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PURPOSE OF THE STUDY
 

To contr ibute  to  understanding of  the dynamics of  Turkana-

Dassenach confl ic t  today in  terms of  his tor ical  and contemporary

causes ,  factors  and their  consequences.

OVERALL OBJECTIVE

To Ident i fy  and del ineate  the causes  of  Turkana-Dassenach confl ic t

and their  consequences.

THEORY

Human Needs Theory by John Burton (1997) .  

This  theory posi ts  that  we bel ieve that  the human part ic ipants  in  confl ic t

s i tuat ions are  compulsively s t ruggl ing in  their  respect ive inst i tut ion

arrangements  a t  a l l  social  levels  to  sat isfy pr imordial  and universal

needs -  needs as  securi ty ,  ident i ty ,  recogni t ion and development .   They

str ive increasingly to  gain the control  of  their  environment  that  is

necessary to  ensure the sat isfact ion of  these needs.

Design,  data,  and analysis  

One-off  cross-sect ional  sample survey (n=300 respondents  divided

equal ly  between Turkana and Dassenach) ,  and cross- tabulat ion mode of

analysis .
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Causes and Findings

First  research quest ion:  To what  extent  does scarci ty  of  natural

resources  contr ibute  to  the Turkana-Dassenach confl ic t  occurrences? 

Scarci ty  of  natural  resources  (usual ly  water  and pasture)  contr ibutes  to

the confl ic t  to  a  large extent .  In  one of  the cross  c lassif icat ion per taining

to this  quest ion 70% (n=210) of  the respondents  said that  scarci ty  does

so.  The causes  are  vagaries  of  c l imate/weather ,  that  is ,  prolonged

drought  and,  a t  t imes,  downpour resul t ing in  destruct ive f loods.  These

vagaries  cannot  be control led by humankind’s  act ions.  Their  af termath

typical ly  witnesses  occurrences of  intercommunal  confl ic t ,  the purpose

of  which is  to  recoup loses  of  l ivestock s temming from vagaries  and the

l ike.

The answer as  per  cross  c lassif icat ion of  re levant  var iables  was

posi t ive.  A terr i tor ia l  area with natural  resources  does cause

competi t ion between members  of  these ethnic  communit ies  which,  in

turn,  leads to  violent  confl ic t  between them, as  the case may be.  Some

terr i tor ia l  areas  ( for  example,  high land)  are  valued more than others

because they have bet ter  qual i ty  pasture .  This  causes  competi t ion for

control  over  them. Often t imes the competi t ion leads to  confl ic t  on

account  of  the resources  therein,  precisely because the ethnic

community in  control  t r ies  to  prevent  the neighbouring ethnic  other

(Turkana/Dassenach)  f rom using the resource.

Second research quest ion:  Does contested ownership of  terr i tory lead to

confl ic t?
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This  has  to  do with the fact  of  insignif icant  and ineffect ive s ta te

presence or  vis ibi l i ty  par t icular ly  in  the confl ic t  zone.  In  other

words,  provis ion –  or  lack thereof  –  of  very few  securi ty

personnel  to  patrol  the interface’s  hot  spots  and i ts  environs,

between Turkanas and Dassenachs,  as  wel l  as  the absence of  other

human securi ty  s t ructures  required to  meet  the welfare  needs of

the local  people .  A government’s  exercise  of  authori ty  within i ts

terr i tor ia l  boundaries  should be monopolis t ic .   This  monopoly

should include the exercise  of  legi t imate  violence.  When authori ty

is  not  effect ive,  legi t imacy is  watered down and,  consequent ly ,

non-governmental  actors  resort  to  i l legi t imate  violence to  achieve

their  ends.   This  s ta te  of  affairs  obtains  in  the Turkana-Dassenach

confl ic t  environment .   Poor  s ta te  securi ty  was found to  be a  major

contr ibutor  to  the confl ic t .   Vir tual  lack of  government  authori ty

in the confl ic t  environment  was demonstrated by the data  of  this

research to  be implicated in  the exis tence and nature  of  this

perennial  confl ic t .   The lack of  s ignif icant  authori ty  in  the face of

extremely l imited and insuff ic ient  inst i tut ional  welfare  provis ion

is  invariably at  the centre  of  Turkana-Dassenach confl ic t  in  terms

of  i ts  causat ion.

Third research quest ion:  To what  extent  are  Turkana-Dassenach

confl ic t  s i tuat ions at t r ibutable  to  s ta te  weakness?



The f indings indicated that  the pursui ts  are  implicated in  the

confl ic t .  The dynamics of  the interests  a t  nat ional  level  have led to

Turkanas and Dassenach receiving increasingly unequal  shares  of

the rewards of  nat ional  development  praxis  because i t  i s  negat ively

skewed in  their  direct ion.  Special ly ,  by and large they l ive on the

margins  of  the nat ional  society in  that  they are  denied access  to

important  posi t ions and symbols  of  economic and pol i t ical  power

within the society.  They experience deprivat ion of  resources  (such

as f inancial  capi ta l )  and social  network l inks to  the centre  of  s ta te

power and legi t imacy where pol icy decis ions that  affect  them are

made.  Their  local ized inter-communal  violent  confl ic t  occurrences

are  s ignif icant ly  due to  this  s ta te  of  affairs .

Fifth research quest ion:  Are pursui ts  of  pol i t ical  and economic

interests  implicated in  Turkana-Dassenach confl ic t?
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The f inding was cul tural  in  two senses ,  viz ,  the tendency by

Turkanas to  essent ia l ize  Dassenachs and vice versa ,  meaning the

Turkana/Dassenach have cer ta in at t r ibutes  which make them to be

what  they are  and not  l ike anyone else .  Essent ia l iz ing the ethnic

other  (Turkana/Dassenach)  is  a  recipe for  interethnic  confl ic t .

There is  hardly any doubt  on that  score.  The other  sense was

cul ture  as  something which uses  people  rather  than something

which people  use.  Moranism and i ts  behavioural  expression in  the

form of  aggression (raiding)  against  the ethnic  other  bespeaks

cul ture  using people .  On the one hand these communit ies  hugely

depend on pastoral ism for  l ivel ihood,  and on the other  hand the

confl ic t  between them is  inextr icably l inked as  an effect  with

pastoral ism.  This  s ta te  of  affairs  implies  to  a  large extent  that

divers i f icat ion of  l ivel ihood away from pastoral ism wil l  lead to  a

considerable  decrease of  occurrences of  inter-communal  a t tack and

counter-at tacks.

Fourth research quest ion:  How does cul tural  var ia t ion account  for

incidents  of  e thnic  confl ic t?  



A lot  has  been said and wri t ten in  connect ion with small  arms -  how

easy i t  i s  to  access  them, how to disarm these communit ies  (Turkanas

more than Dassenach) ,  how their  preference and use of  them in most ,

i f  not  a l l ,  in ter-communal  aggression (at tacks/raids/revenge/s teal ing)

lends credence to  the not ion of  government  fa i lure  to  end the

occurrence of  local ized inter  communal  violence,  and the l ike.

Respondents  denied that  small  arms fuel  inter-ethnic  confl ic t  ( that  is ,

they do not  acquire  small  arms to  f ight  the neighbouring ethnic  other) .

They s ta ted categorical ly  and in  no uncertain terms that  they have to

possess  f i rearms for  dual  reasons,  viz ,  human securi ty  -  to  secure their

l ives  against  a t tack by the ethnic  other ;  and to  protect  their  l ivestock

from get t ing raided/s tolen by the ethnic  other .  Pastoral ism necessar i ly

entai ls  possession of  f i rearms on account  of  these two reasons.

Surrendering the small  arms to  the government  authori t ies  has  fai led

because i t  i s  a t  once involuntary and acquiescence under  condi t ions of

unequal  power.  Since pastoral ism entai ls  possession of  small  arms,

about  the only workable  –  and successful ly  so -  s t ra tegy of  disarming

is  for  the government  to  ini t ia te  social  development  projects  and

human securi ty  inst i tut ions that  divers i fy l ivel ihood away from

pastoral ism,  thereby leading to  a t rophy of  possession of  f i rearms -

rendering possession of  them needless .

Sixth research quest ion:   Does prol i ferat ion of  small  arms fuel  confl ic t?



Based on the data  of  this  s tudy non-governmental  organizat ions are  by

and large non-part isan.  Being par t isan means engaging in  advocacy

act ivi t ies  in  the interest  of  these ethnic  communit ies  by faul t ing the

powers  that  be or  the establ ishment  and,  a t  t imes,  doing things that  run

counter  to  government’s  pol icy pract ices .  The work of  non-governmental

organisat ions in  these communit ies  complements  what  the government

does.  Indeed,  in  some areas ,  locals  know and they can mention what

these non-state  actors  ( for  example,  the church)  has  done for  them, but

not  what  the government  has  done for  them. Besides ,  resul ts  of  data

analysis  a lso indicated that  non-governmental  organisat ions do not  take

sides  in  the local ised inter-ethnic  confl ic t ,  that  is ,  they do not  s ide with

one against  the other .  The Cathol ic  Church -  by far  the major  non-state

actor  in  terms of  nurtur ing peaceful  coexis tence between Turkana and

Dassenach –  does  not  discr iminate  between them. Thus,  for  example,  i ts

school  a t  Todonyang ( in  Turkana land)  in  Kenya is  a t tended by Turkanas

as  wel l  as  Dassenach from the Ethiopian s ide of  the Kenya-Ethiopia

border .  According to  the data  of  this  s tudy -  generated through

quest ionnaires ,  face- to-face interviews,  group interviews ( that  is ,

focused group discussion)  -  no non-governmental  organisat ion,  be i t

fa i th-based or  not ,  working in  the northwestern Kenya-southwestern

Ethiopia  region on confl ic t /peace affairs  was ordered to  s top i ts  work

and leave the region.  Non-governmental  organisat ions do not  need the

government  (except  providing human securi ty  for  them) to  work in  this

region;  but  government  needs them to work in  the region because they

do some of  what  the government  would have to  do or  should do i f  they

were not  there .  I f  there  is  a  sense in  which some aspects  of  their

confl ic t /peace work smacks of  par t isanship or  advocacy,  i t  i s  tolerated

because i t  nei ther  harms confl ic t  t ransformation/peacebui lding effor ts

nor  undermines the legi t imacy of  s ta tes  authori ty .

Seventh research quest ion:  Is  there  a  par t isan component  in  the role  of

non-governmental  organizat ions working among the Turkana and

Dassenach? 



 Note:  The above is  a  summary of  the f indings of  the research.
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