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I have always been proud of being a Kenyan, one of the most stable countries in terms of African democracy. Kenya has always been a beacon of peace, extending a helping hand to other violence-ridden countries such as Sudan, Uganda and Rwanda. Unlike almost every African country, Kenya has never been faced with a serious civil strife that has given the international community cause for concern. However, in the wake of the ongoing violence in various parts of Kenya, my pride is starting to fade away.

Many of my friends here in the United States have asked me a lot of questions about what my thoughts are concerning this violence. To be honest, I don’t know the exact answers to most of their questions, but one thing I do know is that Africa’s political solutions, Kenya’s included, lie in the hands of Africans. For instance, I believe many of you have watched the movie Hotel Rwanda, which focuses on one of the worst genocides in the world. The war in Rwanda pitted two ethnic/tribal groups: Hutus and Tutsi. Almost 12 per cent of the population of Rwanda was wiped out as a result of that horrific genocide, yet Rwanda had the capability to avoid that catastrophe through dialogue, mediation and reconciliation.  It didn’t matter what the Americans or Belgians were able to do. Having saying that, I believe that Kenya still has the means, chance and time to act quickly before things completely get out of hand. The starting point is for every Kenyan to forget their political affiliation for a minute and embrace a spirit of mediation, forgiveness and reconciliation. However, I am not anticipating what happened in Rwanda to happen in Kenya. 

You might be shocked to know that the recent violence in Kenya is not only a result of the controversial election, as the international media continues to purport, but also a result of ethnic or tribal rivalry.  I strongly believe that the election just acted as a catalyst to this violence. My opinion is that ill-feelings and mistrust among different ethnic groups that have grown deep over the years is the root of the problem. Overtime, leaders of various communities have planted seeds of discord and hatred against other communities to their people.  Now those seeds have matured and everything has been completely thrown into disarray.  It may be difficult for you to understand everything that I am going to say in this entry given the cultural divide, but I hope you will get the basic idea of what I am trying to put across. Even if you can not quite comprehend all my views, there is one thing that I want you to remember: the violence in Kenya has been ignited by both opposition and the government in their endeavor to solidify their political status. I am not surprised though, that each side keeps casting blame on the other while claiming sainthood. 

 African politics are different from politics in developed nations in the sense that ethnicity is a big factor that commands the political space. One is considered wise when he/she votes for a fellow tribesman /woman instead of voting along the basis of national policies.  As I said earlier, the international media attributes the ongoing violence to the controversial elections but there is one major factor that has gone unnoticed in trying to find the core cause of the violence. On the surface it is evident that the violence is political, but behind the scenes there is the land rivalry issue among various ethnic groups that I believe is actually the main contributor to the violence. You may have heard that some tribes are killing each other and chasing each other from their lands. Different ethnic groups have had ancient land agreements, with each tribe claming to legally own the disputed land. So, please keep in mind that the issue of land is playing a very big role in this violence. 

The land issue in Kenya is very complex. It is like a woven string ball that you can’t really determine its pattern formation just by looking. Land issues in Kenya date back to colonial era when the British (Kenya’s former colony) owned most of the land in Kenya. When they left, after Kenya gained its independence in 1963, people started fighting for land. Well, this is a complex situation and I am going to save myself the trouble of digging into deeper details and only give you a very basic idea of how land rivalry ensued among different tribes of Kenya. 

During the reign of the first Kenyan President, Jomo Kenyatta, it is believed that he allocated large tracts of land to Kikuyus, his tribe. It is believed that some of this land was sold genuinely to the Kikuyus, while some was given freely to them by the former president. From my high school history, I understand that some of these lands had initially belonged to the Nandis, another Kenyan tribe, before they were displaced and colonized by the British. However, the Kikuyus recovered the land by fighting with the British. When the British fled, the Kikuyus were occupying most of the land. Then, the Nandis started coming back and demanded what had once been their land from the Kikuyus. This caused conflict since, at that time, most Kikuyus had already been issued legal documents that entitled them to legal ownership of the land. Obviously, this led to rivalry of land between the Kikuyus and the Nandis. I am using this example just to give you a simplistic view of how land issues emerged. In this case, I am using the Nandis and the Kikuyus because they are the two communities that have always had land violence, especially before or after elections.  

Another thing that I would like you to put in mind is that in Kenya one pretty much belongs to a particular place in the country. Everyone is a Kenyan but people feel more comfortable if they are at their traditional homes. Let me illustrate this using a simple example. If you ask someone in Kenya where he/she is from, the answer will most likely be something like, “I live in Nairobi city (Kenya’s capital), but I belong in Kakamega”. In this case, Kakamega is regarded as the real or legitimate home of that person. In other words, Kakamega comes first then Kenya comes second. If this person dies away from Kakamega, he/she must be transported to Kakamega for burial. People that live among other communities, therefore, often experience a sense of lack of belonging.

 It is only in the cities that different ethnic groups live together without really caring what their original homes are. But even in some of the big cities there are groups of people that live together to feel much safer and have a sense of belonging. For instance, in Kibera slums, Nairobi, the majority of people are from the Luo tribe. All the young Luos that go to Nairobi to look for jobs after finishing school always prefer to live in Kibera to feel more attached. In another slum, Kangemi, the majority of people there are the Luhyas. In Mathare, it is the Kikuyus. The trend goes on and on. This shows that even in the cities, people like to live with others from their own tribes. I am illustrating this so that you can have a glimpse of what someone’s tribe means to them, and how hard is it to fight tribalism in Kenya and Africa in general. 

I totally agree with Jefferey Gettleman, a New York Times writer, who stated in one of his articles about Kenya that the current violence is well organized. This is one thing that Kenyan politicians would not like to hear as many of them are the main culprits of the organization. My Kikuyu friend in Eldoret, Njeri, recently told me that some politicians were going around recruiting youths from their tribes to kill others. This, the politicians said, was a way of fighting for democracy. You would wish that such politicians would explain to the people what democracy is and how one can engage in a democratic process without using violence. Instead, these politicians sponsor militia gangs that are ordered to mercilessly kill anyone from the “wrong tribe”. Njeri says that one famous politician, who actually graduated from my high school, even paid for 500 youths to be ferried to Eldoret town to “fight for democracy”. It is not a secret to Kenyans that tribal clashes have always been organized by rich, self-centered politicians, who are filled with unimaginable greed for power. Unfortunately, the killers mostly youths, easily fall prey to the politicians bait and engage in heart-wrenching killings. These are jobless youths who are desperately looking for ways to sustain themselves and, to them, killing an “enemy” and getting paid all together is a great achievement. The sad thing is that while this is going on, the ones responsible for the skirmishes, namely the politicians, are busy moving around the country pretending to spread the message of peace while in reality  are shedding crocodile tears. To them, peace is only achieved when they are in power.

Just a few days before the election, William Ruto, one of the top opposition figures and Eldoret North Member of Parliament, warned the government of “dire consequences” if the opposition presidential candidate lost the elections. I was in Eldoret at that time. He said that he had “other means” of ensuring that justice is granted to the people of Kenya. I am not surprised then that Eldoret has been the most affected area by the post-election violence.  Ruto, a Nandi by tribe, has a history of inciting his followers to fight against other tribes. In 1992, when he had just graduated from University, he was highly implicated in the tribal clashes between the Kikuyus and the Nandis. It is ironic that Raila, Kenya’s opposition leader, is now Ruto’s best friend. I remember Raila filing many court cases against Ruto, who was then a powerful government minister in the government of former president Moi. Raila has since then withdrawn all the pending cases against Ruto as they are now in the same political boat. While the opposition leaders are issuing reckless remarks against the government to their supporters, some of the government’s officials are busy doing the same thing.

Three days prior to the election, two government vehicles belonging to assistant cabinet ministers in the government were intercepted ferrying crude weapons to an undisclosed location. The assistant ministers later denied any knowledge of the vehicles and the weapons. The government did not do anything to the assistant ministers claiming that there wasn’t any substantial evidence to confirm that the ministers had any knowledge of the weapons. What further evidence did the government need to charge the ministers in a court of law? Who else can drive an assistant minister’s car if it is not their drivers or them? Nothing was done by the government and soon everything was forgotten.  

My point here is that both the government side and the opposition side have contributed significantly in organizing and perpetrating the saddening, on-going fighting. There are thousands of other incidents where politicians from both sides have been caught on camera inciting their supporters to cause chaos. When confronted about this, the common response from the politicians is always, “I was misquoted” or, “I was using parables and meant something completely opposite” Let me now get to the whole election fiasco.

It is important to keep in mind that Kenyans participated in a peaceful electoral process. No major violent incidents were reported during voting. Unlike other past elections, last year’s election saw young and the old, men and women come out in large numbers to cast their votes. Unfortunately, Kenyans were let down by the Electoral Commission of Kenya (ECK). ECK is the legal body that oversees every election in Kenya.  I don’t think that the ECK did a good job in handling the whole election tallying process. Let me take you back a few steps. The ECK constitutes of a chairman, vice-chairman and 22 commissioners who are charged with the responsibility of conducting the entire elections and participate in the swearing in of the president. According to the present constitution, the president is mandated to appoint the chairman and all his commissioners. This he does by consulting the Attorney General and the Law Society of Kenya. However, the president has the final word on this. The chairman and his commissioners’ terms can be renewed by the president upon expiration date, which is after 5 years. 

It is ironic that the opposition party, led by Raila, campaigned for the term of the ECK chairman to be renewed by the president, Kibaki, but now they are complaining that Kibaki appointed the chairman, Kivuitu, as a favor. Two months before the election were held, Raila, supported by the European Commission, pressured Kibaki to re-appoint Kivuitu since his term had expired. This, it was thought, would ensure that no rigging took place. Kivuitu has conducted the past three elections so it was obvious that he had the needed experience. He has been in the office since 1992. A lot of Kenyans have a lot of faith in Kivuitu because he has always been fair and non-partisan in doing his job. However, last year’s election has left many Kenyans doubting his credibility and sincerity. I find it unrealistic to heap all the blame to Kivuitu even though he surely played a major role in the controversial elections.

 I think the problem lies in the constitution itself to begin with. I would propose that the ECK chairman and the commissioners be appointed by an independent body that is approved by both the opposition and the government side. It should not be for the president to handpick someone. The parliament, too, through its elected members, can implement this instead of meddling in cheap, non-substantial politics most of the parliament sessions. The only blame that I find difficult not to cast at Kivuitu is his failure to cancel the results of the presidential election and call for a fresh election. It was clear that both the opposition and the government side were involved in rigging and high-level irregularities at the polling centers. 

This is the scenario that you would always find at a polling station in Kenya: Each political party is represented by two agents that are appointed by the parties participating in the elections. The agents’ job is to ensure that the counting of the votes at the polling center is done fairly. All votes are put on the table and tallying kicks off with all the agents representing their parties on high alert. Inside the tallying rooms, there are always international and local observers, journalists, and ordinary voters. The tallying process is done in an open room. There are 222 areas in the entire county that are represented by a member of parliament. Therefore, there are 222 main polling stations, with each having several sub-polling stations. At the completion of the tallying process, the presiding clerk of the area, officially referred to as Returning Officer, announces the winner of that area and sends the ECK chairman the results. The ECK chairman, with all his commissioners, resides in a central location in the capital city, Nairobi. The results that the ECK receives are read by the chairman, who officially declares the winner. I just want you to have a feel of how the election process goes. One might ask, “Is there anything that the ECK could have done to avert confusion and disagreement among the political parties?” Yes, there two things that I have no doubt could have at least saved lives.

The first thing would have been for the ECK chairman to resign if he was feeling pressured from either or both the opposition and the government sides. Before announcing the official results, he had expressed concerns that both the government and the opposition had been involved in election irregularities. By resigning, he would have paved way for the tallying process to be postponed for sometime, according to the constitution, thus giving an independent body like the high court reason to call for fresh elections. Maybe he was afraid of missing that fat check if he resigned. But then, the constitution asserts that he could be re-appointed afterwards if he wished. Second, the chairman is empowered by the constitution to declare the elections flawed and call for fresh elections. I don’t understand why he did not use the powers vested in him by the constitution to do so. I am sure that the ECK knew that there were irregularities in the elections but it was not prepared for a re-run. Therefore, to me, the ECK is the main cause of the violence.

 Remember that president Kibaki did not declare himself the winner, even though the opposition side has made it seem like it. Kibaki was declared the winner by the ECK and sworn in. If the ECK would have called off the elections, Kibaki would not have declared himself the winner. It is just as simple as that. The main question being asked, though, in Kenya and even internationally is who the real winner of the presidential election is.  That is not easy to determine even though the opposition supporters would quickly shout that it is Raila just like the government’s supporters would yell it is Kibaki.

Several months prior to elections, several opinion polls were conducted by both local and international poll research organizations. In most of these poll opinions, Kibaki and Raila were very close; most of the time beating each other by less than two percent of the total votes. Everybody knew that the presidential elections would be very close. Since elections in Kenya are determined along tribal lines instead of policies, both Kibaki and Raila went round telling their people to come out and vote in large numbers. One thing I never liked about Raila, though, is the way he made it seem like he had already won the election. He declared himself the winner long before Election Day and convinced his supporters that the only way he could lose was if he was to be rigged. This made his supporters to start celebrating even before the Election Day and become over confident. 

Kibaki, on the other hand, went around campaigning mainly on the basis of his development record. In his five years in the office, the economic growth had risen from zero to seven per cent. There were more investors investing in Kenya than there had been before. Those who took advantage of that, mostly tycoons from the president’s tribe, benefited a great deal. Therefore, a lot of people were willing to vote for Kibaki for his economic development record while others were willing to vote for Raila hoping that he could bring even more developments and correct where Kibaki had done wrong. By far, it was the most hectic campaigns to be witnessed in the country. Billions of shillings ($1 is equivalent to 65 Kenyan shillings) were used by both sides to solicit for votes across the country. Of course the government side had an advantage of using state machinery to carry out their campaigns. 

To make myself clear on this, what I mean is that I think the opposition was overly optimistic that Raila would win by a big margin and never had time to prepare for a possible defeat. I mentioned earlier something to do with tribal voting. Kibaki’s central province has always produced the second highest number of voters since independence. This is not a surprise since Kikuyus constitute 20 percent of the population of Kenya and thus the largest tribe in Kenya. Eastern province, another Kibaki’s strong hold, has always produced the third highest number of registered voters. Nyanza province, Raila’s stronghold, produces the fourth highest number of voters. However, the Kisii tribe of Nyanza province has constantly voted against Luos, Raila’s tribe. It is not a surprise then that that Kibaki has a bigger supporter in Raila’s strongholds than Raila has in Kibaki’s strongholds.  That is one thing that made a difference in the voting patterns. 

Assured of victory from their homes, both Kibaki and Raila had to go out and seek votes from other tribes. My tribe, Luhya, was divided with some pro-Raila and some pro-Kibaki, even though Raila enjoys slightly more support than Kibaki among the Luhyas. In my own family for instance, my first-born brother, Johnson, is pro-Kibaki. My sister, Jackline, too, is pro-Kibaki. Peninah and Edward are pro-Raila. That simple example demonstrates how Luhyas were expected to vote. In short what I am saying is that Kibaki just needed to make sure that he garnered more than 90 percent of the votes from his tribe and then just seek for votes in other tribal blocks to give him a chance of emerging the winner. He was buoyed by the fact that he enjoyed a significant amount of support in Raila’s backyard, the Kisii area. The Rift Valley province, which produces the highest number of voters, has a mixture of tribes, with varying voting patterns. Therefore, mathematically, I can see how president Kibaki or Raila would narrowly beat the other in the election. That point, though, is inconclusive and lacks logic now that the whole election process turned out to be an ultimate fiasco. What I want you to understand is that the election was expected to be a close-contest, and not an easy victory the way the opposition had hoped and even assured their supporters. All that is now history, the big question now is what is the next step that should be taken to prevent the country from degenerating into another Rwanda or Sudan?

Again, Kenyans are jumping out suggesting possible solutions out of their political interests. Most suggestions are skewed in the direction that favors their political loyalty. This question should be addressed with a lot of caution. Some people have suggested that a fresh election be held, others propose the sharing of power between Raila and Kibaki, while the majority of Kenyans don’t care whichever way works as long as peace is gained. I am not sure where I stand exactly on this one, although I doubt I will care which way is used as long as Kenyans are assured peace. I don’t think sharing of power is very realistic given the current situation, though. Why? I don’t see either the opposition or the government asking anything short of presidency in the sharing. I would rather have either Kibaki or Raila be the president than have them share power. Given the history of Africa countries, sharing of power works only for a short time before an internal fight degenerates.  Again, we need a strong opposition in Kenya to keep the current government in check. Who will be the opposition if both Raila and Kibaki belonged to the same government? Unless there is major amendment in the constitution that allows the opposition to be in the government but operate independently. This is, however, not possible since according to the present constitution, the government officials take an oath of loyalty to the president and the government. 

A re-run of the election sounds like a better idea. However, there are some limitations in this approach, too. Many Kenyans are disappointed by what is happening in the country. Most of them don’t even want to be reminded of the election. Pregnant women queued for hours in long lines to vote, old people braved the scorching sun, and millions of Kenyans walked many miles to go vote. Do you think these people are interested in voting again after what they have seen? A lot of people feel betrayed by both the opposition and the government following the post-election violence. Thousands of families have been displaced from their original homes following the skirmishes. How will these people vote? And how sure are we that there won’t be another fight after the re-run? Also, a lot of people would, out of fear, fail to exercise their democratic rights by voting for their non- preferred candidates. These are important points that need to be given paramount consideration and sensitivity when trying to tackle this question.

 There has to be a way, at least something must happen for the greater good. If I were given a chance to suggest a possible solution, I would suggest a solution that would address such problems not only now but also in the future. I am surprised that some politicians are treating the current happenings as if only a temporary solution will suffice. No! Something must be done that would give hope to Kenyans that future elections would be held with the highest degree of honesty and sincerity. 

I think that the first step I would embark on is to identify the weakness of our institutions such as the high courts, parliament, and the ECK. There are many other government institutions that need to be checked too. ECK, for instance, is supposed to be an independent body. By that I mean that its jurisdiction should not be directly under the sitting government. Unlike the parliament, where the president has to sign for any bill to become a law, ECK forms its own laws. For this system to work better in the future, the constitution should be amended so that the president does not have power to appoint the ECK chairman and its commissioners as it is the case presently. The government should advertise for the position and ask qualified expertise from the Law Society of Kenya and other legal entities to submit their qualifications. The responsibility of picking the best candidate should be shared within the legal entities of the country led by the Law Society of Kenya, private sector, religion bodies, and the High Court. 

Another important thing to consider in the amendment of the constitution is to make the presidency office unattractive by vesting more powers in the parliament and other legal bodies. The problem with almost every country in Africa is that the presidents enjoy excessive power. They can use this power to direct things the way they want. Robert Mugabe, the president of Zimbabwe is a perfect example. Most African presidents end up misusing their powers by implementing national policies that are geared towards favoring their political interests. I actually think that president Kibaki has done well in terms of exercising his powers. For instance, before Kibaki became president, the former president, Moi, was the chancellor of all the universities in Kenya. Moi was also the chairman of all the academic institutions that were named after him, and hundreds of hospitals, schools, roads were named after him to promote his ego. Kibaki, upon becoming the president, appointed chancellors to all the universities so that he did not have any powers in that area. I respect Kibaki for doing that and a lot other things, too. However, he too has missed a mark, especially in appointing high officials in the government. He has often appointed his closest friends, mostly from his tribe, to hold powerful positions such as the finance minister, minister of defense, public works, and constitutional affairs ministers. But generally, I would be biased if I completely faulted Kibaki in his overall governance as the president of Kenya.

What I am driving at is that the violence that is being experienced now could re- surface again in the next 5, 10 or 20 years. Therefore, there is a need to address holes in the legal institutions in a way that goes beyond a temporary solution. The point is not just about stopping the ongoing war alone. There is a need to come up with a permanent solution to this problem. Dealing with the legal issues would be a good place to begin with. This is what the international mediators need to keep in mind. Many African countries have lived for a long time with constitutions which are likely to plunge their countries into a civil strife. Having discussed about the government part in solving the crisis through the legal institutions let me shift to the people; common citizens and the politicians in their human capacity. 

As I mentioned earlier, politicians from both sides have always played a major role in deepening the animosity that exists among various tribes. Thus it is not a coincidence that most of the ethnic animosity springs during election years, with this year’s election sending shockwaves along the spines of every Kenyan.  Politicians are adept at causing fear among other tribes that are living in their communities with intent of causing intimidation. I am surprised that as the situation continues to deteriorate there are not many politicians from both sides of the house traversing the country to campaign for peace the way they campaigned for votes before the election. There were massive campaigns coming from the opposition and the government sides to lure people onto their side, prior to election. Unfortunately, most of their campaign messages were not peace oriented. 

The opposition side campaigned on the platform of introducing federal system of government in Kenya, which, according to them would ensure equal distribution of the Kenyan resources. As was expected, the proposal divided the country down in the middle with some going for it while others opposed it. I want you to note that federalism in Kenya would not work like it works here in the United States. Many people in Kenya see it as a root of heightening the animosity between different ethnic tribes. I am not ruling out the possibility of having a federal state but keep in mind that it means something completely different in the minds of many Kenyans. Actually, Raila lost a considerable amount of his support after proposing the idea of federalism. His presidential ratings dropped by five percent three weeks later. In other words, what I mean is that whether federalism can work in Kenya or not, there is more that need to be done. It might work if it is initiated gradually rather than at once. 

The government’s side campaigned on the platform of their economic record. As stated earlier, the five years that Kibaki had been in power, the economy had risen by 7 percent. The primary (grade) school education was made free. The Kenyan shilling had gained its value against the dollar from 78 to 65 shillings per dollar.   However, the opposition, in counter attack, alleged that the economy had only thrived in a few areas of the country and not every Kenyan had benefited. The opposition maintained that the only way to ensure that everybody benefited was by introducing the federal states. The government warned Kenyans that the federal states would be interpreted wrongly and would lead to further divisions among various tribes. This tug-of-war campaign kept going back and forth but little did politicians know that it was building different messages in people’s hearts. My stand on the introduction of the federal states is that Kenya is still too young for that. I see the logic in it, but I don’t think it is something that can be achieved easily without proper education about those kinds of governments and major changes in the current constitution. The opposition has a viable point about this but they failed to address important issues like their plan to finance the states, and the geographical boundary issue. It then seems to me that the opposition and the government did not really digest their ideas of campaigning. Any message that could give them votes was more important than what might emerge later as a result of such reckless messages. 

Just a few days before Election Day, there were a series of bitter verbal exchanges between politicians from both sides of the political divide. Each side accused the other of inciting their supporters to engage in violent actions. Instead of preaching peace to their supporters, the politicians continued to utter reckless, selfish, political statements that only worked to stir the hatred and suspicion that had already pilled up in the hearts of many. It is not a surprise then that the violence broke out even before the election results were officially announced. Opposition leaders led by Raila, sensing that they were being rigged and defeat was imminent, went ahead and called a press conference, where they maintained that they would accept nothing short of victory. All hell broke loose when the ECK officially declared Kibaki the winner of the presidential elections. Within a very short time, killings were reported in major cities of the country, roads were barricaded, and shops looted. That confirms my earlier point that the mayhem had been well organized, probably by senior personnel, and was bound to happen at some point.

 It is important to note that there have been two different kinds of violence following the elections. On one hand is the tribal fighting that is taking place mainly in remote areas of the country. This involves fighting between tribes, with the majority tribe chasing away the minorities.  On the other hand, police forces have been fighting with pro-opposition supporters who have been demonstrating despite the government’s ban on any political gatherings following the controversial elections. 

Curbing the ethnic violence is more difficult than curbing protest violence. This is because ethnic violence occurs when no one is anticipating it. The police forces are always taken by surprise when a certain tribe attacks the other. Some attacks can be planned for months, some for years. Some attacks, as I said before, have absolutely nothing to do with politics, but politics are always sneaked in by those who are running for the political offices.

Going by what is happening in Kenya right now, it is very clear that the president’s tribe has been the main target. A lot of people are reluctant to openly saying this, but that is the burning truth. Most of the people that have been killed in Eldoret, where I was born, are Kikuyus. The people that were burnt alive in a church in Eldoret were all Kikuyu women and their children. In fact, there is an unconfirmed allegation that the group of people who organized for the burning of the church ensured that none of their people were hiding in the church. The Kikuyus have now started revenging and are fighting back hard. This is causing the violence to spin in a circle with no side willing to relent. I will never forget my experiences with the violence in Eldoret when I visited last December. At one point, I came very close to losing my life because people thought I was a Kikuyu. Only my Kenyan Identification card, which bears my luhya names, “Ashivaka Shilosio” on it saved me. I wanted to talk to them but I was completely tongue-tied.  I wanted to cry but I think I was so shocked beyond crying. 

 The second kind of violence, protest violence, is at least easy to curb by the police since the police are, most of the time, aware of when and where the protests are being held. But in this kind of violence, it is at times hard to understand who is on the wrong side. I personally believe in peaceful protests that are aimed at ensuring that justice is upheld. I have participated in peaceful protests before here in the United States. To be honest, I don’t see any rationality in the protests that have been called by the opposition side immediately after the controversial elections in Kenya. In short, I think the protests are in bad timing. The government, through the police commissioner, declared all kinds of political gatherings illegal until things had calmed down in the country. I see sense in this move by the government. This is because there was already a lot of bloodshed and high tension in many places and these protests would only heighten the political temperatures thus undermining efforts to bring peace. Nevertheless, the opposition insisted on having the protests go on as planned. As expected, the police have been engaging in running battles with the protesters, which has led to loss of lives and destruction of property worth millions of shillings.

One thing that the opposition wants to gain from the protests is international attention and sympathy. It is almost automatic that whenever police forces use excessive force to disperse protesters, the blame goes to the police and the government. But judging by the mode of the protests, I see the challenge that police forces would face to maintain law and order. However, I DON’T condone incidents in which the police have used live bullets to disperse the protesters. The police have enough training to use other ways to bring law and order. One of my friends, whose dad is a police officer, asked me what I would do if I was a police officer and my life was in danger and the only way to save myself was to shoot someone. I did not have an exact answer for my friend. Do you? It is not a “Yes” or “No” answer, is it? 

One thing you need to note about the ongoing protests that you probably won’t hear on CNN or NPR is that the majority of the protesters are slum dwellers, who live in impoverished states. Kibera slum in Nairobi, the largest slum in Africa, has been the favorite arena of the protests. To most of the slum dwellers, protesting basically means “forcing the government to listen”, which is close to the meaning, anyway, but still inconclusive.  Out of their ignorance and frustrations resulting from their untold sufferings in the slums, the protesters have been looting shops, burning down business premises, and doing anything that would demonstrate their grievances and force the government to yield to their demands. Police forces, on the other hand, have used excessive teargas and live bullets to fight back. 

I saw a fierce fight between the opposition protesters and the police in Nairobi. The protesters, mostly youths, pelted stones at the police and set buildings on fire. The police replied by shooting mercilessly in the air and charging at the crowds. The fighting went on for a few hours before normalcy returned. What exasperated me is that fact that there wasn’t any single politician at the scene of fighting even though the politicians had gone to the slums to bring the demonstrators. As soon as the politicians saw the police coming they got into their bullet-proof limousines and sped off, probably going back to their posh hotels to play golf and chess, while leaving the slum dwellers to “fight for democracy”. 

As much as I am an ardent supporter of peaceful protests, I find it hard to believe that the Kenyan opposition is genuine in using these protests to attain justice. The trick here is to make the government look dictatorial by judging through the actions of the police force. Again, I am not condoning the police forces for using excessive force to disperse the demonstrators, but I am looking on both sides of the coin. It is either that the government allows the opposition to go ahead with the protests or the opposition seeks legal redress while postponing protests for a while. Either the government or the opposition need to swallow their pride for the sake of the innocent citizens. But since all sides seem to be driven by power-hungry motives, peace efforts continue to hit a snag. 

The advice I would give to the opposition is to first educate their supporters about conducting peaceful protests, if they are at all talking about peace realistically. For one to be an efficient protester there is a need to understand why one is protesting. For instance, when I first decided to go and protest at the School of Americas in Georgia, Jim Satterwhite, the organizer of the event in Bluffton, personally talked to me about the history of the school and the need to protest. I did my own research and talked with people who supported the school and those who were opposed to it to develop an objective mindset.  When I went to protest, I had enough knowledge to know what I was doing. I was not just merely protesting for the sake of it. That would be a healthy approach that could be adopted by the Kenyan opposition in organizing their protests since what has resulted from the recent protests is very diminishing. In some parts of the country, railway lines have been uprooted, gas stations torched, churches razed down, bridges destroyed, and other monumental evil acts done in the name of “peaceful protests”. When asked about this, the opposition has directed all the blame to the police force and the government. It then turns into a favorable game that Kenyan politicians like to play. It is called blame game or, “You are wrong, I am right” game. 

As I am writing this, I have learned that two of the recently elected Members of Parliament from the opposition side have been shot dead; one by unknown gunmen, the other by a police officer. The MP shot by the police officer is believed to have been shot by a police office who claimed that the MP was having an affair with his girlfriend. The police officer, who has been arrested, shot both the MP and his girlfriend after spotting them in the MP’s car. These killings have sparked a new wave of violence across the country. The opposition side was quick to jump into premature conclusions and termed the killings, “assassination” by the government. The government, on the other hand, has distanced itself from the killings. One government MP even said that the opposition might be assassinating their own people and blaming the government for it. Are you surprised? I am not; it is just another round of blame game. After all, it is only the families of the deceased that are genuinely feeling the pain of losing their beloved ones while others are hoping to gain a political mileage from the tragic situations. 

One thing that I hope Kenyans will realize sooner than later is that many political figures on, both the opposition and the government, are after power. There are 42 tribes in Kenya but all these can easily be divided into two tribes; the poor and the rich. All the politicians belong to the tribe of the rich. Some of them jointly own big businesses. Some have shares in big companies abroad. When it comes to business, they talk about money and not politics.  They often meet at London and Paris shopping malls on weekend shopping. Yet the poor continue to mayhem one another claiming to fight for the justice of these rich gentlemen and ladies. Good morning Kenyans, wake up! This reminds me of the Marxism principle, whose basis is the analysis of the class structure in third world societies. Being a political figure guarantees one some sort of power. This power can be in form of finances or authoritative control of a section of some people. This is very common in Kenya where rich, political figures command huge control over their peoples’ interests. Manipulation sets in the process, in form of economics, and even social aspects of life. What am I driving at here? 

Kenyans need to start judging their political leaders on the basis of what they can do rather than which tribe they come from. Until we see people from different tribes representing completely different tribes from theirs in the parliament, true democracy is far from being attained. Until Kenyans become cautious of rich politicians who are greedy and ready to use the poor to ascend to power, exploitation will continue. The government and the opposition hardly agreed on any policy that was tabled by either side the last year. They spent a long time arguing and were not willing to let the other side pass any bills. However, they agreed twice when it was time to fatten their pay checks. When the bill was introduced in the parliament it sailed through the three stages that a bill is required to go through before becoming a law. Those are the only two times that the speaker of the parliament didn’t have any problems trying to find a solution from the two sides. When the Transparency International questioned this, both the government and the opposition united in defending their raise saying that they work hard and thus deserve better pay. This made me smile. How do you think things would be if both the opposition and the government joined hands in condemning the ongoing violence and together campaign for peace? Or is that less important than fattening their checks? 

One thing I would like you to keep in mind is that both the government and the opposition have played a role in the confusion that has engulfed the country, even though the opposition has successfully made it seem like they are the saints, in the international media. The international media has continuously labeled the government side as the “bad kid” in the house, something that is easily misleading the international community.  Another thing to note is that most of Africa’s problems could be solved easily if leaders could sacrifice their personal interests for the sake of common good for the people. Africans must take the first initiative and think beyond self-egos. The solutions to Africa problems, Kenya included, lie within Africans. Kenyans just don’t easily see that.

After reading this, take a few seconds and think about the situation in Kenya. Tell God a word or two about it.  There is hope that things will calm down, especially after the president and the opposition leader have started dialogue mediated by Kofi Anan and a few other reputed international mediators. This violence must not be allowed to go on.  I do believe that this will be a very big lesson for Kenyans. We’ll never take the peace we have always enjoyed for granted.  Just like Kenya’s national anthem goes:

O God of all creation,
Bless this our land and nation.
Justice be our shield and defender,
May we dwell in unity,
Peace and liberty.
Plenty is found within our borders. 

Let one and all arise
With hearts both strong and true.
Service be our earnest endeavor,
And our Homeland of Kenya,
Heritage of splendor,
Firm may we stand to defend.

Let all with one accord
In common bond united,
Build this our nation together,
And the glory of Kenya,
The fruit of our labour
Fill every heart with thanksgiving

And just so that you know I did not vote, something that I don’t regret at all.  I was not a registered voter after having been out of the country for almost four years. Before the election my Kenyan grandmother, 99, joked that she could make a better president than both Kibaki and Raila if given a chance. I think she is right, even though she thinks that it is only a funny joke. Maybe her slogans could be “No more BLAME GAMES, Hillary’s grandma for president!”
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