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Growing up in Kenya in the eighties, there were certain things we children took 


for granted. Kenya for instance.  
Unlike our parents who were born into the British Empire and who watched the 


uncertain birth of the country and for whom the country was a continuous experiment 
with the ever present possibility of failure, a fragile thing that had only just come into 
being and might very well go out of being, we children knew Kenya as a fait accompli, 
immense, indestructible, unchangeable, a fact of life. We had been born into it and it was 
all we knew. For us, it had always been there, and there was no reason to imagine 
otherwise. 


But apparently the creators of the Kenya schools’ syllabus along with our teachers 
shared our parents’ sense of the fragility of it all. Every morning at school assembly we 
would sing patriotic songs, the songs of new nations, songs that spoke of belonging, of 
ownership. We sang the national anthem and recited the pledge of loyalty and we were 
made to repeat the mantra of nation over tribe. We are all Kenyans. Kenya is more 
important than tribe. There are no Kikuyus or Luhyas or Miji Kenda. Only Kenyans.  


To my eight year old mind, this notion was self evident, a truism. My friends were 
from all over the country. It never crossed my mind nor did I ever see the need to seek 
out my tribe mates for company nor did I ever feel any particular affinity for them. 
People fell into two categories only, people I liked and people I did not like. 


When at home I would hear my parents talking in terms of tribe, ascribing certain 
values and traits wholesale to one group of people (Kikuyus especially, but later 
Kalenjins as well), I would bristle and more than once lectured them, pompous and shrill. 
I could not believe that my parents, two people I loved and respected, otherwise 
intelligent people, could be so hobbled still by such a retrogressive and manifestly absurd 
idea. 


Kenya in the eighties was a highly repressive and oppressive place, a police state 
and a single party “democracy.” The presidential ballot had only one guy on it and your 
choices such as they were, consisted in putting the perfunctory X by his name or 
foregoing voting altogether. President Moi, self-appointed father of the nation and the 
only guy on the ballot was, he assured us, limiting our choice for our own good. He was 
saving us from ourselves, from the dark repository of ethnic chauvinism that dwelt deep, 
or not so deep inside us. Should he be so remiss as to give us a choice, we would all be 
terrified by the contents of that Pandora’s box. We would become our neighbours; the 
basket cases of Uganda or Ethiopia or Congo or…Kenya was an island of peace in a 
storm-tossed sea of ruin brought on by tribe. In the event, there was something in the old 
man’s prophecies of doom and gloom.  


The first nominally free election in Kenya’s history in 1992 was a resounding 
QED. The Kikuyu voted in numbers for Kenneth Matiba whose incoherent and 
cringeworthy ramblings in the press cast serious doubt on his sanity. This man whose 
health, especially his mental health was highly questionable, was propelled to within a 
hair’s breadth of the presidency thanks solely to his tribesmen. It gave me pause. 


In Kikuyu constituency, 40,000 constituents voted for the MP on a Ford Kenya 
ticket. The presidential aspirant on the same ticket, a Luo, Raila Odinga’s father, could 







manage only a few hundred votes. This gave me even more pause. Mr. Moi for his part 
could barely restrain himself from self righteous I told you sos. 


But the years of deliberate detribalisation would not go gentle. I refused to see the 
country in terms of competing and antagonistic tribes. I was a Kenyan. We all were. I felt 
Kenyan, not Luhya. Our fates were tied to each other, whether or we liked it or not. We 
would prosper as Kenyans or dig our collective grave as tribes. After all, we had bigger 
concerns, concerns that cut across any and all lines; corruption, the crumbling economy, 
education, infrastructure. The unreconstructed tribalists among us were of the old guard, 
my parents’ peers and they were lost causes anyway. My generation were bigger than 
this. 


In his analysis of the Rwandan genocide, Mahmood Mamdani talks of a ‘popular 
genocide,’ of mass killing perpetrated by an entire population, of a nation of criminals. 
Before the 1992 elections in Kenya, two genocides were well under way in the Rift 
Valley and at the Coast. In both cases, the main targets were Kikuyu, the perpetrators 
Kalenjin and Miji Kenda. In the Rift Valley and the Coast, a population of criminals was 
born, much as is happening now. I could not then drive through Eldoret without 
wondering which of the men walking down the street had blood on his hands. And 
because I couldn’t tell, I hated them all. Even as the elections had sown my distrust of the 
Kikuyu, the killing made me loathe the Kalenjin. I was terrified at what was happening, 
of the utter impunity of it all and I was angrier than I have ever been. I was becoming my 
parents. Now, when they spoke in broad generalities, I held my tongue. 


Now the killings have started again. The Kikuyu, the people most Kenyans love 
to hate, are being hounded from their homes and killed. My grandfather’s shops in my 
village in Western Kenya, rented out to Kikuyu businessmen have been looted and 
gutted. 


Yesterday I read an article which detailed the vast conspiracy of hatred and 
murder in Western Kenya, of professionals and peasant farmers and shop keepers taking 
up arms and slaughtering their neighbours, of young braves waiting by roadsides for their 
prey. Unashamed, unrepentant. I am angry again and again I am terrified. Talking to my 
parents over the phone, I can the fear in their voices. 


Years of living together and the constant, even casual betrayals we have inflicted 
on each other have made us wary and suspicious. But the sort of feeling that allows 
people to casually butcher each other, to kill unarmed women and children, to transform 
erstwhile friends and neighbours instantly into objects of hatred upon which any horror 
can be justly inflicted is something I find hard to grasp. Is it mere opportunism? Or real 
hatred in all its obscene glory? What are we doing to ourselves that allows such animus to 
exist in our midst, within such easy reach, so accessible and so close to the surface?  


I am no longer the unmitigated Kenyan I once was. And now I can see every 
straining seam, every rivet and every joint that holds us together. And I no longer take it 
for granted that they will hold. 








Post-Election Violence in Kenya 
 
Watching events in Kenya unfold on the television news this past week or so has been 
quite frightening.  How can this be happening?  Do Kenyans appreciate how fortunate 
they are?  A beautiful country, excellent weather and other nations willing to help 
achieve a better future.  Why is this happening? 
 
Yes, there are problems, but when I tell the Somali and Ethiopian refugees I meet in the 
United States that I am from Kenya, they all nod and look at me with something 
approaching envy.  “In Kenya its good!” they say.  That is what other people think!  
Everyone else values us for our work ethic, our determination, our ambition, our 
education levels, our sense of duty and our peaceful natures.  So why should we then turn 
around and treat each other so horribly? 
 
In New Orleans, Louisiana, I met 50-year old grandmothers, who still confront the legacy 
of slavery a century and a half after it ended.   They were in rehabilitation for drug 
addictions and other social dysfunctions.  And mothers who had to put their children in 
24-hour daycare so that they could work the weekend shift!  24-hour day care!  Think 
about that the next time you take your household help for granted.  And the emotional 
problems!  Entire families and peer groups on one psychiatric medication or the other!  
Women who cannot find husbands because all the men are in prison!  And those who do 
find partners having to stay unmarried so that they can qualify for housing!  This is what 
black people elsewhere in the world are contending with!  Do Kenyans know what they 
have that other people lack?  Do Kenyans have any idea how good they have it that they 
can even consider attacking their own neighbors?  For how many more generations will 
this self-destructive hysteria continue? 
 
The televised spectacle of heavily armed and armored paramilitaries pouncing on 
civilians who have only street clothes for protection is beyond belief.  Where do the 
soldiers get those padded vests?  And that truck they showed barreling down the middle 
of the street with that gadget spraying water at the crowds!  Are they kidding?  Is the 
country going the path of the South American oligarchies?  Why does the police force 
even have such equipment?  This is Kenya not the apocalypse!  What next, castles, moats 
and robocops?  What sort of a future are the leaders planning for?   
 
Isn’t it time for what the Americans call enlightened self-interest?  Put all the money that 
pays for this weaponry into making bricks for decent housing for Nairobi’s poor!  How 
many bricks could be made for the money it costs to buy that water spraying truck?  
Instead of training and armoring the police to attack civilians, the money should be spent 
on alleviating the conditions that lead to such anger in the first place.   
 
The proprietors of the hotels and businesses that the police are protecting should be 
encouraged to invest in improving conditions for the poor before the problem gets any 
worse.  If the multinationals charge their guests first-world prices for their hotel rooms, 
then they should be encouraged to re-invest a percentage of their profits through the sort 
of community development programs that are common in first-world economies.  Their 







organizational expertise will go far in creating programs that fund social improvements 
for those who need them the most.  Employ school graduates and let them gain 
professional experience while directly improving the cityscape.  Charge the tourists a 
social amenities fee that goes directly to improving the quality of life both in the cities 
and the areas surrounding the game parks. 
 
Leaders should be called on to do everything they can to stop the violence, even if it 
means that they go to the neighborhoods and villages themselves and stand between the 
attackers and the victims.  The arena of politics has become too hot if people feel that 
they must attack their neighbors over a vote. 
 
More has to be done to give every Kenyan a stake in the future of the country.  How did 
the Europeans work their way out of the devastation that followed World War 2?  Or 
what about the WPA job creation program that the United States used to restart its 
economy after millions were left jobless during the Great Depression?  Kenya is not the 
first country to face these challenges!  The country already has so much going for it.  
There is so much international goodwill towards Kenya and its people.   
 
Put people first before politics.  Find a way to give the rioters jobs and a role to play in 
society.  A priority should be to devise a system that separates the delivery of government 
services from ethnicity.  Kenyans should not have to feel that the only way they can make 
progress is if “their” man is in office. 
 
Congratulations to the people in Kiberia who were quoted in the international press as 
saying let the leaders fight, they would not attack their neighbors because of ethnic 
differences.  That is the future, not just in Kenya but all over the world.  How much have 
we Africans benefited because Westerners rejected racist thinking in favor of global 
peace and harmony?  Shouldn’t we cultivate that same tolerance that so many of us take 
for granted?  How many of us benefited from the “Africanization” policies that followed 
independence and reversed the effects of racism?  Can’t we approach internal divisions in 
the same manner and make tribalism a non-issue? 
 
As a Bantu-Bantu half-caste who has enjoyed American hospitality for many years I say 
enough of this ethnic divisiveness.  All over the world, young Kenyans are benefiting 
from other people’s generosity, receiving university educations and job training.  Without 
these opportunities we would be in even worse shape.  Why then are we fostering 
discrimination in our own country?  During the 1980s, young Americans demonstrated 
and protested to bring an end to apartheid in South Africa.  Some were even arrested.  
Now they are organizing against Darfur.  How can Kenyans then turn around and carry 
out ethnic cleansing?  It is the twenty-first century!  Too many years have passed since 
independence.  Given the levels of education, international development and investment 
in the country, our determination and industriousness, and the natural beauty and wealth 
that God has bestowed upon us, Kenyans should be much farther ahead than they are.  
We have so much.  It is time to say enough with all this political confusion!  What do 
Kenyans want out of the future and how will the country get there?  Clearly not this way! 
 








Writer, Billy Kahora conducted an interview with Maina Ngure, a campaign manager 
in Kigumo consitutuency, Muranga district over what the last few days have meant to 
him.        
 
++++++++++++++++++ 
 
All The Candidates Men  
 Or 
Uncle Cannot Do No Wrong   
 
4.30 a.m 27th December 2007 Elections Day Kigumo Division Muranga District 
Central Province Party of National Unity of 80 kilometres from Nairobi not very far 
away from the Aberdare Mountains  
 
Apart from the cicadas, the hoo-hoo sounds of the owls, our breathing in the rumbling 
LandCruiser, the night is as still the mountain that looms behind us as we speed 
towards the end of the Kigumo Lowlands. Dawn threatens and with it the coming 
2007 elections. Polling stations open at 6 a.m – we still have about 100 homes to go; 
knock doors and entreat the sleepy smoked faces behind them to vote for my uncle, a 
parliamentary contender for Kigumo constitution - then surreptitiously hand over 200 
Kshs. And repeat his name – ‘Engineer’. Vote for ‘Engineer’. I am proud to be on his 
campaign team.  


 


We’ve been at it for awhile, leaving the near Aberdares at 1.00 a.m, 5 hours 
before the polls start, hurtle towards a political nirvana. As we are not in ‘our’ 
area, the immediate slopes of the mountain, we have to watch for agents for the 
local village’s candidate. They would be upon us without our knowledge, 
carrying pangas and nyahunyos – machetes and rubber whips. It would be 
another day in the life of a political campaign. But that is why we have my 
uncle’s bodyguards, Kirimi and the dark tall quiet guy they call ‘Maasai’. He is 
Kikuyu, a Lowlands man. His teeth are brown, almost the color of the red 
volcanic soil of his home where coffee thrives. Andu a ruguru. The people of the 
Lowlands. We come from the tea zones – our world is one arsenic green field. 
Coffee is no longer the black gold it was. Tea is the new Muranga currency.      
 
Earlier in the day, the local candidate made an error on a Lowlands man can make. 
What my late mother would call a Ruguru characteristic. In failing to pay ‘his’ people 
a listening allowance, and giving their children sweets instead he opened up his home 
for us. Even adults took the sweets chewing with scowls. We are not far from Kirere 
where the air is dry- we come from more rarefied air, rain showers have been blessing 
us for the last few days. This knowledge makes me smile. We have always been better 
since the days of the Native Reserves in Kikuyuland when we knew how to get the 
best githakas – the most important thing in our life and world, land. When the lowland 
people claim that they are from the House of Gikuyu and Mumbi we smirk. We need 
their votes because they are more than us. These lowlanders. Our people would take 
the Kshs 200 and ask for more. 
 
When our President Hon Mwai Kibaki came to Muranga in November, a month 
before the elections, everyone shouted Party of National Unity PNU slogans after his 







every sentence. As he waved goodbye, our slopes youth sharpened their knives on 
those lowland boyso. A Kenyan Member of Parliament earns Kshs 810,000, Kshs 
9.72 m a year, roughly 50m over his term – that buys you many knives and whips. 
Our campaign has roughly cost Kshs 12 m. Even without the salary, we know that the 
constitutional development fund, CDF, funds allocated for development in every 
constituency will be my uncle’s pocket money if he wins.    
 
So by 6.00 a.m, we have covered 75 homes, the envelopes we were carrying filled 
with Kshs 200 notes are much lighter. Two days later, our President Kibaki will be 
sworn in and time will stop counting for anything. My grandfather who went to the 
Aberdare forest to fight the British colonialists once told me that those years were a 
timeless and terrible land faraway from anything he had ever known or will ever 
know. Whatever you do, he said, try to never go there. My uncle will not make it to 
parliament.     
  








Milk and Peace - Billy Kahora 
 
One of the things I remember most as a child is nyayo school milk in primary school as do most 
people who grew during Daniel Arap Moi’s time and who were in their pre-teens in the early 
80’s. As we drank packeted school milk all through our primary school years we were fed a 
never-ending diet that Kenya was ‘calm and peaceful’. As the calcium strengthened our bones, 
our brains were lobotimised of Kenya’s post-independence political assassinations - two or three 
attempted coups that were effaced from our text books. We became believers in calm and peace. 
The truly nostalgic like myself came to associate packeted nyayo milk with the peace mantras, 
the peace choir songs on T.V. telling us to love one another. 
 
Years later, in 2005, one of the biggest worries in the country was the ubiquitous plastic bag. 
This seems hysterically laughable now after the traumatic post-election death and displacement 
last week. Back in 2005, I was assigned by an environmental magazine to cover the plastic 
menace. I went to Mathare, the second biggest slum in Nairobi, in the land where where plastic 
bags were said to sprout everywhere like flowers. My guide took me into a kiosk and when I 
asked for tea the proprietor asked me whether I wanted garatathi. A Plastic bag. Seeing my 
puzzlement my guide explained that milk in Mathare came in plastic bags and because most of it 
was water, tea with very little milk was called garatathi. When I nodded, the proprietor walked 
outside and whistled. A woman appeared carrying two see through plastic bags with very watery 
milk. The proprietor handed over some money.  
 
For a long time I could never get over that image of milk in a see- through plastic bags. These 
were the same bags which my research on the plastic bag story told me took 5 million years to 
decompose. The sight was strangely disturbing. All my childhood, the milk truck, the sound of 
crates being unloaded onto tarmac had spelled order. They were part of  morning sounds that 
came with family breakfasts, rushed wearing of school uniforms, early morning traffic into the 
city - all I associated with a normal Kenyan morning. Order. Dew. Slight fog. Horns.  
 
Seeing milk in plastic bags felt to me like the loss of all those things. The plastic bag milk had no 
licensed stamp and had clearly not been tested with a lactometer. And in Mathare back in 2005, 
when I thought of the years in between packeted milk and plastic bag milk, I felt the sudden 
breakdown of things. I did not realize how lucky we were even then. Mathare was peaceful even 
if a lot had broken down since nyayo milk - in 2005, like many Kenyans I still believed in calm 
and peace.        
 
Nairobi, which controls at least 45 per cent of our GDP, roughly has 3 million people. 2.1 of 
those people live in Nairobi’s slums and so-called low income neighbourhoods. Kibera, Mathare 
and Korogocho are three of the largest slums in Nairobi and it is no coincidence that these three 
areas were the most violent over the last week. Watching Mathare coflagrate on T.V last week, I 
suddenly recognized some of the places I’d been back in 2005 and realized another thing was 
lost - the idea that this country was calm and peaceful. In a week, I now realize that we have 
irrevocably reached a place that is incomparably more disorderly than watery milk.  
 








Billy Kahora 
 
Since Kenya conflagrated on the 29th December 2007 after going to the polls, calls for 
peace have drowned the politicians. One radio station has completely blacked out 
politicians to avoid the inflammatory rhetoric. This, in the short term at least, is a good 
thing – hopefully some lives will be saved. However, let us not fail to scrutinize the fact 
that our politicians, even during such dire times, use a different textbook from us all.  
 
Across the land, politicians have been asked to be bigger than themselves, think 
leadership rather than power, respect ordinary lives by removing their snouts from the 
political pork barrel for a day or two. Yes, let us ignore them for now, but not forget in 
the future that politicians in their power mongering occupy a different universe. That as 
Africans we go on so much about tribes but fail to recognize the most dangerous one of 
all – the politician.  
 
As they call for different things i.e marches, observance of rule of law - we might need to 
have a march that excludes all the 210 MPs that we voted in a week ago. We might have 
to go to a higher law so that we can force them to a table where they can talk. For the 
sake of life, we might even have to follow suggestions that we should boycott the next 
elections just to show them that we value life more than politics.     
 
In Kenya, like most of the sub Sahara, the problem is that many conversations within 
professional, media and civil society spaces are held on leadership rather than power. 
After last week when Kenya was burning, it should become immediately clear to most 
Kenyans that the two are very different. Before last week, power in Kenya manifested 
itself in shambas, Benzes and big stomachs, and the Big Men in our midst. Leadership 
was kept within discourses of accountability, vision, and responsibility. In these earnest 
conversations the twain, power and leadership never met. Last week, leadership failed 
and power showed its real hand. Lose your life for me power said. We have now realised 
how dangerous that power we give people who cannot show leadership can be.     
 
Now we’ve learnt that at the helm of our society where power lies, in the upper political 
class nobody really cares about leadership in a normative sense. Or life, for that matter. 
Every 5 years we have had a lottery we call the elections with power as the prize given to 
those who ‘lead’ us. Now we’ve learnt it has nothing to do with the latter, it is just about 
amassing power at any cost.  
 
Over the years between these 5-year lotteries the ‘Leader’ has held all the power and 
we’ve tried to get him to give us some of it. And it has been pretty innocent, or rather 
bloodless, up to now. Because of that leadership and power have been two separate 
entities. Leadership has been normative. Power has been real but has never really affected 
us like now. It has never been: ‘one strange carnival in which a pervasive atmosphere of 
macabre conviviality binds the potentate and the dominated in a drawn out orgy of 
violence and death’ as described by Camerounian political theorist and academic, Achille 
Mbembe.    
  







In our earnest conversations we have rightly praise Nelson Mandela for being the only 
President who has left willingly but we forget he is the exception not the rule. We never 
talk about Namibia, Nigeria and Zimbabwe and never try to approach the rule rather than 
the exception on its own terms. Now, as Kenyans, we have to talk about our own country.       
 
 
 








 


If the nation is a car, carrying a nation of people, their hopes and aspirations, it’s 


design and movement purposeful and appropriate, the vehicle that is Kenya has just 


swerved off the road, bits and pieces cluttering to the ground, flying through bush and 


dust, to nowhere.  


We voted on 27th December. It was the largest turnout in any election in our history. 


The most peaceful voting day in our history. 8 million odd Kenyans voted. More youth 


voted than at any time in our history. More marginalized people voted than at any time in 


our history. More Kenyans voted passionately for something, some national arrangement 


they felt strongly about: If you were PNU, under Mwani Kibaki, it was for a narrow 


centralized government, the way it has always been. If you were ODM, under Raila 


Odinga, it was for a highly devolved political and economic system.  


In order to pull this off, both sides built coalitions based on ethnicity. 


This has always happened in Kenya, but mostly we have been able to trust that 


whatever one’s ethnicity and politics, most people vote to rise above it: we find we have 


ethnic allegiances, but we are all always looking for a higher national arrangement, for 


our economies are tangled, our loyalties are tangled. We have even believed that we can, 


when temperatures are high, get rude and personal with each other, insult each other – the 


nation can hold all this, we thought. When asked, we would say. But, there is rule of law? 


But, don’t we all understand that we have another place where we can meet as Kenyans 


speaking Kiswahili to each other, and being best friends in multi-cultural boarding 


schools, workplaces and many other situations? 


One thing has never happened though.  


We have never had a moment when several things collide: high election 


temperatures; a raging debate, 15 years old, about how to restructure our nation; the cost 


of basic foodstuffs rising as the price of oil remains high; an election without a common 


foe.  


The sheer weight and heat and purpose of our vote overwhelmed the frail electoral 


commission; the legal structures of redress, the power of government and law, and most 


importantly our faith in the State as a place where we are all represented.  


In a  matter of hours, our hopes fell from a very high place, to a very low place. 







On the 31st of December, when we saw what seemed to be a naked hijacking of the 


(very narrow) election by one side, all the lubrication of our common nation vanished, 


and we were left naked, carrying only our ethnic relationships, which are incoherent, 


unrecognized, uncertain and paranoid. It is not became we have any “atavistic hatreds” as 


one New York Times reporter put it. The problem is complex, but most of it comes from 


the fact that our ethnic nations remain undefined – as organizations they are forgotten 


until a crisis arrives.  


This thing called Kenya is a strange animal. Nowhere in our constitution are our 


various nations named and validated meaningfully. They exist and do not. You cannot 


study your languages and national philosophies in any university in Kenya. According to 


Kenya, ethnicity remains in the sewers, and rises out when the sleaze overwhelms it, as 


an angry political force, it is blind, and deaf and confused. This is not because there is 


anything wrong with our various internal nations and cultures. It is because there is 


something wrong with the overarching structure that manages and manipulates them.  


  In times of trouble, there are no existing mechanisms for the elders of the Agikuyu 


to visit the Luo Council of Elders and talk. It was assumed, in the 60s, that Kenyan 


nations would be beaten into shape and we would become Kenyan people, and all that old 


nonsense would be forgotten. It could not grow, and evolve, and be coherent and useful. 


And so, right now, we find ourselves wanting to reach across somewhere and reassure, 


and we lack the mechanisms to do so.  


The feeling now is so strong that we are all hoping that the two leaders and parties 


that got us to this standoff, and who have spent the last few months stupidifying their 


constituencies in the usual political way (“they are out to get you!”) will be the ones to 


speak to their nations and tell them it is okay. But they aren’t really ethnic leaders. Kibaki 


is the president of Kenya and a Gikuyu. He is not the leader of the Gikuyu. Nobody is. 


He has no place in any legal Gikuyu system that is functional. But his primary 


constituency are the Gikuyu. He is just a politician needing the support of the Gikuyu to 


become president. But, to the Gikuyu, at this moment, he is the defender of their rights to 


live in the Rift Valley. 







This is a terrible situation to be in. For Raila Odinga, the leader of the opposition 


Orange Democratic Movement is clearly now using the threat of violence as a kind of 


bargaining chip for the presidency.   


Kibaki, recently sworn in as president, is hoping to invalidate ODM by using all 


State apparatus: courts, the security forces to claim to “win peace” – or at best to be a 


kind of Israel: where land and business owning Gikuyus, Merus and others are safe and 


secure, and if necessary everybody else is curfewed and ID-ed and kept in their place. 


My suspicion is that Odinga wants to sell to Kenyans and the world, a sort of 


Ukranian “people’s revolution” – where people take to the streets and change the order of 


things, and are seen to be throwing happy pink petals on television, so America can say, 


ah, the people have spoken.  


This cannot work – right now sentiments are so frayed that the only possible result 


from this is an escalation of retaliations, and a descent to that special machete place that 


Nations do not come back from. 


Kibaki has made it clear he will force “ the rule of law” on all. He has said he will 


make sure that all property is secured, all roads open. If Raila attempts anything he will 


be crushed. So far the violence continues. The police are exhausted. He cannot sustain 


this position for long because 50 percent or more of Kenya believe he rigged his way in. 


We have a very disciplined army, probably the most disciplined army in Africa.  Our 


police forces have improved dramatically over the past few years. But they are Kenyans 


too, and the present split will stretch their allegiances.  


There is the strong sense of a vacuum where the state and government used to be. 


When orders are issued, it is not clear of the state is speaking, or if an illegitimate 


government, which represents mostly the interests of Gikuyus under attack is issuing 


these orders.  


Five years ago, Kenyans voted for a broad and nationally representative 


government. Various leaders came together to remove President Daniel Arap Moi’s 


party. They signed a memorandum of agreement. They immediately became to most 


popular party in Kenya – NARC. Inside this vehicle, were the Luo, the Luhya, the 


Gikuyu, many Kalenjin – all the people presently killing each other. We wanted this sort 


of arrangement, because it was clear to everybody that some sort of  broad government 







would quickly introduce a new and more inclusive constitution, deal firmly with grand 


corruption and start to walk us through a process of defining the nation is terms that 


include everybody in a plan for the future. Kibaki failed to honour the Memorandum. He 


opted for a narrow government that pushed for high economic growth while maintaining 


the same constitution. This was the beginning of the polarization. Meanwhile Raila built 


his popular movement on the idea that a decentralized government is the only way to the 


future. But the election was held under the same old constitution: with its imperial 


presidency. So, the presidency became a special prize – and as it stood, no trust was 


really possible. Which president will agree to reduce his own powers? As Raila’s 


continued to threaten, the rhetoric became more and more xenophobic as the election 


drew near. Many Gikuyu I know said they were quite happy to see Kibaki rig himself in; 


they felt under siege, and were sure that there would be severe repercussions if Raila 


came to power.  Meanwhile Kibaki quite cynically weakened the electoral commission 


by bringing in inexperienced and partisan commissioners.  


We are where we are. At this point, a recount or retallying of votes is not useful. If 


Kibaki remains in power, the standoff in Kenya continues. There are reports from the 


Electoral commission, that the signed sheets by the returning officers are being changed 


even now, to sanitise the rigging. 


Nations are built on crises like this. If there is such a thing as a possible Kenya, it 


should be gathering energy right now. In this sort of temperature, people of goodwill can 


have a constitution passed in months. In this sort of temperature, two leaders can sit 


down, form a power-sharing agreement, and put together a more muscular system to 


handle elections and transition. Right now, all Kenyans agree that a winner takes all 


democracy cannot work in this new Kenya under any circumstances. A broad 


representative government is the only way. A constitution that names and recognizes the 


nations within nations; that decentralizes some power, that includes us all in the process 


is possible.  


This could be the triumphant scenario that unfolds in the world’s media over the 


next six months.  


For the past forty years we have been dancing around each other, a gaseous nation 


circling and tightening. The moment is now, to make a solid thing called Kenya. To do 







so, both Raila and Kibaki must admit that they do not have the mandate to do what is 


necessary.  


They must rise above this election, and deliver to us a better car to ride in. This one 


is broken. 


 








Dayo Forster is a novelist whose first book, Reading the Ceiling, was published in 2007. 
She lives in Nairobi where she also works part-time as a financial sector development 
consultant. 


Swift Sudden Darkness 


Dayo Forster 


 


I met an American visitor during the week – and he said the strangest thing – “I 


can’t get over how quickly it becomes dark here – one minute its twilight and the next 


minute it is night.” We were talking weather. His sentence could equally be applied to 


what our conversation turned to later – politics. He was visiting Kenya as a tourist for the 


first time - part of his holiday had gone well, but the second half had been abandoned in 


the midst of political turmoil. 


Two weeks ago, there was widespread optimism. We were all slightly tired of the 


campaign vehicles with their loudspeakers belching music they hoped would encourage 


punters, splattering campaign posters on tree trunks, lamp posts, in the middle of the 


road, or on the walls of residents who had chosen stone fences rather than prickly kei 


apple hedges. 


By Christmas Eve, with the campaigning over, there were tatters of paper 


everywhere. There were many and varied arguments for and against the two main 


contenders for the presidential race. The incumbent, Kibaki, was too meek and was 


letting a cabal of powerful men control him and his government. Odinga on the other 


hand might be more dictatorial than anyone thought – although he might improve the 


roads. The people, however, would decide. And whoever won, the opinion polls had 


shown us that it would be a close race, and that the winner would realize that almost half 


the country wanted the other person to be in charge. 







What we all hoped would be a turning point in Kenya’s, nay Africa’s, history was 


a recipe for disaster. We all held our breaths as poll results were announced on radio, and 


Odinga’s lead widened, and then bizarrely contracted and flipped to a narrow loss. With 


incredulity, we watched the final counts being announced. The Electoral Commission of 


Kenya’s (ECK) chairman being shouted down as he listed results for a constituency for 


which there was clear documentary evidence that the figures he had just read out were 


incorrect. The chaos within that hall foretold the chaos that would be unleashed 


nationwide a few hours later. 


And yet we continued to hold our breaths. Surely, someone somewhere, someone 


in charge – would help us make a sense of all this, expose fraud if it existed, and tell us 


the truth. Surely, the votes of individual Kenyans counted for something.  


Rumours flew. SMSes sprung from one mobile to another. Conspiracies were 


gilded. The media was muzzled. Trouble in town. Yet the national television station, 


KBC, was showing joyful voters in Kiambu dancing because the president had won. 


Raila cried foul. Many agreed with him.  


And then the moment that would prove what the candidates stood for – where 


their hearts really lay – came, and passed. Kibaki’s cabal would not tolerate any mention 


of fraud. They now had the weight of the security services behind them – after a late 


evening swearing in, with none of the pomp and street joy of Kibaki’s last sweet victory 


in 2002 – and they would exercise that power. Odinga had nothing but the will of the 


people, angry and ready to go out and protest, even if that anger ended up in burning 


down their neighbourhoods, widespread looting and violence against people perceived to 


support ‘the other side’.  







As poor areas like Kibera in Nairobi smouldered, life simply stalled. No 


presidential statement. No firm commitment to halt the violence. People stuck in their 


rural homes were unable to get back to Nairobi for work. Call for a rally. More violence. 


Displaced people. Kenyan refugees fled to Uganda. No fuel. Banks shut. Fresh food hard 


to get.  


In that single blink of the ECK announcement, the optimism of 2007 shattered. 


The amazing performance of the stock exchange, the 90% occupancy rates for the 


tourism industry, the accolades from the World Bank for improvement in financial 


infrastructure. All swallowed up with the swiftness that twilight turns to darkness. 


Lucky for us that a sun exists not too far away, and that it can ensure that the 


night rolls round – back to daylight. And lucky for us too, that many Kenyans who have 


enjoyed living in a peaceful country agree that to kill and pillage in the names of 


politicians won’t serve anyone’s interest in the longer term. Lucky for us all that the 


embers of the fire that lit the feet of over seventy percent of the electorate remain. And 


that as the last electoral posters shed their tatters, we can still be reminded of what has 


been lost, and what can still be regained. 








 Anatomy Of A Breakdown -  Jackie Lebo 
 
I once read a book on the last days of the Mobutu regime and it spoke of the elite living it 
up in a posh city hotel while Kinshasa crumbled around them. That oasis in the midst of 
the destruction seemed incredulous to me at the time. Like many other Kenyans, I was an 
innocent to the kind of violence and breakdown suffered by many neighboring countries.  
Not so now. It is a week after the election – at my apartment on Ngong’ Road, the 
children playing outside are loud and boisterous, the caretaker has been by to do some 
routine maintenance and it looks like any other day till I switch on the TV and see dozens 
of policemen in full riot gear and hundreds of protesters just down the road. So far the 
world outside is kept at bay by the walls of our compound, but it is clear it will not 
remain that way for long.   
 
Upon announcing the disputed result of the presidential election, the ECK commissioner 
was rushed to State House to hand over the winner’s certificate to the incumbent, who 
was waiting to be sworn in. The whole process was executed with astonishing speed and 
when completed, the incumbent was installed as president for a second term, ensuring, 
under the laws of the land, the opposition had to go to court – where there is a loyalist 
bench and lengthy processes – to resolve any disputes. The hurried swearing-in also 
meant that the Kibaki administration could wield the full resources of the state – 
including the police and paramilitary security units – to maintain its hold on power. Over 
the last few days members of the Kibaki administration have invoked the law in 
justifying and defending their actions. But Kenyans are more savvy and informed than 
they have ever been and they see the law has been hi-jacked and is being used to serve 
the ends of the administration.   
 
On the other side of the aisle ODM is exhibiting righteous anger at being wronged. They 
will have legislative majority in parliament and have the support of the people. They 
show no signs of budging: they believe they won the presidential election and they want 
it all. While both Kibaki and Raila take hardline stances, a proxy war is being fought in 
the slums. To them the people dying are collateral damage and they are reluctant to make 
any concessions that will weaken their negotiating positions. At stake is the winner-take-
all presidency which centralizes power and controls all national resources. 
 
It is now up to all Kenyans to look at ourselves and the festering issues that this election 
has brought to the surface. The leaders meeting may cauterize the wounds temporarily, 
but the issues brought up will not go away. If we ever rubbished tribe as a unit of identity, 
we need to think again. If we ever thought we had to live and profit at the expense of our 
neighbor, we need to think again. If we thought we had to fight for the same pie we have 
always had instead of expanding it to create space for all to co-exist, we need to think 
again.  If blood ever looked like a viable solution, consider this: Kibera is not an isolated 
area, it is hemmed in on all sides by middle-class Nairobi and that violence will spread 
from that center, changing it from a proxy war to something very real. Already parts of 
the Rift-Valley and Nyanza are on fire and once retaliatory violence starts it may be too 
late.  
 







In the years that have passed since I read that book, I learned breakdowns occur slowly, 
inevitably while you are clinging to the last shreds of routine that marked your life. Let 
not these pockets of normalcy fool us. Unless we take vigorous action to preserve 
stability and peace in our country, we will surely slide over the cliff into war. 








Judy Kibinge is a writer, a filmmaker, and an artist.  She lives in Nairobi.  


The smell of chaos - Judy Kibinge 


The day before the elections results were announced, the smell of impending chaos 


filled our nostrils with an acrid scent, just hours before spreading with an dreamlike 


speed across my country, Kenya. 


It was the same day my brother had chosen to get married in a tiny, intimate 


ceremony, by a placid lake at the Windsor Hotel, a bastion of Kikuyu elitism owned 


by Kibakis unswervingly fiery,  Minister of Security, the only man, runour had it, that 


Kibaki ever listened to . The green grass and 18-hole golf course did little to ease the 


minds of the troubled guests.  One could not help but feel that the beauty we were 


sitting, and the eyes with which we viewed them would never be the same again. And 


echoing every twitter of every bird, the insistent beeps from the cell phones of the 30 


or so guests, threatening to immerse this fragrant celebration of love in the acrid smell 


of fear: 


I Michael Warui – tensions mount across the country with race still too close to call - 


take this – Diani shopping center set ablaze – woman – unrest in Kibera – to be my 


lawfully – opposition alleges irregularities at polls – restless mobs begin to stone 


motorists citing irregularities at ECK – wedded wife.  


 


It was always going to be a close call but in the past 8 months, Mwai Kibaki had not 


led his rival in any independent poll.  And overnight, as inexplicably late results 


streamed in from Central Kenya, Kibakis stronghold – he was to be gaining in 


bewilderingly huge, frog leaps. There was nationwide panic as ODM supporters 


reacted with rage to what appeared to be blatant rigging and vote stealing.   


 







That morning, before the winner was announced,  I had caught my first whiff of the 


impending chaos.  The bride had forgotten her veil at the bridal shop and I stopped off 


to pick it, hours before the wedding.  A clusters of Luo shopping mall guards stood 


about listening to pocket radios as results streamed in. And what they were hearing 


had them bristling. I found myself averting their gaze, wondering if they could 


recognize my Kikuyu features and wondering if they hated me, if they were blaming 


me. And I found myself praying that PNU, Mwai Kibaki’s party would loose.  In the 


car parked next to mine, a driver listened keenly to a blaring radio broadcast 


announcing Kibakis rapidly ascending poll count. Through the glass, our eyes met.  


And as our eyes met in a flash of suspicion, recognition and then what felt like 


loathing, I smelt the chaos, heard its hooves beat up the smell of as it stormed closer 


from a once distant horizon.  


 


The next day, the elections were announced, and the country burst into flames.  A 


friend and I drove to a supermarket to stock up on food. Uchumi Hyper, a massive 15-


till supermarket was so full of shoppers, queues were averaging four hours.  We 


looked about us and walked out shell shocked without so much as a tomato.  The next 


Uchumi was just as full.  The lines mirrored the polling stations we had so peacefully 


queued hours in just two days before.  Only this time, you could see noses quivering 


with fear as the smell of chaos driften closer: Almost three hours later, we walked out, 


laden with groceries.  But just a day later, we realized we weren’t armed with the 


instincts to shop for survival.  And the supplies looked stupid, as though an imbecile 


had been sent shopping for a refugee camp and returned with a handful of important 


salamis. And as I stood in my kitchen and unpeeled a Chinese cabbage that I had 


shoved in the fridge, still covered in ants feeling too drained of energy to bother 







washing them off.  As I pulled the cabbage out, I wondered where all the ants had 


gone.  But as I pulled the leaves off, I found them.  Frozen, layers in, where they had 


buried themselves in an attempt flee the certain death they had so unexpectedly found 


themselves locked in to.  I stood above the kitchen sink, cabbage in hand, brushing off 


the lifeless insects and inhaling the smell of chaos now arrived.  
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Martin Kimani lives and works in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia.  He has previously been a 
fellow at the Joint Services Command and Staff College in Shrivenham, UK and an 
Associate of the Conflict Security and Development Group of King’s College of the 
University of London where he is a doctoral candidate.   
 
THE FIRE THIS TIME 
 
I have just walked through the lobby of the Serena Hotel in Nairobi.  Packs of politicians 
and their entourages hurry past.  Most have mobile phones into which they whisper 
urgently pressed to their ears.  They brush shoulders with white men and women lagging 
large cameras trying to arrange for taxis that will carry them to the nearest scene of 
carnage and bloodletting.  I get the impression that the more the politicians whisper into 
their phones, the more images the international press will capture.  Kenya at the moment 
must look to those watching CNN or BBC like Zimbabwe or Nepal has looked to me in 
the past.  But then I know that the country is not in the grip of atavistic hatreds, images of 
machete-wielding, church burning men notwithstanding.  This is a political crisis fuelled 
by ethnic differences which in Kenya are now, as never before, political differences.   
 
Growing up, the various tribal stereotypes were the source of much shared humour 
among friends and family.  Difference was funny.  But underneath the jokes, in the same 
way that we say that there is no smoke without fire was recognition that our differences 
no matter the friendly way we tossed them out were actual and lasting.  In the 2007 
campaign season for parliamentary and presidential seats, what had previously been jokes 
morphed into paranoid and even hateful mobile text messages.  The intention was to 
drive the country into tribal camps from which votes for the particular candidates would 
issue.   
 
I am a Gikuyu like President Kibaki and therefore expected by the political opinion of 
those like us to automatically be ready to vote along these lines.  In many political 
conversations that I had with relatives, the opponent increasingly was not only the 
Orange Democratic Movement as a political party but rather the Luo tribe of Raila 
Odinga.  The opposition’s intention (many Gikuyus believed) was not only to win the 
election and lead with different ideas and policies but rather its aim was to destroy the 
country and us along with it.  I was told that we were in a fight to the last, that the winner 
would take all and damn the loser.   The opposition too was driven by similar ethnic 
mathematics even though the trend – which was confirmed in the 2005 constitutional 
referendum – was of the rest of the tribes aligning themselves against a perceived Gikuyu 
determination to hold onto power at all costs.  
 
Last year I received this mobile text message: “Nari Koruo Kibaki arendia nyamu ici cia 
ruguru (meera) nakuu Thailand. Tutiguo tutari ona imwe. kana tugiciheane ouguo tuhu? 
Ukuuga atia weemundu wa Mumbi?” (If only Kibaki was selling these Luo animals to 
Thailand (like the elephants that the Kenya Wildlife Service controversially wanted to 
sell to zoos abroad) Or should we just give them away for free? What do you say child of 
Mumbi?) 
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Delivered with a laugh and a wink just as it was when I was a child. 
 
Three years ago, I interviewed a woman who was imprisoned in Rwanda for participating 
in the 1994 genocide. She has remained vivid in my memory for a curious remark she 
made when I asked her how far back the genocide’s planning started. “The war,” she 
said, “started when I was a little girl in the 1970s and other children would tease me for 
having Tutsi legs…”  Two decades later, the length and thickness of your legs marked 
who died at many a roadblock.  Imagine for an instant one of those children that did the 
jeering and teasing, now an adult with machete in hand faced by an ID-less girl with long, 
thin legs. 
 
To the men huddled around tables poolside at the Serena Hotel, political parties are not 
expressions of ideological or policy differences.  Instead, political leaders are in a fight to 
our death for a politics they envision as a system of spoils.  This fight to get a larger slice 
of the ‘cake’ has been growing in divisiveness and hateful rhetoric. We are like infants 
drawn to touch a flame or driven by a horrid fascination with what lies beyond the cliff’s 
edge, curious perhaps to test the limits of our peace after decades of tut-tutting at the 
many wars in our neighbourhood.  
 
Kenyans for the past few years have worn tribal lens when looking at the political 
landscape.  In this decoding by many of my fellow Gikuyus, ODM is perceived as an 
existential foe, not just an electoral one. To be anti-Kibaki, or at least opposed to him, as 
was the case with a majority of the country’s provinces and at least forty five percent of 
the voters, was going to be regarded by many PNU supporters, particularly those from the 
Mount Kenya communities as inimical to their existence and survival as a collective.  A 
similar sense of drastic opposition applied to many of ODM supporters.  The stage was 
set for the violence seen across the country during the past week. 
 
In politics perception is reality. And the reality of politics, its fundamental meaning, at 
those rare moments when it enjoys the greatest clarity to the greatest numbers, is that it is 
a pitched contest between friends and enemies. Many Kenyans have chosen their friends 
and enemies on the basis of tribal loyalty and identification.  Beyond the much repeated 
admonitions against such politics, let me suggest that we have dipped our toes into 
dangerous waters.  That politics will fundamentally continue to be the struggle between 
friend and enemies will not cease.  
 
This is a struggle which is subject to the principle of escalation. One side’s paranoia is 
matched by that of the other side, one rumour with another, and text messages are sent 
out which appear to mirror each other in the claims of victim-hood and outrage.  This 
escalation which is already much in evidence holds out the frightening possibility of a 
‘war of all against all.’  If indeed politics is friends versus foes, then how we define who 
are our friends and who our enemies is of the essence.  This is the abyss into which the 
country is staring. 
 
The campaign period turned the ethnic map into a political one.  The individual Kenyan 
despite his membership of and loyalty to different identities is now more strictly enfolded 
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(perhaps imprisoned is a better word) in a single tribal collective that owes loyalty to 
those within – no matter their crimes or failings.  Its character is oppositional, its 
language that of the victim.  Societies that have become engulfed in political violence 
rarely get much warning.  The lead-up to conflagration is characterized by the political 
rhetoric of reasonableness on all sides when they speak into the larger public space.  But 
in their asides and coded messages to ‘their side,’ foaming-in-the-mouth, hateful 
messages are uttered to secure the vote.  Suspicion and rumours of fantastical 
conspiracies have been all the rage in the past year of campaigning.  A pamphlet that was 
found in Rwanda immediately after the 1994 genocide had this to say about how to 
motivate Hutus to loath their Tutsi neighbours and countrymen: 
 
Never underestimate the strength of the enemy, and never overestimate the intelligence of 
the target audience. Strive in your language to identify the enemy with everything feared 
and loathed. Lies, exaggeration, ridicule, innuendo—all ably serve the ultimate aim of 
winning over the undecided, sowing confusion and division among the opposed. And this 
freedom from the confines of truth opens up a powerful technique for sowing fear and 
hatred: ‘accusation in a mirror.’ 
 
Accusation in a mirror.  This is Kenya’s leading political tactic.  Accuse the other side of 
rigging the vote while you do just that.  Accuse the other of intending to rob the treasury 
while you do just that or prepare to have that very privilege on ascending to office.   Both 
sides pronounce themselves victim and the cynical acts of manipulation they utilise are 
framed to seem as reactions to the ‘enemy.’  Across the Rift Valley, in Kisumu and 
Nairobi, young men are roaming machete in hand to finally destroy the enemy.   
 
What many of these young men do not know is that the Serena Hotel and similar founts 
of privilege and wealth are the home of the very political class that has defined the friend 
and the enemy in Rift Valley and Central Kenya.  Yesterday as people who had tried to 
assemble for the opposition rally in Uhuru Park were chased back and fro by the police, 
just beyond the Serena’s fence, I was seated next to groups of politicians who were 
certainly not ethnically cleansing each other off their sodas and croissants.  They were 
muttering into their mobile phones the messages that were driving those young men 
across the country to violence on behalf of a political class that is willing to sacrifice our 
lives and limbs on the alter of their lust for power and privilege. 
 
Martin Kimani lives and works in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia.  He has previously been a 
fellow at the Joint Services Command and Staff College in Shrivenham, UK and an 
Associate of the Conflict Security and Development Group of King’s College of the 
University of London where he is a doctoral candidate.   
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Old Men, New Hopes - Muthoni Garland  
 
At one point during the blood-letting broadcasts, CNN cut away to analyze why Barrack Obama had  won 
in the Iowa phase of the Democrats search for nomination. A woman in an audience said Barrack 
represented a break away from the politics of the past, that he seemed more honest. 
 
I suppose I favoured Raila the candidate for the same reason. His manner is more open and accessible, his 
ambition more naked and vulnerable. He demonstrated willingness to negotiate with others as is 
evidenced in the multi-ethnic coalition of leaders he pulled together. He talked more, laughed more, 
played more, seemed more in touch with the needs of the youth. These qualities seemed to imply that he 
might have the strength and willingness to drive through a new constitution that would pave a more 
modern and inclusive way forward. I already knew that for all Kibaki’s successes in igniting the economy 
and opening up democratic space, he was not prepared to address that real bone of contention – 
devolution and the reduction of executive power. He’d paid us scant attention over the negative issues 
raised in his presidency – particularly corruption and the distribution of plum jobs to his cronies. It 
became clear that for all his amiable benevolence, Kibaki, like his age-mates, only understands 
authoritarian rule. 
 
But those who are older than I expressed a palpable fear of Raila’s excesses, and fear the fanaticism of his 
following, as though that by itself proves him an automatic dictator-in-waiting. They murmured about his 
socialist education (he studied in East Germany when the wall was still up) as proof of his communist 
leanings even though he is a millionaire industrialist. They quoted the recent biography by a Nigerian 
scholar that implied Raila was complicit in the 1982 coup attempt even though he’d been investigated and 
cleared of all involvement. All this said in whispers and coded language that ignored any attempt at 
establishing proof and clarity. Their unwillingness to consider a different image underlined that the issue 
was greater than the man. It was a continuation of a feud that goes back to his father’s time. A feud built 
on issues to do with the post-independence split and the assassinations in the years that followed. A feud 
about how our resources have been unfairly distributed. A fear that Raila would seek revenge even if in so 
doing, it caused the country to break-up. 
 
The trouble is that this is a feud of old men. We yearn to measure the worth of a man by what he says and 
does rather than what is rumoured. We want leaders to be sensitive to what we say, and we want to hold 
them accountable. That is why so many of the old-guard were voted out – they represented a more 
secretive and authoritarian past. It is not that the post-independence generation are blind to the ills that 
have happened, but we are more pressed by the demands of the future. We yearn to draw a line. Whether 
or not Raila is the man to draw that line is now a moot point. The elders may have succeeded in painting 
sufficient fear of him to yet keep him from the hot seat. He may be too embroiled in that inaccessible 
story of the past - may carry too much baggage. 
 
But the rigging fiasco of this election is nothing less than last kicks of a dying horse. It is time the old 
men went so that we can begin to hope for honesty. We need new leaders. We need to move on. 








Muthoni Garland is the author of the novella, Tracking the Scent of My Mother, 
published by Storymoja (www.storymojaafrica.com). She is based in Nairobi. 


Rigging is just rigging - Muthoni Garland 5th January, 2007  


At a coastal tourist hotel, I listened to the much awaited press conference in which 
President Kibaki finally addressed the nation about the ongoing violence resulting from 
the disputed general election. Waiters and other hotel staff paused their beer distribution 
and reception duties to crowd around the television. It was a short conference and when it 
ended, they left abruptly. From their dismissive attitude, I surmised that his words had 
not caused the tiniest ripple on the surface of their pre-held opinions. He might as well 
have been speaking to the sky because when I looked up, I noticed the stars were not 
moved. As they dispersed, I overheard one interpretation of our president’s words.  


 “Ati he will only negotiate when there is peace? Basi si aongee na maiti. (Then let him 
speak to the dead)” This spoken in Kiswahili. A few others laughed with him. Their 
bitterness was palpable. The coast is largely sympathetic with ODM, and I could well 
imagine that their off-duty remarks amongst each other would be about how Kibaki had 
confirmed he was not interested in ‘hearing’ their point of view. That they were expected 
to not only accept that Kibaki was now their legal president, but also swallow the 
continuing arrogance and impenetrability of his leadership. 


 In Kikuyu sotto-voce, another waiter later said to me, “Aya ado mareshiria thirikari ni 
muthako?” Do these people think government/power is a game?  I think he meant that the 
rules can only be determined through power. A sentiment echoing Mugabe’s infamous 
rhetoric, “How can you lose an election that you yourself have organized?”  By ‘these 
people’, the waiter clearly meant tribes other than Kikuyu and since he knew by my name 
that I was Kikuyu, he was certain I felt exactly the same way. I understood his need – we 
were geographically isolated in a place where Kikuyus had to hold their tongues and gain 
courage by whispering in each other’s ears.  


 But this isolation of Kikuyus did not begin at the coast during an election held in 2007. 
And will not end until we have a new generation of leaders, who because of exposure, 
have not perfected the art of tribal myopia. After all, our post-independence politics have 
always been fought on the lines of tribal alliances. Lessons learnt at the knees of Kenyatta 
and Moi were about ruling tribe grabbing the largest share of the national cake by 
whatever means necessary. Thus each tribe gravitates to the party chosen by their key 
politician in the hope that he will have enough power within government to grab its share 
(rightful or otherwise). Thus the vote for ODM’s Raila was actually a vote for the non-
Kikuyu alliance of tribes. And to the Kibaki pro-Kikuyu alliance, Raila was viewed as the 
head of a snake determined to bite them.  


 The fear and suspicion by both sides is skillfully exploited by politicians and partisan 
media – each interpreting ‘facts’ to promote their cause. Thus, when a government 
vehicle is reported to have been found full of machetes, the ODM team claim it as proof 







the government is out to unleash violence. When a vehicle with petrol bombs is 
reportedly found in the city, the pro-Kibaki team claim it as proof that it was the 
opposition was out to cause violence. No police investigation has been completed in 
either case. That these might have been arranged by two isolated fanatical followers, or 
by thieves, or even mentally deranged drivers acting on their own steam is not even 
considered a possibility. The politicians are not interested in ascertaining the truth, only 
in amassing ‘facts’ that support their case so as to keep their tribal followers onside. And 
we listened. The endless hate messages sent on mobile phones, the hate leaflets found in 
the Rift Valley, and the tribally coded political talk fed the cycle of fear to the point 
where what seems at stake in a general election is no less than tribal survival.  


 The block-voting of candidates by most tribes demonstrates how successful politicians 
were in blinding us voters to the issues, and worse, in deafening our hearts to the 
humanity of the voters of the other tribe(s). Any wonder then that we have such blatantly 
rigged elections and violence? 


 We’ve come to a place where the danger lies not in what actually happens, whether 
Kibaki continues to lead government, or Raila somehow finds a route to leadership, but in 
our personal interpretation of what it means in regards to our survival, our fight for our 
beloved country’s limited resources. It is bad enough to rig an election. What we cannot 
afford is to allow politicians of either persuasion to then persuade us that the rigging is 
another ‘fact’ that proves how terrible the other side are. Rigging is rigging, whether by 
pro Kibaki or pro-Raila, or both.  Rigging is just rigging. We must all speak out against 
it, and demand mechanisms be put in place to guard against it. Let’s fight for truth – it is 
the only clarity. Only truth will enable us to work out rules of engagement that allow us 
to put in place systems and processes that allow fairer distribution of resources. Without 
an attempt to get at the truth, there can be no justice. 


  








Muthoni Garland is the author of the novella, Tracking the Scent of My Mother, published by 
Storymoja (www.storymojaafrica.com). She is based in Nairobi. 
 
Muthoni Garland - Why bother vote? 
 
A lady who cleans offices in our compound was fortunate enough to be recruited by the ECK to 
count votes at a rural polling station. On the first day, she tells me the exercise was exhausting, 
but she left satisfied that at the polling station - one of many in her constituency, the voting, 
balloting and counting had been done fairly. The tally and associated sheets were taken by the 
presiding officer to the headquarters. What happened there, “I have no idea’ she said, with an 
odd, frightened giggle. 
 
Yesterday, when I attempted to follow up, she told me it was a waste of time to vote because: 
a)      She wasn’t sure she’d get paid the Ksh 12,000 promised to her as the ECK was so 
disorganized, ‘what with all these problems.’ 
b)      The ordinary person’s vote (like hers) didn’t mean anything since it is politicians who 
determine winners. 
 
By such blatant and widespread rigging, politicians on both sides seem to be agreed that we are 
simply not ready for a democratic presidential election. Not in the prevailing constitutional set-
up where the president enjoys such absolute power. The farcical nature of the rigging has 
exposed the politician’s disdain for the wishes of the common man. A louder than words way of 
saying, ‘We cannot afford to have you, ordinary person, make the decision, because you simply 
cannot understand the enormity of what is at stake.’ 
 
When the initial disquiet and reports of violence started during the tallying at ECK headquarters, 
I was struck by the silence of the church, the lack of visibility of those who’d be expected to rise 
above the political divide.  The ECK chairman seemed isolated - as though he didn’t have around 
him officers whom he could rely on to help him arrive at the difficult decisions. He expressed 
mistrust of his returning officers. After the announcement and swearing-in, and as the violence 
mounted, I wondered who could act as the voice of reason. As a foreign pastor visiting in our 
house said, “Where are your wise and true men? They are the ones to turn to.”  Even as we 
(Kenyans) bandied possible leaders, it struck me that there were indeed very few with a 
reputation for rising above tribal partisan interests – sadly, even those of the cloth. 
 
It is a reflection of our widespread mistrust of each other’s willingness or ability to uphold that 
which is right even if it is against us. We’ve seen this come into play whenever someone is 
investigated for corruption - his tribesmen talk about being discriminated; a plea that would seem 
ridiculous if it wasn’t seen to so often succeed. Kibaki and Raila are just symptoms of the disease 
- the cause needs to be diagnosed. To do that the doctor needs training, tools, and goodwill. 
People must discuss what ails them even if the doctor diagnoses terminal consequences. Trust in 
the doctor is half the cure. The doctor is the constitution. 
 
And if the constitution cannot protect our interests, the politicians seem prepared to bend all rules 
to ensure their voice prevails. The rigging is no less than an acknowledgement, an indictment 







even, that the rules of our multi-ethnic society’s engagement are inadequate to address our 
historical grievances and current sharing of resources. 
 
This round has been won by the politicians. A new election, even if scrupulously fair, will not 
solve the underlying issue.  I now think only a coalition, a negotiated settlement is possible, at 
least until agreement is reached on a new and acceptable constitution. Only then will it make 
sense for us to vote, and for those in power to protect our right to vote. 
 
  
 
Muthoni Garland, 
 
5th January, 2007 
 
  
 
Muthoni Garland is the author of the novella, Tracking the Scent of My Mother, published by 
Storymoja (www.storymojaafrica.com). She is based in Nairobi. 








Taming The Beast - Paul Goldsmith Meru, 4-1-08. 
 
In his 1993 book, Pandemonium, Daniel Moynihan’s predicted that managing 
ethnicity, sub-nationalism, and politics of identity will prove to be the 
greatest challenge facing the world. Kenya, a country the size of France, 
but whose ethnic, cultural, and economic diversity exceeds that of the 
continental Europe, is one the world’s important laboratories in respect 
to this problem. 
 
Up to a few days ago, Kenya enjoyed the reputation of being one the more 
successful nations at managing the task. The deeply flawed outcome left a 
polarized nation; “The election has turned us into two tribes,” a friend 
of mine in Meru observed, “those of us in Central Province and Mt. Kenya 
are one—and the rest of Kenyans are the other.” Even though events of the 
past week have brought Kenya to the brink of the abyss, there is still 
hope that the damage might be undone. 
 
Explanations for Kenya’s progress include state and community investment 
in education, income growth fueled by the commercialization of small-scale 
agriculture, alliances between state elites and the Asian merchant class, 
and a difficult to muzzle free press. While independent Kenya has managed 
to navigate the diverse crises arising over the past 35 years relatively 
well by African standards, this should not be construed as evidence of an 
enlightened political dispensation. 
 
Observers tend to see the issues highlighted during the election 
campaigns, and the explosion of violence that followed it, through the 
prism of Kenya’s divided ethnic landscape. But they are not. 
 
Despite its liberal trappings, the Kenya state has always been a dangerous 
animal. The state, not the tribes, has been behind most the nation’s 
communal violence, and four decades after independence it remains 
difficult to tame. 
 
Upon ascending the presidency of independent Kenya in 1963, Jomo Kenyatta 
restored the top-heavy legal structure of the colonial state. Daniel arap 
Moi, in contrast to Kenyatta’s non-nonsense authoritarian, ruled through a 
combination of populism and patrimonial machine politics. Despite obvious 
political frailties that led the Kenyatta elite to dismiss him as a 
“passing cloud,’ President Moi survived in power for 24 years. 
 
During his tenure Moi evolved into a master trickster adept at exploiting 
the personal foibles and opportunism of Kenya’s political class. This 
induced Kenya’s opposition to adopt constitutional reform as their 
rallying call after Moi prevailed in the multi-party elections of1992, 
only to see Moi win more convincingly in 1997. 







 
Many Kenyans assumed that the ascent of Mwai Kibaki to the Presidency in 
2002 under the banner of the National Alliance Rainbow Coalition (NARC) 
marked a new political era. They assumed national governance would more 
closely reflect the dynamic qualities of Kenya society—and that a new 
constitution would bring them in line. 
 
But NARC fractured along the contours of the submerged but very real power 
Kenya map that emerged after 1963. 
 
The Kibaki administration revived the economy, reformed the civil service, 
and can claim many other successes. Before the 2007 elections, one could 
have argued that despite the ethnicity of many high-ranking appointees and 
administrators, Kenya was gradually becoming a less friendly environment 
for ethnic chauvinism and the other demons Moynihan named. 
 
Unfortunately, the elections demonstrated that embedded qualities of 
Kenya’s political culture cultivated during the Kenyatta and Moi 
regimes—political trickery, fiscal larceny, incitement—are also present in 
the Kibaki state. The opacity and presumed impunity characterizing the 
aftermath of the exercise echoed Stalin’s brazen adage: "The people who 
cast the votes decide nothing. The people who count the votes decide 
everything." &#8232;&#8232; 
 
The crisis engulfing Kenya today stems from the same issues of checks on 
power, resource tenure, participation and decision-making, and citizenship 
facing the new republic in1963. 
 
Since Uhuru, politicians have found it expedient to sweep these problems 
under the carpet. Today, however, Kenyans are too aware, educated, and 
connected to accept myths like the divine rights of ‘tribes’ or the 
prerogative incumbents in Africa must prevail. 
 
The stakes are also too high. Kenya’s regional neighbors have the capacity 
to absorb the capital flight, while prospects for spiraling communal 
violence militate against the usual behind-the-scenes brokering by 
political elites. 
 
Problem-solving imperatives have always driven Kenya’s political 
development. In a crucible where conflict and intensifying crisis morph 
into forces rolling back state power, the indication is that the 
long-overdue constitutional makeover promised by all the political parties 
will be intrinsic to the eventual solution. 
 
 
 








Rasna Warah, a columnist with Kenya’s Daily Nation newspaper, is currently an 
editor with the United Nations. The views expressed here are her own and do not 
necessarily reflect those of the United Nations. 
 
Kenya is not a Rwanda  
 
Kenya’s struggle is not about ethnicity; it is about inequity 
 
BY RASNA WARAH 
  
Kenyans ushered the new year not with fireworks but with explosions of another kind. 
The country was on fire as slum dwellers on opposite sides of the political divide set 
each others’ houses ablaze. Televised images of the charred remains of bodies in a 
church building in rural parts of Western Kenya evoked memories of the genocide in 
Rwanda, where Tutsis and moderate Hutus sheltering in churches became the main 
targets of the genocidaires in 1994. 
 
The international media, not surprisingly, was quick to ask whether Kenya was in the 
throes of a Rwanda-like genocide and described the post-election violence as 
orchestrated ethnic cleansing or tribal warfare in which two ethnic groups in the 
country – the Kikuyu and the Luo – were fighting to secure the presidential seat for 
their respective tribal chiefs.   
 
Conflicts are the bread-and-butter of foreign correspondents based in Africa. They 
thrive on them; conflicts make their day. Foreign correspondents who are hooked to 
war and conflict in Africa, therefore, salivated at the thought of a Rwanda-style 
genocide in Kenya, or at least an economic meltdown of the kind seen in Zimbabwe. 
This is because in the cut-throat world of the foreign correspondents, reporters are 
judged by the number of conflicts they can cover, not by the depth their analysis. 
 
However, the association with Rwanda is not only simplistic, it totally ignores the 
social, economic and political forces that plunged Kenya into mayhem.  Firstly, the 
main reason for the violence and protests around the country was not because one 
ethnic group wanted to forcibly take over the presidency from another ethnic group. 
Kenyans were not protesting against the ethnicity of the candidate who was declared 
the president, but were protesting what they perceived to be unfair elections. Many 
Kenyans, including those who voted for the declared winner, believe that because the 
electoral process was flawed, they cannot accept the results announced by the 
Electoral Commission of Kenya, which has now admitted that it was subject to 
political manipulation in the last hours before the election results were announced.  
 
Secondly, Kenya is not neatly divided into two ethnic groups, as is Rwanda. Kenya 
has more than 40 ethnic groups and no one group is large enough to claim domination 
over other groups. The 1999 census shows that the largest of these groups, the 
Kikuyu, represents just 18 per cent of the country’s population, followed by the 
Luhya (14 per cent), the Kalenjin groups (12 per cent) and the Luos and Kambas 
(roughly 10 per cent each). Together, these five groups represent nearly 70 per cent of 
Kenya’s population. Although each group makes territorial claims over particular 
regions in the country, migration and urbanisation have ensured that these groups are 
represented in virtually all provinces in the country. 







 
The struggle for the presidency is not so much an ethnic struggle as it is a political 
and economic struggle. Historically, presidents have tended to use their powers to 
decide on which regions will benefit most from public resources. Because the current 
constitution bestows enormous powers to the executive, various presidents have used 
their powers to accumulate ill-gotten wealth for themselves and their cronies and to 
allocate disproportionate public resources to projects and regions of their choice.  
Past injustices were therefore perpetuated by successive governments through 
preferences in the allocation of public resources. As there are no provisions in the 
current constitution to ensure equitable distribution of the country’s resources, some 
regions in the country, therefore, benefitted more from public resources than others. 
This led to further impoverishment of neglected regions, such as Nyanza, Coast and 
the arid North Eastern provinces. 
 
More than anything else, this election was seen by the poor and the marginalised as 
the one that would address these past injustices and regional inequalities. It is no 
wonder then the most impoverished parts of the country witnessed some of the most 
violent clashes in recent days.  
 
At the end of the day, the poor in Kenya are united in one fundamental way – in their 
poverty. Levels of solidarity in urban and rural poor areas neighbourhoods are much 
higher than in rich neighbourhoods. This is because the survival of poor communities 
depends on bonds of solidarity. As one woman who lives in Nairobi’s Kawangware 
slum told me, “When we are sick, we don’t call our MPs to take us to hospital, we call 
our Luo or Kikuyu neighbours. In the end, we have to rely on them to save us.” 
 
The problem in Kenya is not that of ethnicity as much as it is a question of inequitable 
distribution of resources and opportunities. It is unfortunate that the international 
media chose to focus on the ethnic question when the real question is much more 
fundamentally linked to the issue of equity. The only way we reduce ethnic tension in 
Kenya is by ensuring that access to resources and opportunities is not linked to 
ethnicity. 
 
 
 
 
 
 








Simiyu Barasa is a film maker and writer. 


The Rotten Milk Of Our Politics - Simiyu Barasa  


"Mao," I remember asking my mom two years ago, and though I was hitting twenty five, I 


couldn't actually stop calling her the child's equivalent of Mommy in KiTaita, her tribe. "Mao, 


when we used to live in Zimmerman, there was a day you came and took me and Rozi (my sis) 


out of our double decker bed and stacked it with UHT milk and packets of Unga maize flour as if 


it was a shelf. And for three weeks we never got out of the house. Which never hurt as much as 


you denying me the pleasure of fighting for who would sleep on the top deck!" 


Mum stopped cooking the chicken. Dad was already out, trying to assert his presence in the area 


where he had bought land and built his retirement home. He was somewhere out there using my 


name as a punching glove with which to give headblows to his new neighbours. "My son...he has 


come for christmas holidays from Nairobi. He is er...er... writer". That part he hated, he thought 


writing is my excuse for being lazy. "He was in parliament," he would say, puffing himself up, 


"but went to writing for TV." 


Mom,  She told me that was 1982. There had been an attempted coup. They had to turn our 


bedroom into a store since no one could go out unless they were "waving their National Identity 


Cards both hands raised in the air, feet dancing around the corpses littering the tarmac, eyes fixed 


on the soldiers pointing guns at everyone ready to shoot." I paused, looked into her teary eyes as 


she recounted the terror; shocked that for twenty three years all I had visualized were yellow, 


green striped, brick like packets of Ultra Heat Treated Milk (whose slogan said The Long 


Lasting Milk) denying me the pleasure of sleeping and wetting on the lower bunk of the double 







deck since my younger sister, the toughest since childhood, always wrestled me from the top 


bunker every time I tried to remove her. 


 


In that moment, I remembered 1992. Multiparty politics was truly being watered with human 


blood in Kenya. I was then a pimple-infested teenager  living in Kiambu, where my mother was 


a teacher and my father managing a Dairy Cooperative Society. One morning my friend knocked 


on my door and on reaching Kirigiti Stadium, saw a scene straight out of Somalia: People 


camped on the grounds with little igloos made of black polythene bags as their homes. They had 


been brought in the night, victims of tribal clashes in the Rift Valley. "They followed us to the 


Molo church where we had sought refuge, forced us into government lorries, and told us 'Go 


back to Gikuyu land'. The lorries dropped us here last night and zoomed off," the victims told us. 


They were paying for the sins of being Gikuyu. They were lucky. Hundreds of them were being 


slaughtered in the Rift Valley as if some one somewhere was intent on opening a canned factory 


of human flesh. 


We were apprehensive. Would the Gikuyu revenge by kicking out all non Gikuyu's from Central 


province? For the first time, I realized that my Mom was a Taita from the Coast, and my Dad a 


Luhya from Western. Living in Gikuyu land. Where would we run? That day, we bought lots of 


yellow, green stripped, tetra-packed UHT milk, Dad brought some Long lasting milk from the 


Cooperative he was managing, and joined the long queues of sympathizers donating foodstuffs to 


the poor refugees. Two 







days later, some one in the government thought the refugees wereliving too lavishly. In the dead 


of the night, we heard screams and gunshots from the stadium. The next morning, they refugees 


had vanished just as they had arrived. On top of government lorries. 


So this is now. It is 2007 January. I am in a queue at Uchumi supermarket. Nairobi. It will take 


me at least two hours before I get into the supermarket-every Kenyan is shopping. Everyone is 


buying UHT milk. Those yellow, green striped brick-like packets sheltering Ultraheat Treated 


Milk that lasts forever without getting spoilt. Our once stable nation has again erupted: the 


Gikuyus are being slaughtered in the Rift Valley for sharing the same tongue and phonetic 


sounds as President Kibaki, who they say has 'stolen' the election and declared himself president. 


At the coast, it doesn't matter if you are Gikuyu or not, if you are not a member of the local tribe 


you are dead. In Eldoret, they followed those not of the Kalenjin tribe who had sought refuge in a 


church and burnt them alive-thanks to Hotel Rwanda and 100 Days and all those films that 


Kenyanswatched and said how silly of the Rwandese , to kill people due to the colour of their 


vocal chords. Little did we know some Kenyans were being educated on terror tactics. 


Out here at Uchumi, everyone is pushing trolleys laden with UHT milk and flour to their cars-


who knows how long this madness will last. I remember, again, that my mother, a Taita, is now 


living in Bungoma, Luhya Land, with my Luhya dad. In Kisumu, news has come that the Luos 


are going house to house-killing Gikuyus. If your wife is Gikuyu, it doesn't matter she is married 


to a Luo you. They are raping and killing, tax free, Gikuyu wives  married to Luos. What about 


my Mao? Will the terror spread to her too? 







I take out my cell phone and hit her numbers. Of course, I know that I can't make a call, my last 


airtime units ended three days ago, and for the past three days there has been no top up airtime 


for cellphones. Still I hope against hope that a miracle will happen and my call goes through. 


A young boy squeezes out of the heavily guarded supermarket door with his Dad. He is carrying 


packets of UHT milk. His dad is pushing a trolley full of milk and flour. "Dad, the TV says that 


we need to recount the presidential votes," he says. "Yes , that is the cause for all this chaos.," the 


Father replies, loading the boot of his car next to me. "Is it not just adding?" says the son. "Yes, it 


is adding." "You mean adults cant count? Teacher John should teach them how to do do simple 


additions!" 


I look at the Kid, and see myself in him. For him, it doesn't make sense why a whole country has 


to go shopping for UHT milk simply because adults can't add presidential votes correctly. Maybe 


when he grows to be a little wiser, like I am now, he will even wonder how a whole country can 


go to war, a whole 180 people dead (and mark you, official government statistics are always 


deceptively low when itcomes to such deaths) a whole 250,000 Gikuyus made homeless, many 


Luos dead, and a once peaceful Kenya now beating Benazir Bhutto's assassination, and the War 


in Iraq, to become the number one news item on all International News Channels including but 


not limited to CNN, Al Jazeera, BBC, Sky, etc. Just because two grown up men , each certified 


by the doctors and the Elections board, as being of sound mind to contest and God willing, 


become Presidents, cant agree on a simple arithmetic sign called + and =. 


I look at the UHT packets and wait my turn to buy mine. 
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Kengemi’s Fly On The Wall - By Stanley Gazemba 
 
Lodged in between Loresho to the north, Westlands to the east, Lavington across yonder 
to the south and MountainView, Kangemi is like a wart on the ass of our affluent 
neighbours. And it is so ripe with putrefaction that a single stroke of the lance will see it 
spurting all over your face. It is for this reason that our neighbours are continually wary 
about our presence, breeding giant man-eating dogs and walling themselves in with 
twelve-foot walls that are topped with coils of razor wire, in between strands of electric 
wiring; as if we are some mutant man-eating rats that must be kept strictly in the cage. 
And yet, like a bad smell that lingers around for as long as it wishes, they discover that 
after all that effort they still cannot wish us off, because they rely on us to guard and 
clean their homes, baby-sit for them, and do their petty fix-jobs. Occasionally we will 
even marry or get married to the siring of their very loins! 
 
On a clear morning you can stand on the bridge straddling the busy Waiyaki Way and see 
the silhouette of the city spread out on the horizon to the east. It is just a short drive - or a 
brisk walk- away from the city centre, depending on how you choose to get there. 
Kangemi is home to a varied hodgepodge of people. There are well trained professionals 
who found that they couldn’t get out of the ghetto even after they had landed their dream 
job, living side by side with college graduates who couldn’t land a job at all. There are 
office cleaners and trained industrial workers rubbing shoulders with dirt-cheap 
prostitutes and small-time muggers who will twist your neck for a plastic Chinese watch. 
Why, there are even a sizeable number of retired civil servants who didn’t have a country 
home to go back to, and who are busy squeezing a living out of the last coins of their 
golden handshake. It is home to a minority Kikuyu population who own the shanties and 
run most of the businesses, and a giant migrant population who pay the rent and patronize 
the commercial outlets. Of the later the Luhyia form the bulk, followed by Kambas, Luos, 
Kisiis and a sprinkling of the other thirty-eight tribes. 
 
On a typical Sunday afternoon Kangemi’s narrow dirt streets are jam-packed. The crowds 
surge to and fro like locusts on a trans-Sahara march, weaving around those who choose 
to hold conference in the middle of the street and prostrate street dogs and goats that have 
a right of way in the ghetto. From a distance the crowds appear like lumps of ugali and 
nyama negotiating their way down a giant steamy colon, seared by the various gastric 
juices- the glaring sun and cocoa-fine dust- until they are baked a brown shit. 
 
In the run-up to the elections Kangemi was awash with activity, springing to life in a way 
we had last witnessed five years ago. All of a sudden the idle youth who had been used to 
idling away their days in Senator dens begging for a drink as they shared shriveled miraa 
twigs found themselves with so many jobs on their hands they were spoilt for choice. 
Desperate housewives who had been used to splitting their hairs on how best to knock 
together a budget out of the twenty bob the mzee of the house left in the morning all of a 
sudden found themselves on high demand singing and dancing the praises of the 
politician footing the bill at the numerous campaign gatherings. Old vans that had been 
abandoned in mechanics’ scrap yards were fitted with bald tyres and coaxed back to life 
for the campaigns, crackly speakers fixed to the roof and glossy posters pasted all over, 
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leaving just enough space on the windshield for the driver to peep through. It was a 
season of plenty for temporary praise-singers, body-guards, and hecklers. 
 
------------- 
 
I sat there shivering, holding onto my equally scared son as the gunshots shattered the 
night. We had turned off all the lights and switched off the TV and radio, our natural 
instincts telling us it was the best way to throw the enemy off target in the dark. As we sat 
there stock-still, holding onto each other, all we could hear were our staggered heartbeats. 
Every crack of the G3s jolted right into our systems, causing warm bile to spread at the 
base of the stomach. It was more frightening heard this close. It was easier when we 
wrote or read about it in books or watched it in the movies. This here was more tactile, 
the tension of the moment palpable.  
 
I expected anytime for a stray bullet to punch through my paper-thin mabati wall and 
blow me away into kingdom come. For the first time I hated being born in Kenya. I hated 
the utter helplessness of the moment. The fact that when they eventually kicked in my 
shaky wooden door I would be a sitting duck. I looked around in the familiar darkness, 
gauging my defenses. There was the stool on which my wife placed our stove. I could 
simply wield it by one leg and swing with all my might. There was also the thick broken 
lamp-stand that I kept underneath the bed. It was made of solid hard wood, and was 
heavy and felt nice in my grip. While it would surely smash a skull, I wondered if it could 
stop a bullet. I suddenly wished I had been in a country where I could walk up to a shop 
counter and purchase a sawn-off shotgun. At least with that, when they eventually got 
me, I would be there to meet them with a blast of lead in the belly, and die like a man- 
fighting. 
 
After an unbearably long time the gunshots ceased and an uneasy calm returned. 
“Daddy, hao ni polisi?” asked my shivering son, his eyes shining in the dark. 
“Yes,” I whispered.  
But hardly had we settled down than the screams of the marauding youths returned, 
punctuated by the ruckus of breaking glass and tearing mabati, in the background the 
whispery rasp of petrol flames lapping hungrily on a cool breezy night. 
 
In all it was a long night- usiku mrefu, as the local parlance goes. Eventually the kids 
drifted off into troubled sleep and I put them to bed. We then lay in our places and 
pretended to sleep, our eyes squeezed shut, our ears wide awake.  








Stanley Gazemba 
 
For the very first time in my life I ushered in the New Year not with firecrackers and 
foaming beer but with ear-splitting shots from Police G3 rifles. And I was not getting 
drenched in beer at a frenzied pub hugging sweaty teary-eyed strangers but lying right in 
my bed, sober as a priest, too scared to venture outside, or to even turn on the TV to 
watch my President addressing me. This was clearly one New Year that I will not forget 
in a hurry, and which I will not miss either. 


Having come out of the recent general election and lived through the pre-election 
euphoria that saw us wake up at the crack of dawn to line up patiently on some of the 
longest queues that I have ever seen, it was disappointing to see that in the end the ECK 
was going to bring our heightened hopes crashing down with a botched verdict that 
would make a mockery of the hope and effort we invested in the entire process. I did not 
take the trouble to vote just to be cheated. 


I cannot deny that I am angry. I still don’t think I can find it in my heart to forgive 
the scare the gunshots that rent the night in the chaos following the announcement of the 
new President put in my son. Above all, I am extremely angry with those who led us into 
the sticky situation that we are in at the moment. For, frankly, I don’t think that the sheer 
quest for power is that important as to endanger the stability of a nation.  


In the depths of my heart I still cherish being a part of this great nation, our 
differences notwithstanding. It is for this reason that I shared a meal and a drink with my 
Kikuyu neighbour on New Year’s eve, even when the politics of the day dictated that we 
should have been going for each other’s throats. Why, later in the night, even as gunshots 
rattled the walls, I had a spirited argument with him concerning the alleged rigging of the 
elections by the PNU camp. And although we didn’t come to a mutual conclusion, we 
still didn’t come to blows. We wouldn’t have with the wall separating us, anyway! And I 
was humbled later in the night when I got a call from another Kikuyu friend asking about 
my safety, and offering to accommodate me and my family in his house incase things 
went out of hand. It is this unique Kenyanness that makes me extremely proud to have 
been born in this wonderful country among these wonderful people. It is this unique 
Kenyanness that I can never trade away, at any cost whatever. 


I think it is essential that we learn, as a nation, never to allow our ideological 
differences to lead us to the level where we pick up a machete and a match-stick. We 
should learn to keep our primitive animal instincts that led ancient tribes to plunder their 
neighbours reined in and kept strictly in check. They simply have no place in this day and 
age. This is a modern society that must learn to argue without coming to blows. It is the 
duty of every forward-looking Kenyan to keep this beautiful country from going to the 
dogs; instead we should all protect our hard-earned peace and prosperity that took so long 
to achieve. 


And as they watch the smoldering debris of the KAG church in Eldoret where 40 
people were roasted alive and look at the pictures of the Kibera residents sleeping in the 
open at Jamhuri grounds, together with the thousands of the internally displaced Kenyans 
trekking along the roads, I hope those who perpetrated the vote-rigging, if it is indeed 
true, are clapping themselves on the back in congratulation for a job well done. 








Enough - Wambui Mwangi 


Now look what we’ve done, we Kenyans. Just look at us. It is a bloody disgrace—no, I’m 
not swearing, I am offering a precise description of the situation on the ground. Bloody 
and Disgraceful. We are now calling for our International mummies and daddies to come 
and save us, because we cannot understand how it is that we are laying waste to all we 
hold dear, and we are still tut-tutting and clucking and wringing our hands while our 
country burns. Much worse, we have decided that the only two people who can save us 
are the precise two men whose overweening ambition and horror of unemployment has 
led us to this despicable pass. 
 
Let us at least have the courage of our venality; let us look at ourselves squarely in the 
face and say “we screwed up big time, and we knew it all along, we did it knowingly and 
now we have to suck it up and deal with the results of our mistakes.” Let’s get a grip, 
guys. We really cannot go on much longer with these protestations of horrified 
incomprehension when all along bloggers, intellectuals, human rights activists and my 
next-door-neighbour’s little girl have all been warning us of the dangers of ethnic 
fundamentalism. The warning signs have been there—we have allowed our own 
dialogues to become replete with snide sub-texts and codes: we have become expert at 
fingering Luos, Kambas and Kikuyus with phrases and allusions calculated to inflame. It 
really doesn’t help us at all at this time to resort to coy references to violence “against 
members of a certain community” when we all know for a fact – take a deep breath and 
say it out loud – that Kikuyus are being killed and attempts being made to ethnically 
cleanse them out of areas across the country because of the perception that they are 
responsible for election results which in charitable moments can only be called 
exceedingly dodgy. Let’s just say it right out. 
 
Kikuyus are being killed and are facing danger of yet more violence, because the rest of 
the country thinks that the people of Central Province will not only not vote for anyone 
who isn’t one of ‘them,’ but will also under no circumstances respect the rights of others 
to so vote for someone else. Young people are incensed and have been rendered violently 
irrational by the failure of their leaders and elders to consider the collective good as 
opposed to their bank balances. These young people are enraged, and so am I, that the 
people of this country count for so little that the greed of a few can negate the desire of 
the many. We have interethnic face-offs in Nairobi and bullet-ridden bodies in Kisumu; 
churches have been burned out with people in them in Eldoret. 
 
I am travelling across the country with a driver whose name begins with an “O” and 
because we are deep in PNU country, I am systematically torturing myself with thoughts 
of what would happen to him if ‘my’ people decided to retaliate for acts of violence 
against them in the rest of the country. How is it that there is such a space in my 
imagination, in my country, after I saw with my own two sceptical eyes last Thursday the 
enormous patience and trust that the people of Kenya were willing to invest in the 
democratic process? I was there myself, going from polling station to polling station, to 
record this moment, this ridiculously awesome expression of the popular will. I saw 
them: the grandmothers and the dreadlocked young men, the mothers with children 







strapped to their backs, the guy in the wheelchair, the wide-eyes schoolkids watching 
their elder brothers and sisters exercise their constitutional rights. I saw them, and 
rejoiced. I was crafting judiciously preening sentences about our organic democratic 
traditions when the Electoral Commission of Kenya stumbled, slid and fell all the way 
into its own private Idaho—and left us with a hydra-headed mess. 
 
In the past ten days, I have passed through Nakuru and Naivasha and Eldoret and Eldama 
Ravine, I have been to El Molo and Burguret and Chavakali; I’ve probably travelled in 
five of our eight provinces, and experienced a good 25% of the road surface of Kenya—
isn’t it strange how certain numbers take on a potency known only to Kenyans? I have 
been watching the television and listening to an interesting cross-section of our leaders 
and opinion makers: we all seem to think that unless Raila and Kibaki get together and 
make nice, the rest of us are doomed to go on senselessly butchering each other without 
fear or favour, no scratch that: with ultimate fear and delicately nuanced favour. 
Somewhere along the lines of: you-must-have-voted-for-the-person-I-did-not-want-to-
win-so-die. 
 
It bears repeating that biased preference is the essence of democratic right—you can vote 
for whoever you want to vote for, even if the cumulative effect of this democratic right in 
Central Province looked somewhat like the hypnotised members of a cult were voting for 
their messiah; nevertheless, you should be allowed to do that and live to regret it at 
leisure. This is democracy: we’re allowed to be myopic and fearful like that, as long as 
we do it democratically and peacefully. What is of more immediate concern here are the 
numbers of extremely angry and disenfranchised young men who are even now 
desperately foreshortening their own futures and possibilities by plunging themselves into 
bloodletting and unspeakable criminality. 
 
How have we produced this population of Kenyans so estranged, so alienated from a 
sense of collective hope and a progressive trajectory that they are willing to burn to the 
ground this national edifice we call our home? I begin to suspect that it might have 
something to do with the ways in which we treat our people as if they are disposable 
nappies....first we crap all over them and then we throw them away. Or, first we work 
them up with visions and dreams of a utopia denied them only by the holding of office by 
the ‘the other side’ then we slyly make insinuations of how much easier life would be 
without ‘them’ and then we give them a little nudge and say “oh look, there goes one of 
them now. And who left this panga lying about in the open like that, all nice and shiny 
and sharp?” 
 
And then we exclaim in shocked horror: oh goodness, me! However could this have 
happened? Oh please, please, well, gracious me, whatever shall we do? 
 
On the other hand, whatever can Kikuyus think we are about, saying complacently that 
“we” won the election when even Europeans who can count are quite able to figure out 
the implications of votes which add up to fifty thousand and are transmuted into seventy 
thousand by some mysterious Kikuyu alchemy? It boggles the mind, the sheer bare-faced 
effrontery of fraud meant to thwart the popular will and carried out in naked defiance of 







international observers and Kenyan media. We may not have universal education yet, but 
a good number of Kenyans can count for themselves with a fair degree of confidence in 
their own tallies. What on earth do the people of Central Province mean, dancing about in 
the streets like that with joy, when it is evident to anyone who believes in this country 
that uchawi numbers are self-evidently not a cause for celebration? There’s hubris, and 
then there’s Central Province. I am fairly sure that it didn’t help matters. No one has won 
here, folks. We are all our own victims and our own oppressors—and some of us are 
guiltier than others. 
 
The drunken man in a bar in a PNU stronghold who leeringly raised his glass to me in 
celebration of the government being “ours as usual” should, as he nurses the inevitable 
(and I hope excruciating) hang-over, ingest with his Panadol the human costs of 
maintaining the feudal principality of Kikuyustan--especially when other people would 
rather live in Kenya. Where does he think he will flee to, when the flames of discontent 
spread, as they inevitably will unless we come to our senses? Amongst the many things 
that should stop the down-swing of that upraised panga is the fact that our neighbours in 
the region are deeply inconvenienced by our violent naval-gazing proclivities. It will 
probably serve us right to be in the position of receiving humanitarian assistance from 
countries we have regarded with pitying superiority up to now. Perhaps we will then 
understand that refugees are not lazy people on the dole; they are innocents trying to save 
their own lives. The measure of our neighbourliness is about to be put to the test as 
Kenyans attempt to escape our home-grown stupidity by running across the Ugandan 
border. It is to be hoped that our generosity towards our neighbours has in the past been 
of an order sufficient to compel them to look compassionately on our compatriots. Perish 
the thought—Kenyan refugees and internally displaced persons of a magnitude sufficient 
to necessitate Red Cross concerns of a humanitarian crisis in the unfolding. 
 
Enough. If we are to sink with the ship, let us at least not pretend that all along we 
thought it was only a spring shower that was brewing, and not a furious tempest. Self-
truth is a good platform to stand on and from which to survey this mess and decide what 
to do next. Enough pretence.We cannot bleat on endlessly about the wonders of our 
economic growth when most Kenyans have yet to see the evidence of such growth. We 
cannot leave people out in the cold whilst we luxuriate in the warmth of our riches and 
then, to add further insult, disingenuously ask them why they don’t come into the light of 
the fire when we know we’ve barred all the possible means of access beforehand. We 
cannot solicit and accept people’s trust and their goodwill and then expend this capital in 
ways unworthy of ourselves. We, above all, cannot disclaim responsibility for our own 
careless rhetoric and propensity for exploiting base fears and misperceptions by our 
current shocked protestations of incredulity. We did this—let us fix it. All of us: not just 
those two job-seekers who seem to care much more for their careers than for the people 
of their country. Let us fix this mess—each of us, with whatever means of 
communication, persuasion and rationality that we can muster. Let us stop this senseless 
tragedy now. Speak out and say: Enough. 


 








“I was near to die....I was dead.” – Wambui Mwangi 


If you’ve watched CNN in the last twenty-four hours, you will have caught this victim of the 
post-election violence in Kenya speaking his truth.  He was near death: in fact, he had already 
died.  I am not sure why this particular mind-bite should stand out from all the other images that 
I have seen on television, in the newspapers and on the streets here in Kenya, but it did.  I have 
been wondering what he meant, that he had died, he had been dead.  I’ll never know, exactly, 
what this poor man meant, but his words are echoing in the sore places of my entrails like the 
sound of a warning bell dying away, like the last notes of a sad song at sunset. 


The sharp edge of the panga had come down twice on his head, he said, but most of the damage 
had been done to his hands, which had been hacked at repeatedly.  His hands.  He works with 
them, or used to.  What is this language? To target the very part of the body that is used to create 
value, that is the labouring instrument, is to say to this man that you may not work.  You may not 
do what you used to with your hands.  Your hands offend me, I shall cut them off.  And kill you 
also. This manner of speech is strangely redundant.   


I was watching CNN as opposed to Kenyan television channels because I wanted to see what the 
world was saying about us.  The world is saying that Kenyans, who had been on the brink of one 
of the most astonishing democratic transitions witnessed in Africa, degenerated, very 
conveniently for the West’s stereotypes, to a “business as usual: chaos and anarchy right on 
schedule” version of the African story.  These broadcasts are brimming with just barely-
suppressed glee at being able to say that tribal violence is tearing the East African nation of 
Kenya apart, long regarded as an exemplary bastion of stability in the region.  We have 
confirmed some cherished stereotypes and validated many racists worldwide.  In addition to 
everything else, really, those of you with young children had better start thinking about how, if 
we survive this, you are ever going to be able to explain what you did with your Kenya.  What 
will you tell them? 


Will you tell them: well darling, your uncle’s neighbour cut off his colleague’s hands because 
that colleague’s father was from a village about fifty kilometres away from where the president’s 
mother used to live? Will your mouth be able to form an explanation for your children, or will 
your words burn in your throat with the acid of futility and choke you, right there, right there in 
front of your child’s frightened eyes? Will the taste of shit in your mouth cleave your tongue to 
the roof of your mouth?  We are creating a stain of corpses on our psyches, we are defiling our 
very future.  We have leapt ahead to ambush our history.  We have roped our children into a 
ponzi-scheme of danger and desolation. 


We will have to tell these children “We were near to die...we were dead.”   


Let us stop this. 
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A Moment - Y. A Owuor 
 
Yesterday I met a past presidential candidate in a meeting that was trip-tropping, trip-tropping on a bridge 
looking for a peaceful solution to an unstated problem with Kenya. He was well-oiled, and fat, bleary 
eyed and bored with the tears of the peace-seekers. 
 
Smarmy. 
 
Good luck he smirked after he heard what the peace keepers had said. Indifferent face shifting, shoulder 
shrugging.  
 
Too bad. He meant. Play with this shit. I have what I want. After you peasants kill yourselves, I'll still be 
standing. I have planes and pilots on standby. Houses in London, boats on the Riviera. When you are 
done burning down Kenya, I'll return. I'll reign over you. Since you'll be starving anyway, you'll be glad 
to just be able to kiss my butt." 
 
He strode out of the room, a confident man. The door closed behind him. He cackled. Along the corridor 
he must have met an acquaintance whom he hailed in a raw but hearty  voice.  
 
Outside, near the park, the Poof! of a tear gas cannister exploding, a woman screamed and screamed and 
screamed. 
 
Inside, we were silent. 
 
For a moment. 
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Echoes 


Yvonne A. Owuor 


 


Three days ago I ‘exercised my democratic right’ and cast my vote.  


A vote is a voice, a choice to speak. 


And then it was New Year 2008. 


Morning Mass at Consolata Church, Westlands, 


The thing that has invaded the land, this, layered and ineffable grief wafts even 


through this hallowed acre. Inside, the pale brown pews are half empty, the celebrant’s steps 


down the aisle are laboured, his head lowered as are those of his yellow-robed acolytes. The 


chorister inadvertently starts the entrance hymn in D Minor; a note that sets the theme for the 


world’s best requiems. New Year’s mass in this church usually stresses its concrete seams 


with chattering congregants, many of whom turn up to hover at a church door only on the 


first day of a new year. Last year they formed guilty but cheerful gossiping clumps in the car 


park interspersed with gleeful Happy New Year! And Shhh!   


 


The church chamber echoes emptiness. The few people  stand with arms folded.  I need a  


ritual to peel back this new year for me. I am here, arms folded. My mother who moves 


mountains is here. She says today is a good day  to have a wrestling match with the Almighty 


about the future of her grandchildren in Kenya. I shuffled after her faith into the sanctuary 


where she suspects, in a season of ugliness,  some of God’s emissaries might have received 


insight about a transcendent path out of a fire-filled impasse. 


Cadence of this morning's radio message. The global stories about us. Catch phrases: 


atavistic tribal, ancient ethnic rivalries, primordial hatreds. We have clicked into the 


template of others' low expectations. An ignominious international radio broadcast about 


us— failure is frowned on—in the background a rhythmic chant tinged with angry 


hopelessness: Haki yetu! Haki yetu! Haki yetu!  


Ear worm. When a melody or phrase bounces in the head. 


It should not matter.  







But shame-sorrow predominates the part in the heart that should be at ease.  A side activity in 


today’s mass is ‘The Sacrament of Reconciliation’. Confession is a soul-purging ritual, 


supposed to sometimes dissipate shame, guilt and sorrow. But to be able to do that the 


penitent must speak. If the penitent cannot speak, the Church might offer exorcism.  But 


exorcism, a dangerous talent, is not on offer anywhere today. 


The celebrant's voice trembles. He does not  say that the national churning will stop. He did  


say that God is watching the cracking. That God as parent is not unmoved. 


We have a sneaked into place a Father-of-the nation. 


An  befuddled Chairman of the Electoral Commission stumbled over a proclamation. The 


custodian of national law magically found himself in State House with a Bible to swear in the 


President even before the Chairman had completed the  annointing. 


The micro-swearing in event was televised. Showed the bad portions of a cabalistic ritual 


with  associated slitheriness. Then 900 words,  the thank-you-all-for-voting-me-in  speech.  


  Behold, the Father-of-the-Nation. 


They forgot to play the exit hymn,  the one that starts with the line,  


O God of All Creation 


Ee Mungu Nguvu Yetu... 


So Kenya erupts. 


900 words later, the Father-of-the-nation is silent.  


Two days later, Mass stumbles on. The celebrant mumbles, ‘Do not be afraid.’ 


The father-of-the-nation is in place. 


Amen. 


 


900 words later, planes land at Jomo Kenyatta International Airport. They are weighed down 


with  the  global press corps, circling marabou storks  high on typical Oh Africa 


schadenfreude. Gleam in glare,  organic gargoyles reeking with the lust for rich pickings. 


The images:  


 A phalanx of armed men, citizens, harrying witnesses out of a gargantuan conference 


hall. 


A man lies on his back on the street, arm outstretched, his mouth wide open, tears 


running down the side of his face. 


A woman runs, goods on her head, three children on her back. 


A beautiful young man, earrings in his ear wields a machete. 


A woman cries, hand on head. 







A grandfather sits in an open field, the remnant of a murdered family of twelve. 


A child in a red t-shirt plays in the sewer, oblivious of the action of adults. 


Eyes at half-lid, three tall General Service Unit men carry truncheons, dour faced 


waiting for the enraged public to turn up. 


 


We have seen these faces and postures in other places. Not in our land, not in our haven and 


sanctuary. This brand of sickness is not our method, it happens to other people, not to us. 


Never to us. 


 


This morning. 


The keening memory  of old national sorrows that still lurk as unsolved riddles do: J.M. 


Kariuki, Pio Gama Pinto, Argwings Kodhek, Tom Mboya, Robert Ouko, Justus Mbai. Ghost  


lives in the flickering of flames burning down Kenya’s homes, shops, people, dreams. 


Newspaper headline. A church in which mothers and children had taken refuge in Eldoret 


was last night burned down by machete wielding young citizens. Now is the time for a strong 


voice.  If a nation can raze the life of children inside a church then it is teetering. Between the 


shrieks and rage, silence. No  900 words. 


 


Later.  


A Stop-the-madness meeting in a room at the Serena Hotel convened by men and 


women who have serviced other people’s wars, patched other people’s rendered national 


fabrics with no idea they would one day have to look within. A yellow-veiled woman, her 


face with determination carved into it, her intense voice repeats, “Now. Now we begin.” She 


is the Chairperson. 


An Imam is among us. Before he can open his mouth another woman with wide slanted eyes, 


and a deep-voice, call out : “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 be found within our 


borders…”  


We know this prayer. Learned it with the ABC’s and 123s, hands by our sides, face forward 


where, often the red-green-white-black flag would be fluttering. If there was a school 


orchestra this prayer would be preceded by three majestic drum rolls. Before that, 


headmistresses and headmasters would have intoned to assembled students, ‘Let us now 


stand for our national anthem’. 


Second stanza. 







 ‘Nchi yetu ya Kenya tunayoipenda, tuwe tayari kuilinda.’   


Grim transcendence pokes through  in a simple messag. 


The only way out of this is through. Fire-walking is a requirement of belonging.  Fire-


walking can hurt. It can kill. It can break stalwart hearts. It causes tears like these that have 


all our heads low, mucus pouring down our faces. Shame. Yes. Odd guilt. But inside these, 


the kernel of our homeland is warm,  alive and profoundly loved. 
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Fire fighting for fools -  Yvonne A. Owuor 
 
Fire and truth have a habit of cohabiting. I am told truth sets us free. 
 
December 2007. On television we see a young dreadlocked man howling, "It is death either 
way." He is carrying a tyre which he will set alight. He is crying. Real and imagined scores are 
being settled in spaces punctuated by flames. 
 
Fire circles in Kisumu, Kitale, Kakamega, Nakuru, Mombasa, Nairobi. Dreams aflame. 
 
To control fire, you know that you will smother, starve or cool it. You manage a fire by 
acquiring fire fighting knowledge and skills. You learn to determine what it is actually burning. 
And you identify the seat of the fire. You do not merely remove faulty fuses. That is the same as 
denying that a problem exists. You create escape and access routes. You recognise the character 
of fire and understand that it moves, breathes and like most living things, needs oxygen. To 
control this fire, you know that you will smother, starve or cool it. 
 
But to have a chance at winning, you must go in and confront it. 
 
Fire is an instrument of destruction/renewal. You can decide how you want to look at it. The 
same thing really. Both rather painful. Destruction confronts the past, ruthlessly. It eradicates 
everything to make way for new life. It erupts when the breathing space that allows necessary 
change is closed off. Something new is demanding birth, one way or another. 
 
Cry Fire! In the same way you might shout Peace! A wonderful, powerful shout. 
 
But remember that both are only consequences. 
 
What is important, as you walk in to meet the flames is your answer to this question: 
 
Have you tapped into the necessary humility you need as you meet the thing that can reduce you 
to ash? 
 
To control this fire, you will smother, starve or cool it. You will also respect it. 
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HAKUNA MATATA - Yvonne A. Owuor 
 
Nchi yetu ya Kenya, hakuna matata. For the average roaming human being, there is no place 
quite like Kenya. It has tolerated its paradoxes, proudly humble, humbly proud, blasé about its 
multicultural, multiethnic texture that ensured that the average roaming human being landing 
here, felt immediately at home. Seven or is it eight distinct eco-systems in a complacent piece of 
land with a distinctive shape, delightful climate, diverse cultures that would make Margaret 
Mead and Stuart Hall howl in ecstasy. 
 
We never felt the need to call ourselves The Anything of Africa, or the Something Nation (not 
for us Pearl of Africa, the Real Heart of Africa, Where Africa Meets, or even Rainbow Nation). 
We were all these things and more. It was all so apparent, like all our nonchalant expectations: 
 
Yes. It is natural that our wildebeest would make it to the global miracle books 
 
And we would produce an African woman Nobel peace prize winner 
 
And we are the most optimistic country in the world. 
 
And we are on our way to being the best. 
 
Yes, there were probably more nationalities per capita here than anywhere else on three 
continents. 
 
Yes there were some months of 2007 when there were more foreigners applying for Kenya 
passports than Kenyans were. 
 
Yes, humankind was born here and we are custodians of that space. 
 
That where world athletics is concerned, we ask, which of the Kenyans have taken first, second 
and third place? While glancing at our watches to time the 7 O'clock news that would confirm 
the listings. 
 
We are Kenya. We didn't trumpet it. We were Kenya and therefore we were special. Being 
Kenyan we did not need to proclaim it. Sometimes, though the specialness became a song; 
 
Jambo, Jambo Bwana, habari gain, mzuri sana. Wageni wakaribishwa, Kenya yetu, hakuna 
matata. 
 







Like God, Kenyan specialness was a self-evident truth. Its own thing, the oasis of reasonableness 
when all nations around it were impaling themselves on the politics of fat cats and broad egos. 
Kenya citizens and its residents were smug and impatient while accommodating other nations' 
fugitives: 
 
"They must get their act together." 
 
"What's so hard about democracy." 
 
"They should learn from Kenya." 
 
And they did, many set up study institutes to imitate the successful template of a model African 
nation speeding on its way to economic lion hood. We sent military gentlemen to trouble-spots 
all over the world so that with their Kenya reasonableness, they would help them Sort Their 
Problems Out. 
 
Before December 30, 2007. 
 
I am now hovering between two paths, one heading homeward, the other pointing to the 
cordoned off park. Furious and frustrated by a still-born march for my country. 
 
Craving banal things; 
 
I want our smugness and shopping trips back. The loud, loud laughter of Aggie who is at Burma 
market fish. Dashing bodaboda bicycle men. I want our struggling aspirations and the certainty 
of God's favour. I want our multinational hopes, the sense of being alchemists capable of 
transforming rubble into gold. 
 
"We are a blessed nation." We used to say. I want my country back so I can wear the look of 
pious haughtiness. I want to freeze the feeling of Kenyaness, when we jumped up and down and 
sang badly in kitourist kiswahili, Nchji yetu ya Kenya, hakuna matata. 
 
 
You know the time; it was that moment before December 30, 2007. 
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Once we were voters - Yvonne A. Owuor 
 
December 2002 we clung to trees and one another at Uhuru Park. Most of our faces painted red, 
black, white and green. There were at least a million of us sharing a small acerage, laughing as 
regiments tried to march past thick crowds chanting, 'Jeshi letu, jeshi letu." Our army. 
 
We admired the mitre of the tall, military bishop who presided over the swearing in of The 
Executive Symbol of all our Restored Hopes. "Bishop yetu, bishop yetu," we sang in the park. 
 
The elderly man, a perennially losing presidential candidate who would now be president 
beamed from his wheelchair. He had survived a road accident. Close to him was a man who had 
traversed the country campaigning for him and then helped settle his hospital bill. 
 
The replaced president next to him was pensive. Mud had been hurled in his direction. When he 
had turned up, a million and more men and women and children had sang, Yote yawezekana bila 
Moi. All things are possible without you, man! 
 
Who can bwogo me, Who can bwogo me. 
 
That was our special song and we reserved it for the man in the wheelchair who would lead us to 
the promised land. We liked to see our leaders together, citizens like children feeling that our 
parents did not know that divorce existed. In 2002, when we were an unbwogable—our magical 
vote had cast a spell of change and the wicked ogre had gone—when we were unbwogable, 
nothing could have fazed us. 
 
December 2007. 
 
The elderly man is declared winner of another presidential race. A second term. He is not 
beaming. 
 
No songs have been sang. 
 
The edifice is crumbling and a cliché comes to life. What is the sound of straw breaking a 
camel's back? 
 
No one seems to have seen that the camel back was straining. 
 
A lie. 
 
The straining groans of the camel were interpreted as song. 







 
Yote Yawezekana... 
 
It was assumed that the camel's silent gaze was blind to recognising that some roads were better 
than others, and if roads leading to one province was smooth enough to skate on and wide 
enough to do back flips across. 
It was thought the camel had forgotten the riddles: Who killed Pio Gama Pinto, Tom Mboya, 
J.M. Kariuki, Robert Ouko, Justus Mbai? Who authorised Goldenberg, Anglo Leasing? Who 
made the malevolent Artur Brothers Deputy Commissioners of Police in Kenya? 
 
It was thought the camel had not heard that the common language had shrunk so that at the end 
of five years, 90% of Government jobs would be occupied by those who shared roots in the 
Central Province of an eight province nation. 
 
      Mere camel-speak, it was said when the camel only groaned after it was informed that the 
grand national redesign plan would be left in the imagination of Constitutional lawyers. And if 
the camel's thoughts even tried to decode the judiciary, nobody would have noticed. Justice 
delayed, justice denied was the operational motto. The camel refrained from comment anyway. It 
knew about those who have been in remand for over fifteen years without being charged for any 
offence, about random arrests where a man might appear in court two months later and discovers 
that he is being charged with sodomy. He has to say guilty because if he says not guilty he might 
be in remand for fifteen years. 
 
      The camel had been unable to meet its member of parliament who was far too busy buffing 
up his allowances and salary so that the legislative arm of the state would in a year, be notes as 
among the best paying parliaments in the history of the world. Before reading this, the camel 
would have by then completed its returns to the Kenya Revenue Authority and said nothing as 
three quarters of its earnings went to sustain the good life of its representatives. 
 
      It would have to dash home before dark because of the marauding gangs who flashing 
political patronage and pangas would be abroad. Just in case, it would make sure it had at least a 
thousand shillings to donate if cornered. The camel was, anyway, already walking on 
tenterhooks, afraid that he might find itself drugged, bound, gagged and wearing an orange suit 
in Guantanamo Bay having been extraodinarily renditioned. 
 
      To allay its terror of ambling into its twilight years with the knowledge that its grandchildren 
may have to walk the same road it had walked, it cast its vote on December 27, 2007. 
 
      The outcome, to the surprise of many, broke the camel's back and made the animal roar 
through the land in a frothing rage, an unmanageable beast hurling itself, throwing itself in the 
ground of, cursing the nation's and dragging the nation to the edge of a precipice. The renewed 
President is trying a hands-off approach to deal with the camel. The approach created a 6% 
economic growth. It might even make the camel's rabies go away. 
 
      Yote yawezikana... when you are unbwogable. 





