
L 
ike so many societies in 
Africa, the Luhya people 
of Kenya have broken 
away from the extended 
family way of living and 

have taken to the nuclear fami ly. 
In the past, children were 
deemed to belong to the whole 
society and were hence answer
able to any grown-up. Rules were 
laid down which affected different 
age groups, and the penalties for 
offenders were severe, ranging 
from being warned to being burnt 
or beaten to death. Today, social 
and political changes have affec
ted this setting. 

Grandmother's/Mother's Era 
In this era, all relatives lived 

together and were accorded 
respect. Nobody can remember 
any case of mixing with another 
tribe , and even for people living 
close to a border with another 
tribe such mingling was much 
restricted. My grandmother and 
mother were brought up with 
uncles and aunts on their fathers ' 
side who were responsible for 
providing them with the right 
kind of information. Roles for men 
and women were spelt out very 
clearly. A girl was taught all the 
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household chores and how to take 
care of her future husband and 
children. Boys on the other hand 
were taught how to take care of 
their families and maintain them. 

Marriage, in the same way, was 
not just a two-person show. The 
whole clan was to be involved. 
Once a girl started getting her 
menstrual periods, she was con
sidered mature and arrange
ments for marriage were started; 
meanwhile boys were circum
cised before they could be con
sidered men. Hygiene was a very 
crucial topic for both sexes. One 
was expected to be clean both 
physically and psychologically. 
There were familiar songs to 
scorn the lazy or to praise the 
active. 

Sex was taught at different 
stages of life. For instance, after 
getting her periods, a girl was 
cautioned on the results of having 
intercourse. Sex outside marriage 
was "out" and those who were 
the ''victims'' of pre-marital sex 
were always sneered at. A girl 
who got pregnant outside mar
riage was forced to marry the boy 
responsible, or she was married 
as a second or third wife because 
she was not her husband 's pride, 
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having lost her virginity. 
If a boy who made a girl preg

nant could not pay the dowry , the 
whole clan was made to contrib
ute and help to pay the needed 
amount. In the event of a girl 
being made pregnant by a rela
tive, arrangements for "adoption" 
were made by a person living far 
away; the mother was never to 
see or breastfeed the child nor 
even know its sex . After that there 
followed a cleansing ceremony. 

Divorces stood at zero per cent, 
because whenever there was a 
misunderstanding the whole 
family would sit down and solve 
it. Marriage was a necessity so 
anyone who tried to spoil this 
institution was given the necess
ary counselling. Nobody now can 
remember any normal person 
just deciding to live on their own. 
Health for all was a concern of the 
community. There were herbs for 
different diseases, or medicines 
for strengthening the lungs if a 
child had prob l ems with 
breathing or with teething and so 
on. 

Young people in this society 
were considered as children and 
their health too was taken care of 
Girls would be given some bitter 
herbs if they had pre-menstrual 
tension, and all other health issues 
were handled in the best ways 
available. 

Mother's/Author's Era 
As one who was born and 

brought up in an urban setting, 
with influences from different 
family backgrounds, I have had a 
totally different life. There are no 
aunts or any other relative to 
counsel me on what it means to 
grow up . Parents expect this 
subject to be covered at school ~ 
and the school leaves it to the 
parents . Hence I have been left to 
find out the answers in books, or 
e lse through friends who have a 
90 per cent misconception about 
the whole issue. 

The sense of children belong
ing to the community is no longer 
there , so all parents bring up the 
children in the way they feel is 
right. Medical advances have also 
contributed to the role of the 
patienr-doctor relationship rather 
than the family involveme-nt. 
There is much influence from the 
developed countries through 
books and the mass media. Inter
action between the sexes is so 
easy through formal education, 
and this too has resulted in differ
ent behaviour and attitudes 
among youngsters. Their view 
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towards life is very different from 
that of their e lders. 

Marriage is losing its meaning, 
and so single parenthood and 
divorce are on the increase . 
Economic stability means that it 
can be an advantage to be single . 
Advances in medicine and wider 
promiscuity have led to an 
increase in sexually transmitted 
diseases and related problems. 

Early maturity these days also 
affects the behaviour of young 
people, and this contributes to 
some social problems such as 
early parenthood. Traditional 
healing is dying out since it is no 
longer being encouraged. Malnu
trition is a common sight due to 
economic hardship, lack of 
proper food or even ignorance 
about what type of food to give to 
children. The generation gap is 
widening as each day goes by , 
and it is very common for 
youngsters to consider their 
parents as being old-fashioned . 

The provision of contraceptives 
from private clinics without 
proper counselling about what 
may be expected or about side
effects has led to low moral 
behaviour, or to individuals 
trying to provoke an abortion by 
pulling out the coil when an 
unwanted pregnancy starts. 

I believe that proper counsel
ling on contraception and family 
life will have very positive results. 
This will bring about healthy fam
ilies, which in turn mean a healthy 
nation. More research should be 
done to improve the quality of 
traditional medicine instead of 
discouraging it, and this should 

lead to easily accessible drugs. 
Education on issues affecting 
society should be given to both 
parents and youngsters, so that 
they might better understand 
each other and the society they 
live in. 

Young people should be involved in planning 
community health programmes. 
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Pointing an accusing finger at 
youth will not help and will only 
serve to widen the generation 
gap . Dialogue through maga
zines, theatre and so on will help 
a great dea l. Policy-makers 
should involve themselves in such 
gatherings as workshops on ado
lescents' fertility, as this will assist 
them when they come to apply 
resolutions and legislation . 
Involvement of young people 
themselves in family life edu
cation programmes will also help 
a lot. 

At this juncture I would like to 
refer to a Chinese proverb: 
"What I hear I forget; what I see I 
remember; what I do I know must 
be taken seriously.'' If youngsters 
could be involved in, for instance, 
theatre to act out the conse
quences of unprotected sex and 
of sexually-transmitted diseases, 
this will bring the problem home 
to them If they are told about 
it, they will forget; but if they 
are involved, they will take it 
seriously. • 
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