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 KENYA: COOPERATION, 
CO- OPTATION, AND CONFRONTATION
Richard Downie

Most  Kenyans consider religious faith to be a core part of their 
identity. Survey data suggests that religion is an impor tant 

part of life for almost 90   percent of  Kenyans,1 and places of wor-
ship are focal points of  Kenyan communities large and small. 
Recognizing this real ity,  Kenya’s leaders consider it prudent to en-
gage with the institutions and representatives of the main faith 
communities. Politicians are generally respectful of religious leaders 
and take care to cultivate support from religious organ izations. Not 
only do they conduct business in their official capacity as public ser-
vants; they also attend the church or mosque as private citizens, 
where they informally influence— and are influenced by— 
spiritual leaders.

 Under  Kenya’s constitution, the state has a modest mandate in 
managing religious relations and religious discourse. Its main re-
sponsibilities cover four key areas. First, the state has a constitu-
tional obligation to protect freedom of religion and freedom of 
worship. Second, it is responsible for registering and regulating re-
ligious organ izations. Third, the state oversees an education sector 
that includes many schools that  were founded by— and in some 
cases are still run by— religious organ izations. Fourth, the state 

1. Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, “Tolerance and Tension: Islam and 
Chris tian ity in Sub- Saharan Africa,” April 2010, 3, http:// assets . pewresearch . org 
/ wp - content / uploads / sites / 11 / 2010 / 04 / sub - saharan - africa - full - report . pdf.
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supports and participates in institutions for or ga nized, regular dis-
course with religious communities.

Yet in practice,  Kenyan governments and politicians, while gen-
erally respectful of religious communities and their leaders, fre-
quently overstep the responsibilities mandated by the state. 
Ultimately, the state’s more robust approach to religious manage-
ment stems from a desire to maintain po liti cal control. However, its 
increasingly coercive approach fuels interreligious tensions, par-
ticularly in the Muslim community, and has accelerated religious 
diffusion throughout  Kenya. The current government of Uhuru Ke-
nyatta has found that controlling religious groups is a harder task 
than ever before  because of  Kenya’s increasingly diverse, frag-
mented religious landscape. The government has followed the 
practice of its pre de ces sors, adopting a strategy of divide and rule, 
rather than trying to promote cohesion among its religious commu-
nities. It  favors the Christian majority over the Muslim minority, a 
stance that has become more pronounced in response to a terrorist 
threat that has attracted support from a small number of Muslims. 
Arguably, religious polarization helps the government consolidate 
control in the short term but carries long- term risks for social peace 
and  Kenya’s stability.

 KENYA’S RELIGIOUS LANDSCAPE

 Kenya’s religious and ethnic landscape is diverse and becoming 
more so.  Kenya is a country of 49 million  people with more than 
70 ethnic groups and 30 languages and dialects.2 This ethnic com-
plexity is one identity  factor that impacts the religious landscape, 
which includes Christian and Muslim communities as well as 
smaller populations of Hindus, Sikhs, Jains, Baha’is, Traditionalists, 
and  others.3 Chris tian ity is the dominant faith, practiced by around 

2. Katherine Marshall, “ Kenya’s Complex and Vibrant Religious Landscape: Fea-
tures and Prospects,” Berkley Center for Religion, Peace and World Affairs, George-
town University, August 2017, 1–2, https:// s3 . amazonaws . com / berkley - center / 17083
1KenyaComplexVibrantReligiousLandscapeFeaturesProspectsPolicyBrief . pdf.
3. Ibid.
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85  percent of its  people. Within Chris tian ity, 48  percent of  Kenyans 
belong to Protestant denominations, with 23  percent part of the 
Roman Catholic community. Due to the strategies  adopted by 
Western missionaries to  Kenya in the colonial and precolonial eras, 
diff er ent denominations took responsibility for evangelizing in dif-
fer ent parts of the territory. This caused a degree of overlap between 
ethnicity and religious affiliation, although it is weaker  today than it 
was in the past.4 The Anglican and Catholic churches have the lon-
gest histories in  Kenya and are considered part of the establishment. 
Their prominent position is partly explained by the outsized role 
they have played, before and  after in de pen dence, in the education 
system. Church- run schools produced the leaders of the in de pen-
dence movement and continue to wield enormous influence.

Muslims have been in present- day  Kenya since at least the 
twelfth  century but are fewer in number than Christians, com-
prising roughly 11  percent of the population.5 Many Muslims con-
tend that their numbers are far higher than the official figures 
suggest.6 While Muslims can be found all over  Kenya, they are clus-
tered along the coast and in the northeast, parts of the country that 
have been marginalized from po liti cal and economic life and—as a 
result— tend to vote for opposition parties.7

4.  Kenya has many ethnic groups that shape cultural, social, and po liti cal identity, 
in addition to religious  factors. For example, the vio lence following the 2007 elec-
tion was primarily between ethnic Kikuyus, Luos, and Kalenjins. Additionally, 
other societal  factors impact intrareligious relations. For example, Swahili- 
speaking Arabs generally receive greater funding from Gulf states than non- 
Swahili– speaking Arabs. See Zipporah Nyambura, “In  Kenya, Politics Split on 
Ethnic Divide,” Deutsche Welle, October 26, 2017, https:// www . dw . com / en / in - kenya 
- politics - split - on - ethnic - divide / a - 37442394; and Angel Rabasa, “The Ethno- 
Religious Landscape of East Africa,” Radical Islam in East Africa (Santa Monica, CA: 
Rand Corporation, 2009), 36.
5. Data taken from 2009 census. Marshall, “ Kenya’s Religious Landscape,” 1–2.
6. David Throup cites a claim made by the Supreme Council of  Kenya Muslims that 
20  percent of the population is Muslim. See “Politics, Religious Engagement and Ex-
tremism in  Kenya,” in Jennifer Cooke and Richard Downie, “Religious Authority and 
the State in Africa,” CSIS, October  2015, https:// csis - prod . s3 . amazonaws . com / s3fs 
- public / legacy _ files / files / publication / 151028 _ Cooke _ ReligiousAuthorityStateAfrica 
_ Web . pdf.
7. Other faith communities with significant numbers in  Kenya include Hindus, 
Jews, and followers of traditional African religions. This study focuses on state 
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The treatment of  Kenya’s two main faith communities by succes-
sive governments reflects their relative size, po liti cal weight, and 
social standing.  Kenyan governments have been deferential  toward 
Christians, and they largely tolerate the interventions of Christian 
religious leaders in public policy  matters. By contrast, they have 
been suspicious of  Kenya’s Muslim population, particularly since 
the emergence of salafi- jihadi terrorism in the late 1990s, which 
draws support from a minority of disaffected young Muslims. The 
state seeks to control pliant Muslim institutions and harass  those 
perceived to be more antagonistic.

In the last several de cades,  Kenya’s religious communities have 
changed dramatically. Within the two main faiths, new ideologies 
are gaining influence and followers. The Pentecostal movement is 
challenging the established position of the Anglican and Catholic 
Churches, while within Islam, salafi Muslims have rapidly grown 
in number since the early 1990s. Followers of  these creeds view their 
relationship with the state in diff er ent ways to their more estab-
lished counter parts, which  were closer to state power structures. 
In many instances, they do not have formal mechanisms to engage 
with the state or each other. Many members of Pentecostal congre-
gations and the Prosperity Gospel8 churches see their faith pri-
marily in individual rather than collective terms, favoring a more 
quiescent or detached stance  toward the state. One former member 
of a Pentecostal congregation described the latter as “solidly 
conservative— they offered a privatization of solutions in the face 
of public dilapidation that seemed beyond hope.”9 The salafi 
movement is a diverse branch of socially conservative Sunni Islam 
that includes adherents who are disengaged from, po liti cally en-

relations with the two main faiths due to their dominant share of the religious 
landscape.
8. The Prosperity Gospel is a form of Chris tian ity, originating in the United States 
but highly popu lar across Africa, that makes a direct connection between spiri-
tual growth and financial riches in this life, as well as the next one.
9. Christine Mungai, “Losing My Religion: The Cross, the Lynching Tree, and  Kenya’s 
Post- Colonial Enterprise,” The Elephant, May 31, 2018, https:// www . theelephant . info 
/ features / 2018 / 05 / 31 / losing - my - religion - the - cross - the - lynching - tree - and - kenyas 
- post - colonial - enterprise / .
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gaged with, and—in a small number of cases— violently antago-
nistic  toward the state.

Throughout history, foreign influences have changed the way 
that Chris tian ity and Islam are practiced in  Kenya, a pro cess that 
continues to the pre sent day. Since the 1990s, the face of  Kenyan 
Islam has evolved due to expanding support from Saudi Arabia and 
other nations for the propagation of salafi ideologies through ma-
drassa and mosque construction, and the provision of training and 
scholarships to Muslim scholars from  Kenya.10 The head of a  human 
rights organ ization based in Nairobi observed that “the influx of 
Saudi money and salafi teaching has been a big  factor [in religious 
change]. Some of my friends went to study in Saudi, they came back 
diff er ent  people. Now, it’s common to see  women covered  here but 
this was never in our culture.”11  These developments have prompted 
concern, but  little action, from the  Kenyan state.12

Within Chris tian ity, the growth of the Pentecostal movement in 
 Kenya has mirrored— and been fueled by— global trends. Western 
Evangelical groups regularly preach and support churches in  Kenya 
and even intervened in  Kenyan politics by funding opposition to the 
2010 constitution, angered by what they saw— erroneously—as its 
support for abortion and same- sex marriage.13 They also accused 
the state of favoring Islam, citing a provision allowing Muslim 
courts to continue adjudicating civil claims using sharia law when 

10. Jeremy Lind et al., “ ‘Killing a Mosquito with a Hammer’: Al Shabaab Vio lence and 
State Security Responses in  Kenya,” Peacekeeping Journal 5, issue 2 (February 16, 2017): 
118–135, https:// www . tandfonline . com / doi / full / 10 . 1080 / 21647259 . 2016 . 1277010 ? scroll 
= top&needAccess = true.
11. Interview with executive director of  human rights organ ization, Mombasa, 
May 12, 2018.
12. One exception was a proposal in the Religious Socie ties Rules that would have 
required foreign preachers to have a work permit and a letter of recommendation 
from their government. The rules  were dropped in 2016 following opposition from 
Muslim and Christian organ izations.
13. Not only is same- sex marriage illegal in  Kenya, so too is gay sex. In May 2019, 
 Kenya’s high court rejected a petition to decriminalize gay sex. Petitioners had ar-
gued that the ban contravened the constitutional commitment to equality. John 
Ndiso, “ Kenya’s High Court Unanimously Upholds Ban on Gay Sex,”  Reuters, 
May 24, 2019, https:// af . reuters . com / article / topNews / idAFKCN1SU1M7 - OZATP.
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both parties are Muslim.14 However,  there is no evidence that this 
outside lobbying of  Kenya’s religious communities on issues of na-
tional importance concerned the government enough to influence 
its foreign policy decisions.

The combination of  these internal and external trends is re-
shaping  Kenya’s religious landscape, which is becoming more 
fragmented, unruly, and difficult to manage.  Kenyan governments 
have strug gled to find effective ways of engaging with the ascendant 
religious groups in both of the main faith communities. At the same 
time, they have benefited from the religious divisions that  these 
groups have exposed, which complicate efforts by religious leaders 
to speak with one voice on public policy issues.

MANAGING RELIGIOUS RELATIONS IN PRINCI PLE  

AND IN PRACTICE

Since the passage of a new constitution in 2010, the state has intro-
duced a devolved system of government. This has affected many 
areas of life, including engagement with religious groups, which now 
happens at multiple levels. Devolution has altered power dynamics 
in  Kenya, and the 47 counties now have greater control in the bud-
geting pro cess. As a result, citizens are increasingly holding their 
local representatives accountable and learning that the poor gover-
nance long associated with central government is not exclusive to 
Nairobi. County- level po liti cal leaders are discovering something their 
counter parts in central government have known for some time: reli-
gious relations require careful, ongoing management.

In both their formal and informal interactions with religious 
communities,  Kenya’s politicians test and transgress the bound-
aries defined by the 2010 constitution. Their motivation for man-
aging religious institutions and discourse should be understood as 
part of a broader strategy to secure, consolidate, and extend po liti cal 

14. Catherine Kenga, “The Role of Religion in Politics and Governance in  Kenya,” 
University of Nairobi, 46, http:// erepository . uonbi . ac . ke / bitstream / handle / 11295 
/ 100199 / Kenga - The%20Role%20Of%20Religion%20In%20Politics%20And%20
Governance%20In%20Kenya . pdf ? sequence = 1&isAllowed = y.

594-81493_ch01_4P.indd   90 8/21/19   5:50 PM



enya 91

control. Generally,  Kenyan governments use ethnic groups as the 
raw material for building and maintaining co ali tions of support. But 
religious communities are also impor tant constituencies that must 
be nurtured and managed.

Successive governments have deployed a range of techniques to 
manage relations with  Kenya’s religious communities. They have 
sought to cooperate with the mainstream religious groups, mainly 
through formal interface bodies; co- opt leaders of the Christian and 
Muslim establishment; and confront Muslims who make po liti cal 
demands, particularly from regions associated with the opposition. 
Their approach derives from a calculation that in a country where 
the religious demography strongly  favors Christians, it makes po-
liti cal sense to  favor them over other religious communities, regard-
less of what the constitution says about equal treatment.  There has 
been a consistent pattern of discrimination against Muslims, whose 
marginalization predates in de pen dence but has become more pro-
nounced in the years since 1998, when the U.S. Embassy in Nairobi 
was bombed by al Qaeda terrorists. Governments have sought to 
control and limit the activities of Muslims in po liti cal life, stretching 
the constitution to suit its objectives. One notable example was the 
po liti cally expedient decision of the Daniel arap Moi regime to refuse 
registration to Sheikh Khalid Balala’s Islamic Party of  Kenya (IPK), an 
attempt to form a Muslim po liti cal party, in 1992 on the grounds that 
it was a sectarian group that discriminated against non- Muslims.15

By taking such actions that seem targeted at the Muslim commu-
nity,  Kenyan governments have fueled resentment among Mus-
lims and increased inter-  and intrareligious tension. While this 
approach has arguably served the purposes of extending po liti cal 
control in the near term, it has come at the cost of exposing societal 
division and exacerbating conflict, with long- term implications for 
peace and stability.

15. Hasssan Ndozu, “Muslims and Party Politics and Electoral Campaigns in  Kenya,” 
Northwestern University Institute for the Study of Islamic Thought in Africa, 
March 2009, 5, https:// buffett . northwestern . edu / documents / working - papers / ISITA 
_ 09 - 001 _ Ndzovu . pdf.
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MANDATE OF STATE ENGAGEMENT WITH RELIGIOUS 

COMMUNITIES

In its interactions with religious communities, the  Kenyan state has 
constitutional, regulatory, educational, and institutional responsi-
bilities. Successive  Kenyan governments have interpreted  these 
roles in ways that have had largely favorable or neutral impacts on 
the Christian majority and largely neutral or negative impacts on 
the Muslim minority.

Constitutional and  Legal Responsibilities

The 2010 constitution guarantees freedom of religion, prohibits dis-
crimination on religious grounds, and asserts the secular nature of 
the state.16 In practice, followers of the two main faiths have accused 
the state of failing to uphold its constitutional responsibilities. 
Muslims— particularly  those living at the Coast,  Kenyans of Somali 
origin, and Somali refugees17— regularly complain of harassment 
and abuses by the security forces and other agents of the state 
 because of their faith.18 In addition, successive governments have 
failed to protect Christians from the terrorist group al- Shabaab, 
which has attacked churches and used other tactics to target Chris-
tians in a bid to foment sectarian conflict.19

 Kenyan governments have used the previous and current con-
stitutions as tools for po liti cal management, interpreting their pro-

16. U.S. Department of State,  enya 2017 International Religious Freedom Report, 1, 
https:// www . state . gov / documents / organization / 280996 . pdf.
17. According to the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR), more than 259,000 Somali refugees  were registered in  Kenya as of Feb-
ruary 2019, with the majority living in Dadaab camp, close to the border between 
 Kenya and Somalia.  Kenya also has a large population of illegal immigrants from 
Somalia, although their exact number is unknown. UNHCR Operational Portal, 
“Horn of Africa Somalia Situation,” https:// data2 . unhcr . org / en / situations / horn 
/ location / 178.
18.  These claims are difficult to assess  because although many Muslims face dis-
crimination in  Kenya, it is less clear  whether  those responsible are motivated by 
ethnic, po liti cal, or religious animosity or a combination of all three.
19. U.S. Department of State,  enya 2017 International Religious Freedom Report, 1.
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hibition on discrimination to justify bans on parties being formed 
along overtly sectarian and ethnic lines. During the transition to the 
multiparty era, the Moi government prevented the IPK from regis-
tering for the 1992 elections. Moi’s  Kenya African National Union 
(KANU) took additional steps to prevent Muslims from uniting po-
liti cally. It exploited ethnic cleavages within the Muslim commu-
nity by helping form the United Muslims of Africa (UMA) to draw 
African Muslims away from the IPK, which was dominated by Arabs 
from the Coast.

Regulation

The bureaucracy for state management of religious institutions im-
poses few regulatory hurdles, a situation that reflects the tradition 
of cooperation between  Kenya’s po liti cal and spiritual leaders. Re-
ligious organ izations in  Kenya must be registered with the govern-
ment in theory, but in practice the authorities have taken a relaxed 
approach. Attitudes hardened— temporarily—in 2014, when the 
Kenyatta government announced plans to tighten the registration of 
religious groups and preachers of all faiths. While  there had been 
mounting concerns about extremist preaching in some mosques, it 
appears that the immediate catalyst for the proposals was a series of 
high- profile scams perpetrated by Pentecostal preachers of the Pros-
perity Gospel. In one instance, a televangelist was caught on camera 
soliciting money from members of his congregation in return for 
performing fake miracles to cure their real or  imagined illnesses.20

The Religious Socie ties Rules would have required all religious 
institutions to register with the authorities, submit their articles of 
faith, and have their preachers pre sent credentials from a reputable 
seminary. Foreign preachers would have been compelled to prove 
that they had permission to live and work in  Kenya. The plans pro-
voked a backlash, particularly from Pentecostals, who saw them as 
an attempt to limit the rapid growth of the Evangelical movement 

20. See KTN News, “The Inside Story: Prayer Predators,” November 2, 2014, https:// 
 www . youtube . com / watch ? v = Z8vhmb _ bX1E.
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and— some suspected— a clumsy effort to protect the status of the 
established mainline Protestant churches. The  Kenya Conference of 
Catholic Bishops (KCCB) and Supreme Council of  Kenya Muslims 
(SUPKEM) also expressed reservations, accusing the authorities of 
infringing on religious liberties.21

Critics of the government’s plans argued that religious organ-
izations should be allowed to regulate themselves  unless the state 
had good reasons to intervene, such as when criminal conduct was 
suspected. As one se nior leader from an Anglican- affiliated denom-
ination put it, “We agreed with government that  there  were some 
abuses, some conmen leading churches, but we say we can deal with 
errant members within our own structures.”22 Their protests 
prompted a rethink from President Kenyatta, who withdrew the 
proposals in 2016 and asked religious organ izations to draw up their 
own set of regulations.23 The issue slipped down the agenda as the 
2017 elections approached and has yet to regain high- level attention. 
The episode demonstrated that  Kenya’s religious communities re-
tain the power to successfully undermine government policies 
when they believe their core interests are  under threat.

Education

The  Kenyan state, and the colonial state that preceded it, played a 
critical role in fostering an education system that institutionally 
 favors Christians over Muslims. Current debates over education re-
form and the role of religious instruction within the curriculum 
are best understood as part of an effort to deal with  these ongoing, 
systemic inequities. Christian missions played a central role in the 

21. Mark Woods, “ Kenya Backs Down on Attempt to Regulate Religion  after Chris-
tian Outcry,” Christian  Today, January  13, 2016, https:// www . christiantoday . com 
/ article / kenya - backs - down - on - attempt - to - regulate - religion - after - christian 
- outcry / 76475 . htm.
22. Interview, former representative on Inter- Religious Council of  Kenya (IRCK), 
Nairobi, May 9, 2018.
23. Standard Digital, “ Kenya: Government Withdraws Proposed Religious Socie ties 
Rules,” January 28, 2016, https:// www . standardmedia . co . ke / article / 2000189691 / kenya 
- government - withdraws - proposed - religious - societies - rules.

594-81493_ch01_4P.indd   94 8/21/19   5:50 PM



enya 95

formation of  Kenya’s education system and remain influential to 
this day.24 During the colonial period, denominations including the 
Catholic Church, African Inland Church (AIC), and the Salvation 
Army ran most of  Kenya’s schools and educated the generation of 
leaders that led  Kenya’s in de pen dence strug gle.

At in de pen dence, the decision was made to bequeath many of 
 these privately run schools to the new state, which lacked the re-
sources to establish a nationwide education system.  These schools 
formed the backbone of  Kenya’s public system.  Under the Education 
Act of 1968, the government assumed most responsibilities, in-
cluding paying teachers’ salaries, but the churches continued to 
sponsor the schools they founded. Sponsorship enabled church 
members to sit on school boards, influence staff appointments, and 
advise on the spiritual development of pupils and teachers. Ac-
cording to the most recent available figures from 2014, almost half 
of primary and secondary schools in  Kenya  were  either sponsored 
or directly operated by religious organ izations.25

The state initiated a major, ongoing reform of the education system 
following the passage of the 2010 constitution. The Basic Education 
Act, passed in 2013, outlines the functions of religious organ izations 
in public schools, sets the objectives of religious and moral education, 
and explains how the public school system should interact with the 
parallel system of Muslim religious schools such as madrassas.

The 2013 act states that the goals of basic education should in-
clude the “promotion of peace, integration, cohesion, tolerance, . . .  
the elimination of hate speech,”26 and the nurturing of “in de pen dent 

24. The National Council of Churches of  Kenya (NCCK), an umbrella body for 
Christian denominations, estimates that 60  percent of  Kenya’s schools  were origi-
nally mission schools. See Ariel Zirulnick, “In  Kenya, Religious Coexistence Feels 
Pressure of Stronger Muslim Identity,” Christian Science Monitor, March  29, 2015, 
https:// www . csmonitor . com / World / Africa / 2015 / 0329 / In - Kenya - religious 
- coexistence - feels - pressure - of - stronger - Muslim - identity.
25. Figures from  Kenya Open Data, Katherine Marshall, “Faith and Development 
in Focus:  Kenya,” Berkley Center for Religion, Peace and World Affairs, George-
town University, March 2017, 64.
26. In February  2018, it emerged that the government’s National  Counter Ter-
rorism Centre was developing a school syllabus for Countering Violent Ex-
tremism, in coordination with the Ministry of Education. See Mohamed Ahmed, 
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and critical thinking” among pupils.27 The act initiated a reform of 
the national curriculum that tries to define how religious education 
should be taught, with the overall objective of promoting “national 
values” and producing a “self- disciplined and ethical citizen with 
sound moral and religious values.”28 The curriculum stresses the 
need to foster tolerance between faith groups, yet it maintains the 
practice of offering religious instruction in only one faith at each 
school. The se lection is based on the religious affiliation of the ma-
jority of pupils in attendance and/or the wishes of the school’s reli-
gious sponsor.

Aspects of the education reform pro cess have caused disquiet 
among some religious communities, who feel that the state is trying 
to reduce their influence at the schools they sponsor. The Inter- 
Religious Council of  Kenya (IRCK), an umbrella body representing 
nine faith groups,29 questioned the state’s authority to define “na-
tional values” in its curriculum reform and successfully resisted an 
early proposal to abandon religious instruction for the youn gest pu-
pils.30 The small minority of  people who hold no religious beliefs 
in  Kenya have questioned why the state should impose religious 
instruction on all students,31 and  others have accused faith groups 
of resisting efforts to provide comprehensive sex education in a 
country with high rates of adolescent pregnancies and HIV.32

“Agency to Develop School Course to  Counter Extremism,” Daily Nation, February 24, 
2018, https:// www . nation . co . ke / counties / mombasa / Programme - to - prevent - radicali 
sation - violent - extremism / 1954178 - 4318494 - 15ot5pa / index . html.
27. National Council for Law Reporting, Basic Education Act 2013, 11.
28.  Kenya Institute of Curriculum Development, “Basic Education Curriculum Frame-
work,” 2017, 11, https:// kicd . ac . ke / curriculum - reform / basic - education - curriculum 
- framework / .
29. The IRCK is made up of five Christian organ izations, two Muslim organ izations, 
and one Hindu organ ization.
30. Interview with Dr. Francis Kuriya Kagema, Executive Director, Inter- Religious 
Council of  Kenya, Nairobi, May 15, 2018.
31. Waga Odongo, “Church, Not School, Is Where Kids Should Study Religious Edu-
cation,” Daily Nation, April  3, 2016, https:// www . nation . co . ke / lifestyle / dn2 / THE 
- WAG - Teach - religious - education - in - church - not - school / 957860 - 3144788 - no7r4yz 
/ index . html.
32. Verah Okeyo, “ ‘Dangerous Proposal’: Campaigners in  Kenya Condemn Sex Ed-
ucation Plan,” Guardian, February  5, 2018, https:// www . theguardian . com / global 
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Religious organ izations have also called on the Ministry of Ed-
ucation to ensure that chaplains are hired in all public schools to as-
sist with students’ moral development and improve discipline. 
Tussles have emerged over who should manage  these staff. The gov-
ernment has said it  will recruit and pay for chaplains at all schools, 
but some church- sponsored schools have complained that a number 
of experienced chaplains already working on their premises face 
dismissal  because they do not have the teaching qualifications de-
manded by the Ministry of Education.33

At times, the state has had to adjudicate between the two main 
faiths on education  matters. The Muslim community has chafed 
against the influence of Christian- affiliated schools over  Kenya’s 
education system, holding it responsible for lower levels of attain-
ment among Muslim students.34 Muslims have complained about 
inbuilt bias against their students and urged the government to take 
steps to help their communities. Many Muslims feel that their duty 
to learn the Qur’an is not accommodated in public schools, leading 
many young Muslims to adopt an academic schedule of study at 
public schools during the day and madrassas at night. Another com-
plaint has centered on overbearing rules at church- run schools, 
particularly dress codes that violate religious beliefs. In 2019, the 
Supreme Court overturned a high court ruling in  favor of Muslim 
students who claimed that attempts by the Methodist Church to 
stop them wearing the hijab at its public schools  violated the 
constitution.35

- development / 2018 / feb / 05 / dangerous - proposal - campaigners - kenya - condemn 
- sex - education - plan.
33. Interview with spokesperson for leading Christian denomination, Nairobi, 
May 9, 2018.
34. Data from 2010 gathered by the Pew Research Center suggest that 59  percent of 
 Kenyan Muslims aged 25 years or older had received no formal education, com-
pared with 11  percent of Christians. Pew Research Center Religion and Public Life: 
Muslim Educational Attainment, December  5, 2016, https:// www . pewforum . org 
/ 2016 / 12 / 13 / muslim - educational - attainment / religioneducation _ ssamap / .
35. Al Jazeera, “ Kenya Court Overturns Ruling on Wearing Hijab in Schools,” Jan-
uary  24, 2019, https:// www . aljazeera . com / news / 2019 / 01 / kenya - court - overturns 
- ruling - wearing - hijab - schools - 190124142110267 . html.
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In recent years,  Kenya’s government— and private benefac-
tors from the Muslim community— have tried to address con-
cerns about lower levels of attainment among Muslim students 
by setting up Islamic integrated schools that incorporate Islamic 
study alongside the secular curriculum.36 Some of  these schools 
have been a success, but they have drawn the ire of Christian 
groups who claim that the government is favoring Muslims. 
Their complaints feed into a broader sense of unease among the 
majority Christian community about the growing assertiveness 
of Muslims in  Kenya and the increased appeal of salafi Islam in 
par tic u lar.

While integrated schools have had some success in drawing 
Muslims into the public school system, many Muslim parents con-
tinue to  favor an Islamic education for their  children.

Madrassa schools are privately operated and are not regulated by 
the state. The government has made tentative efforts to work with 
Muslim interface bodies like SUPKEM to take an inventory of ma-
drassas and gain information about what is taught in them.37 A small 
number of madrassas accused of teaching extremist ideology have 
been shut down.38 However, the government is wary of the po liti cal 
backlash that would result from any perceived interference in Is-
lamic education. For example, Muslims in Mombasa protested in 
December 2017 when a holiday camp for Muslim students to memo-
rize the Qur’an was raided by police.39 More than 90  children  were 
detained in what the authorities claimed was an investigation into 

36. Islamic communities, foundations, and donors have also heavi ly invested in 
private integrated schools, acknowledging that Muslims must emulate the Chris-
tian emphasis on Western education if they want to catch up.
37. Aggrey Mutambo, “Plan to Vet Islamic Teachers Proposed,” Daily Nation, April 7, 
2015, https:// www . nation . co . ke / news / Supkem - Islamic - Preachers - Vetting / 1056 - 2678 
930 - format - xhtml - t9shlaz / index . html.
38. U.S. Department of State,  enya 2014 International Religious Freedom Report, 4, 
https:// www . state . gov / documents / organization / 238438 . pdf.
39. Patrick Beja, “Police Seize 95  Children in Islamic School Raid,” Standard Digital, 
December  20, 2017, https:// www . standardmedia . co . ke / article / 2001263621 / police 
- seize - 95 - children - in - islamic - school - raid.
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child trafficking; a claim that was angrily disputed by the local 
community.

Institutional Role

 Kenya has several institutions in which formal, regular engagement 
takes place between the state and its religious communities. In prac-
tice,  these interface organ izations have become less relevant over 
time  because they no longer reflect  Kenya’s growing religious diver-
gence, and many have been co- opted by the government. For  these 
reasons, many  Kenyans consider them to be out of step with their 
religious beliefs and priorities.

 Kenyan governments have sought to cooperate with their reli-
gious communities and have been generally willing to allow reli-
gious leaders— particularly Christian ones— the opportunity to 
contribute to national dialogue with few topics considered off- 
limits. Politicians prefer the dialogue to be predictable, controlled, 
and orderly; hence their participation in dialogue with religious 
communities through interface bodies like SUPKEM and the Na-
tional Council of Churches of  Kenya (NCCK).

At the same time,  Kenyan governments have sought opportuni-
ties to assert themselves as the dominant partner in dialogue with 
religious organ izations. They have done this by controlling po liti cal 
access and providing patronage. Friendly religious institutions are 
rewarded with access to the po liti cal inner circle, while  those consid-
ered unfriendly or unhelpful are marginalized. Po liti cal leaders main-
tain that their religious counter parts are welcome to contribute to 
the public dialogue on issues of national importance, but when the 
conversation moves onto sensitive topics such as  human rights and 
corruption, they are quick to warn against interference in politics.

 Kenya’s religious institutions face a dilemma: if they form too 
cozy a relationship with po liti cal leaders, they risk alienating their 
congregations, but if they confront the government too aggressively, 
they face being marginalized, losing influence and— potentially— 
resources. The leader of one such organ ization was candid about the 
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challenges: the “government likes to work with us more than other 
groups, like NGOs. But it’s a double- edged sword. Other parts of 
civil society think  we’re in bed with the government and sometimes 
 we’re not as strong as we should be.”40

At times,  Kenya’s Christian leaders have skillfully navigated 
their relationships with the secular authorities, avoiding state cap-
ture and using their influence to advance po liti cal change. Their 
most decisive intervention came at the end of the era of one- party 
government in 1991. At this pivotal moment, church leaders— under 
pressure from the laity— loudly and bravely called on President Moi 
to allow a peaceful po liti cal transition to multiparty democracy. 
Church leaders representing some of the members of the NCCK, 
such as the Anglican Church and Presbyterian Church of East Af-
rica,  were particularly vocal in standing up to Moi.41

More recently, the authority of the church has been diluted by 
internal divisions and the ascendancy of a po liti cally quietist Pen-
tecostal movement. Ethnic fracturing within denominations was 
painfully exposed when vio lence broke out following the disputed 
election result of 2007, and the moral authority of the church was 
dented by its unsuccessful campaign against the 2010 constitution. 
Corruption among some church leaders has also compromised their 
ability to speak out and made them vulnerable to co- optation by the 
state. Politicians have exploited  these moral and—in the case of the 
newer, poorer Pentecostal churches— financial weaknesses by im-
plicitly “buying” loyalty from churches through donations and in-
volvement in community fundraisers.42

40. Author interview with executive director of religious interface body, Nairobi, 
May 15, 2018.
41. Mungai, “Losing My Religion.”
42. In a statement against the scourge of corruption in society, the head the An-
glican Church of  Kenya acknowledged the pernicious effect of harambee fund-
raisers, warning his bishops to “shun partisan politics from the pulpits” and 
continuing, “let us not allow harambee money to become a subtle way of sanitizing 
the corrupt leaders.” The Anglican Church of  Kenya Head Office, “Press Statement 
by the Archbishop of the Anglican Church of  Kenya Most Revered Dr. Jackson Ole 
Sapit on the Role of the Church in the Fight against Corruption,” April 23, 2019, 
https:// www . theelephant . info / documents / anglican - church - of - kenya - ack - press 
- statement - on - the - fight - against - corruption / .
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 Kenyan governments have largely succeeded in outmaneuvering 
the main Muslim organ izations, which face a binary choice:  Those 
who choose to engage risk state capture and loss of credibility 
among their followers;  those who try to keep the state at arms’ 
length face marginalization and, in some cases, repression. 
SUPKEM, the largest body representing Muslim interests in  Kenya, 
is an example of an institution that traded legitimacy for access. 
Formed in 1973, SUPKEM is affiliated with 150 Muslim organ izations 
and has a network of district councils nationwide. Although it was 
meant to be a unifying organ ization that rises above po liti cal 
partisanship, SUPKEM was closely associated with KANU, the party 
that ruled  Kenya from in de pen dence  until 2002,43 and has main-
tained close ties with governments up to the pre sent day. As a result, 
SUPKEM’s legitimacy among ordinary Muslims has faded over time. 
As Hassan Ndzovu puts it in his study of Muslim po liti cal interac-
tions with the  Kenyan state, “ There is a perception among Muslims 
that SUPKEM has been compromised by the government and that is 
why the state is comfortable to work with the organ ization.”44

Other Muslim organ izations like the Council of Imams and 
Preachers of  Kenya (CIPK) and National Muslim Leaders Forum 
(NAMLEF)  were formed to represent the growing number of salafi 
Muslims in  Kenya. However, their credibility also suffered when 
they got entangled in partisan politics. Before the 2007 elections, 
NAMLEF signed a memorandum of understanding with Raila Odin-
ga’s Orange Demo cratic Movement but  later accused him of failing 
to deliver on his promises during his term as prime minister in the 
government of national unity.45  These po liti cal setbacks created 
friction among the main Muslim organ izations. The CIPK, which 
had also supported Raila, broke ranks with NAMLEF and supported 
Uhuru Kenyatta in 2013 and again in 2017. Po liti cal dealmaking de-
livered benefits to leaders such as the CIPK secretary general, Sheikh 

43. SUPKEM was the only Muslim interface body recognized by President Moi.
44. Hassan  J. Ndzovu, Muslims in  enyan Politics: Po liti cal Involvement, Marginaliza-
tion, and Minority Status (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 2014), 84–85.
45. For more details, see Sebastian Elischer, “Partisan Politics Was Making  People 
Angry: The Rise and Fall of Po liti cal Salafism in  Kenya,” 8–9.
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Mohamed Dor, who was appointed  Kenya’s ambassador to Oman, 
but irreparably damaged the standing of his organ ization in the 
eyes of marginalized Muslim youth.

The 2017 election demonstrated the diminished ability of  Kenya’s 
religious leaders to unify in the face of  Kenya’s most intractable po-
liti cal prob lems and could signal a decrease in their efficacy in 
times of crisis. Most religious leaders remained on the sidelines, 
from where they issued uncontroversial statements calling for 
peace.  After the August 2017 election was annulled and the opposi-
tion de cided to boycott the rerun,  Kenya’s main religious commu-
nities  were unable to decide  whether to support the move, mirroring 
the divisions of broader society. However, following the election, 
religious leaders asserted themselves once more to encourage a rec-
onciliation between President Kenyatta and  Kenya’s main opposi-
tion leader, Raila Odinga. Their mediation led to a public handshake 
between the two men in March 2018 and the opening of a dialogue 
on ways to permanently reduce po liti cal tensions, including discus-
sion of constitutional reforms. This episode suggests that the state 
continues to turn to religious leaders to mediate po liti cal prob lems, 
even though their capacity to effectively perform this role at mo-
ments of national crisis has weakened over time.

DIVIDE AND RULE: STATE MANAGEMENT OF RELATIONS  

WITH  KENYA’S MUSLIMS

 Kenyan leaders’ treatment of their Muslim citizens merits further 
discussion  because it is in this area that they stray furthest from 
their constitutional obligation to treat all religious groups equally. 
The experiences of Muslims in  Kenya suggest that for  Kenyan gov-
ernments, religious management is part of a strategy of po liti cal 
control. Successive governments have sought to weaken Muslims, 
who historically vote for the opposition. Their actions have frag-
mented Muslim communities, sown distrust, increased inter-  and 
intrareligious tensions, and inadvertently provided recruitment 
material for the terrorist groups who seek to attract disillusioned 
young Muslims.
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Government attitudes  toward its Muslim citizens hardened with 
the emergence of al Qaeda in the 1990s and have intensified since 
2011, when  Kenya invaded southern Somalia to try to alleviate the 
threat from al- Shabaab. For the past de cade, government policy 
 toward Muslims has been fixated on defeating terrorism, mainly 
through harsh, often indiscriminate security operations. The 
strategy of confrontation takes several forms.

First, the government has shut down legitimate debate about po-
liti cal, social, and economic grievances by cynically ascribing a 
hidden “religious” agenda to  these discussions. The government’s re-
sponse to the Mombasa Republican Council (MRC) illustrates this 
approach. The MRC channeled anger about underdevelopment, land 
grabs, and unemployment into demands for in de pen dence for the 
Coast. Its message won support from Christians as well as Muslims, 
but the government misrepresented the MRC as an armed group that 
associated with al- Shabaab. The authorities banned the MRC in 2010, 
an action that was eventually overturned by  Kenya’s Supreme Court.

Second, the government has exploited public concerns about ter-
rorism to harass Muslims. Unlike Christian leaders, who are given 
latitude to comment on po liti cally contentious  matters, out spoken 
Muslim leaders and preachers who challenge state discrimination, 
poor governance, and  human rights abuses have been accused of ex-
tremism. NGOs working on  human rights issues that affect Mus-
lims (and  Kenyans more generally), such as HAKI Africa and 
Muslims for  Human Rights (MUHURI), have been branded terror-
ists, had their assets frozen, and been forced into lengthy, costly 
 legal  battles to continue operations.46

Third, the government has directed heavy- handed counterter-
rorism and security operations against Muslim individuals, insti-
tutions, and communities. The government has responded to the 
threat from terrorist groups like al Qaeda, al- Shabaab, and their do-
mestic offshoots by trying to identify and detain so- called extremist 

46. Malemba Mkongo, “Muhuri Seeks Millions in Damages for Terror Link,” Star, Feb-
ruary 7, 2018, https:// www . the - star . co . ke / news / 2018 / 02 / 07 / muhuri - seeks - millions - in 
- damages - for - terror - link _ c1709893.
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preachers and close mosques. State security forces have com-
mitted abuses in the pro cess, including the suspected murders of 
preachers accused of supporting the terrorist group al- Shabaab.47 
They include the cleric Sheikh Abubakar Shariff “Makaburi,” who 
was shot dead in 2014, and another controversial preacher, Sheikh 
Aboud Rogo, who met the same fate in 2012.

Excessive force has also been used to temporarily close mosques 
accused of propagating extremism, such as the Masjid Musa in 
Mombasa, which was raided in 2014 with the loss of eight lives.48 Ac-
cording to a  Kenyan  human rights group, at least 81 Muslims accused 
by the authorities of extremism dis appeared or  were murdered at the 
Coast between 2012 and 2016.49 Other harsh tactics have included 
ethnic profiling, extraordinary renditions of terrorist suspects, and 
the denial of passports and identification documents to  Kenyan 
Muslims.50 Some of  these operations have targeted entire communi-
ties, with brutal crackdowns launched on primarily Muslim neigh-
borhoods in the northeast, parts of Nairobi, and at the Coast.

Despite  these aggressive mea sures,  there are growing signs that 
the government is willing to address religious fragmentation, rising 
interreligious tension, and the radicalization of a small number of 
Muslims. The Kenyatta administration has established a new bu-
reaucracy to research, monitor, and deter violent extremism. It has 

47. Both men  were accused of supporting al- Shabaab, Makaburi was sanctioned by 
the United States for recruitment, and Rogo was sanctioned by UNSC for “fund-
rais ing” and providing other forms of support for al- Shabaab. United States National 
Security Council, “Aboud Rogo Mohammed,” October 29, 2014, https:// www . un . org 
/ securitycouncil / sanctions / 751 / materials / summaries / individual / aboud - rogo 
- mohammed. United States Department of the Trea sury, “Trea sury Targets Regional 
Actors Fueling Vio lence and Instability in Somalia,” July  5, 2012, https:// www 
. treasury . gov / press - center / press - releases / Pages / tg1630 . aspx.
48. U.S. Department of State,  enya 2014 International Religious Freedom Report, 4.
49. HAKI Africa, “What Do We Tell the Families? Killings and Disappearances in 
the C Region of  Kenya 2012–2016,” December  2016, http:// hakiafrica . or . ke / wp 
- content / uploads / 2017 / 02 / HakiAfricaWDWTTF _ V14 . pdf.
50. This prob lem predated the terrorist threat in  Kenya but has intensified in re-
cent years. Some  Kenyan Muslims report having to produce the birth certificates 
of grandparents or even great- grandparents to obtain identification documents.
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 adopted several programs that aim to tackle the under lying  causes 
of radicalization, using research that identifies “pull”  factors like re-
ligious ideology and “push”  factors such as poor governance (at na-
tional and county levels), injustice, abuses by state security forces, 
and the social, po liti cal, and economic marginalization faced by 
young  people in parts of the country.51  These programs have been 
packaged  under the broad umbrella of  Kenya’s countering violent 
extremism (CVE) strategy.

The government’s embrace of CVE is a deliberate attempt to align 
with the priorities of international donors who are willing to con-
tribute generous sums to the effort. It is also an implicit acknowl-
edgment that its security- dominated approach to violent extremism 
has limits, although public recognition of this fact seems unlikely 
at the current juncture.

The centerpiece of the effort has been the establishment of the 
National Counterterrorism Centre (NCTC), which launched the Na-
tional Strategy to  Counter Violent Extremism (NSCVE) in 2016. The 
document examines the  drivers of radicalization and identifies 
places where radicalization is occurring, such as prisons, religious 
institutions, and via the Internet. The NSCVE outlines a strategy fo-
cused on nine pillars of activity.  These include work in the educa-
tion sector and engagement with faith- based communities to 
weaken the ideological  factors that contribute to radicalization. On-
going programs that fall  under  these pillars include collaborating 
with groups like SUPKEM and the CIPK to train clerics and sta-
tioning imams in prisons to meet with convicted terrorists to chal-
lenge the religious ideologies used by some to justify their actions.52 

51. For an explanation of the push and pull  factors that influence an individual’s 
decision to join violent extremist groups like al- Shabaab, see Charles Villa- 
Vicencio et al., “Community Perceptions of Violent Extremism in  Kenya,” Institute 
for Justice and Reconciliation, Occasional Paper 21, 2016, 15–16, http:// life - peace 
. org / wp - content / uploads / 2016 / 11 / IJR20Violent20Extremism20in20Kenya20final
20web2028129 . pdf.
52. Mediamax, “Alarm as Shabaab Infiltrates Prisons,” K24 TV, July  17, 2015, 
http:// www . mediamaxnetwork . co . ke / 156069 / alarm - as - shabaab - infiltrates 
- prisons / .
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Some of  Kenya’s religious interface bodies have undertaken initia-
tives that dovetail with the government’s work. For example, the 
IRCK has a CVE working group that includes initiatives to combat 
extremist messages on social media, develop counternarratives 
with Muslim clerics, and formulate new madrassa curricula.53

The consensus among  Kenyan analysts and donors working on 
CVE is that the NSCVE is a sound document.54 However, critics ac-
cuse the NCTC of failing to widely consult with domestic civil so-
ciety during the preparation and rollout of the strategy, instead 
placing more emphasis on winning international approval and the 
donor funding that comes with it.55 Three years  later, the full doc-
ument had not been published online, nor had a detailed bud get 
been released.

Ultimately, the NSCVE  will stand or fall on its implementation, 
which remains at an early stage. Furthermore, the success of the 
policy depends on the government putting po liti cal capital and fi-
nancial resources into the urgent task of security sector reform. 
Without good faith efforts,  human rights abuses and unprofessional 
conduct among the security forces  will continue, fatally under-
mining the fight against terrorism and its  causes. On a more en-
couraging note, the NCTC has made considerable efforts to help 
counties affected by violent extremism— such as Mombasa, Kwale, 
and Lamu— design their own CVE strategies. Compared with its 
peers in the region,  Kenya appears to have a more nuanced approach 
to the prob lem. Tanzania, for example, has yet to issue a CVE strategy 

53. Interview with executive director of religious interface body, Nairobi, May 15, 
2018.
54. Based on interviews in the United States and  Kenya, April– May 2018.
55. During a June 2015 visit to  Kenya to attend an international conference on CVE, 
Sarah Sewall, who was then undersecretary of state for Civilian Security, Democ-
racy, and  Human Rights, expressed her disappointment that civil society organ-
izations like HAKI Africa and MUHURI had been excluded. Brian Dooley, “Obama 
Must Address  Kenya’s Alarmingly Weak Counterterrorism Plan,” Defense One, 
July  21, 2015, https:// www . defenseone . com / ideas / 2015 / 07 / obama - must - address 
- kenyas - alarmingly - weak - counterterrorism - plan / 118282 / .
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and remains locked into the hard security responses that charac-
terized  Kenya’s approach  earlier in the de cade.

IMPLICATIONS OF STATE MANAGEMENT OF  

RELIGIOUS COMMUNITIES

 Kenyan governments have used the authority of the state to assert 
po liti cal control over religious institutions and leaders. They have 
succeeded in establishing a degree of control over the more estab-
lished faith denominations, at the cost of losing control over newer, 
ascendant groups. Several impacts can be observed.

First, governments have accelerated a pro cess of religious diffu-
sion.  Kenya’s religious landscape is broad and diverging. This trend is 
in line with global patterns that are beyond the control of govern-
ments. But the more coercive strategies of divide and rule  adopted by 
 Kenya’s government and its overreliance on talking to the religious 
establishment to the exclusion of other groups have exacerbated the 
situation, causing a breakdown in engagement between politicians 
and the religious leaders who represent Pentecostal and salafi move-
ments. As a result, the government is less able to corral religious 
leaders and their followers, and religious leaders are incapable of 
forging unified positions on public policy issues. Part of the prob lem 
is structural. The growing Pentecostal movement is decentralized 
and autonomous, which hinders formal engagement through bodies 
like the NCCK. Furthermore, its leaders are less ideologically in-
clined to take confrontational positions against temporal authorities 
 unless their interests are directly affected. The increasing irrele-
vance of formal dialogue pro cesses adds a level of unpredictability to 
government- faith relations that was not pre sent before.

Second,  Kenya’s Muslim communities are more alienated and di-
vided than ever before. The government’s confrontational, dis-
criminatory approach  toward its Muslim citizens and their religious 
leaders has widened the splits in a community that was already 
fragmented. Heavy- handed security operations have placed in danger 
Muslim leaders who speak out against the prob lem of extremism 
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and are therefore viewed as government collaborators.56 They have 
also complicated the government’s halting, incomplete attempts to 
work with Muslim organ izations like SUPKEM and the CIPK, to 
train clerics, and to monitor what is preached in mosques and 
taught in madrassas.57

Third,  Kenya has suffered increased insecurity and  human 
rights abuses. The government’s security- driven approach to the 
prob lem of violent extremism has failed to prevent terrorist attacks, 
which have become deadlier.  There  were large- scale attacks on Nai-
robi’s Westgate Mall in 2013, the town of Mpeketoni in 2014, Ga-
rissa University in the northeast in 2015, and a Nairobi  hotel complex 
in January 2019. In response, serious  human rights violations have 
been committed by members of the security forces. Specialist se-
curity units set up with the support of Western donors like the Anti- 
Terrorism Police Unit (ATPU) have been accused by  human rights 
groups of carry ing out extrajudicial killings and other abuses.58 
The mass roundups of Kenyan- Somali Muslims that occurred 
during Operation Usalama Watch in 2014 further alienated some 
Muslim communities.59

Fi nally,  Kenyan governments have presided over a rise in inter-
religious tension. In the wake of terrorist outrages, some Christian 
organ izations have demanded state protection from Muslims, while 
Muslim organ izations point out that their communities have suf-
fered the brunt of attacks and the state response to them.  These 
strains have been exploited by groups like al- Shabaab, which seek to 
stoke sectarian conflict. A Muslim civil society leader from Mom-
basa observed, “Muslims and Christians  here on the Coast generally 

56. For example, the chairman of the Council of Imams and Preachers of  Kenya, 
Sheikh Mohamed Idris, was shot dead in Mombasa in 2014. Before his death, he had 
been threatened by youth attached to radical mosques.
57. Mutambo, “Plan to Vet Islamic Teachers.”
58.  Human Rights Watch, “ Kenya: Killings, Disappearances, by Anti- Terror Po-
lice,” August  18, 2014, https:// www . hrw . org / news / 2014 / 08 / 18 / kenya - killings - dis 
appearances - anti - terror - police.
59. Amnesty International, “Somalis Are Scapegoats in  Kenya’s Counter- Terrorism 
Crackdown,” May  2014, https:// www . amnesty . org / download / Documents / 4000 
/ afr520032014en . pdf.
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treat each other well but when the government comes in and dis-
criminates against us, it creates tension between the communities.”60

The government has been largely inactive as relations between 
followers of the two main faiths have frayed. The Kenyatta admin-
istration has not tried to initiate outreach and dialogue with more 
adversarial religious groups within the Pentecostal and salafi move-
ments, which are less inclined to engage with each other. Further-
more, it has failed to nudge the IRCK, which is also reluctant to draw 
 these groups  under its umbrella. The fact that interreligious vio-
lence in  Kenya has largely been avoided is testament to the strength 
and discipline of its religious communities and the work of its 
leaders in preaching tolerance and mutual re spect, rather than ef-
forts by the government.

CONCLUSION

 Kenya’s religious space is fragmenting. This fragmentation is a 
product of global religious trends and jarring social and economic 
change. Successive governments have hastened this pro cess 
through divisive actions that include co- opting religious leaders 
and mounting security operations that discriminate against and 
alienate Muslim communities.

The government’s co- optation of faith leaders from the estab-
lishment creates an impression of harmonious relations, but it im-
poses costs on both sides. Religious leaders who too readily accept 
the embrace of the government have sown division and mistrust 
among their faith communities. Young Muslims have become par-
ticularly alienated from religious leaders in organ izations like 
SUPKEM, whom they see as self- serving and out of touch. As a result, 
they have turned to new leaders who are less inclined to engage with 
the government. Thus, the government loses the ability to partner 
with religious organ izations that represent  Kenya’s faith commu-
nities. The result is that both sides are less capable of preempting and 

60. Interview with executive director of  Human Rights Organ ization, Mombasa, 
May 12, 2018.
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managing tensions. As one security analyst puts it, the “govern-
ment is engaging with religious leaders it thinks are influential but 
who are disconnected from their own followers.”61

The government’s confrontational stance  toward some Muslim 
religious communities is also damaging  because it forces Muslims 
to pick sides, creating an us- versus- them mentality that increases 
hostility  toward the state and fuels interreligious tension. The gov-
ernment deserves credit for recently shifting  toward a multidimen-
sional approach that acknowledges some of the root  causes of 
violent extremism. However, the damaging legacy of its abusive 
conduct in Muslim communities  will take a long time to overcome.

The erosion of long- standing forums for communication be-
tween the government and religious leaders and the emergence of 
a more divisive, unpredictable, and divergent religious space is a 
prob lem that may in the long run undermine the fundamental 
objectives of any government in  Kenya: to retain power and keep 
the peace.

61. Interview with se nior security analyst, Nairobi, May 15, 2018.
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