Violence in Kenya


POST-ELECTORAL violence in Kenya has left more than 350 people dead, shattering all perceptions of the country as an oasis of calm amid politically fractious neighbours. Tragically, for all its appearance of comparative peace, political stability and economic prosperity, Kenya has proved no different from many other African states caught in the maelstrom of electoral fraud and ethnic/tribal rivalries that all too frequently result in bloodshed. With the simmering ethnic tension in Kenya finally coming out into the open, it will not be easy to curb hostilities unless the main players appeal to their respective communities to halt the violence. In this case, the re-election of President Mwai Kibaki — whose Kikuyu community is the largest of the country’s 42 ethnic groups — has been challenged by political rival Raila Odinga, who in addition to the backing of his Luo clan also has the support of other tribes. That after years of living together in mixed settlements, there should now be fighting among different groups bodes ill for the future of the country, especially when memories of the ethnic conflict during the Rwanda genocide are still fresh.

At this critical juncture, it would be in the interest of President Kibaki and Mr Odinga to cooperate in defusing the tension. While Mr Odinga has to put a stop to instigating street protests, it is Mr Kibaki who must step up efforts to make amends for what many international observers say was a flawed election. General corruption and electoral irregularities have been part and parcel of Kenyan politics for several years. But there was hope after Mr Kibaki’s previous election in 2002 that Kenya would make a fresh start under him, especially after years of plundering of state assets by the president’s predecessor Daniel arap Moi. This has not proved to be the case, and although the Kenyan national economy has done well, a host of woes continues to dog the population, including rampant poverty, a wide gulf between the incomes of the rich and the poor, and little power-sharing in political circles. Suggestions ranging from a presidential admission that the polls were not transparent to a vote recount to installing a coalition government have been put forward. These must be seriously considered for anger to subside in the country. Otherwise, continued political instability — and with it worsening socio-economic conditions — will drag Kenya to the level of many other African states where tribal divisions have hampered national unity.

