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Introduction
Kenya, officially recognized as the Republic of Kenya, occupies a unique position in the
heart of East Africa both geographically and politically. Over the decades, its political
landscape has been molded by a rich and sometimes turbulent history that mirrors the
country's diversity and resilience. Today, Kenya stands as a multi-party democracy
with a sophisticated political system anchored by laws and practices designed to
foster stability, transparency, and representation among its more than fifty million
citizens.

The journey of Kenya's politics began under the shadow of colonial rule, culminating in
a hard-fought independence in 1963. In the decades that followed, Kenyans have
witnessed single-party dominance, popular struggles for democratic openness, and
transformative constitutional reform processes. The dominant force of the Kenya
African National Union (KANU) deeply influenced the early years, with successive
leaders navigating both the promise and peril of centralized authority. As societal
pressures mounted, the pro-democracy movement won out, ushering in a new era of
competitive party politics in the 1990s and greater political inclusivity.

A watershed moment arrived with the promulgation of the 2010 Constitution, which
reshaped Kenya’s political framework. By introducing a devolved government
structure, the Constitution set in motion robust mechanisms for power-sharing, aiming
to resolve the legacies of marginalization and strengthen the voices of local
communities. Kenya’s tripartite system—comprising an independently elected
Executive, a bicameral Legislature, and an autonomous Judiciary—underpins the
country's pursuit of good governance and the rule of law.

Despite these significant advances, several enduring challenges continue to define
Kenya’s political terrain. The entrenchment of ethnic identities within party politics,
persistent corruption, and episodic election-related unrest have tested the resilience
of democratic institutions. Moreover, the country confronts socioeconomic hurdles
such as rising public debt, high unemployment, and the quest for a truly inclusive
political culture that gives voice to women, youth, and marginalized groups.

Nevertheless, the story of Kenyan politics is at its core one of adaptation and progress.
The engagement of citizens, civil society organizations, and political actors has
propelled a dynamic and evolving political system. Through landmark elections,
constitutional amendments, and enduring civic activism, Kenyans have consistently
asserted their vision for accountable and representative governance. As the nation
continues to navigate both old and new political challenges, a strong foundation has
been laid for ongoing reform, spirited political competition, and deeper democratic
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consolidation.

This book, "The Politics of Kenya: A Guide to Politics and the Political System in
Kenya," serves as an exploration of this vibrant history and a guide to understanding
the forces and institutions shaping the country's present and future. By delving into
Kenya’s political roots, its evolving structures, and the major issues at stake, this
volume offers readers a detailed framework for appreciating both the complexities and
the promise inherent in one of Africa’s most influential political systems.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Deep Roots of Kenyan Politics
To understand the intricate tapestry of Kenyan politics today, we must first journey
back in time, long before the arrival of colonial powers. Pre-colonial Kenya was not a
single, unified entity, but a mosaic of diverse communities, each with its own distinct
social structures, governance systems, and ways of life. These indigenous political
systems, though varied, often revolved around councils of elders, chiefs, or in some
cases, kings, who held sway through a mix of tradition, consensus, and sometimes,
force.

Different communities had unique approaches to managing their affairs. Agrarian
societies, for instance, had governance structures closely tied to land use and
cultivation cycles, while pastoralist communities often had more mobile and
decentralized forms of leadership. Decisions were frequently made through communal
discussions and consultations, emphasizing collective well-being and the maintenance
of social harmony. This is not to say that these societies were without conflict;
disputes over resources, territory, and power were certainly part of the landscape.

The arrival of European powers in the late 19th century, however, drastically altered
this pre-existing political order. Fuelled by the "Scramble for Africa," European nations
carved up the continent, often with little regard for existing boundaries or ethnic
considerations. The British, through the East Africa Protectorate established in 1895,
gradually extended their control over the territory that would become Kenya. This
marked the beginning of a period of profound disruption and transformation.

The British introduced a centralized system of governance, which was largely alien to
the decentralized systems of many Kenyan communities. Traditional political
structures were undermined as the British appointed local chiefs who were loyal to the
colonial administration, rather than necessarily being the traditional leaders of their
people. This created a new class of elites who were beholden to the colonial power,
often disconnecting them from the communities they were meant to govern.

One of the most significant impacts of British rule was the introduction of private land
ownership. This was a radical departure from the communal land ownership systems
prevalent in many Kenyan societies. The British government, through ordinances like
the Crown Lands Ordinance of 1902 and 1915, facilitated the transfer of vast tracts of
fertile land from indigenous communities to European settlers. This land alienation
was a major source of grievance and a catalyst for future political movements.

The best agricultural land, particularly in the fertile highlands, was designated as the
"White Highlands" and reserved for European settlers. This displaced thousands of
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indigenous people, particularly the Kikuyu, Maasai, and Kalenjin, from their ancestral
lands, creating a landless class. These displaced communities were often confined to
"Native Reserves," which were often overcrowded and lacked sufficient resources.

The establishment of these reserves, while ostensibly meant for the use and benefit of
the native tribes, had the effect of solidifying and, in some cases, creating ethnic
identities as administrative boundaries were drawn along ethnic lines. This had a
lasting impact on Kenyan politics, contributing to the ethnic dimensions that remain a
factor today.

The economic policies of the colonial government were designed to benefit the settlers
and the British economy. Cash crops like coffee and tea were introduced, and Africans
were often prohibited from growing the most profitable crops. Forced labor was also a
feature of the colonial economy, further exacerbating the grievances of the African
population.

Resistance to colonial rule began early, with various communities engaging in
localized rebellions against British encroachment. The Nandi Resistance, led by
Koitalel Arap Samoei, is a notable example of early defiance. These early acts of
resistance, though often suppressed, laid the groundwork for more organized political
movements.

As the colonial system became more entrenched, African political consciousness grew.
The exclusion of Africans from direct political participation in the Legislative Council
until 1944 fueled the desire for representation. Early political associations began to
emerge in the 1920s, often along ethnic lines, to articulate African grievances.

The Young Kikuyu Association, formed in 1921 under the leadership of Harry Thuku,
was one of the first such organizations. It raised concerns about issues such as low
wages, the prohibition of coffee growing by Africans, and the oppressive kipande
system of identity papers and movement control. Thuku's arrest and deportation in
1922 in connection with his political activities further galvanized the nascent political
movement.

The Kikuyu Central Association (KCA), formed in 1924, became another significant
platform for addressing African grievances, particularly those related to land alienation
and racial discrimination. Jomo Kenyatta, who would later become Kenya's first
president, served as the KCA's General Secretary and edited its newspaper, 
Muiguithania ("The Unifier"). Kenyatta's travels to Europe in the late 1920s and early
1930s to advocate for African rights exposed him to international political ideas and
brought Kenya's situation to a wider audience.

While ethnic-based associations were prominent, there were also attempts to form
broader, multi-ethnic movements. The East African Association, also led by Harry
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Thuku for a time, aimed to address grievances across different communities. However,
the colonial administration often worked to prevent inter-ethnic political organization.

Trade unions also played a crucial role in the early political landscape, organizing
workers and advocating for better conditions and wages. Leaders like Makhan Singh
and Fred Kubai were prominent figures in the labor movement, organizing strikes that
highlighted the economic exploitation faced by African workers. These trade unionists
often became key figures in the broader struggle for independence.

By the 1940s, African political activity intensified. The Kenya African Study Union
(KASU), formed in 1944, was an attempt to create a countrywide political party. It later
became the Kenya African Union (KAU) in 1946. KAU aimed to be more inclusive and
recruited members from across the colony, demanding access to land and greater
political representation. Jomo Kenyatta became the leader of KAU in 1947.

However, within the African political movement, there were differing views on the best
path to achieving their goals. While some advocated for peaceful negotiations and
constitutional means, others felt that more militant action was necessary given the
intransigence of the colonial authorities. This divergence in approach would become
more pronounced in the years to come, particularly with the rise of the Mau Mau
movement.

The experiences of Kenyan soldiers who fought in the Second World War also
contributed to growing political awareness and a sense of entitlement to better
treatment and rights upon their return. Their exposure to the outside world and
military training provided a new dynamic to the anti-colonial struggle.

The stage was set for a more confrontational phase in Kenya's political evolution. The
deep-seated grievances over land alienation, political disenfranchisement, and
economic exploitation, coupled with the emergence of organized political movements
and a growing sense of nationalism, created a volatile environment. The seeds of
modern Kenyan politics, deeply rooted in the struggles against colonial domination
and the quest for self-determination, had been sown.
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