journalistic material on digital dance circulation, 
while useful for tracking fast-moving contemporary 
phenomena, has not been subjected to the same scholarly 
vetting as peer-reviewed sources and is treated here as 
illustrative rather than probative. These limitations point 
directly toward the need for sustained original fieldwork, 
discussed further in the conclusion.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Reading the assembled literature through the emergence-
evolution-dynamism framework yields a consistent 
result: across every genre considered, from mugithi and 
benga to gospel, ohangla, and gengetone, the loudest 
public contestation attaches not to lyrics or melody 
but to movement itself, and the political economy of  
the industry systematically rewards performers who 
can convert contested choreography into sustainable, 
marketable spectacle. The subsections below unpack this 
finding along the three analytic axes before turning to 
industry structure, gender, and digital circulation.

Emergence: Colonial Encounters, Urbanization, 
and New Kinetic Vocabularies
The emergence of  many Kenyan musical genres must be 
situated within the transformations of  the late colonial 
and early postcolonial periods. Colonial labor regimes, 
mission schools, and urbanization brought diverse ethnic 
groups together in cities such as Nairobi and Mombasa, 
creating new social spaces where musical experimentation 
flourished. Guitar-based dance music such as benga 
emerged from these contexts, combining Luo melodic and 
rhythmic sensibilities with guitar techniques circulating 
through Central and Southern African popular music, 
alongside global popular forms, while retaining structural 
continuities with older Luo musical practice (Eagleson, 
2014).
Kinetically, these emergent genres produced new bodily 
vocabularies. Urban social clubs, beer halls, and open-air 
dance floors provided arenas in which rural dance patterns 
interacted with new social codes of  respectability, sexuality, 
and modernity. The close-partner dances associated 
with guitar bands, the line formations of  mugithi, and 
the group choreographies of  coastal, taarab-influenced 

performance reflect these hybrid negotiations. Movement 
became a site where gender norms were reconfigured, as 
women’s and men’s bodies were differently regulated and 
enabled within public nightlife.
At the same time, missionization and early gospel music 
introduced alternative regimes of  bodily discipline, as 
described above. Certain forms of  dance and drumming 
were stigmatized as pagan, leading to partial displacement 
of  kinetic practice into secular or clandestine spaces, 
while church contexts developed their own stylized, 
often restrained, movement vocabularies, a trajectory 
that Kidula’s (2013) history of  Logooli religious song 
documents in detail across successive phases of  encounter, 
consolidation, accommodation, and syncretism. The 
emergent field of  Kenyan music thus crystallized around 
multiple, partially overlapping bodily regimes, ethnic-
traditional, urban-modern, and Christian-moral, which 
continue to shape musical performance today.

Evolution: From Ethnic Genres to Hybrid Urban 
Forms
Over subsequent decades, Kenyan music evolved in 
tandem with political liberalization, economic crisis, 
and technological change. Ethnic-rooted genres such as 
mugithi, Kalenjin popular music, ohangla, and coastal 
taarab continued to draw on localized histories and 
aesthetics while also responding to national events, 
such as constitutional reform or electoral conflict, by 
intensifying their political commentary. Performances 
at political rallies, vernacular radio broadcasts, and 
cassette circulation allowed these genres to address both 
local and national publics simultaneously. Ohangla’s 
own evolutionary path is instructive: Okong’o (2011) 
shows that the genre’s capacity to absorb and parody 
other Luo forms allowed it to remain relevant across 
changing postcolonial conditions, while Omenya’s 
(2017) longitudinal account of  gender participation 
shows the same genre gradually admitting women into 
lead performance roles once reserved for men, so that 
ohangla’s evolution is simultaneously stylistic and social.
Simultaneously, urban youth cultures appropriated 
global genres such as hip hop, reggae, dancehall, and 
later Afro-pop and trap, creating distinctly Kenyanized 
variants. Lyrics blended Sheng, Kiswahili, English, and 
ethnic languages, while performances incorporated a 
wide array of  dance moves circulating through pan-
African and global media (Wanjala & Kebaya, 2016). The 
emergence of  gengetone in the late 2010s represents 
a further step along this trajectory, involving highly 
sexualized, rhythmically intense group dances that 
pushed the boundaries of  moral acceptability, generating 
public debate about decency, youth morality, and national 
image (Mukasa, 2022). As Mukeya (2025) demonstrates, 
this debate has increasingly focused on the gendered 
choreography of  gengetone videos, in which women’s 
bodies are frequently positioned as objects of  display, an 
evolution of  the older tensions already visible in ohangla’s 
early reception.
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These evolutionary processes are not merely sonic; 
they are deeply kinetic. Youth choreography often 
dramatizes aspirations to upward mobility, cosmopolitan 
sophistication, or rebellious pleasure through fast, 
intricate footwork, pelvic articulation, and stylized hand 
gesture. At the same time, such choreography draws 
selectively on older ethnic movement vocabularies, 
warrior-like steps, age-set dances, or initiation-related 
gestures, reframed within urban contexts. In this sense, 
Kenyan musical evolution is characterized by constant 
borrowing, remixing, and recontextualization of  bodily 
technique, in a manner consistent with Chernoff ’s (1979) 
broader observation that African musical innovation 
typically proceeds through recombination of  existing 
rhythmic and gestural resources rather than through 
wholesale invention.

Dynamism: Contesting Identity, Space, and Power 
Through Movement
Kenyan musical practice is marked by a high degree 
of  dynamism: genres, dance crazes, and performance 
conventions rise and fall rapidly, often in response to 
shifting political and economic conditions. Beneath 
this surface volatility, however, lies a more enduring 
dynamism rooted in the use of  music as a medium for 
contesting identity and power relations.
Ethnic popular music illustrates this dynamic clearly. 
Gikuyu popular song and Kalenjin popular music are 
not static repositories of  tradition but actively rework 
memories of  colonial resistance, land struggle, and 
postcolonial marginalization. Performances may 
stage a proud, disciplined bodily demeanor, erect 
posture, synchronized steps, emblematic costume, 
to assert communal dignity and unity in the face of  
perceived external threat. Conversely, subtle deviation 
from expected movement, an improvised hip sway, a 
humorous mimicry of  a political leader’s gesture, can 
encode critique and ambivalence within an ostensibly 
loyal performance, precisely the kind of  doubled 
meaning that Askew (2002) identifies in Tanzanian state-
adjacent musical performance.
Youth popular music is likewise a site of  dynamic 
negotiation. Scholarship on politics and popular song 
in East Africa shows that young performers use song 
and dance to question generational hierarchy and claim 
moral and political voice, even where direct verbal 
confrontation would carry unacceptable risk. Mukasa’s 
(2022) reading of  gengetone as a subversion of  urban 
space extends this claim into the digital present, arguing 
that dance-driven street genres allow marginalized 
Nairobi youth to claim symbolic ownership of  urban 
space and media visibility that formal institutions deny 
them. In Kenyan urban settings more broadly, the 
crowded dance floor becomes a sensuous public sphere 
in which class boundaries temporarily blur, gender 
roles are both reproduced and challenged, and religious 
moralities are negotiated in real time. The dynamism of  
Kenyan music thus lies not only in stylistic innovation 

but in the constant restaging of  social relations through 
moving bodies.

Industry Structures and the Political Economy of  
Kinesis
The structural conditions of  Kenya’s music industry 
also shape kinetic expression. With limited mechanisms 
for royalty collection and persistent challenges such as 
piracy and weak institutional support, many artists depend 
heavily on live performance for income (Perullo, 2011). 
This economic reality incentivizes spectacular, physically 
demanding shows: high-energy choreography, elaborate 
stagecraft, and interactive call-and-response routines 
designed to sustain audience engagement and justify ticket 
prices.
At the same time, industry gatekeepers, radio programmers, 
festival organizers, and corporate sponsors, favor certain 
genres and performance styles over others, shaping which 
kinetic forms gain visibility. Benga, for example, has been 
periodically eclipsed by imported genres or urban fusions, 
prompting cultural activists, archivists, and independent 
labels to launch projects aimed at retracing and revitalizing 
Kenyan musical heritage. These initiatives often frame 
traditional dance forms as endangered cultural resources, 
encouraging their preservation and re-stylization for 
contemporary audiences. Gengetone’s rapid commercial 
rise, despite, or because of, sustained moral criticism of  its 
choreography, further illustrates how the industry rewards 
kinetic controversy when it generates the attention and 
streaming activity that now substitute for the collapsed 
royalty infrastructure Perullo (2011) describes (Koech, 
2021; Mukasa, 2022). The political economy of  music in 
Kenya is therefore also a political economy of  movement: 
certain ways of  dancing, carrying oneself  on stage, and 
engaging an audience become more sustainable and 
prestigious, or more commercially exploitable, than others, 
with lasting implications for how culture is embodied and 
transmitted.

Gender and the Kinetic Division of  Labor
A further dimension of  this political economy concerns 
the gendered distribution of  kinetic labor. Across 
many Kenyan popular genres, women’s bodies have 
historically carried a disproportionate share of  the visible 
choreographic burden, dancing besides, behind, or in front 
of  male vocalists and instrumentalists, while compositional 
and instrumental authority has more often been coded as 
male. Okong’o’s (2011) and Omenya’s (2017) accounts of  
ohangla suggest that this asymmetry is neither fixed nor 
uncontested: the genre’s evolution shows women moving 
from backing dancers toward bandleading and lead-vocal 
positions, even as its choreography continued to attract 
accusations of  impropriety, indicating that increased female 
authority over performance did not straightforwardly 
translate into reduced moral scrutiny of  female movement.
This asymmetry is not incidental; it reflects the wider 
patriarchal structuring of  Kenyan public life, in which 
women’s visibility is simultaneously demanded for 
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commercial and aesthetic purposes and constrained by 
norms of  respectability, a pattern that Mukeya’s (2025) 
analysis of  gengetone shows persisting, and arguably 
intensifying, in digitally circulated video format, where 
women’s choreography is more widely and permanently 
visible than a live stage performance ever was. Gospel and 
church contexts complicate this picture in instructive ways: 
Kidula’s (2013) study shows that they often afford women 
greater compositional and leadership authority than 
secular popular music does, even as they impose their own 
disciplines of  restrained, “modest” movement. Reading 
Kenyan musical kinesis through a gendered lens therefore 
reveals not a single pattern of  exclusion but a differentiated 
set of  bodily bargains, in which women’s kinetic labor 
is variously commodified, disciplined, and, in specific 
institutional and genre-specific contexts, such as ohangla 
bandleading or church worship leadership, empowered.

Digital Media, Diaspora, and Algorithmic Kinesis
Recent transformations in digital media and migration 
patterns further intensify the dynamism of  Kenyan musical 
practice. Social media platforms enable dance challenges, 
viral clips, and cross-border collaboration, accelerating 
the circulation of  kinetic motifs at a pace unimaginable in 
the cassette era. Youth in Nairobi, Kisumu, or Mombasa 
may learn and adapt moves from Nigerian Afrobeats 
videos, South African amapiano challenges, or American 
hip hop, while Kenyan diaspora communities export local 
styles abroad and reimport modified versions through 
online platforms (Wanjala & Kebaya, 2016). The regional 
prominence of  South Africa’s amapiano dance challenges, 
which have circulated on short-form video platforms 
across the continent and generated hundreds of  millions of  
views around individual songs, offers a useful comparative 
benchmark for the scale and speed at which Kenyan kinetic 
motifs, including gengetone choreography, now travel 
through the same infrastructure (Music in Africa, 2024).
These processes generate complex feedback loops between 
local and global aesthetics. A dance move originating in a 
Luo ohangla performance may be reframed in an urban 
club context, reinterpreted by diaspora youth in London or 
Minneapolis, and then popularized on Kenyan social media, 
re-entering local scenes with new meanings attached. It is 
worth noting that this circulation is not simply a neutral 
technological process: short-form video platforms reward 
movements that are legible within a few seconds and easily 
imitated by non-expert bodies, which subtly favors certain 
kinds of  gestural simplicity and repetition over the more 
intricate, context-dependent choreography associated with 
older ethnic forms. The result is a continually shifting 
kinetic repertoire, one increasingly shaped by algorithmic 
visibility as much as by communal transmission, that resists 
simple categorization into “traditional” and “modern.”

Synthesis: Sonic-Kinetic Literacy as an Integrative 
Reading Practice
Read across genres and periods, these results converge on 
a single interpretive claim: sonic-kinetic literacy is what 

allows Kenyan performers, audiences, elders, clergy, and 
industry gatekeepers alike to treat a given movement, a 
hip roll in ohangla, a synchronized sway in a Pentecostal 
chorus, a rapid pelvic articulation in a gengetone video, 
as legible, contestable social text rather than incidental 
accompaniment to sound. The recurrence of  moral 
controversy across otherwise very different genres, from 
early ohangla to contemporary gengetone, is not evidence 
of  episodic scandal but of  a structural feature of  Kenyan 
musical culture: because sonic-kinetic literacy is widely 
shared, even where it is unevenly distributed by generation, 
gender, or religious affiliation, contested choreography 
reliably attracts public attention and, increasingly, 
commercial reward. The gendered dimension of  this 
literacy, in which women’s movement is simultaneously 
more commercially valuable and more morally scrutinized 
than men’s, appears with sufficient consistency across 
ohangla, gospel, and gengetone to be treated as a durable 
structural feature of  Kenyan musical kinesis rather than a 
characteristic of  any single genre.

CONCLUSION
This article has argued that Kenyan music is best understood 
as a kinetic expression of  culture: an embodied, historically 
situated practice through which communities narrate 
histories, negotiate identities, and contest power relations. 
By synthesizing literature on ethnic popular music, youth 
culture, benga heritage, gospel performance, gendered 
Luo ohangla performance, gengetone’s contested morality, 
political song, and industry structures, and by foregrounding 
theoretical perspectives on embodiment, performance, and 
cultural nationalism, the discussion has highlighted three 
interrelated dimensions of  Kenyan musical life, together 
with the connective concept of  sonic-kinetic literacy 
through which they can be read as a coherent field rather 
than a set of  isolated genre studies.
First, the emergence of  key genres such as benga, mugithi, 
ohangla, Kalenjin popular music, gospel song, and urban 
youth music is inseparable from colonial encounter, 
urbanization, missionization, and the creation of  new social 
spaces in which bodily technique could be experimented 
with and re-signified (Eagleson, 2014; Kidula, 2013). 
Second, the evolution of  these genres over time reveals 
ongoing processes of  hybridization and adaptation, as 
musicians and audiences negotiate tradition and modernity, 
ethnic rootedness and cosmopolitan aspiration, religious 
piety and secular pleasure, and, in ohangla’s case, shifting 
gender roles among performers themselves (Okong’o, 
2011; Omenya, 2017). Movement, dance steps, posture, 
spatial choreography, is central to these negotiations, 
encoding shifts in gender norms, class relations, and 
moral order as much as lyrics and musical arrangement 
do (Wanjala & Kebaya, 2016). Third, Kenyan musical 
practice exhibits profound dynamism, functioning as an 
arena where identity, space, and power are constantly 
contested and reimagined. From Gikuyu and Kalenjin 
popular song to youth political anthems, gengetone’s 
street-level assertions of  urban belonging, and globalized 
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club tracks, performance both reflects and shapes 
broader sociopolitical transformation (Mukasa, 2022). 
Industry structures and digital media further condition 
which kinetic forms are amplified, marginalized, or 
rendered invisible, making the political economy of  
music simultaneously a political economy of  movement 
(Koech, 2021; Perullo, 2011).
Future research could deepen this analysis through 
sustained ethnographic fieldwork across diverse Kenyan 
musical scenes, with particular attention to under-
documented practice such as women’s church choirs, 
children’s play songs, and informal neighborhood 
performance spaces. Comparative studies across regions 
and diasporic contexts would further illuminate how 
Kenyan musical kinesis travels, transforms, and returns, 
while dedicated audience research could establish more 
rigorously how the moral anxieties documented around 
ohangla and gengetone are actually experienced, resisted, 
or reproduced by the young performers and dancers 
whose bodies are most directly at stake. Methodologically, 
collaboration between ethnomusicology, dance studies, 
gender studies, and digital ethnography could help 
capture the rapidly evolving, transnational circulation 
of  movement motifs described in the discussion 
above, including the specific dynamics of  algorithmic 
amplification that current scholarship has barely begun 
to address.
For scholars and practitioners alike, recognizing Kenyan 
music as a kinetic expression of  culture underscores 
that what is ultimately at stake in musical change is not 
merely sound but bodies: how they move, how they are 
permitted to move, and what those movements come to 
mean within the struggles and hopes of  Kenyan social 
life.
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