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Introduction

December 27, 2007. This is the day Kenyans voted to elect councilors, members of parliament and the president for the next five years. This democratic ritual has taken place every five years since Kenya became independent in 1963. Indeed, independent Kenya in the last 45 years has stood out in Africa as a pillar of stability and an island of peace in a troubled region. However, this positive image of Kenya was brutally shattered on December 30 when violence erupted in major towns and some rural areas following the announcement by the Electoral Commission that President Kibaki’s had won the elections amidst controversy and allegations of election rigging. Fears of a stolen election were fuelled particularly by the event of President Kibaki’s swearing-in ceremony conducted by the Chief Justice within a period of half an hour after being declared the winner. The event took place in the confines of State House without the usual pomp and attendance by invited guests. 

The violence that began as a protest against a ‘stolen election’ quickly escalated into a full blown crisis. Within one month after the general election, Kenya is on the verge of collapse. She has suddenly sunk into a deep political crisis, a humanitarian crisis, a security crisis, a governance crisis! 

What explanation do we have for this sudden explosion of violence? What is the magnitude of this crisis? What are the ongoing efforts to deal with the crisis? Are there any signs of hope?

These are the questions that guide my narration of the crisis and reflection on it.

The magnitude of the crisis

About 1,000 people killed and over 500,000 internally displaced and living as refugees in their own land. The numbers continue to rise since the violence is ongoing. Two Members of Parliament from the main opposition party have been gunned down in cold blood within a period of three days (January 28 and 31). Hundreds of thousands are grieving as they bury their dead, nurse their injured relatives or look in vain for missing members of their families. 

The Rift Valley Province, that includes high potential agricultural land formerly occupied by British and South African white settlers, is the most adversely affected area in the whole country. Outside the Rift Valley, the hottest trouble spots have been the Capital City, Nairobi, (especially in the informal settlements), the Lakeside town of Kisumu and the port town of Mombasa. 

The magnitude of the crisis has dealt a heavy blow to the economy and it is almost on its knees. Tourism, the leading foreign exchange earner, has virtually collapsed leaving thousands jobless. Manufacturers are warning that they will grind to a stand still if the situation is not arrested within one month. The transport sector is devastated with thousands of workers rendered jobless. Shortage of food and fuel is biting as railway and road transport is disrupted. This crisis has not spared neighbouring countries like Uganda, Rwanda, Burundi and Southern Sudan. These countries are major consumers of manufactured goods from Kenya, and they also depend on the port of Mombasa for their export and import goods. This is not only a Kenyan crisis but a regional crisis.

While social and economic life of everyone in the country has been disrupted and destabilized, those bearing the brunt of this crisis are the low income people and, in particular, vulnerable members of that section of society such as women, children, the elderly and the physically challenged. Without resources and social support systems, these people form the majority of displaced people living in camps, churches, police station compounds and even open fields with little or no provisions. 

The violence and its various manifestations

This violence has taken various characteristics. Firstly, political violence that took various forms. One such form is the spontaneous violence caused by people protesting the controversial victory of President Kibaki amidst allegations of rigging and stolen victory from the Opposition Leader, Raila Odinga. The other form of political violence was expressed through physical liquidation of leaders from the Opposition Party with apparently clear political objectives. 

Secondly, violence perpetrated by the police. Police used excessive force against demonstrators. Investigations by the National Commission on Human Rights have revealed the use of live bullets by the police when other means of dealing with protestors could have been sufficient. Furthermore, post mortem reports indicate that most demonstrators, especially in Kisumu, were in fact shot dead by police as they fled. The police were obviously not acting in self defense. 

Thirdly, violence by organized militia directly or indirectly answerable to political godfathers/mothers. This violence was clearly driven by ethnic discrimination and hatred. Counter violence in retaliation subsequently created a vicious circle of ethnic clashes. 

Fourthly, class based violence. This violence was more clearly observable in big towns like Nairobi than in small towns in the rural areas. The poor from informal settlements in some parts of Nairobi attacked their middle neighbours apparently on the basis of class differences. For example, youth from Mukuru Kwa Njenga (an informal settlement) attacked the neighbouring South B middle class estates vandalizing cars destroying property. They were apparently venting their anger against those who lived in comfort while they suffered squalor in the slums. 

Fifthly, gender based violence in the form of rape. Victims range from old women to girl-children. In some cases, this sexual violence took the form of sodomy targeting especially young boys. This type of violence is not only physical violence but more so emotional and psychological violence that leave the victims traumatized and devastated.

Sixthly, violence to non-conformists. This violence has been directed to human rights activists and principled men and women who refuse to succumb to ethnic loyalties. Labeled as ‘traitors’, these people have been a target of different types of violence from ethnic chauvinists. They have been subjected to tongue-lashing, exclusion and death threats. 

Seventhly, opportunistic criminal violence. Individual criminals and gangs have taken advantage of the vacuum created by the breakdown of law and order. Consequently, individuals have been attacked and homes broken into by people whose motive seem to be personal gain rather than political protest or ethnic hatred. Some times the line is very thin between these forms of violence. 

Background to the Kenyan political crisis
Kenya became independent from British colonial administration in 1963 after a war of independence that mobilized workers, rural communities and an armed wing, the Land and Freedom Army, better known as the Mau Mau. The reforms expected after attainment of independence did not take place. Reforms concerning land, governance structures and redress of historical injustices committed against the people failed to take off. The leftist political forces got suppressed and pushed underground by the neo-colonial ruling elite supported by the West under the framework of the Cold War. 
Under Jomo Kenyatta, Kenya was ruled under a one-party dictatorship that ritualistically held general elections every five years. When Kenyatta died in 1978, Daniel arap Moi took over and perfected the art of political manipulation. Entangled in chronic high level corruption and faced with a swelling pro-democracy movement, the regime of Daniel arap Moi was routed out of power in the General Elections of December 2002. Mwai Kibaki ascended to power in a land slide victory enjoying massive popular support amidst euphoria for radical reforms starting with change of the constitution which he promised to deliver within the first 100 days of his rule. Five years down the road there was neither constitutional change nor land reforms – an issue that was at the very core of the war for independence. Worse, the reform movement that brought Mwai Kibaki into power was systematically getting demobilized. With over 60% of the population living under the poverty line, the prevailing political situation brewed anger, frustration and desperation among the masses. This was a time bomb that was waiting to explode. The election dispute triggered it off!
So what are the forces underlying the Kenyan political crisis?
Given the history of this country, the ongoing Kenyan political crisis is a result of frustrated political and socio-economic reforms. The forces and factors underlying the Kenyan political crisis are varied and complex. However, there is an apparent string that ties them together so that they constitute a situation that blockades change and undermines the struggle for reforms.
A highly centralized political system is the centre of gravity around which the forces of blockage against reforms rotate. The concentration of state power in the presidency has given rise to a number of factors that fundamentally undermine good governance. One is political patronage. Anyone who occupies the ‘imperial’ seat, the presidency, becomes the controller of national resources and state machinery. 
Following the failure to institute reforms demanded by the independence movement, the ruling elite retreated from the national platform of the independence war to ethnic cocoons as their political base. Therefore, instead of organizing politics around issues and strong political parties, they nurtured politics of patronage around rich and powerful individuals or families. They build networks of ethnic based patronage that included bureaucrats in the civil service, intellectuals, business people and opinion leaders among the masses. 
To provide legitimacy to this status quo, ethnic ideology was actively promoted through skewed distribution of development resources by the ruling elite and tokenistic handouts to needy individuals by the rich who sought to consolidate political influence. Consequently, a mentality was created among the poor and even the middle class that they would benefit from national resources if one of their own became president or close associate to the presidency. This political patronage is the engine of ethnic based politics that dominated the post independence period. 
Having betrayed the cause and spirit of the independence movement, the politics of patronage and ethnicity went on to cover up or deny the reality of inequitable distribution of resources arising from historical injustices or current systemic failures. Impoverisation of the masses and the continually growing gap between the rich and the poor of the people were ignored or blamed on other ethnic groups especially the ethnic group of the president or powerful senior politicians in government. 

Politics of patronage and ethnicity, furthermore, undermined the development of strong political parties as well as strong state institutions. As a result, good governance was impossible. Instead, grand corruption and impunity reigned in the corridors of power. 
The poverty and desperation of the masses was used by the political elite within the framework of patronage and ethnicity to play political games especially during the general elections. Politically instigated violence that often took the form of ethnic clashes was used to gain political mileage for some politicians especially in multi-ethnic areas. In fact, a clear pattern of election-time ethnic violence is observable starting from the 1992 general elections to 1997, 2002 and 2007. 
Nobody has ever been charged in court or held responsible for these acts of violence. This impunity could not go on for ever. In 2007 the situation went out of hand and precipitated the crisis that we are now facing. A Kiswahili proverb sums up this scenario: ‘usipoziba ufa, utajenga ukuta’. That is, if you ignore to repair a crack, you will end up building a wall. 
Seeds of hope: is there any hope? 
It is difficult to predict the way this crisis will end since I am in the thick and thin of it. However, Kenyans supported by the international community are making whatever effort they can to curb the violence and find a lasting and sustainable solution. Whatever keeps these actors going constitutes the seeds of hope. What are the seeds of hope in my opinion?
Kenya’s glorious history of struggle for freedom and prosperity

The fire of national politics that transcend ethnicity and other sectarian ideologies has never died. The patriotic underground resistance movement of the 1970s and 1980s kept the fire of struggle for change burning. It was this fire that fed into the pro-democracy movement of the 1990s that eventually overthrew the one-party dictatorship in 2002. 

I guess that is the same fire that is feeding the determination of so many Kenyans to come out courageously NO to the destruction of our country. The message of civil society organizations, the mainstream media, professional associations, the private sector, religious organizations and even victims of violence suffering in the camps is loud and clear: THIS COUNTRY IS BIGGER THAN ANY ONE OF US! Many Kenyans are clearly very angry that a political dispute between two people should destroy the country. 

Serious lobbying by the various actors listed above has been happening. It is targeted to the protagonists and their political parties, the African Union, the United Nations, the European Union and other centers of power and influence. 

The spirit of patriotism is also portrayed by the way Kenyans, especially the middle classes, have responded to the humanitarian aspects of this crisis. In solidarity with the internally displaced people living the camps, Kenyans have made generous contribution of food and non-food items to the Kenya Red Cross. Others are participating in provisions of various services in those camps. Still others, especially religious organizations, are organizing various efforts of reconciliation and healing. Politicians from different political parties (especially the ruling party and the opposition) have organized joint public rallies in an attempt to defuse ethnic and political tension and hatred.  Indeed, various peace making activities are going on at the national and grassroots level.  
International mediation

International mediation by the African Union (AU) and the United Nations (UN) responded promptly to Kenya’s plight. Former UN Secretary General, Koffi Annan, is leading a team of Eminent Persons from Africa in an attempt to mediate and broker a solution to the crisis. 
Enormous international pressure has been directed to the political protagonists urging them to enter into dialogue and find a solution to the crisis. Western powers have suspended aid to Kenya with a view to get the Government to the negotiation table. Others have enforced various sanctions to political leaders that refuse dialogue. One western super power has even threatened to impose a solution if Kenyan political leaders fail to find one! 

It is obvious that the response from the international community is not simply driven by their concern for Kenya but also their interests. In terms of geo-politics, Kenya is very strategically placed and, therefore, stability in Kenya is critical for regional and global interests. 
As shown above, the port of Mombasa serves not only Kenya but also the region. The crisis in Kenya has hit not only the Kenyan economy but also the economies neighbouring countries that depend on the port of Mombasa. Similarly, the Nairobi international airport is the hub of air travel linking countries of Southern Africa, West Africa and Central Africa to Europe, the Middle East, Asia and North America. Furthermore, Kenya is the logistical support center for international organizations working the troubled Horn of Africa over and above the fact that Kenya hosts the regional headquarters of the United Nations. In respect to War against Terrorism, Kenya is a strategic ally especially given that it is neighbouring the failed state of Somalia perceived to be the haven of international terrorists. 

Given the huge international interests served by Kenya, the international community (especially the super powers) would rather ‘colonize’ Kenya rather than let it slip into the category of failed African states.  

Challenges: democracy, sovereignty and reconstruction 
The current crisis threatens to erase democratic gains made in the last 20 years through the pro-democracy movement. The crisis threatens to reverse the county into the dark days of dictatorship. On the other hand, however, this crisis could present the golden moment for basic reforms such as the constitution and establishment of mechanisms for addressing historical injustice and atrocities of ethnic clashes since 1992. 
However, what are the political processes and interventions by Kenyans that can transform this crisis into that golden moment? Can we trust the political elite with this matter? What are the opportunities open for civil society and other non-state actors? 

Will Kenyans rise above partisan political interests and seize this moment to define their destiny? Will Kenyans sit and wait for solutions to be imposed by foreigners?
What of the enormous challenge of reconciliation, healing and reconstruction of the country in the post conflict period? What bold steps must be taken to achieve this?

These questions raise fundamental challenges regarding democracy, sovereignty and reconstruction. Only history will tell how Kenyans will grapple with these challenges.

Conclusion

The blood of hundreds of Kenyans that have been killed in this crisis should not be in vain. The struggle for a just and democratic Kenya continues!
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