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On an inflatable screen in Londiani, Kenyans watched a film that promoted peace and understanding of the new constitution. (Jehad Nga for The New York Times)
NAIROBI, Kenya — Ever since independence in 1963, Kenya has been ruled by a winner-take-all political system that has exacerbated ethnic divisions and steadily turned the country into one of the most corrupt on the continent. 



(Jehad Nga for The New York Times)
A settlement in Mau Summit, in the Rift Valley, for displaced people whose homes were destroyed after the 2007 election. 

On Wednesday, that could change. 

Starting before dawn, this nation, a linchpin in sub-Saharan Africa, will vote on a new constitution that seeks to address the flawed political dynamics that exploded after the disputed 2007 presidential election. 

More than 1,000 people were killed, many in roadblocks formed almost overnight, with rival gangs pulling people out of cars, checking their identity cards and beating them to death based on ethnicity. Dubious vote tallying was the immediate cause of the upheaval. Kenya’s corrupt and dysfunctional politics was deemed to be the root. 

There is a lot of fear about the referendum on Wednesday. Elections in Kenya — and the sense that the winner will not only enjoy, but also dominate, the spoils — have often led to bloodshed. Hundreds, if not thousands, of people have recently streamed out of rural areas to seek safety in towns. Violence has already struck, including a deadly grenade attack during a referendum rally. 

Yet many analysts say Kenya has no choice but to proceed, and that if it votes the constitution down, it is flirting with disaster. 

“We can’t afford to get this wrong,” said John Githongo, a former anticorruption official who has emerged as a leading voice for Kenya’s growing professional class. “If this doesn’t pass, we will pay a very heavy price, in terms of the coherence of our country.” 

The new constitution hems in Kenya’s imperial-style presidency, devolves more power to local government, paves the way for land reform and gives Kenyans a bill of rights. Donor nations, especially the United States, are so eager to see it pass that they have pumped millions of dollars into voter drives and civic education campaigns. 

The United States Embassy in Nairobi has been sharply criticized by several Republican members of Congress for taking sides and accused of breaking federal rules. The Republicans say the new Kenyan constitution would make it easier for women to get an abortion (a claim that constitutional scholars dispute) and that the embassy, by giving grants to Kenyan groups that openly support the constitution, has violated federal provisions prohibiting American diplomats from lobbying for or against abortion. 

Johnnie Carson, the assistant secretary of state for African affairs, said Tuesday that “a very small percentage” of the civic education grants had gone to groups advocating for a “yes” vote but that this was “an accident and error.” 

“We support a process, not an outcome,” he said, though recent statements from American officials have left little mystery as to which side the United States is on. At the same time, several American Christian groups have been working closely with Kenyan allies to mobilize people to defeat the constitution. 

Those efforts are predicted to fail, according to recent polls that show the constitution passing by a comfortable, though not overwhelming, margin. But the bigger question is: What will happen afterward? Will both sides accept the result? 

Many Kenyans vote along ethnic lines, and elections tend to pit neighbor against neighbor and bring out the worst in this country. The advent of multiparty democracy in 1992 marked the beginning of a cycle of ethnically driven, election-related violence that has yet to stop. This election is a bit different, because religious issues, such as abortion and a stipulation in the constitution that allows for Muslim family courts, cut across ethnic lines. Perhaps this will be the election that ends the cycle for good, many Kenyans hope. 

The government seems alert, not flat-footed like last time, and the security forces seem to have learned from their mistakes. Tens of thousands of police officers have been pushed out to the smallest villages before the election. Countless army trucks are chugging into the Rift Valley, the scene of the worst bloodshed two and a half years ago. Hot lines have been set up. Peace caravans are rolling through ethnically mixed areas, begging people to respect the results and not riot. 

Election officials have improved their procedures to make the vote counting more transparent and more professional to avoid the chaos of 2007, when the results officially entered into the central tallying book were quite different from the first set of numbers posted at some polling places. Perhaps most important, the two rivals of 2007 — Kenya’s president, Mwai Kibaki, and his opponent, Raila Odinga, who is now the prime minister in a power-sharing government — have never worked so closely in their long political lives. 

On Sunday, they stood shoulder to shoulder in front of tens of thousands of supporters gathered at a Nairobi park, Mr. Kibaki in his classic, understated bankers’ suit and Mr. Odinga dressed head to toe in green (the color of the “yes” campaign). 

Still, some people are not taking any chances. Peter Mwangi, a farmer in the Rift Valley, remembers all too vividly what happened to him after the last election. A gang of thugs, he said, “burned down my house and took all my animals.”

Who were they? 

“My neighbors,” he said. 

Mr. Mwangi, his wife and their three children recently relocated from their farm to the Kamuingi II trading center, a small outpost amid the piney hills, marked by a few corrugated iron general stores, a network of muddy paths and a couple of police officers. In just Kamuingi II alone, there were about 700 other people who had recently fled their homes. 

Maina Kiai, a peace activist who has been traveling around the country with an inflatable screen, showing a film that promotes peace and a deeper understanding of the constitution, feels relatively confident that Kenya will be spared widespread violence this time. 

“Two reasons,” he said. “First, I don’t think the election will be that close and the ‘yes’ margin will be well beyond what anyone can dispute. And second, the I.C.C.” 

The International Criminal Court (known as the I.C.C.) has begun investigations into the bloodletting after the last election and the lead prosecutor, Luis Moreno-Ocampo, recently came to Kenya, saying that he plans to indict several Kenyans for orchestrating the violence. The specter of those charges, many analysts believe, will persuade political leaders against inflaming tensions this time around. 

But something potentially dangerous is happening again. One of Kenya’s biggest ethnic groups, the Kalenjin, feels increasingly isolated and is largely backing the “no” vote. Kalenjin gangs swept the Rift Valley hills after the last election, burning down the homes of other ethnic groups, especially the Kikuyu, Mr. Kibaki’s people. 

Many Kalenjin say they are simply following their leader, William Ruto, a young, charismatic politician who is leading the “no” campaign, ostensibly on technical grounds. He is widely suspected of instigating violence in 2008 and is thought to be at the top of Mr. Moreno-Ocampo’s list, though many Kalenjins say if anyone tries to arrest him, they will start an all-out war. 

But several Kalenjins said they were not in the fighting mood this time. 

“Last election, it was open; our elders said, ‘If there is rigging, it’s time to fight,’ ” said Rono Kibet, a farmer and Kalenjin youth leader. “For this referendum, it’s different. They are telling us to go out and vote — and keep the peace.” 
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