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If the word east is Indo-Euro-
pean, what about the word 
orient? I ask because our 

newspapers recently described 
a visiting Chinese official as 
“oriental”. Given the world’s 
Eurocentric orientation, that 
question is posed again and 
again.

Even in Kenya, we think 
of the lands just east of the 

Mediterranean Sea as the “Middle East”.  How non-
sensical! How can Kenyans call “Middle Eastern” 
lands which are situated directly north of Kenya? 
The answer: Because we come from Eurocentric 
classrooms. And, from Western Europe, Latin re-
ferred to Palestine, correctly, as the “Orient.” 

We know it because the English substantive is 
derived from the Latin noun oriens, which — com-
ing from the verb oriri, “to rise” — referred to “the 
rising sun”.  Of course, no European would be inter-
ested to know that this Latin verb has any link to a 
non-European source. Can we trace it, for example, 
to a Nilotic language like Kenya’s Dholuo?

Yes, the Latin verb ir occurs in Nilotic languages 
as ur or — as in Dholouo — as ru, which, in refer-
ence to the sun and the sun-god ra, means to rise, 
to come up and, in the same process, to shine. We 
learn that the Latins owed oriri to the Nilotic ir, 
irir, urir and ur — the last one reminiscent of “Ur of 
the Chaldeans”, the eastern land to which the Israel-
ite-Jews traced their “Abraham”. 

In the Nilotic languages, the reverse of these 
— simply ri and ru —  meaning to rise and, with 
regard to the celestial bodies, to cause to dawn by 
coming up in the east, the word has produced the 
names of at least two Nilotic gods, Ra and Osiris. It 
is not an idle statement of the obvious that, every 
morning, my Luo people greet themselves with: 
Oru! or: Piny oru (literally: “the world has woken 
up”). 

Naturally, to the Romans — in the world’s pre-
Copernican geocentric ignorance — the sun always 
rose immediately east of the Mediterranean. For 
that reason, the Palestinian area was also called 
the Levant, a former name of the eastern Mediter-
ranean area now occupied by Lebanon, Syria and 
Israel.  

But why levant? Because levant is the gerund or 
continuous tense of the French verb lever, from 
the Latin levare, meaning to “elevate” or “to raise”. 
For there is a connection between that word and 
not only the verb to levitate but also the levitic 
Nilotes of Egypt who, led by Pharaoh Akhenaten 
(“Moses”), were what, in real history, imposed the 
monotheistic religion on their Israelite slaves. 

With regard to Palestine, both to the rising sun 
and the “risen son” (of later Euro-Christianism), to 
“orientate” was to  face or  to cause to face “east” 
the Orient, the Levant, Palestine, Judaea. But the 
question is: To face it exactly from where?  Obvi-
ously, only from Western Europe. Soon after Rome 
had nationalised Nilotic Christology, “orientation” 
could no longer be any kind of “facing”. Ever since 
Constantine, what is now known collectively as 
Syro-Palestine has had a dangerously tight grip on 
Europe’s mind.
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To Kenyans, 
China cannot 
be oriental

“We will provide information revealing every de-
tail of what we have done, including the directors of 
Pang”.

Cabinet Secretary Fred Matiang’i when he 
appeared before the Senate Legal and Human 

Rights Committee

QUOTED

Last week, the Af-
rican Leadership 
Centre jointly 

hosted a three-day con-
ference at Wilton Park. 
Bringing together over 
40 academics and policy 
practitioners from around 
the world, the conference, 
supported by Carnegie 
Corporation of New York, 
focused on peacebuilding 
in Africa.

There were participants 
from core institutions 
operating in the peace-
building terrain in Africa 
including academics from 
universities, research 
centres and practitioners 
from the AU, East African 
Community and the UN. 
The discussion was rich, 
touching on conceptual 
questions around defini-
tion of peacebuilding to 
empirical ones on the 
transformations in the 
terrain and how these 
are challenging old ap-
proaches to peacebuilding. 
The conference discussed 
innovations in African 
peacebuilding and alterna-
tive perspectives evident 
in peacebuilding interven-
tions in Africa.

At issue from the first 
day was the question of 
the nature of peacebuild-
ing when perceived from 
an African perspective. 
More often than not, 
mainstream thinking de-
fines peacebuilding work 
as a post-conflict issue. 
But peacebuilding ought 
naturally to run the full 

gamut from pre-conflict to 
post-conflict. Participants 
argued that peacebuilding 
ought to occur as the set 
of interventions that work 
to prevent the outbreak 
of conflict in situations 
where early warning 
mechanisms indicate cu-
mulating danger of violent 
outbreak.

The conference prob-
lematised the role of the 
state in the peacebuild-
ing process in Africa. 
The question was posed, 
though not necessarily 
fully answered, whether it 
is possible to study peace-
building in Africa without 
a proper understanding of 
the nature of the state, the 
character of the elite and 
the nature of the state-so-
ciety contract. This very 
question underscored the 
long term nature of the 
peacebuilding undertaking 
and process and provoked 
discussions about the 
role of key activities, like 
demobilisation, disarma-
ment and reintegration, 
security sector reforms 
and elections that mark 
the political process fol-
lowing a peace settlement. 
Do this activities deal with 
the social justice ques-
tions that are often at the 
heart of violent conflicts? 

These activities reduce 
peacebuilding to a short 
term engagement. In 
some cases, the short 
term approach is the con-
sequence of technocratic 
decisions taken by key ac-

tors in the peace making 
process, some of whom 
are mostly influenced by 
ideological considerations 
while others by budgetary 
constraints. But while all 
this might be understand-
able, the ultimate issue is 
that such considerations 
and constraints do not 
deal with the key issue of 
restoration of peace and 
harmony among combat-
ants for the long term. 

The conference noted 
the enduring problem of 
relapse in conflict only 
a few years after peace 
settlement. Innovative 
engagements around 
peacebuilding were noted 
and discussed. The role 
of regional players in the 
peacebuilding terrain was 
discussed as a confer-
ence participant from 
a regional organisation 
reminded participants 
to stop treating peace-
building as the exclusive 
province of the Execu-
tive arm of government 
and to see other players 

whose role in the ter-
rain is perhaps even 
more consequential. His 
comment brought home 
the tensions evident in 
peacebuilding initiatives 
between sovereignty-
bound actors and the local 
and transnational actors.

This idea that peace-
building initiatives go 
beyond Executive arm 
of government should 
of course be obvious as 
courts and national and 
regional legislatures have 
important roles. So, too, 
is the role of partnerships 
between communities 
of thought and practice, 
academics and policy 
practitioners. The partner-
ships between the African 
Leadership Centre and 
East African Legislative 
Assembly which has seen 
the provision of evidence-
based policy thinking for 
the Assembly was cited 
as an initiative that needs 
upscaling. Conference 
participants also recom-
mended that the AU, for 
instance, should partner 
with the range of existing 
academic institutions on 
the continent to provide 
solid research upon which 
it can base its policy en-
gagements. A follow-up 
conference is planned for 
Addis Ababa.
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Building peace should not just be left 
to Executive arm of the government

The conference discussed 
conflicts in Africa.

Academics 
and policy 
actors 
discuss 
peace in 
Africa
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The land question has remained at the 
centre of Kenya’s socio-economic 
and political debates from as far 

back as 1900.  Every society’s prosperity is 
predicated on how it uses land as the key 
primary factor of production. 

Land is such an important resource 
that, if not properly managed, it can be a 
source of instability in a country. Recurrent 
incidences of insecurity related to land 
in Kenya, especially at the Coast and Rift 
Valley, have greatly hampered economic 
growth. Investors shy away from an inse-
cure environment. 

These conflicts point to the fact that land 
question in Kenya has not been given the 
keen attention it deserves. Half-hearted 
measures to resolve the problem are visible 
from the land ordinances of the 1900s to 
the Swynerton plan of the 1950s. The cur-
rent policy regimes and implementation 
frameworks are also weak.

Kenya urgently needs well-thought out 
laws and policies on land use. A country 
that values lasting peace and yearns for 
prosperity cannot afford to have 67 per 
cent of its territory not clearly surveyed 
and registered.

In our cities and urban centres we need 
to urgently get the basics right. The plan-

ning of our urban centres alone and the 
enforcement of rules is a joke. Yet this 
problem is likely to be aggravated in future 
as we are either poorly planning our cities 
or we are not planning at all.

In a  recent survey supported by Swedish 
Embassy/SIDA and Act! in Kajiado county, 
all the land  from Kitengela to Namanga 
and from Isinya to Kiserian has been to-
tally or partially fenced off. Yet the Maasai, 
the dominant ethnic group in the area, are 
still pastoralists. What is worrying is that 
no mechanisms are in place to help them 
adapt to modern methods of production.

The survey by YESS Kenya further found 
that 71.2 per cent of families had sold a 
piece of land at least once, and 89.6 per 

cent of youth respondents were from fami-
lies that had sold land before, while 89.6 
per cent knew neighbours who had sold 
land. 

These unregulated sales pose future 
problems. In the survey, 71.6 per cent of 
the respondents predicted ethnic conflicts 
in future due to dispossession of the youth 
by their parents. Some 76.8 per cent fore-
see conflicts would be between land sellers 
and buyers.  

These fears are not unfounded. There 
will be increased conflicts over resources, 
demands for repossession of land sold, 
increased boundary disputes, frequent 
conflicts over grazing land, human-wildlife 
conflicts, and invasions of private and pub-
lic land by squatters.

It is encouraging that Kajaido County 
has begun the process of sorting out the 
land mess. A comprehensive land policy is 
now being debated in the County Assembly. 
The county has also instituted a task force 
to plan proper land use. These deliberate 
efforts are bound to bear fruits and they are 
worth emulating across the country. 

The writer is the chief exectutive, Youth 
Empowerment Support Services (YESS) 
Kenya 

Land question is a ticking time bomb

‘‘In our cities and urban centres 
we need to urgently get the basics 
right. The planning of our urban 
centres alone and the enforcement 
of rules is a joke”
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