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Abstract:
This article examines the enormous variety evident in the ‘social life’ of Kenyan khat (miraa) and the role of this variety in the creation and manipulation of value.  The article, after a discussion of the literature on value and its relevance to miraa, describes variables used in distinguishing the many different types of miraa, describes how consumers associate themselves with certain varieties and suggests why some varieties are more valued – culturally and economically – than others.  The article then looks at the international trade in miraa, and how value is manipulated as exporters – well positioned to exploit different ‘fields of value’ – blend different varieties together to ensure a decent financial reward.  It concludes by emphasising that understanding miraa requires an appreciation of its complex particularity.   
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Innovation through acts of combining and recombining has been viewed as being at the heart of entrepreneurship and the creation of new possibilities for profit: for example, Schumpeter (1934: 92; quoted in Gudeman 1992: 291) observed that entrepreneurial activity ‘consists precisely in breaking up old, and creating new, traditions’.  From such innovation comes profit.  In this regard, Schumpeter would have found much support for his claims in the northern Kenyan town of Isiolo.  There chewing miraa – the Kenyan name for the stimulant khat – is hugely popular, and each afternoon bundles of twigs wrapped with banana-leaves
 are delivered fresh from the nearby Meru-inhabited Nyambene Hills, Kenya’s main miraa production zone, and sold by Isiolo’s vast array of miraa retailers to eager customers.  Customers are not buying just miraa, however; they are buying makata, matangoma, nyeusi, shurba, giza, kangeta, alele, lombolio, mbogua, ngoba, kathelwa or perhaps gathanga or even matako, all of which are different types of miraa.  Such subdivisions are the result of a process similar to that Schumpeter described: over the course of the last century, farmers and traders have developed this heterogeneity through constantly experimenting with the form of a naturally heterogeneous substance first marketed as roughly packaged bundles.  The result of this innovation is the vast choice offered consumers in such markets as Isiolo, and a vast degree of sophistication in its marketing.

This paper examines such variety and suggests how this it affects miraa’s social, cultural and economic value.  In doing so, I discuss the relevance of the literature on value to Kenyan miraa, describe the many variables used to distinguish types of miraa, and argue that miraa varieties are differentially valued not just on account of their varying material qualities, but also due to their differing cultural resonances: in the Nyambene Hills, the most esteemed and most expensive miraa is that linked most strongly to Meru ancestors and Meru values.  In the final section, the choice offered in Isiolo is contrasted with the far more limited choice offered in the UK, where miraa is now sold to mainly Somali customers: yet heterogeneity is still an important factor, and helps explain how the international trade profits despite miraa’s inflexible retail price in the UK and the seasonally flexible price at source in the Nyambenes.  I show that Schumpeter-esque combining and recombining allows for manipulation of miraa’s value, offering ways of profitably coping with this situation.
    

MIRAA: A BRIEF INTRODUCTION

Miraa is the most commonly used name in Kenya for the stimulant leaves and stems of Catha edulis (Forskal), a tree indigenous to much of Africa, and cultivated – either in the form of a tree or of a shrub – throughout East Africa and the Arab Peninsula.  It is strongly associated with Yemen, where the qat session has become an important social institution (Kennedy, 1987; Weir, 1985), and also with Somalis, whose fondness for the substance has led to a lucrative trade serving both Somalia and the Somali diaspora.  Much miraa is cultivated and consumed in Ethiopia (Gebissa, 2003), as well as in Kenya. 

         Miraa trees in Kenya grow wild in forests and are cultivated in various locations, the most important of which is the Nyambene Hills, a mountain range lying to the northeast of Mount Kenya.  The Nyambenes are home to two sub-groups of the Bantu-speaking Meru: the Tigania and Igembe.
  Members of both sub-groups cultivate miraa, although Igembe cultivate it most intensively, their region being more conducive to its cultivation and being particularly geared up for its trade.  The miraa trade evolved over the last century: an indigenous crop commercialised at a time when other Kenyan farmers were planting crops like coffee, viewed as ‘progressive’ thanks to their ‘importance for the settler economy and its connection with modern sector institutions’ (Goldsmith 1994: 75).  Miraa is cultivated on smallholder plots, and offers farmers a very good return per acre in comparison with ‘progressive’ crops like coffee and tea:
 one farmer mentioned in a UNDCP (UN International Drug Control Programme) report of 1999 (pg. 27) reckoned that every shilling invested in tea brings a return of two shillings; whereas every shilling invested in miraa gives a return of four shillings.  Farmers also appreciate the frequent harvests that miraa trees provide (every few weeks or so depending on the season), pointing out that income from crops like coffee is not only depressingly small, but also comes in just one yearly payment.  For the Tigania and Igembe, miraa is far more than a successful commodity, however: it is a tangible link to their ancestors who first cultivated it, a valued part of many ceremonies and a source of great pride.

An efficient network distributes miraa from the Nyambenes to feed a large national and international market.  Somalis have much control over the international trade, exporting the commodity to Somalia and their diaspora in Europe and beyond.
  Somali control has created tension, as some Meru consider themselves exploited by the Somali network: this tension was most evident in 1999, when a Tigania man who traded a little miraa died in London.  Suspicion that he had been killed by Somalis jealous of their monopoly led to clashes between Meru and Somali back in the Nyambenes and in Nairobi (Goldsmith, 1999; Grignon, 1999).  Despite the tension, Nyambene miraa is chewed by people from many different ethnic backgrounds in Kenya, and by Somalis (and others) as far afield as Manchester and Toronto.

         The fresh succulent stems and leaves are harvested regularly, and possess stimulating properties.  These properties come from pharmacological constituents including cathine and cathinone, the latter being approximately ten times stronger than the former.  Cathinone affects the central nervous system in a manner similar to amphetamine, ‘that is, it increases heart rate, locomotor activity and oxygen consumption’ (Weir 1985: 46).  Cathinone is unstable, however, and the commodity requires a highly efficient network to deliver it to consumers while still potent (Carrier 2005a).  Miraa’s effects are utilised to boost stamina and preclude sleep (it is chewed much by long-haul lorry drivers, by night watchmen, and by students staying up revising), and also prized at social occasions, where the effects help generate conviviality.  

         Though it is a controversial substance sporadically subjected to legal restrictions, it is currently legal in Kenya (although illegal in Eritrea, Tanzania, the US, Canada, New Zealand and several European countries).  Miraa has in recent years become more familiar outside of East Africa and the Middle East through the spread of the Somali diaspora which led to demand for miraa as far away from its production zones as Australia and New Zealand.  Miraa even reaches the US on a regular basis – despite being a ‘Schedule I’ substance – to feed this demand.

VALUE AND VALUES

The term ‘value’ has a long history in the social sciences, and before looking at miraa’s heterogeneity and how this affects its value, it is worth examining the term.  Unfortunately, as Graeber relates, while references to value are commonplace in the literature, ‘if one tries to track this literature down, one runs into problems’, and finding a ‘systematic “theory of value”’ is even more difficult (Graeber 2001: 1).  Ambiguity abounds in the term’s usage, and perhaps ‘this very ambiguity…makes the term so attractive’ (loc. cit).  Moeran gives an example of the ‘infuriatingly loose manner in which scholars talk about values’ in the form of Baudrillard (1981), who ‘argues that use, exchange, symbolic exchange, and sign values together constitute a “logic of consumption.”  But, in passing, he also mentions the following kinds of value: aesthetic, commercial, critical, economic, gestural, statutory, strategic, sumptuary, surplus, symbolic, tactical, and utility’ (Moeran 2004: 259).  Another problem is finding relevance in the highly abstract theoretical statements on value found in the literature: for example, Appadurai’s Simmel-influenced pronouncements on exchange as the source of value (1986) have never struck me as helpful in considering how miraa comes to be ascribed value, and have been criticised for their neo-liberal implications (e.g. Dilley 1992: 25; Graeber 2001: 30ff).  Just as Thomas suggests there is a ‘distinct cleavage between generalized discussion of “the” gift and a vast world of ethnographic intricacies’ (Thomas 1991: 33), there also seems to exist one between abstract theories of value and ethnographic particularity.  


Rather than adding more excessively-abstract pronouncements on the source of value, I hope to demonstrate that potential sources of value are far too numerous to be encapsulated in some neat theory: in the case of miraa, highly particularised social and cultural values, as well as the material qualities of the stimulant itself, all have an impact on how the substance is evaluated qualitatively; such evaluations also – along with such factors as farming and trade costs, seasonality, supply and demand, ability to negotiate, and risk – impact upon how miraa is valued quantitatively in terms of how much someone pays for a particular bundle.  Bringing all such factors together under one theoretical framework is clearly impossible, and not necessarily desirable, as attempting to do so would exclude much of ethnographic significance.  Of course, it has for a long time been a theme in economic anthropology that the abstractions of ‘modern economics [need] to be cross-fertilized by the kind of detailed, first-hand concrete knowledge of people’s livelihoods and life-worlds as anthropology can produce’ (van Binsbergen 2005: 12-13), and by emphasising the complexity of the valuation of miraa, the present article connects with such a theme.

More useful conceptually in the context of this article is Appadurai’s ‘regime of value’ (1986: 14-15) that captures how the ‘degree of value coherence may be highly variable from situation to situation’ (ibid. 15) along the paths that a commodity follows from production through trade to consumption.  Moeran has criticised the concept (2004: 267), preferring ‘field of values’, a term he feels gets away from the implication of an ‘overall controlling mechanism’ that comes with ‘regime’, and also reflects the complexity of value ascription in using the plural ‘values’.  Given my own emphasis on variety, it seems best to follow Moeran’s term in my description of the different values ascribed to miraa in the production zone of the Nyambene Hills, and those ascribed to the substance in the UK, where Nyambene miraa is popularly chewed by members of the Somali diaspora: this contrast is important in the later sections of this article.  

Before examining the evaluation of miraa varieties, it is worth contemplating briefly the question of why generic miraa is valued at all.  Clearly, despite the overwhelming focus of consumption studies on the symbolic potential of goods, it has to be acknowledged that the material qualities of a substance like miraa – especially its stimulating properties – must be taken into account.  Miraa is appreciated by consumers in both functional and recreational contexts, as handas – a common Kenyan word for miraa’s effects – can help one remain alert when on duty, or help one be sociably loquacious when relaxing with friends.
  Handas can absorb a consumer into whatever activity – or inactivity – he or she is doing at the time.  However, while understanding the nature of miraa’s effects is essential in understanding why people chew, these effects are caught up in the social and cultural worlds of consumers: one learns to appreciate handas in the company of friends, one learns terms for miraa and its effects which have strong cultural resonances, and chewing can be of great social significance.  It is for these reasons that Weir (1985 passim) takes issue with the reductive assumption that Yemenis spend much of their income on miraa because they are physically addicted to it: to understand why Yemenis value so highly this relatively mild stimulant requires understanding the place of the ‘qat party’ in Yemeni life, and the social and cultural importance of attending.  Likewise, for the Borana – a pastoralist group of Ethiopia and Kenya – the high esteem placed on miraa by many amongst them cannot be reduced to its relatively mild effects, but must be understood in the context of a society that regards verdant plant life as a symbol of fertility and health: offering someone miraa stems can be taken as a blessing (Hassan Arero: personal communication).  One can certainly see the importance of ‘creative potential’ (Graeber 2001: 261) in valuing miraa, especially in its use by Kenyan youth, for whom miraa offers an endless source of creative playfulness through its effects and through talking about its effects (see Carrier 2005b).  For the Meru of the Nyambene Hills, miraa – as a substance crucially important socially, culturally and economically – is incorporated into their very identity, and we shall see in the next sections that the link of miraa trees with their forebears has a great bearing on how the substance is valued both qualitatively and quantitatively.   


VALUING A HETEROGENEOUS COMMODITY

In comparing miraa grown in the Nyambenes with that grown in, say, Marsabit – where production is increasing – one finds that the older and more established nature of production in the former offers far more choice.  Years of Schumpeter-esque playing with the form of the commodity have led to a multiplying of miraa varieties as traders create new niches and hence new sources of profit.  While in Marsabit only a few varieties are available,
 in Isiolo – where trade in Nyambene-produced miraa has a long history and thrives more than ever (see Hjort 1974 and 1979; Carrier 2003) – consumers have choice in abundance, and miraa connoisseurs state their cases for which variety should be considered best.  Isiolo has been described as an ‘international experimental station’ (Araru 1999: 22) for miraa as so many varieties – some not available anywhere else except in the Nyambenes – are sold.  From the very cheapest varieties – matako (‘buttocks’) of miraa (the trimmings leftover from neatening up bundles with scissors) sold for only a few shillings, lombolio (a watery variety notorious for causing impotence sold for around ksh.20) – to such expensive varieties as alele (sold for ksh.250-450 depending on the season) and ngoba (sold for a similar price), there is a variety to suit most Isiolo budgets and tastes.  Varieties are sometimes referred to as ‘brands’ by Isiolo consumers, and even command ‘brand loyalty’.  An example of this is a young soldier brought up in Isiolo but stationed in Mombasa.  He only likes to chew a fairly cheap variety called nyeusi, and because it is not sold in Mombasa he resists chewing, even when the opportunity arises, until he returns to Isiolo on leave.  Like many consumers, his relationship is not with generic miraa, but with one of its specific forms.  

Miraa is distinguished by several criteria: according to where precisely in the Nyambenes it originates, the age of the tree from which it comes, the strain of the tree from which it comes, where on the tree it was picked, the season in which it was picked, and the manner in which it is presented and packaged.  All these variables are important in the trade and worth expanding upon:

Different zones of production

Miraa grows wild and is cultivated elsewhere in Kenya, but it is in the Nyambenes, a mountain range lying to the northeast of Mount Kenya, where cultivation is most intense, and it is Nyambene miraa that is most consumed in the country.  Within the district there are several production zones, each with particular climatic conditions and each reckoned to produce particular qualities of miraa.  Goldsmith, in his 1994 thesis on Meru agriculture, concentrates on the two most important zones of production in the Igembe-inhabited region of the district: one centres around the town of Muringene where there is a large wholesale market through which miraa destined for sale within Kenya is processed, and is reputed to provide higher quality miraa compared with Ntonyiri, the other zone he focuses on, where much miraa destined for international export, both to Somalia and to Europe, originates.  The Muringene zone is higher in altitude – high enough to grow tea – and is on the main road through the Nyambenes leading to the Mount Kenya ring road and Nairobi.  Ntonyiri is slightly further away from the ring road, and lower in altitude.  


Even within these zones, there is variety.  For example, farms around Kaelo in Ntonyiri are reputed to produce better miraa than those around Mutuati, another Ntonyiri town.  Particular farms around Muringene, especially those of higher altitude, are reckoned to provide the best miraa of all.  There are other important production zones: much miraa sold in nearby towns such as Isiolo and Meru, as well as Nairobi, comes from farms around the towns of Nkinyang’a and Karama, the latter in Tigania.  High altitude farms are again the ones reputed to provide the best miraa, and miraa from Mbarang’a, high above Karama, is reckoned especially good.  Also, there is a stretch of road running between the Nyambene town of Kiengu and the Borana town of Kinna along which there are farms providing cheap miraa.


The importance of place in miraa production can be noted from the names used to describe some varieties: one variety sold all throughout Kenya as well as in Europe and North America is known as kangeta after a town of that name located near Muringene.  Miraa from Karama and Nkinyang’a is often just called karama and nkinyang’a by traders and consumers.  Place is imprinted on the miraa trade. 

Different miraa strains

Kennedy relates that ‘[f]our different cultivars of Catha edulis are known, and the Yemenis recognize these by shades of colour difference…’ (Kennedy 1987: 177).  Such colour distinctions are also made in Ethiopia (Getahun and Krikorian 1973: 361-365) and Kenya.  For example, Meru speak of kilantune as a variety to avoid: it has a deceptively pleasing purple appearance (-tune is the Kimeru adjectival stem for ‘red’), but the taste and effect of cabbage.  Another poor variety, kiandasi, is considered too potent, rendering the chewer sleepless and susceptible to the sensation of ants crawling over the skin (formication).  Miraa miiru
 (-iru is the adjectival stem for ‘black’), on the other hand, is regarded as perfectly balanced in taste and effect.  Whether these differences are caused by variations in soil and climate, or whether the varieties differ botanically, it is hard to say, but the cognoscenti – certainly amongst the Meru – regard the differences as important.

Age of tree

As miraa trees mature, the regard in which they are held increases: the older the tree, the more resilient to drought it becomes – its better established roots able to seek out water – the more miraa produced, and the better is reckoned its quality.  Old trees are called mbaine and this signifies quality, as does stating that wine is produced from grapes of vieilles vignes.  Mbaine was the name of a Meru age-set dating from a long time ago, and suggests the important link to Meru forebears that such trees provide.  Mbaine and another called Ntangi are reckoned the first generations to have undergone initiation into warriorhood (see Nyaga 1997: 20), and are linked proverbially to anything dating back to ancient times.  For example, Meru have the saying Kuuma Ntangi na Mbaine ũu nĩu Meru ĩtwĩre meaning ‘[f]rom Ntangi and Mbaine things have always been so in Meru’ (loc. cit.).  As one Meru told me, old miraa trees were termed mbaine since ‘they are so old they must have been planted by the Mbaine generation’.  Miraa from such trees is also termed asili, meaning ‘original’ in Kiswahili.

The oldest trees that I personally saw were those in a shamba above Nkinyang’a.  These are four metres or so in height, and have a remarkably large girth at their base, the trunk appearing swollen.  A friend compared this swelling to elephantiasis, and advised that in picking a good bundle of miraa one should look for the same swelling at the base of the stems as this is the signature of mbaine.  Farmers like to put the age of their oldest trees in figures well into the hundreds.  I was told of trees of three hundred and more, even eight hundred, years old.  Although the latter is probably fanciful, Goldsmith states that ‘[t]here are trees that can be accurately dated back over two hundred years in the heart of traditional cultivation’ (Goldsmith 1994: 76).  Whatever the true age of these formidably impressive trees, the high regard in which farmers hold them is certain.  The age of miraa plantations is a factor in determining which growing areas are regarded as producing the best miraa: those around Muringene are reckoned considerably older than those in Ntonyiri where there are many recently planted trees.  

Stem length

Miraa stems are sold in different lengths corresponding to the time the miraa has been left between harvests.  Some consumers develop a preference for long stems, while others prefer short ones, and the trade satisfies both.  Varieties like kangeta and alele are long (10-13 inches), as is a variety from Karama known in Isiolo as ‘scud’ after the Iraqi missiles.  On the other hand, varieties like giza – from the Kiswahili word for ‘darkness’, being so named as when miraa was restricted by the British it used to be sold in dark, hidden places – are much shorter (5-7 inches).  Some varieties – especially those from Nkinyang’a – are even sold in lengths of 2-3 inches.

Different tree sections

By growing miraa as a tree – as opposed to its cultivation as a shrub in Ethiopia – Meru farmers can exploit differences between miraa that, for example, grows at the base on the trunk, and miraa that grows on branches.  Miraa trees normally have a high section of wiry branches with a distinctly skeletal appearance: from a young age they are trained through pruning to grow in this manner, and it is from this skeletal section that the better quality miraa comes.  Young succulent stems growing on these branches are picked once every few weeks or so depending on the season.  The manner in which the trees are trained allows for easy harvesting of such stems and encourages nutrients to concentrate in those sections, thus encouraging growth.


The Nyambene system of cultivating miraa compensates for the lack of large leaves on these skeletal sections by allowing overhanging leafy sections to develop at the ends of branches.  Such an arrangement of a skeletal section surrounded by dense rings of leafy areas gives miraa trees their highly characteristic shape.  Encouraging the growth of these leafy sections maintains the health of the trees, but also provides farmers and traders with another form of marketable miraa, harvested when pruning is required.  Such prunings are sold as makata in Meru, Isiolo and Nairobi (from the Kiswahili for ‘to cut’, referring to the way the stems are snapped off).  Matangoma is another variety picked from such sections.  Farmers turn to such varieties more in dry seasons where the skeletal sections of the tree are less productive.  These varieties are tough in texture and bitter.  Their toughness allows them to be easily sold in the north of the country and in Somalia, as, if well packed, they can survive long, sun beaten journeys by road.


Miraa picked from the base of the trunk is sold in Meru and Isiolo towns under the names nyeusi (meaning ‘black’ in Kiswahili), black power, ng’oileng and ng’oa (meaning ‘pull up’ in Kiswahili).  This variety is cheap, though not as cheap as makata.  Lombolio is a very cheap variety sold in the rainy seasons when it grows up in profusion from the roots alongside the main trunk.  Lombolio is considered a major cause of impotence amongst those men who use it: to chew lombolio is kuvunja emir (‘to break the penis’).  Its impotence-inducing effect is put down to its extreme wateriness (wateriness is disliked in miraa anyway as it can cause nausea).

Packaging and presentation

The basic formula of miraa packaging – fresh twigs wrapped in a banana leaf to maintain freshness – has not changed from the days of our earliest written source for Nyambene miraa: the account of Chanler’s expedition in East Africa, Through Jungle and Desert.  Chanler reports (1896: 190) that the ‘older men among the inhabitants of the Jombeni [sic] range are unable to carry on any business whatever without the spur derived from chewing this plant.  They carry a small sheaf of the twigs in a bag, bound together, and covered with a strip of banana leaf, which, upon entering into conversation, they at once produce and begin to chew’.  


As the trade expanded early last century thanks to improvements in infrastructure and Meru entrepreneurial skills, the banana-leaf wrapping further proved its worth in maintaining freshness, and in dividing the stems up into retail units.  In the trade’s early days miraa was sold in roughly equal bundles of various sized twigs (Goldsmith 1988: 140); with time and ingenuity comes sophistication, however.   Certainly by the 1960s (and probably earlier), a reasonably standardised system and terminology had developed: a typed report (dated October 11th, 1961) of a District Commissioners’ meeting concerning miraa talks of the rise in miraa consumption in Isiolo District, and gives some details of the trade, including the different sizes of bundles and their names.  It relates that ‘4 or 5 shoots (sometimes less) tied together = 1 urbessa…10 urbessa wrapped in banana leaf = 1 tundu…10 tundu = 1 kifungu’ (Kenya National Archives: DC/ISO/3/7/11).  The terminology in use today is slightly different: the shurba or dhurba – an Arabic word suggestive of Arab influence on the Nyambene trade – is used for the smallest unit, while kitundu (singular; itundu, plural) is a Kimeru word still used for a unit of ten shurbas (normally the standard retail unit).  The term bunda is now used for a wholesale unit of ten itundu.  Larger wholesale units consist of bundas packed into sacks.  


This system of division is quite simple in principle, but in practice permits many Schumpeter-esque combinations and recombinations.  For example, giza and kangeta differ not only in length of stem, but also in how they are packaged.  The longer stems of kangeta are normally tied – using banana fibre – into shurbas of only three or four stems, while shurbas of giza contain around fifteen stems.  A high quality variety of miraa sold in Mutuati is colombo – named after Colombia through its association with powerful substances – and this is packaged into a kitundu with five large shurbas rather than ten.  Varieties from farms around Karama and Nkinyang’a differ yet further: the standard retail unit of these varieties is not the kitundu but the shurba, and consequently these varieties have come to be known as shurba.  Shurbas of these varieties are large – over forty stems depending on stem length – and one or two usually suffice for consumers.  


Presentation also varies depending on how many leaves are left on the stems.  Some varieties are sold with only small leaves left at the tips of stems (giza, kangeta, miraa from Nkinyang’a and others), all other leaves are stripped off in the grading process.  Miraa from Karama is occasionally sold with no leaves on at all.  There are other varieties sold with large leaves still attached: one high quality variety is known as alele, a word deriving from the Somali word for ‘leaf’, and consumers pluck off the large, bitter leaves before chewing.  Matangoma also has these large leaves left attached, but consists of stems from low quality sections of the miraa tree.  


There are still varieties of Nyambene miraa packaged in roughly equal bundles with no subdivision.  Matangoma, for example, consists of a mass of unsorted stems of various sizes.  Farmers and traders do not consider such low quality stems worthy of much care and attention.  Nostalgia seems at work in the case of another variety – this time a good one – still sold in Isiolo in rough bundles: mbogua.  It is named after an old miraa trader who once supplied Isiolo, and is usually sold by Somali and Borana women traders.  It is sometimes called the ‘mother of miraa’, as if one sorted through the differently sized stems one could make up bundles of almost every other variety of miraa.  
 

In the main, miraa’s packaging and presentation achieves great efficiency and attractiveness.  Graders – often young boys –  are so well practised in their art that making miraa into something aesthetically pleasing is almost effortless.  The bundle of red stalks wrapped in a banana leaf is now an icon in Kenya, its image adorning miraa kiosks, business cards and even a T-Shirt designed for one chain of kiosks in Nairobi.  What started out as a simple means of keeping miraa fresh has developed into a design classic.    
Valuing Varieties

By differentiating miraa through such variables, farmers, traders and consumers have created a situation where miraa varieties are ascribed social, cultural and economic value in different ways, and ranked accordingly.  The following section draws out factors relevant in ranking miraa varieties in terms of quality, and factors helping translate this into price.

As with the values ascribed to generic miraa, those ascribed to particular varieties is generated through a complex interplay of miraa’s material properties and its historical and cultural meanings.  Even while acknowledging the impact of social and cultural factors on the valuation of material qualities, it is important to flag up the impact of materiality upon social and cultural factors: clearly there are complicated recursive linkages.  For example, qualities like taste and texture have an important role in distinguishing superior miraa from the inferior: miraa regarded as good tends to be much less bitter than inferior varieties, and has a succulent texture compared with the woody texture of, say, makata.  Consumers get round both bitterness and tough texture: in the case of the former, by chewing bubblegum or sugar with miraa (Goldsmith 1988: 136), and in the case of the latter, by chewing miraa with peanuts which soften the miraa and prevent mouth sores developing.  However, the texture and taste of varieties like makata, combined with the fact that farmers only consider them a useful supplement to the main crop from the skeletal sections of miraa trees, makes them cheap: for example, a bunda of makata might fetch farmers around ksh.500, compared with around ksh.1500-2000 for a good bunda of Muringene giza.
  Makata is still ascribed much cultural worth, however: it is a variety thought of as especially poa (‘cool’) by Isiolo youth, as it is regarded as potent (see below) and chewers can show some bravado by consuming it; it is also valued as a variety perfectly suited to trade in the north of Kenya, as its toughness means it can survive long journeys by road.  However, such values do not translate into a relatively high price.

Chewers commonly discuss the strength of miraa varieties, dismissing some with the phrase haina handas (‘it has no handas’), while others are viewed as too strong, rather like ‘cheap and nasty’ cigarettes: strength does not necessarily translate into economic value.  Side-effects are reckoned more common with cheap varieties, as the notoriety of lombolio for causing impotence demonstrates.  One chewer assured me that after chewing an expensive variety sold in Isiolo – ngoba – sleep comes easily, unlike insomnia-inducing cheap varieties.  Underpinning perceptions that certain types of miraa have more handas and side-effects than others might well lie differences in concentrations of cathinone and other active constituents.
  However, contradictory reports by chewers of how strong certain varieties are suggest the link with relative cathinone levels is somewhat tenuous, and descriptions of the strength of certain varieties are susceptible to over-hyping.  This is certainly true of a non-Nyambene variety called muguka grown in Embu and now sold as far afield as Nairobi.  It is cheap and consists of merely the tips of miraa stems with large leaves still attached: consumers simply chew the lot without having to strip the bark off as with Nyambene miraa.  It is sold in either plastic bags or in a banana leaf formed into a container.  While consumers have always spoken of this variety as strong, recently the Kenyan press has hyped it up as an overwhelmingly addictive ‘miraa-like’ drug (for example, Daily Nation, February 8th, 2005), ignoring the fact that it is miraa-like because it is miraa.  

Whatever the case regarding relative levels of cathinone and other compounds, it is safe to say that botanical and pharmacological properties of different types of miraa underdetermine the values ascribed to them: as Weir emphasised (1985) miraa, whatever the variety and despite the hype, is not an especially powerful substance.  Cathinone itself has been calculated as ‘about half as potent as amphetamine’ (Zaghloul et al. 2003: 80), and of course miraa chewers do not take the pure chemical in a short space of time (as do amphetamine users), but instead chew stems and leaves with only small amounts of the chemical over a long period.
  Hence, there is much room for social and cultural factors to impinge.  In the Nyambenes, the most important factor impinging upon valuation of the different varieties is a cultural one: the link of the really old mbaine trees to Meru ancestors, a link that also reflects the cultural value ascribed to respect for elders, a value much talked of by Meru, even if not always acted upon in practice.  Mbaine miraa reflects a set cultural meanings in wider Nyambene society, not just distinctions between different varieties of the substance (see Graeber 2001: 82).  It is mbaine miraa that is used for ceremonial presentation in brideprice negotiations, requests to elders for circumcision to go ahead, and in peace making by elders.  So special is the ceremonial function of mbaine miraa, that it is also distinguished from marketed miraa by being tied in the ncoolo
 style where stems are wrapped in two layers of banana leaves rather than the one used commercially.  In brideprice negotiations, I was told that either three or four stems are placed between these leaves (four in the case of a circumcised girl, and three in the case of an uncircumcised girl).  The bundle is tied with the runners from a yam plant rather than the banana fibre used commercially.  Here packaging and presentation is used not only to facilitate miraa’s commodification, but also to decommodify it, and emphasise further its absorption of cultural values.

Experienced chewers may be able to judge the age of the tree where some miraa originates by its taste and effect, but one would think most consumers would be hard pressed to manage a Coca-Cola style ‘taste challenge’ to distinguish between similar twigs from old and young trees.  Yet, in the Nyambene field of values, the age of the tree from where miraa comes is the most significant criterion determining how much esteem miraa is given, and translates into economic value.  In Mutuati, for example, the variety colombo only comes from mbaine trees, and a wholesale bunda of this variety can bring the farmer ksh.1500-3000 depending on the season, while a bunda of Mutuati kangeta – picked from younger trees – can fetch as low a price as ksh.500.  While colombo is certainly a consistently pleasant chew, its value is enhanced beyond considerations of texture, taste and effect by the fact that it comes from such culturally important trees.  Those Mutuati farmers with mbaine plantations are considered fortunate, so much higher are returns from their miraa than that from younger trees.
 

Of course, the price of a particular bundle of miraa sold in Kenya is affected by many factors more familiar to economists, too.  For example, harvesting and transport costs are all relevant, as are seasonal fluctuations in supply: the onset of the rains means that prices drop dramatically, and prolonged drought can cause prices in Kenya to as much as treble in some retail markets.  However, in the Nyambenes, the cultural worth of the old trees and their reflection of Meru society, plays a significant part in dictating miraa’s cultural and economic worth, one that an abstract theory of value would be hard placed to capture.    

VARIETY AND THE MANIPULATION OF VALUE

Making money from miraa is, in theory, a matter of mark ups along the supply chain.  Ideally, a farmer sells miraa to middlemen at, say, ksh.150 per kitundu; the middlemen supplies a retailer who sells for, say, ksh.250, and then sends back to the middleman around ksh.200.  However, matters are far more complex than this, and my observations of miraa transactions revealed that many bundles were retailed at the same price – or, sometimes, even a lower one – as that paid wholesale in the Nyambenes.  In this respect, the miraa trade resembles trade in Javanese markets as observed by the Alexanders (Alexander & Alexander 1991; Alexander 1992).  They ‘set out to explain how some vegetable traders were able to flourish and expand, despite numerous well-attested reports of relatively narrow differences between average wholesale and retail prices, and despite ethnographic observations that mark-ups in most transactions were small’ (Alexander 1992: 85): they showed how traders relied on ‘windfall’ profits reaped when they had knowledge of fluctuations in wholesale price unavailable to those they were supplying (loc. cit.).  I once noticed this in the trade of miraa in Isiolo: I returned there after a spell in the Nyambenes when the rains had come and prices at source had dropped.  While in Meru town the retail price had dropped, the price in Isiolo remained high for another day or so until the knowledge of the price drop in the Nyambenes became widely known there too.  There are lots of other techniques miraa traders in Kenya use to boost takings, but in this section, however, I wish to return to the theme of miraa’s variety by showing how traders exploit their position in the network and their knowledge of both production and retail sides of the network, manipulating miraa bundles to increase profits.  

Throughout the network one sees miraa being aggregated into bundles only to be disaggregated later and retied in a different – more profitable – formulation.  This playing with form is seen in both the national and international trade, but it is in the latter case where the procedure becomes particularly crucial, providing a way for traders to cope with a vastly different field of values from that existing in the Nyambenes and Kenya generally.  Nyambene miraa sold in the UK is almost always described as kangeta and is packaged into four or five reasonably hefty shurbas rather than the classic two or three stem shurba size for kangeta sold in Kenya.  Giza is also occasionally sold.  Thus, while one might occasionally be offered a choice by traders between giza and kangeta, in my experience retailers in the UK only offer one type of Kenyan miraa.  This is therefore a very different market to that of a town like Isiolo where there is so much choice.  (Although Ethiopian miraa is also sold in Europe, being popular with Yemeni, Ethiopian and older Somali chewers, younger Somalis usually prefer the Kenyan variety, regarding it as stronger.)  Furthermore, rather than retail prices fluctuating as they do in Kenya, kangeta almost always retails for £3 a bundle in the UK, the many retailers fearful that a price increase would see some customers looking elsewhere.  Such a price does not sound especially high considering all the different legs in its journey from tree to consumer five thousand miles away, and considering all those who must be paid along the way: farmers, workers, transporters, freight companies, import duty, not to mention the retailer’s costs of hiring premises etc.  It was always unclear to me just how much profit could be made at a fixed £3 retail price given such factors and the seasonal fluctuation in price in the Nyambenes.  This section describes how the differential value of miraa varieties in the Nyambenes is exploited to ensure profit is made in all seasons.

Miraa is flown to the UK in cartons containing 40 retail bundles.  Somali traders in London told me that UK distributors sell such cartons to retailers at £80, relaying £50-£60 to – usually Somali – exporters in Nairobi (although some UK retailers bypass UK based distributors and have direct links with Nairobi exporters, thus cutting out one middleman).  UK retailers make around £40 per box if they sell all bundles (although some bundles are usually left unsold).  Miraa is most commonly sold at establishments called mafrish, where it can be bought and consumed in convivial surroundings.  

In doing a cost analysis of the international trade, a Meru employed by Somali exporters suggested to me that not much legitimate profit is made, and that more profit came from obtaining miraa from Meru brokers or farmers on credit, claiming the miraa never got sold in the UK and refusing payment.  While such a statement must be seen in the light of ongoing tension between Meru and Somali over the trade, it certainly appears true that some Somali exporters have lost the trust of Meru brokers and farmers by refusing payment for miraa received.  There is a lobby group working on behalf of Meru miraa farmers and traders – NYAMITA: the Nyambene Miraa Traders Association – that has urged Meru farmers to supply only those who pay up front so there can be no reneging on deals.  It is also likely that some exporters are involved in the onwards exportation of miraa from the UK into North America, where it is illegal: the legality creates yet another field of values, one where risk boosts economic value.  A bundle that retails for £3 in the UK fetches so much more in the US that the cost of the miraa in the Nyambenes becomes almost irrelevant for those who can successfully engineer this trade.  While likely that some international exporters use such tactics in securing profits, the legitimate export of miraa to Europe can be profitable itself.  Obviously, there is the factor of scale: exporters supplying many distributors or retailers in the UK can make large profits, while those supplying only a few can struggle.  However, by making use of their position in the network, there is potential for profit through blending miraa varieties.  The system operates thus:

Middlemen (mainly Meru) obtain miraa either from farmers or their representatives at various distribution points in the Nyambenes – generally with a deposit rather than full payment – or from shambas hired for a certain number of harvests.  The miraa – graded into bundles of kangeta and giza – is sped on to Nairobi by truck.  The miraa is taken to various locations in Somali-populated suburbs like Eastleigh and Pumwani to be reprocessed.  One such reprocessing location I visited was sorting bundles of giza destined for Holland.  It consisted of a courtyard where miraa was laid out under the sun to dry off moisture, and a dark shed where ten young Meru men were seated.  Five Somali men were overseeing operations, one of them brandishing a whip to deter anyone from coming along and slowing down the process.  Once excess moisture was dried off, the kitundus were inspected, and any viewed as below standard were discarded.  They were then handed over to the Meru workers who swiftly tied up kitundus of three shurbas.  Fresh banana leaves had been brought from the Nyambenes for the repackaged miraa.  The Meru graders were paid at piece rate for every kitundu tied. 

Miraa for Europe is generally sourced in regions of the Nyambenes not as subject to drops in supply as others, but even so, price at source varies.  To cope with this, a flexible quality of miraa is used, through Schumpeter-esque ‘combining and recombining’.  Miraa from three main locations in the Igembe region of the Nyambenes supplies the bulk of the international-bound crop: these locations are the towns of Kaelo, Mutuati and Kiengu and their outlying shambas.  Miraa from around Kaelo is reckoned high quality, that from Mutuati mediocre, and that from Kiengu poor.  Consequently miraa from the three different locations varies in price.  In the rainy seasons when miraa throughout the Nyambenes is cheap, kitundus for the UK are made up mainly of good quality shurbas from Kaelo, perhaps with a shurba of Mutuati too.  As supply dwindles and prices at source rise, poor quality shurbas from Kiengu are also added: UK consumers then receive a mixed blend, with one or two shurbas from Kaelo and Mutuati, and one or two cheap shurbas from Kiengu.  Also, some of these shurbas contain more makata stems than succulent ones from the main skeletal zone of the tree.  In this way, exporters in Nairobi, and distributors and retailers in the UK still profit with miraa sold to UK consumers at £3.  

  The international coffee trade also strategically blends the product of various regions to ensure costs are low and profits high, as revealed in a Guardian article of 16th September, 2005.  The article relates that, ‘[b]y the time it reaches a consumer’s cup, a spoonful of coffee may include beans from up to 20 different countries – and it is this crucial fact that provides the roasters with such enormous muscle.  The precise makeup of each blend can be determined by sophisticated financial software, to enable roasters to hop constantly between from supplier to supplier in a dance that ensures they will always get the lowest price.’  While the miraa network does not use special financial software, the calculations that go into a particular bundle of miraa are also sophisticated, relying on in-depth knowledge of miraa varieties and their market.

There is fear that clients in the UK might reject miraa sent because of poor quality, and international exporters are careful to ensure that their batches pass quality controls.  It is for this reason that they do not just send low quality miraa.  However, consumer expectations in the UK differ from those in Kenya, creating a different field of values.  Rather than being concerned with such criteria as the part of the Nyambenes where miraa was harvested, the age of the tree from which it was picked, or the section of the tree from where a stem originated, consumers in the UK put most value on freshness.  While Isiolo consumers receive miraa only hours after harvesting, UK-bound miraa reaches customers a day later at the earliest, generally reaching London retailers in the early afternoon.  Thus, miraa sold in the UK is already barehe – miraa that is not fresh, but instead has ‘slept’ overnight – by the time it reaches consumers, even without further delays.  However, there is potential for further delays: fierce competition for freight space on cargo planes – miraa exporters competing not only amongst themselves, but also with exporters sending flowers, vegetables and other goods – can mean some consignments get delayed at Nairobi.  They are placed in cold storage at the airport until space can be found on a flight the following day.  Miraa exported internationally is kept reasonably fresh with its banana-leaf coverings, as well as a layer of tissue paper for extra protection, but even so spoilage can occur in the time that elapses between harvest and retail.  Some miraa sold in the UK looks wilted, and what were once succulent leaves have already begun to shrivel.  Customers are therefore keen to find the freshest looking bundles, and batches of fresh-looking miraa are the most well received, overriding criteria for quality used in most parts of Kenya where fresh miraa is normally abundant.  As long as the miraa is reasonably fresh, most UK customers will be content: while Kiengu miraa and stems of makata are not valued highly in Kenya – and consequently can be bought cheaply – in the context of the UK, factors that differentiate value in the Nyambenes become less important, and most chewers will not disdain them.  Many UK chewers are aware that much higher quality miraa is sold in Kenya, but most are prepared to spend £3 for their taste of Africa, even if it is mainly the taste of Kiengu, and certainly not that of Muringene mbaine.

International exporters have a powerful position in the trade, acting as middlemen between Kenyan farmers and consumers living thousands of miles away.  They are aware of variables determining miraa’s economic and cultural value at source in the Nyambenes, but are also aware that such variables are not so important for the market they supply in the UK.  Consequently, they can manipulate value by exploiting this crucial difference between miraa’s fields of values in Kenya and those relevant in the UK and other parts of Europe.  Miraa’s heterogeneity and differing perceptions of what constitutes quality helps them do so. 

CONCLUSION

Feyerabend, in his posthumously published work The Conquest of Abundance (1999), points out that even ‘[n]arrowly defined subjects such as thirteenth-century Parisian theology, crowd control, late medieval Umbrian art are full of pitfalls and surprises, thus proving that there is no limit to any phenomenon, however restricted’ (ibid. 3).  All subjects are rich in concrete particulars, and this is certainly true of miraa.  Variety impresses itself upon the researcher at almost every turn: it is a physically heterogeneous commodity sent on different trajectories along a vast trade network for a varied mix of consumers who consume and perceive it in varied ways.  Our necessarily limited look at some aspects of miraa farming, trade and consumption hints at the vast scope of the substance’s heterogeneity, but scarcely does it full justice.  It does, however, suggest just how important variety is in the generation of miraa’s cultural and economic value, as that from trees strongly linked to Nyambene forebears becomes most valued culturally and economically, as Isiolo consumers distinguish themselves through consuming particular ‘brands’, and as exporters exploit different fields of value by blending a mix of miraa from different farms.  In this case, the many particulars that a researcher notes down as fieldnotes are not obstacles to be overcome when writing up so as to make neat generalisations or elegant abstractions; on the contrary, the abundant particulars in the miraa network are crucial in themselves, providing the raw material out of which cultural and economic value is fashioned, and out of which miraa’s entrepreneurs can innovate through combining and recombining, and thus create yet more variety.  


Feyerabend laments how science reduces the rich abundance of reality to bland abstraction in the quest of understanding (1999 passim).  In attempting to understand miraa – and much else – the richness of reality is precisely the point: rather than seeking enlightenment through excessively broad pronouncements on the source of value, understanding how miraa is valued requires making this abundance explicit. 
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� Bundles of miraa are wrapped in banana-leaves for the sake of freshness.  Banana leaves no doubt have a long history in the tropics as a form of packaging, and are an essential piece of kit for the miraa trade, as is banana fibre, used to tie up bundles of the commodity.  Banana leaves are so associated with the trade that gomba – the Kiswahili word for a banana plant – has come to be used metonymically in referring to miraa itself.  Banana leaves are also hung up outside miraa kiosks to signal to customers that fresh miraa has arrived.





� This article is based on long-term anthropological fieldwork on miraa in Kenya (16 months fieldwork) and the UK.  My main methodology has been participant observation – visiting many chewing sessions and sitting in many kiosks – combined with key informant interviews.  In both Kenya and the UK, traders and consumers have treated my presence and questions with great tolerance despite the substance’s controversial status.  As well as having a wonderful research assistant in Kenya – Nicholas M’Mucheke – who has the knack of putting everyone at their ease, sharing miraa also aided my fieldwork: traders and consumers warmed quickly to a European chewing, and the substance can make people loquacious.  Miraa is a great methodological tool for anthropologists!





� For a comprehensive account of Igembe agriculture (with much mention of miraa), see Goldsmith 1994.  Also, see Bernard 1972, and Carrier 2003.  The Tigania and Igembe generational system has been well covered by Peatrik 1999.





� Goldsmith contrasts well the success of miraa – a crop grown with little government help in ‘traditional’ intercropping ways – with the dramatic recent failure of coffee, often grown as a ‘monocrop’ in a very ‘modern’ way (see 1994 passim).





� On miraa use amongst the Somali diaspora, see: Nencini et al (1989), El-Solh (1991), Stevenson et al (1996), Griffiths et al (1997) and Carrier (2003).





� Miraa is now illegal in the US, Canada and elsewhere, leading to many smuggling operations from London, where miraa remains legal.  It is a substance that often travels in and out of a legal status, leading Cassanelli (1986) to term it a ‘quasilegal’ commodity.





� However, there is a danger of building straw men in critiquing economic theory and economists: see van Binsbergen on the ‘mutual stereotyping of disciplines’ (2005: 12).  Also, while emphasising the role of cultural particularities in the valuation of miraa, I would not wish to be seen to be resurrecting the formalist-substantivist debate of the 1960s.  This debate led to much caricaturing as extreme positions were developed to differentiate each side’s position: in reality substantivists often used some formalist terms and tools in their analyses, while formalists often mentioned cultural factors of relevance in economic systems (see Isaac 1993).





� For more on handas see Goldsmith (2004) and Carrier 2003.





� Varieties produced in Marsabit are an interesting mix of those resembling Ethiopian miraa, and those more similar to Nyambene varieties.





� See Goldsmith 1994: 123.





� At the time of my fieldwork, there were around 110-120 Kenya Shillings to one pound sterling.





� Geisshüsler and Brennheisen (1987) suggest there is some correlation between concentrations of cathinone in miraa from various parts of the world and perceptions of quality and hence price.  Regarding Kenya they compare giza and kangeta, arguing that the former is regarded as better by consumers, is more expensive and has more cathinone.  However, this is too simplistic, as giza and kangeta both come in different qualities, and the fact that a bundle of giza usually has more stems than kangeta suggests that quantity is a factor in the price difference too.  Also, many of my informants in Kenya regarded kangeta as higher in quality than giza, and in the UK many consumers prefer chewing the Ethiopian varieties on offer (generally regarded as less potent than Kenyan ones) because that is what they became accustomed to when living in Somaliland.  Ethiopian miraa retails for a higher price in the UK (£5) than the Kenyan, too.  Matters are complicated!





� In my experience, consumers chew at varying rates, so the rate at which cathinone is absorbed must vary widely between different individuals.  Some people chew swiftly at first to build up the miraa stored in their cheek, and then slow down their consumption rate.





� I am unsure of the etymology of ncoolo, although I suspect it is related to ncoro, a horn used ritually by Meru women (Peatrik, 1999: 321).  The shape of an ncoolo bundle certainly resembles a horn.  





� See Kopytoff 1986.





� One wonders how the value of mbaine will be affected as more and more trees earn the epithet, and the proportion of mbaine miraa on the market increases.
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