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Four months ago President Kibaki’s advisor on corruption, John Githongo, fled Kenya for the UK and resigned his position as a member of Parliament in the Kenyan government because he feared for his life.  One year ago international literary legend Ngugi wa Thiong’o returned to Kenya after 22 years of exile in the United States while Moi’s regime of tyranny ruled; after only one week in Nairobi, his apartment was robbed, his wife raped, and they fled Kenya and returned to the United States.  While I was a teacher at Nyandema Secondary in Nyanza province of western Kenya, two of my closest friends and fellow teachers were assaulted in a school strike; their windows were smashed, their house destroyed, and they were chased into the bush by a mob of drunken and angry students.  These isolated acts of violence should not be considered an indication of the general climate of daily life in Kenya, nor should it suggest that the country is unsafe or unstable.  In fact, compared to many other African countries, Kenya is a model of peace and (relatively) functional democracy.  But neither are these incidents random acts of violence.  They are pieces of a pattern, just as predictable as it is historical.  It’s a cultural pattern that has infiltrated all systems of society, from the political sphere to the domestic.  It is a culture of fear.

Kenyans are raised in a culture of fear.  But unlike African civilians of Liberia, southern Sudan, and the border villages of northern Uganda, the fear of Kenyans is not the result of overt and bloody violence.  It is fear that is carefully and systematically imposed to exert control, and is therefore not internationally, or even domestically, visible.  On all levels, Kenyan citizens are taught, not to respect, but to fear the authority of government, God, fathers, and teachers.  

This fear is most visible in Kenya’s public education system.  In rural schools, corporal punishment is used liberally, even though it’s technically illegal in Kenya.  Caning is used to enforce discipline, to ‘encourage’ good study habits, to punish laziness.  It was a year-long challenge for me to manage my classroom without using a switch; my students even reprimanded me.  They told me that if I wanted to make so and so behave, “You have to cane her.  It is the only thing that works.”  Caning is the only thing that works because fear trumps every other attempt at discipline; fear produces immediate results.  In my classes I could never manage to convince my students to complete their English assignments because they didn’t have enough study hours scheduled into their day.  So if they had two assignments—one math, one English—and only the time to complete one, which would they choose?  To complete the English assignment and receive a beating for not completing math?  Or math, and receive a stern lecture about goals and hard work from their English teacher? Fear wins, every time.  

Fear then is ingested and refueled in Kenya’s student populations.  Students are frustrated with the education they receive: schools rarely have enough teachers or resources to give students the education they deserve.  And so the students retaliate using the tools they’ve been given; they follow their leaders.  Just as beatings and violence are used to keep students in line, students express their frustration in the form of violent strikes and riots.  Nearly every week the newspaper reports some high school or university that has burned down a dormitory, lynched a student, exchanged a volley of stones and tear gas with the police, or beaten a teacher.  These acts of violence get attention, and produce immediate results.  The students at Nyandema staged a strike against two teachers because they felt these men had been too hard on them and caned them too frequently.  They responded to the violence of caning with violence, and smashed up the teachers’ home and intended to beat them to death. So the pattern continues.  Every few weeks a government official or political science lecturer at University reports a death threat or attempted assassination; every few months one succeeds.  

At home when I tried to explain school strikes to family and friends, they always asked why students would do such a thing, and why nothing has been done to stop it?  I asked those questions over and over again while I was in Kenya, and no one could give me a clear answer.  Almost a year after I returned to the US, I met a Kenyan girl who was attending University in the United States.  I asked her about school strikes and she laughed and said that the girls at her school had strikes all the time, so I asked why, when it was such a waste of time and money.  With another laugh she said, “We were bored. It was something to pass the time.  We liked to have them before exams so we could have more time to study.  We threw stones and broke windows, but we never killed anybody.”  Her flippant answer disguised a much deeper reason than I have been able to pinpoint, except that violent resistance has been ingrained into the Kenyan culture.

So where is the hope for peace in this culture of fear?  It’s not a problem that can be ‘fixed’ by the western world, because money and Peace Corps volunteers can’t change the infrastructure of a culture.  It’s a problem that will require a revolution of thought, from violence to nonviolence.  And though nonviolent action is accredited with the dissolution of apartheid in South Africa, though students occasionally make themselves heard through peaceful walk-outs, though a small percentage of women are courageous enough to leave relationships with abusive men, the whisper of nonviolence is rarely heard over the roar of violence.  Nonviolence takes time—years even—before the effects can be seen.  Violence produces immediate results.  In a University strike in Nairobi, perhaps 200 students will carry tree branches, indicating peace, while three dozen will be throwing stones and broken bottles.  Because violence is louder, the following day the newspapers will report  that 236 angry and violent students threw stones at the police in a university strike, and any peaceful intentions will be overshadowed by the minority violence.  

In order for nonviolence to be heard above the din of riots, the numbers will have to grow, and the numbers of nonviolent resistance cannot grow in Kenya until someone at the top is courageous enough to break the cycle of oppression by fear, to prove that there are other ways to govern, and that violence is not a prerequisite for change.

