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Untitled
James Muriuki
Installation, 2015
Sound, Video and Digital prints on wood
James Muriuki’s installation work critically investigates a potential ‘middle class‘ in Nairobi. Following conversations between
himself and several social scientists from the Bayreuth Academy
of Advanced African Studies, he developed a differentiated perspective on the term ‘middle class‘ and how it is being used to
categorize and imagine a group of people and what this categorisation might lead to.
Questions about the people that might be considered belonging
to a ‘middle class‘ emerged. What constitutes this grouping? What
are their aspirations? What do they surround themselves with?
And how is this group related to and perceived by people who are
not (yet) considered as ‘middle class‘?
Suggesting that neither science nor photography can explicate
these complexities within a single narrative, Muriuki represents
a ‘middle class‘ home through several hundred images. Together
with these image the artist presents a video and sound piece
related to the actual builders of ‘middle class‘ homes. Overlaying
the sounds of labor are audio excerpts of the scientist‘s thoughts
on their research methodology which brings the academic production of societal knowledge to the fore.

Muriuki‘s take on the installation reads as follows:
This installation has two approaches behind it.
In terms of form it combines several media, namely photography, video and sound. The photography is repeating the idea that
one cannot represent anything with a singular image (besides
the image itself). There are so many small details that fit into the
larger and a singular image is something photography in the past
has been proposed to deliver, but only in a pedestrian way. It probably came from journalism, or the very literal understanding of
photography as a documentation of an authentic event or object.
The sound piece complemented by the video takes on the possibility that sound could present a very specific relationship to the
listener and that can be privileged as a channel of delivering information.Essentially, the form of the work and the choice of medium
used to relay thoughts on research becomes just as important as
the information contained therein.
The second approach behind the work is the content that these
mediums and forms are attempting to transmit or deliver - for me
as a thinking process and the other potentially for audiences. Both
these have to relate to the form.
When I think of the middle class, I cannot talk about it, again, in a
singular narrative, or in a way where I can easily summarise this or
that is what middle class is, but rather running away from the idea
- keeping off the idea that it is possible to describe a middle class.
It is more like a conversation around the idea of what middle class
is and for me it is many manifestations of life and behaviour and
relationships to environment as we build ideas of who we are or
what we want to be. I reflected on objects that could easily be
used as a narrative describing middle class-ness, having myself
built relationships with the actual builders of these symbols, and
the sound that they generate as they build the monuments of
middle class-ness - including the house. The second bit looks at
the house as a container and making very minor observations of
their contents, besides the people but the miniature monuments
that are contained in the bigger monument.

Untitled, 2015 (details), James Muriuki

James
Muriuki
James Muriuki is a Nairobibased art practitioner who has
primarily used photography
and lens-based media in his
work. His practice constantly revolves around the transition of
society through specific objects that are often the extension
of personal and communal bearings. His works explore the
confluence of inter-dependent happenings in an ever-changing social landscape. He uses forms such as architecture and
constructions as visual elements and metaphorical symbols
that are an illustration of human capacity, desire and aspirations.
He is also interested in experimenting with and investigating
the potential of images, specifically photography and motion,
video, sound as mediums and processes of making art and
ultimately as knowledge reservoirs and transmission channels.
James’ work has been exhibited and collected in many countries and included in several publications. He has collaborated
with artists, attended residencies and workshops in several
countries as well as being a grants recipient. He has curated
several exhibitions individually and collaboratively in Nairobi
and abroad.
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Dieter Neubert holds the chair
in development sociology at
the University of Bayreuth. His
research areas include sociology of Africa (including social structure), sociology of violent
conflicts, social change, and development policy. His regional
research focus is Africa, particularly East Africa. He has also
conducted research in Southeast Asia (Vietnam and Thailand).
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In conversation with
Dieter Neubert

Can you briefly explain your project/research and your approach
to this?
The sub-project ‘Middle Classes on the Rise‘ is interested in the
future visions of members of the middle class in Kenya and other
African countries. It contains an anthropological and a sociological wing. With the improvement of the socio-economic situation for parts of the African population we observe a growth of a
‘middle class‘, aside from the still existing poverty of the larger
part of the population. The people of the ‘middle class‘ are in a position to choose how they will use or spend parts of their income
beyond basic needs. This opportunity allows them to set priorities
concerning their lifestyle according to their plans for the future.
I am particularly interested whether and how these different
priorities translate into different orientations that are not predefined by a socio-professional position or by class. According to our
approach the socio-cultural groups that share a similar view and
way of life constitute a particular milieu. One core question of the
project is to identify these different groups (milieus) for Kenya.
Which format/method did you choose as the way of researching/
communicating your findings or questions?
Our research is based on qualitative interviews, observation and
the analysis of media reports and supported by the analysis of
statistical data. The results are presented in scholarly papers and
articles and in presentations at conferences. We would like to
present results also in a less scholarly format by lectures directed
to a non-scientific public.

Please explain how the term “future“ is reflected in your project?
How do you relate to the topic Future Africa and Visions in Time,
and did your idea of the terms change?
“Future” is a core concept in our study. Because the decisions
taken by the people are based on expectation for their future, concepts of their, and their children’s future life and their concepts of
a good society. Socio-cultural differentiation is directly linked to
individual or a group’s concept of the future and the actions taken
for their individual future.
How did the cooperation with your partner (artist/scientist) influence you in your thinking about your project?
This is too early to answer. We had the chance to present our
project to the artists (James Muriki, Syowia Kyambi and Sam
Hopkins). We explained our research questions, our method and
first hypotheses and results concerning our findings. From the beginning we agreed that the artists should work independently and
develop their own particular perspective on our research topic
using the means of artists. I am very keen to see in which way
the artists will react to our topic with their contributions to the
exhibition. Based on their contributions it will be possible to see
whether and how their work will influence our research. The preparation was only the start of a possible cooperation. Their perspectives may contribute in two (interlinked) ways to our discussion. First, the view of artists offer the chance to rethink or review
own findings. Secondly, in the case of our project the artists themselves are part of the Kenyan middle class and are thus part of the
group we are interested in.

In conversation with
James Muriuki

Can you briefly explain tour project/research and your approach
to this?
This project is focused around the idea of “middle class” and
my entry into it was driven by my larger interest in exploring the
transition of the Kenyan society, particularly focusing on Nairobi
under a self-titled subject “transmitted nostalgia. The idea of
middle class very well fit’s into my general exploration of people‘s
thoughts of themselves, their aspirations and the objects they
have used to express, identify with and imagine themselves.
Whereas this project, as conceived by the academy focuses on
the rising middle class, I have always found the notion of classifying people very complicated and while nobody has claimed
that people in a class are the same (I particularly cemented this
following my many conversations with sociologists and an anthropologist) the classifier becomes an authority be default since they
assume the responsibility attempt, and the usage of such a title
builds “a class”.
As a process of engaging the subject, conversations with researchers, attending a few academic presentations as well as researching other artists works and the internet became my primary
source of stimulation.
Which format/method did you choose as the way of researching/
communicating your findings or questions?
Conversations and presenting some of my thoughts to various
people, both researchers and fellow artists, has always been

useful my way of articulating and gathering my thoughts on a
subject. I always have found that the more I need to communicate notions, the more I contemplate the ideas in them and
therein generating strands of assumptions and primary opinions.
As a person making art, I have also privileged the other practitioners in the arts as intellectual contributors to knowledge generation. In that framework, I looked at different artists approaches
to various subjects in the view of convincing myself that there are
endless channels of communicating thoughts, besides the more
traditional approach of written text as the dominant credible
methodology. In a weird way I become the third pole in the conversations where I reflect on my personal experiences, and the many
conversations and interactions I have had with builders and developers of what can easily be assumed to be the middle class.
I will be using the photographic medium and sound embedded
within a video as a way of communicating my inferences to the
subject in question. The photographic work will build on the fact
that it is impossible to represent with a singular image, and this is
the same with the sociologist’s notions that they have to consider
different milieus in an attempt to differentiate people’s behaviours. It is similar to breaking down a building into its many components. There result so many views that one loses recollection of
the singular image/object. Each of these breakages can further be
broken to smaller narratives to a point where one cannot simplify
it further. There is an interesting video on youtube from the 1970’s
that illustrates this idea called “the power of ten”

Can you explain how the term „future“ is reflected in your project?
How do you relate to the topic Future Africa and Visions in Time,
and did your idea of the terms change?
Future is a really complex idea and the moment you add the word
Africa to it, then what does that bring one to. It almost sounds too
programmed; It almost insists on my thoughts that it is an individuals desire to create a communal imagination. Every individual
has their personal take on what the future means to themselves
and I could say every bit of action one undertakes in the moment
is more than not feeding to a potential future. Even as we reflect
on the past, it is most likely not for the past, but to build what
a future may be and this contemplation ends up feeding what a
future is.

Middle Class Imagination, digital collage, James Muriuki

Besides the individual relationship to a potential future, I do think
that social behaviour influences what individual imagination is,
therefore creating what would be called a communal imagination. This is perhaps the more important point in relation to this
project. Early in this project I bought a poster on the road in the
outskirts of Nairobi, purely for the visual narrative it presented to
me and I was convicted that many will buy it for the same reason
as I did. Many will hang this kinds of posters in their house and
that ends up influencing quite a number, consciously or otherwise on what to imagine their life. This is a phenomenon that is
common particularly with advertising, and the creators of the
visuals become architects of a potential future.
I don’t really know if there was a change in my understanding
of the term future, but do strongly believe that the future is not
really contained in a continuous ‚line‘ running from what would
be termed as a distant past through to what will come, but rather
a relationship to our space, environment and conscience that for
practical reasons brings forth the idea that there is a past and a
future.
How did the cooperation with your partner (artist/scientist) influence you in your thinking about your project?
This kept reminding me that I’m engaging this project with the
title “artist” as opposed to sociologist, anthropologist, scientist
etc. This was important in validating that it is possible to approach
ideas in many dimensions or using a multitude of tools and subjects. And yet this is difficult because there does not seem to exist
a formalised methodology as there is in other subjects, say sociology. This is not necessarily a problem but when presented within

an academic context, then academy has often geared towards
standardisation and at times I felt a lacking of tools of procedure.
On the other hand, my collaborators were very upfront in insisting
that they do not want to influence my working methodology and
vice versa. It pushed me to develop a personal structure and way
of working which has to find its place in a much wider context.
This freedom of exploration within one‘s field of practice is absolutely necessary and will be of great use in upcoming research and
other areas of interest.
How do you think an interdisciplinary approach (Science and
Arts) like this can create new knowledge?
I think it highlights gaps that each of these groupings constructs.
For example I’m creating a sound piece with a video that presents
people who are deemed to be in the class “lower” than the middle
class, and by the fact that there is possible a middle class, then
there must be implied identifiable border between the classes,
and we know pretty well that, in “reality”, there is no such a thing.
The form that art practice uses on the other hand has been said to
leave out audiences due to some of the structural inconsistences
that I mentioned in an earlier question.
In involving many disciplines, then the questions at hand can potentially be covered more widely in different approaches. Not everyone would like to identify with the scientific format and structure, despite their interest in the subject the science is addressing
and the same for the arts, many have related to arts as purely a
form of decorative entertaining practice, delegated to plan B. It
can be decorative and entertaining, just as science can be, but
there is so much more to these subjects.

