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Rel ig ion and grassroots pol i t ics in Afr ica

Satan’s snake and political violence  

in Kenya

Gregory Deacon

Kibera and Kenya’s 2007 election 

Kibera is an informal settlement, covering 550 acres, located seven kilo-
metres southwest of the city centre of Kenya’s capital, Nairobi. Kibera as a 
settlement is about 100 years old. As early as 1944, though, the Reverend 
Leonard Beecher described the area as being “really a most awful slum” 
with bad roads and disgraceful housing (Parsons 1997, p 105). It continues 
to be described as “a bewildering maze of dirt paths and open sewers that 
wind through neighbourhoods of run-down shacks with dirt floors and 
corrugated tin roofs” and as having “no running water, no electricity, no 
sanitation and no modern conveniences” (United Methodist Reporter 
2006). Still today, residents live their day-to-day lives in difficult and 
often dangerous conditions with poor indicators in terms of life chances. 

The controversial re-election of Mwai Kibaki as president of Kenya 
at the end of December 2007 was followed by two months of extensive 
violence, “between Kalenjin and Kikuyu communities in Eldoret… 
perpetrated by the state in Kisumu, and… between Luo residents and 
Kikuyu members of the Mungiki gang in Kibera” (Cheeseman 2008, p 
170). It is estimated that well over 1,000 people were killed, and more 
than 300,000 people internally displaced. In one incident that received 
particularly high levels of international media coverage, 30 people were 
burned alive in a Pentecostal, Kenya Assemblies of God church in the 
Rift Valley. Various churches were also destroyed in Kibera, with the 
Lutheran, Baptist and Africa Inland Mission churches receiving media 
coverage, and small Pentecostal churches being less visibly enveloped 
in widespread looting and torching of properties. Kibera was subject to 
three main waves of attacks. On the day following Kibaki’s inauguration, 
a large number of residents attempted to march to Uhuru Park in central 
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Nairobi to demonstrate. Police and the General Service (paramilitary) 
Unit (GSU) repulsed them. This was followed by a situation in which 
Kibera was ringed by the police and GSU for the remaining period of 
clashes, until an agreement was signed between the main, national, poli-
tical protagonists. In Kibera, this period was characterised by looting and 
burning of property and businesses that were or were said to be owned 
by Kikuyus (Kibaki’s ethnic group). 

Understandings of violence

Initial discussions amongst Kiberans I spoke and listened to regarding the 
election results, the violence, and the role played by politicians and other 
leaders and protagonists revolved around material political con ditions 
and actions – ie specific vote-rigging mechanisms, and the payment of 
agitators by powerful individuals, and the perceived behaviour of the 
different national political parties. Kenyans and Kiberans could not be 
said to have been ill informed as to the motivations and actions of their 
erstwhile political representatives. In particular in Kibera, the actions 
of allegedly funded agitators, or those who chose to take advantage of 
events for material gain or to settle personal scores, were observed and 
commented upon by most if not all residents, especially as the majority 
of people involved were well known to their relatives, friends and neigh-
bours. Certainly, there were high levels of gossip and rumour present at 
the time, especially as local news was subject to a government-imposed 
blackout, and rumours also appear to have been utilised for political ends. 
Nevertheless, discussion took place in terms of specific personal action 
and control, rather than in any abstract or metaphorical sense. It was not 
the case that Kiberans did not understand what was going on – indeed it 
could well be argued that local residents had a far better understanding 
of events than the international media, for example. 

A few weeks after the signing of the peace agreement that put an end to 
the strife, though, one of the Pentecostal pastors I worked with in Kibera 
asked to meet with me to consider an idea that I was subsequently to hear 
from and discuss with a number of other people: namely that the post-
election violence in Kenya resulted from the presence and actions of a 
Tanzanian mganga (witchdoctor) who came to Kenya with his enchanted 
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snake, boasted of high-level political clients and manipulated “events 
through that snake.” However, the Satanic discourse did not replace 
initial understandings; rather, it coexisted with them. The dry language 
of political machination was insufficient to express the horror and fear 
that Kiberans felt. Furthermore, the imagery of the mganga also provided 
a powerful explanation for events that felt beyond the control of mere 
men and women. Indeed, it is my contention that Pentecostals in Kibera 
utilise their faith in attempts to express, understand and control their 
uncertain lives. High-level politics takes place in what is perceived to be 
a distant sphere, controlled by moneyed, powerful elites. The lack of 
control felt by Kiberans was to some extent mitigated through cathartic 
expression and narratives of divine planning. 

Expression and catharsis 

Much of the language utilised in the churches I worked with in Kibera was 
concerned with expressing a sense of oppression and struggle to survive. It 
was stated that “people suffer” and “people are burdened by Satan.” People 
felt that they were “beaten as if with a whip by sickness and poverty” or 
were “straining financially, socially and spiritually.” Events were seen as 
resulting from “spiritual sickness.” Pentecostal adherents wondered “why 
[our] money, job and family [are] not prospering.” People’s “home, family 
or business” were said to be “broken.” A pastor said that “the journey is 
long” and that “in the ghetto we are carrying burdens” such as “illness 
and poverty.” These statements very directly expressed the situation in 
which Kiberans found themselves and how they felt. 

Other language gave more metaphorical descriptive colour to descrip-
tions of people’s lives, and how circumstances were felt to be. In partic-
ular, images of struggle and resistance were evoked. So, for example, in 
a Bible study session it was said that “What is happening in Kenya is 
spiritual warfare” and that people needed “awareness [like] in military 
training [where] you get to know how to use different guns and bombs.” 
An evangelist stated that “the battle is God’s” and that members should 
“advance don’t retreat.” During a crusade, attendees were said to be 
“soldiers of the Lord.” To some extent these statements and discussions 
provide a “cathartic release of pent-up emotions or tension” and a limited 
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“sense of well-being” (Heider 1974, p 32). This very much represents a 
coping strategy, though. The difficult conditions in which people live are 
not transformed, and therefore catharsis offers “changing cognitive and 
behavioural efforts to manage specific external and/or internal demands 
that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of the person” 
(Lazarus and Folkman 1984, p 178). 

Understanding, purpose and control 

As well as expressing how they felt, members of Pentecostal churches that 
I worked with sought to make sense of their lives amidst the uncertain, 
ambiguous and threatening environment of Kibera. In particular, it was 
frequently stated in the churches I attended that God “has a purpose.” 
This sentiment was also expressed in statements that there is a “plan 
God has for you [that] cannot be changed.” Within North American 
churches, such statements refer to a theological and cultural concept 
according to which one should receive the Holy Spirit and accept that 
God is in control. Such acceptance is expected to allow the individual 
infused with the Holy Spirit to be relaxed and confident and, through 
its power, to fulfil their destiny, which should be to be a wealthy and 
successful individual. In Kibera, as well as providing a sense of meaning 
and order to life, this concept seemed to allow people to view their 
circumstances as part of a plan for them rather than their own ‘fault.’ 
This more sympathetic understanding was elaborated when one pastor 
said that “Jesus knows what it is to be poor.” 

That life is the result of a divine plan provides reassurance and partially 
assuages the guilt and depression associated with poverty, or, in partic-
ular, inequality; Kibera is situated close to great wealth and success, and 
such inequality is damaging for positive self-perception. Furthermore, 
as socio-economic success is associated with blessings, a lack of success 
can be associated with a lack of faith, which in turn can be attributed 
to sinful behaviour. The alternative and mitigating belief that God has 
a long-term plan allows for faith to be emphasised, as well as offering 
reassurance that poor socio-economic conditions are not an individual’s 
fault, and that they should not condemn themselves as sinful. As one 
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pastor put it, “if life is hard you think it’s not success, but God’s plan is 
succeeding… you say you can’t take any more, but you can.”

At the same time, the concept of individual spiritual responsibility 
allows someone to feel that they can take action to change their situa-
tion, giving them the idea of control, which is important for a sense of 
self-mastery, which is so important for self-esteem. The Kenyan state 
is so very distant and violent that it was simply viewed as being out of 
reach. However, if personal circumstances result from personal action, 
then this restores a sense of purpose and control to action and behaviour. 
It is not my contention that such challenges may actually be addressed 
per se, or be transformed, but that the concept of personal responsibility 
for life’s challenges through more devout living returns some sense of 
control – ie if my ‘mistakes’ may be addressed, those at least I can do 
something about. Therefore, individual responsibility for socio-economic 
conditions provided the means by which Pentecostals might at least feel 
some sense of hope, agency and control, even as this simultaneously 
contributed to a particular cultural hegemony that provided structural 
obstacles to their advance. 

Conclusion 

Religion in this context may be said to assist with individual mitigation 
of difficult circumstances, but not as bolstering a civil society that might 
assist in addressing inequitable power structures. Attempts by Pente-
costals to understand, express and control their lifeworlds represented 
attempts at survival, rather than transformation or improvement in 
terms of addressing inequalities or improving well-being. It could well 
be argued that, in Kibera, neo-Pentecostal and Evangelical Christianity 
address “contemporary urban challenges… [giving] meaning to human 
life, while simultaneously equipping… adherents to be resourceful in 
meeting diverse challenges” (Chitando 2009, p 30). However, meaning 
is given very much to the extent that adherents feel that it is worth facing 
the diverse challenges they must meet in order to survive – rather than 
in the sense that they might be overcome. 
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