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Mungiki and the Re-traditionalisation of Society Argument:
A Quest for Recognition?

T his brief note critiques Peter
Kagwanja's analysis of Mungiki
which is anchored in the re-
traditionalisation of society and the
instrumentalisation of disorder frame-
works. Thesearetwo related frameworks
that have informed the works of Patrick
Chabal, Jean-Pascal Daloz and Stephen
Ellis! The piece demonstrates the con-
nection of the re-traditionalisation of so-
ciety framework to Ellis's recent recom-
mendation for a new trusteeship of so-
caled failed states in Africa? It shows
that trusteeship as a proposal for
recolonisationisbased on Ellis'slow opin-
ion of African nationalism. Finally, the
piece argues that African scholars, like
Kagwanja, risk much when they concep-
tualise movementslike Mungiki fromthis
deeply flawed perspective whose main
emphasisiswar, chaos, anarchy and vio-
lence; these being aspects that Ellis and
associates link with the traditional. The
article identifies the centring of western
self-interest as the covert aim of such a
pessimistic reading of African realities
even when these interests are preten-
tiously cast as empathetic to Africans.
Thistherefore is at once a personal note
to Kagwanjaaswell asarejoinder to Ellis.

Kagwanja has had a very prolific aca-
demiclife. Thequality and quantity of his
publications have been steady and im-
pressive. He has published severa arti-
cles, somein‘reserved journalslike Afri-
can Affairs (hereafter AA). AA isarare
journal indeed because of its long his-
tory of representing the natives and es-
pecialy intheway the editorsdecidewhat
to accept or reject. Recently, Stephen Ellis
made me and Shadrack Nasong' o revise
apaper we had submitted threetimesonly
for himtodeclareittoo‘journaistic’ tobe
published. He also mentioned that he had
very many high quality submissionsthat
made it impossible to publish ours. Of
coursewewould have been surprised had
AA accepted to publish our piece. But
we designed it in such away as to deny
the editors a good intellectual basis of
rejecting it. Aswe revised and recast the
paper, we cameto appreciate Nyamnjoh's
wordsthat African scholarshaveto ‘face
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acritical choice between sacrificing rel-
evancefor recognition, or recognition for
relevance’ 2

| recount this story as a comment on the
kinds of pressures many African schol-
ars face as they endeavour to publishin
western journals and the trade-off they
quite often haveto make between recogni-
tion and relevance. In * Power to Uhuru’,
Kagwanjamakesaparticularly pernicious
choice for recognition. His argument
uncritically takesfrom Ellistheideaof a
discernible drift from modernity toward
retraditionalisation of society at face
value. Thereisno attempt to theorise and
explain the concept of retraditionalisation.
Accordingly, his analyses of Mungiki
activitiesfail to gel with the approach he
purportsto take. He seemsto have latched
onto the two perspectives of
instrumentalisation of disorder and re-
traditionalisation of society simply to
catch the eye of the gatekeepers of pub-
lishing with AA. This is disheartening
because, until then, Kagwanjawas alead-
ing analyst of the youth/generational
guestion in Kenyan politics whose inter-
pretative stance spoke to the redlitiesin
Kenya.* Inthis, hewas complemented by
otherslike Mshai Mwangolawhosework
seeks to rescue youth discourses from
the overly negative outlook in which
youth activities are perceived through the
pessimistic prism of crime, chaos, vio-
lence, or war. Other scholars like
Abubakar Momoh and Musambayi
Katumanga have made significant contri-
butions to this discussion by locating
youth violence in the context of the na-
ture of the state when under pressure to
reform. Of course, there is Mamadou
Diouf’silluminating study of Senegalese
youth which Kagwanja does not men-
tion.> To understand why, let us closely
look at Kagwanja's conceptua tools.

Basically, Kagwanja's illuminating de-
scription of Mungiki is clothed in the
flawed notions of re-traditionalisation of
polity and instrumentalisation of disor-
der. Hisconclusionisparticularly telling
as it gestures to old-fashioned moderni-
sation logic. ‘Mungiki’, he asserts, ‘sig-
nified not only a logic of
instrumentalization of disorder that has
characterized Kenya smulti-party era, but
alsotheeffort to re-traditionalize govern-
anceinan essentially modern space’ .6 By
juxtaposing ‘tradition’ and ‘ modernity’,
Kagwanjarai sesimportant epistemol ogi-
cal and methodological issues. This is
especially worrisomein the context of re-
cent historiography on the African state.
Most of this historiography seeksto find
the best epithet to describe the African
state instead of comprehensively locat-
ing the root causes of these conflicts in
the political economy of the twin proc-
esses of localisation and globalisation.
‘Re-traditionalisation of society’ and
‘instrumentalisation of disorder’ notions
emerge from this discredited
historiography; they are notions popu-
larised in the 1990s by an Africanist net-
work bringing together peoplelike Bayart,
Ellis, Chabal, Daloz and Béatrice Hibou.”
Sometime in the late 1990s, these
Africanistsbeganto ‘ concretise’ their ar-
guments through the ‘Africa Issues’ se-
ries; first as away of bringing the ‘best’
of French Africanist worksto the English
world and also asabasisof claiming some
newness for their perspective. Their ar-
guments received some applause in the
Africanist community in Europe and the
USwherethefrenzy for epithets had run
its course. But these studies were heav-
ily shunned in Africa, except of course
fromaminority of scholars.

There were reasons why many scholars
on the continent and abroad shunned this
‘new’ thinking. Notions of re-
traditionalisation draw from alogic of the
civilising mission which, until the 1940s,
defined European incursions on the con-
tinent. Built around an anthropological
reading of African institutions and its
cultures, this mission questioned the hu-
manity of Africans, justified their coloni-



sation and posed this domination as an
engine of modernising the natives. Colo-
nial modernisation becameAfrica’s path
from the heart of darkness to modernity.
Its unilinear logic was the basis of
developmentalism, the successor to the
civilising mission after the 1940s, a
devel opmentdism currently being author-
ised under US hegemony and re-author-
ised by IMF/World Bank neo-liberalism.®
In Criminalization of the State, Bayart,
et a., speak of Africa sreturntothe heart
of darkness, whilein Africa Works, Chabal
and Daloz write about the
instrumentalisation of disorder asaplau-
sible re-traditionalisation of society. It
takes a bold Africanist to commit such
notionsto paper in thisworld of political
correctness.

Inhisreview of Bayart, Chaba and Daloz,
Guy Martin aptly concluded that the two
bookswere ‘long on theory, but short on
substance’ .° Kagwanja's piece seems de-
signed to provide the substance. Thisis
very disheartening. Matters would have
been helped if the substance Kagwanja
‘provides’ accurately substantiated the
concepts adopted. Unfortunately, the
‘substance’ can only work with his con-
ceptual frame through misreading
generational politicsin Kenya. First, there
is no line defining what passes as tradi-
tional or modern. The two realms inter-
penetratein complex waysinAfrica; they
do so in such away as to render the di-
chotomy a mockery of reality. The di-
chotomous tags are often deployed in
Africanist discourses as trendy catch
decoys designed to locate African prob-
lemsexclusively inthelocd terrain. What
better way to emphasise internal causes
of African problems than to focus on the
local which most of thetimeisunderstood
as being cultural * What better way to
exoneratethe external connection thanto
emphasi se tradition and warn of the dan-
gersit posesagainst modernity? Bayart’'s
arguments have been noted for eliding
western colonialism asan explanation for
the nature of the state in Africa. With re-
spect to Ellis, Mkandawire writes that
‘Ellis is attracted to the “local” and the
“cultural” precisely because this allows
him to detach it fromthe“global”, onthe
one hand, and the “economic” and the
“political”, onthe other hand’.*! It should
not therefore be surprising that Ellisnow
recommends a new trusteeship for Afri-
ca s so-called failed states.??

Second, Kagwanja's definition of re-
traditionalisation is cheap and utterly
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unconvincing. Infact, he hardly theorises
the notion. The mere fact that avigilante
group draws on ‘pre-colonia idioms of
organization based on hierarchical age
systems' does not in any way constitute
re-traditionalisation of the polity.® Oth-
erwise, the numerousinstanceswhen pre-
colonial idiomsof organisation have been
invoked in post-colonid Africawould make
the whole gamut of this post-colonial his-
tory a process of re-traditionalisation. By
thesamelogic, it meansthat we should see
re-traditionalisation of society and
instrumentalisation of disorder eachtime
agroup of people pick up spears, arrows,
or swords and paint themselves with red
ochre or clad in traditional shukato as-
sault others. The extent to which this de-
scriptiontrivialises cultureand invitesus
to ignore broader elements of political
economy isremarkable. Yet these paliti-
cal economy approaches have inspired
decadesof illuminating scholarship onthe
continent that such notions like re-
traditionalisation are bastardising.

Itiscuriousthat Kagwanjahardly refers
tothisinspirational literature. Infact, the
adjectiveshe employsin referenceto the
Africanist scholars whose perspectives
he has chosen to latch onto amply vindi-
cate the claim that he intended to catch
the eye of the gate keepers. While Grace
Wamue, perhapsthe main African scholar
he cites other than himself, issaid to have
‘unveiled’, John Lonsdale’ has powerfully
argued’, David Anderson ‘has cogently
argued’, or * has lucidly analysed'. One
can understand why Lonsdale would be
central to Kagwanja'sargument given that
heistheleading British scholar studying
Kenyaat the moment. But it isoften con-
veniently ‘forgotten’ by those who em-
ploy Lonsdal€’ snations of ‘political trib-
alism’ and‘moral ethnicity’ that Peter Ekeh
made this illuminating distinction in his
notion of ‘two publics' three decades
ago.* Ekeh’swasapace setter. Inapiece
intended to canonise Ekeh’s contribution,
Osaghae shows how from his pioneering
analysis, other scholars have borrowed,
used and misused Ekeh’s argument. Of
the omissions these scholars foster about
Ekeh’s pioneering work, most refuse to
acknowledgethe centrality of colonialism
to Ekeh’sargument and itsimpact on the
nature of the state and civil society in
Africa. Ekeh observed that ‘It is to the
colonial experience that any valid
conceptualization of unique nature of
African politicsmust ook’ .

Yet, the notion of re-traditionalisation of
society firmly focuses on pre-colonial
Africa. It seekstoidentify only those as-
pectsthat validatealocal/culturalist read-
ing of African politics. Pride of placeis
giventoreligion, cultural symbols, witch-
craft, loca grammar, commund regdia, traf-
fic in heads, et cetera, shorn of broader
political economy concerns relating to
colonialism, neo-colonialism and the neo-
liberal context whose effects on Africa
have complicated rather than helped its
attempt to right previous wrongs.® It is
almost asif cultureisapeculiarly pre-co-
lonial lingering into the modern, athing
that marks out African deviancefromthe
universal norm so that a society that is
re-traditionalising is perceived asmoving
backwardsfrom modernity. Theamnesia
about colonialism has comefull circlein
Ellis's writing. Ellis trashes nationalism
and recommendstrusteeship, what Rich-
ard Joseph baptises ‘ country-pairing’. In
arecent study, Ellisrecommends ‘anew
form of international engagement in Af-
rica: namely, trusteeshipsfor certainfailed
states’. Without delving into how this
new formwill differ fromtheold, Elliscdls
for “multilateral joint ventures in which
certain countries and institutions share
control over key operations'. Curiously,
Ellisrecommendsthat ‘ the UN should still
play afundamental role (although not an
administrative one), since it alone can
confer the kind of legitimacy critical to
such projects'. He then pleads on behal f
of Africansfor atoken African representa
tiveto an expanded UN Security Council
since, asheargues, ‘thiswould giveAfri-
cans a sense that they were full partners
inthebody’.'” Did he say ‘giveasense' ?

My point isthat Ellis's recommendation
logically growsfrom the culturalist read-
ing of Africa discussed above. Thelogic
isplain: if the problem isinternal to Af-
rica, the solution must be external! It
should therefore not be surprising that
he recommends recol onisation which he
baptises as trusteeship. But such a rec-
ommendation cannot work in asituation
where people still believein the glory of
nationalism. Thisexplainshistragic pre-
occupation with trashing nationalism. For
him, ‘the golden age of decolonization
and nationalisminAfricadid not lead, in
most cases, to successful sovereign
states' .8 But Ellisadduceswrong motives
to decolonisation and nationalism. The
idea of decolonisation and nationalism
was self-determination for a colonised
people, not the creation of successful



sovereign states. Such states were inci-
dental to the main strugglefor self-deter-
mination for apeople. If Africahasfailed
to create successful sovereign states, is
capitulating to trusteeship an aternative?

Aboveall, whilethere might be something
refreshing for aBasil Davidson to lecture
Africans on the failures of nationalism,
the same cannot be said of a Stephen
Ellis.® After distinguishing Davidson, let
us apply the samelogic Ellisusesto dis-
miss nationalism. Ellisdismissesthe* nar-
row ideological prism of nationalism’ used
to interpret large-scale, organised vio-
lence because they are ‘ European crea-
tions'.2° But what qualifies him, a Euro-
pean scholar, to lecture Africans about
the vices of nationalism? Third, Ellis's
notion of trusteeship is cavalierly con-
ceptualised and hisidea of localsas ‘full
partners’ in the trusteeship is suspect.
First, thereisno historical break that will
guarantee a new genuineness to western
incursions into Africa. Second, why
would the so-called local partners be part
of the solution when, as Ellis points out,
they ‘have developed avested interest in
disorder and show littleinterest in seeing
an efficient state emerge’ ! Ellis is of
course correct in noting that ‘intrusive
outsidemeddling’ is‘ abitter pill for Afri-
can nationalists to swallow’. Thisis be-
cause we are used to the missionary zeal
with which such recommendations come.
And Ellisisnot different. Hismissionary
gene leads him to conclude by centring
western self-interest. ‘ The West’, herec-
ommends, ‘ should adopt a new, enlight-
ened form of self-interest and be open to
engaging in new sorts of involvement in
Africa .2 Such sdlf-interestiswhat wecall
imperidisminAfrica. It explainswhy many
nationalists still have to be wary of some
of our angels of empathy.

Thus, Kagwanja should disengage from
this kind of pessimistic thinking to pose
his question differently if he hopesto ar-
rive at a broader and more accurate
conceptualisation of Mungiki’s role in
Kenyan politics, this notwithstanding the
seductionsof recognitioninwesternjour-
nals. Rather than fit Mungiki into a pre-
concelved notion of re-traditionalisation
of society, it may be beneficial toinquire
what kind of forcesare always constantly
organising behind the sceneswith respect
to movements and vigilante groups like
Mungiki. Such away of posing the ques-
tion recognises that the forces are not al-
ways the same, that their interests keep
changing and, as such, they do not al-
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ways converge. Posed this way, it be-
comesdifficult to offer facile explanations
likere-traditionalisation of society for the
simplereason that re-traditionalisation or
instrumentalisation, when prefaced by the
word ' classic’, de-historicisesthesemove-
ments and freezesthem intime. Thereis
no social movement in Africa, or else-
where for that matter, whose goal issim-
ply to re-traditionalise society. Many of
these movements are engaged in astrug-
glefor power and theforces and interests
operating behind them borrow cultural
symbolsand loca grammar to deploy them
as part of thewider strugglefor power. It
is therefore useful, in dealing with this
issue, to conceptually distinguish goals
from means but to understand that the
two areintertwined in reality. Most of the
time, the culturalist perspective has
sought to describe the means while ig-
noring the goals. Such studies then take
a long detour tracking evidence of that
‘historical tradition’ and Kagwanja'sisthe
latest attempt to fit the evidence in the
‘classic’ notion.

| am inclined towards Mkandawire’'s
analysis.® The piece raises certain fun-
damental questions and engaging him
may be a more fruitful thing to do than
the ignominious enterprise of providing
substance to notions of re-
traditionalisation of society.
Mkandawire's analysis may be useful in
terms of understanding the rural-urban
dynamics of movementslike Mungiki. In
fact, asfar asthis point goes, it is possi-
ble to inflect Mkandawire's centra as-
sumption that rebel movements are
mostly on amarch through therural areas
to the urban power bases. What if such
movements are not the large-scale rebel
onesinvolved in mgjor conflicts? What if
they are smaller vigilante groups like
Mungiki? It will be noted that Mungiki
has not just made its march to the city; it
has done so while strategically retaining
its roots in rural areas. This is because
the nature of itsinterestsis different and
smaller in scale. Straddling the urban and
rural domainsremains Mungiki’s central
objectivefor two reasons. Thefirstisfor
security concerns. Second, it is doubtful
that Mungiki is seeking state power. In-
deed, Mungiki’s uniqueness rests in the
fact that itsmarch to the urbanisfor mun-
danegoalsof socia provisioning, evenif
such provisioningisdonein violent ways.
Asagroup, its agendadoes not makeit a
viable contender for state power. Asare-
sult, it is content to take advantage of the

decay inurban areasto extract rentsfrom
those it holds to ransom. Given the na-
ture of itsobjectives, Mungiki will remain
aweak movement amenableto cooption,
political manipulation and intermittent
defection of itskey memberswhen paliti-
cal pressure is brought to bear on the
movement or when the state or politicians
dangle better carrots. It isdebatable what
makes possible such cooption and ma-
nipulation. Is it because of the weak-
nesses and lack of principle of itsleaders
or dueto theinfluences and power of the
elitewithintheMoi or Kibaki regime? For
Katumanga, it's abit of both.?*

In short, there are no good grounds for
Kagwanja's adoption of the re-
traditionalisation and instrumentalisation
frameworks. Theseframeworksare prob-
lematic in the language they employ and
in their attempt to sanitise ol d-fashioned
and discredited theoretical postulates.
But this brave new world order of impe-
rial re-assertion hasallowed agroundswell
of theoretical experimentation with Afri-
canredlities. Many of these so-called new
theoriessimply repackage snippetsof old
theoretical positions in new language.
Thoseresponsiblefor therepackaging are
emboldened by Africa sweak positionin
theworld order. Yet many of the analysts
responsiblefor this experimentation hold
key gate-keeping positions in the aca-
demic publishing industry. The seduc-
tions of their patronage can be very great
to young African scholars. This has of-
ten put African scholars in the unenvi-
able position of sacrificing relevance for
recognition or recognition for relevance
in the choiceswe make about publishing.
Clearly Kagwanja, in this case, has gone
for the former. Therein rests the tragic
danger of hisscholarship becomingirrel-
evant, at least to the people about whom
hewrites.
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West Africa’s Trouble Spots and
the Imperative for Peace-Building

Osita Agbu

This monograph highlights the necessity for taking preventive measures in
the form of peace-building as a sustainable and long-term solution to conflicts
in West Africa, with a special focus on the Mano River Union countries. Apart
from the Mano River Union countries, efforts at resolving other conflicts in
say, Guinea Bissau, Senegal, Cote d’lvoire and Nigeria, have suffered from a
lack of attention on the post-conflict imperatives of building peace in order
to ensure that sustainable peace is achieved. Given the often intractable and
inter-related nature of conflicts in this region, it argues for the need to revisit
the existing mechanisms of conflict resolution in the sub-region with a view
to canvassing a stronger case for stakeholders towards adopting the peace-
building strategy as a more practical and sustainable way of avoiding wars
in the sub-region. Peace-building in consonance with its infrastructure is a
more sustainable approach to ensuring regional peace and stability and,
therefore, ensuring development for the peoples of West Africa.




