Islam and politics in East Africa (Kenya, Uganda & Tanzania)

                                                  SUMMARY

The Background     Arab traders were present along the coast of East Africa by the first century A.D. and Islam was adopted by them during the first centuries of its existence.  Some of the Arabs intermarried with women from local Bantu tribes and thus the Swahili community was formed.  During the 13th through the 15th centuries the Muslim cities along the coast (Sahil) reached the peak of their economic and religious development and became an integral part of the Islamic world and of Islamic trade in the Middle and Far East.  The Portuguese conquest of the coast in the 16th century put an end to the prosperity of the Muslim cities for about two hundred years.  Only in the 19th century did the Omani occupation bring the coast under Muslim rule again.  Moreover, Islam which was limited to the coastal strip for hundreds of years, started to penetrate into the interior of East Africa and in the middle of the 19th century,  the numerous Muslim trade caravans reached Uganda and Congo.  The trade centers in the interior eventually became the foci of Islamic expansion.

During the Colonial Era  in East Africa which started at the end of the 19th century, Islam lost the prominence it had  enjoyed on the coast.  Muslim political influence diminished while the position of Christianity, especially in Uganda and Kenya, was strengthened. It is estimated that at present the Muslims form about 10% of the population in Uganda,20% in Kenya and 35-40% in Tanzania.

After the Independence of Tanzania (1961), Uganda (1962) and Kenya (1963), there were factors that strengthened the position of Islam and others that weakened it.

Factors that strengthened Islam:
The fact that the Muslims, although a minority, were a significant minority especially in Tanzania and Kenya where the governments needed their support at election times; the Islamic activity by some Arab countries and Iran and their financial and moral support; the Muslims’ ability to temporarily form a united front when they feel that non-Muslims are vilifying Islam and condemning all Muslims as involved in global terrorism; the flexible attitude towards conversion to Islam and the  sense of brotherhood displayed by Muslims, facilitated the absorption of non-Muslim Africans.

Factors that weakened Islam:
The religious and political disputes and personal rivalries within the Muslim community; the fact that after independence the country’s leadership and most power- bases were in the hand of Christians; the decision by the three countries to define themselves as secular that separate  between religion and state.  Therefore, the establishment of political parties based on religion was prohibited.  This principle has hampered Muslim political activity especially;  The governments and Christian churches were suspicious of foreign Muslim political activity.

To be able to direct and supervise Muslim activity the governments allowed the establishment of “non-political” Muslim roof-organizations headed by the regimes’ supporters.

The political awakening of Muslims throughout East Africa at the beginning of the 1990’s  was partly a response to the process of democratization in Africa,  The introduction of a multiparty system in Kenya and Tanzania and Museveni’s rule in Uganda, allowed greater freedom of expression.  This enabled the Muslims to publicly express their frustration and their demands to stop the discrimination against them.

Widespread feelings of discrimination, and abuse by the Christian churches was exploited by Muslim extremists supported by militant Muslims from outside.  This led to outbreaks of violence in the 1990’s in all three countries.  The governments’ reaction was harsh, especially after the twin bombings of U.S. embassies in Nairobi and Dar-es-Salaam in 1998.  Several Muslim NGOs were banned and a number of Muslim foreigners were arrested and expelled.

In general, the vast majority of Muslims in East Africa, including those who support the establishment of Islamic parties and accuse their governments of discrimination, are against Muslim extremists and condemn the use of violent means.

In addition to the similarities that exist in the development of Islam in these countries there are also differences which will be dealt with in the lecture.  Furthermore, conclusions will be drawn about the future standing of the Muslims in East Africa.

