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Abstracts  

 

Panel 1: ‘Devolution from Below’   

 

Paul Goldsmith 

(Independent Scholar) 

‘Culture and the struggle for constitutionalism on the coast’ 

During the early decades of independence writers and intellectuals worked to influence Kenya’s political 

culture but met strong resistance from the state. Government repression saw the use of culture as a 

vehicle for protest and political change in decline. The new constitutional dispensation subsequently 

contributed to new and old uses of culture to either complement legal methods or to promote 

independent initiatives for protecting communal rights and resources. The advocacy of the Save Lamu 

civil society coalition and the Mombasa Republican Council secession provide two contrasting examples 

of such new approaches to resistance on the Kenyan coast. These provide an entry point for wider 

examination of culture-based methodologies to influence developments in the political domain.  

 

Paddy Onyango 

(Managing Partner, PatConsult; previously member of the GoK Task Force on Devolved Government; 

CEO of Citizens Coalition for Constitutional Culture, 4Cs). 

‘Civic engagement in Kenya’s devolved system: 5 years on’  

This paper will discuss culture sensitive approaches and the arts as enablers of citizen participation in 

devolution. 

 

Steve Ouma Akoth 

(Tangaza University College; affiliated to the Open University [OU], UK) 

‘Alternative Justice Systems: Devolution and indigenous jurisprudence in Kenya’ 

The 2010 Constitution of Kenya changed the governance model in Kenya. Beyond its promise to create a 

more inclusive society, the new constitution promises recognition and incorporation of diversity as a 
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constitutional principle of governance practice. Under Article 159 of the CoK, the judiciary is one such 

institution that is obliged to focus on diverse particularities. Using data gathered from various counties as 

a member of the Taskforce on Traditional, Informal and Other Mechanisms used to Access Justice in Kenya 

(Alternative Justice Systems), and as part of the OU project team researching cultural rights, I discuss the 

methodological approaches, contestations and negotiations of jurisprudence in counties promoting 

Alternative Justice Systems in Kenya. 

 

Andrew Orina 

(Friends of Lake Turkana) 

‘Community rights and Friends of Lake Turkana under devolution’  

 

Culture plays a very important role in the governance of any society. The Turkana of Northern Kenya are 

a community that exemplifies this, with many decisions made within the community following particular 

‘undocumented’ bureaucracies.  As the Friends of Lake Turkana (FoLT), we support these structures of 

decision making in community mobilization. This is especially in resource governance, where through 

women, the youth, and the tree of men, we support grassroots community resource management; for 

example, how land will be accessed, and facilitate negotiations on the benefits that are to be shared. 

Some of the work we have done can be found on youtube: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2Tfk3kZAO0A 

 

Abdikadir Kurewa 

(NMK; currently seconded to the state Department of Culture).  

‘Cultural festivals and peace-building in Northern Kenya: The case of the Marsabit-Lake Turkana 

Cultural Festival’  

Cultural festivals with a regional focus have become very popular events in Kenya over the past few 
years. These festivals all share one vision: to present their unique culture and the traditions of their 

community, promote peace in the region and strive for development. 

Using Marsabit-Lake Turkana Cultural festival (formerly known as Lake Turkana Cultural Festival), this 

paper seeks to give an overview of the social roles of the festival including its potential to facilitate 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2Tfk3kZAO0A
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building of social cohesion, peace and coexistence particularly among the pastoralist communities who 

have been experiencing ethnic conflicts in the region. 

 

Panel 2: Youth and Popular Culture 

 

Mwongela Kamencu, aka Monaja 

(Artist/historian) 

‘Finding fertile ground for protest music in the Kenyan state’In various periods of the history of the 

Kenyan state protest music has emerged in response to various state excesses such as killings and 

assassinations,1 high cost of living, authoritarianism, corruption and “ethnicism.”  This music, as 

compared to popular or populist music,2 is rarely viewed as a sustainable genre and has not 

proportionately the publicity as the aforementioned forms. This presentation will attempt to address 

why this is not the case and will consider possible scenarios that would work in favour of the genre.  

 

Craig Halliday 

(Sainsbury Research Unit for the Arts of Africa, Oceania & the Americas; University of East Anglia, UK) 

‘Community peace-building initiatives incorporating the visual arts in Nairobi’ 

 The use of visual art provides unique tools and approaches for community peace building initiatives. In 

Kenya there are a number of examples of this, in particular those during and following on from the post-

election violence of 2007/8.  Such projects have created spaces for self and collective reflection, 

reconciliation, expression and healing. This paper will evaluate the 2013 project ‘Kibera Walls for Peace’ 

which engaged 30 young people in creative peace activities, such as painting murals across Kibera. In 

                                                             
1 Mai ni Maruru (The water is bitter), a song composed in 1975 by P.C.E.A Gathaithi Church Choir protesting the 
murder of populist politician J.M. Kariuki. 
2 Frowin Paul Nyoni, ‘Music and Politics in Tanzania: A case study of Nyota-wa-Cigogo’, in Kimani Njogu, Herve 
Mapeu, eds, Songs and Politics in East Africa (Mkuki Wa Nyota, Dar es Salaam: 2007). “It is the co-opting of 
music into the political system in order to serve those in power, that is, the dominant class.” 
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doing so it will provide a richer articulation of what can be accomplished with the use of arts-based 

peacebuilding.  

 

Billy Kahora 

(editor of Kwani? magazine) 

‘Beyond the nation: Youth cultures in new writing’ 

In Kenya the most well-known contemporary literature produced over the last two decades by a 

younger literary generation has shown an ability to bypass once visible formal and older national spaces 

such as mainstream media cultural pages, the academy and other traditional spaces of literary value in 

the nation to enter international spaces and/or relocate within specialised local youth networks.   This 

presentation looks at the evolution of older notions of literary value driven by the emergence of 

alternative international and local spaces beyond the nation, influenced by new youth cultures, 

technology and globalisation, and discusses what this means for contemporary Kenyan writing.   

 

 

 


