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Kenya’s Prospects of Democratic Consolidation 

Current Situation: Kenya’s Fragile Democracy 
After 4 decades as a de facto one party state, Kenya saw a peaceful change in government following free 
and fair elections held in December 2002.  
However, Kenya’s last general elections, held in December 2007, were marked by severe voting 
irregularities that precipitated into violent conflict that divided the country along ethnic lines and 
brought a decade of relative political calm to an end. In the aftermath of these clashes, the opposing 
political parties have signed a power-sharing agreement, expanded bureaucracy and pursued a 
promising reform agenda aimed at instituting checks and balances on state authority and avoiding a 
repeat of the 2007/2008 violence1.  
However, despite these positive indicators, democracy in Kenya remains tenuous. Although electoral 
processes have remained fair and transparent for most of Kenya’s history, ethnic tensions that animate 
national politics and pervasive corruption that undermines policy objectives continue to impede the 

nation’s prospects of achieving stable, sustainable democracy.  

The Transition: From a One-Party State to a Fledgling Democracy 
Kenya’s diverse tribal composition has shaped national politics since the country’s inception. Unequal 
regional development by British colonizers created sharp differences in the experiences of Kenyan tribes 
and served to divide the country along ethnic lines. Its rushed transition to independence left Kenya 
with an unviable multi-party system that quickly collapsed under the unifying pressures of nation-
building and identity-construction2. The President of the newly independent state was Jomo Kenyatta of 
the Kikuyu tribe and the head of the Kenya African National Union (KANU). Under his leadership, Kenya 
became a republic in 1964, followed shortly after by a voluntary dissolution of the minority party, Kenya 
African Democratic Union (KADU)3. After violently putting down the Kenya People's Union (KPU), a leftist 
opposition movement aimed at protecting minority rights from a Kikuyu-dominated government, 
Kenyatta cemented Kenya’s status as a de facto one-party state. 
Following Kenyatta’s death in August 1978, Daniel arap Moi from the Kalenjin tribe, took power. His 
policies were viewed by some factions as marginalizing the country’s second largest tribe, the Luo4. In 
1982, the Moi government amended the constitution to officially make Kenya a one-party state. 
However, in response to local and international pressure, the amendment was repealed in 1991, and the 
country’s first multi-party elections were held the subsequent year. It was not until 2002 that political 
opposition coalesced to form a viable alternative to the Moi led KANU, the National Rainbow Coalition 
(NARC). Following the December 2002 elections, NARC head, Mwai Kibaki, a Kikuyu, was elected the 
country's third President. The relative political stability and growth in personal and political freedoms 
experienced during the Moi years5 was soon replaced by high-profile cases of corruption involving 
several senior cabinet ministers and the vice president of the NARC coalition. The exposition of the 
incidents rocked public trust in the government. Significantly, none of accused were prosecuted6.  
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As the end of the 5-year term of the NARC coalition neared, rifts in the party became evident: Ralia 
Odinga, a Luo, son of the leader of the banned KPU, and a former ally of Kibaki, formed the Orange 
Democratic Movement (ODM). Kibaki and his remaining allies formed coalition Party of National Unity 
(PNU)7. 
In the days following the country’s 4th multi-party elections in December 2007, the Electoral Commission 
of Kenya declared Kibaki as the reelected President of Kenya. However, the elections were widely 
considered flawed and violent clashes erupted between Kikuyu PNU supporters and Luo ODM 
supporters. Immediately following the violence, some wondered if Kenya would become “East Africa’s 
Cote d’Ivoire: a once stable and relatively prosperous postcolony in West Africa that descended into 
chaos and civil war because of its failure to manage the combustible politics of democratic transition.”8 
Although immediate political disaster was averted, the episode highlighted the fragility of Kenya’s 

democracy. 

The Future: Curbing Corruption & Rethinking Ethno-centric Politics 
Since the nation’s independence, Kenyan democratic institutions have operated in relative political 
calm: electoral processes have been largely free and fair, allowing Kenya to make a strong case for being 
among the region’s most stable democracies9. However, the sustainability of the democratic system is 
ever threatened by two forces: an ethno-centric political culture that has reduced politics to a zero-sum 
game10; and, pervasive institutional corruption in the bureaucratic, judicial  and law-enforcement organs 
of the state11. The future of democracy rests on the ability of the country to eradicate corruption that 
prevents public services from being equally available to all citizens, and to redefine politics in the 
context of the tribal diversity. 
Ethnic identification has been a central facet of Kenyan politics since the country’s independence. The 
colonial experience left the Kikuyu most affected by exploitative capitalism; not surprisingly, they led the 
struggle for independence and dominated post-independence politics. The preferential treatment of the 
Kikuyu under Kenyatta and, to a lesser degree, Moi bred resentment amongst the other tribes. It was in 
these circumstances that the Luo dominated ODM was formed12. This highly polarized atmosphere 
allows Kenyan political leaders to garner support by focusing on tribal animosities. Politics based on 
policy alternatives are virtually absent from the national dialogue13; instead, one finds references to 

                                                                 
7 US State Department – Country Report on Kenya (http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/2962.htm#poli tical) 

8 Zezela , “The 2007 Kenyan Ele ctions : Holding a Nation Hostage to a Bankrupt Poli tical Class”,  January 2008 
(http://www.pambazuka.org/en/category/comment/45212) 

9
 Kenya can make a  s trong case for being a Dhal-ian, procedural democracy. In the context of i ts neighbors , the country has  

maintained exceptional poli tical  stabili ty and adherence to electoral procedure. Individual political freedoms provided and 

minimal s tandards of governance are usually met.  

10 Chris  and M. A. Kwaja , “Do the people have fai th in electoral democracy? Lessons from Kenyan 2007 presidential elections”, 

African Journal  of Political Science and International Relations Vol . 3 (2) , February 2009: 038-045 

11 The Kenya Bribery Index, Transparency International (http://www.tikenya.org/documents/KenyaBriberyIndex08.pdf) 
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13 Hartley, “Democracy by Other Means”, New York Times , January 2008, 

(http://www.nytimes.com/2008/01/11/opinion/11hartley.html) 
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ethnic and tribal solidarity in both local as well as national politics14. Guaranteed support by their tribes, 
representatives can pursue policies largely without public opposition: as long as politicians highlight 
ethnic fault-lines, their tribal constituencies offer them a carte blanche on policy issues. The absence of 
public scrutiny of state functions results in a breakdown of the government-public tension that is 
essential for ensuring limits on state authority and one of the keys to democratic transition15.  
Further, recognizing the efficacy of highlighting these schisms, politicians routinely whip up ethnic 
discord to raise support. This dangerous phenomenon, coupled with the effects of corruption detailed 

below, has often resulted in the sort of ethnic violence that was experienced after the 2007 elections. 

Kenyan democracy is also threatened by pervasive corruption that aids and is aided by ethno-centric 
politics16. Three forms of corruption are most germane to the sustainability of Kenyan democracy: 
Bureaucratic corruption: Equal access to the political system is central to democratic ideals. High levels 
of bureaucratic corruption limit the voices that are heard in the Kenyan political system to those with 
wealth or political capital. Without a say in the political machinery, less influential interest groups have 
felt marginalized and have resorted to violence to achieve political ends. The disenfranchisement of 
these groups is a constant threat to the prospects of a stable democratic Kenya. 
Judicial corruption: Accountability of public officials is an essential element of a sustainable 
democracy17. Without a functional judicial system, public officials cannot be held accountable for their 
actions. The Kenyan Judicial system is extensively politicized; the office of the President is heavily 
involved in the appointment of judges, severely restricting the ability of judges to render impartial 
decisions18.  This compromised power of the system is evident in the aftermath of the 2007 elections: 
despite numerous reports linking PNU and ODM officials to ethnic violence, no prosecutions occurred. 
More saliently, the absence of a functional judiciary allowed PNU to use violence as a means of retaining 
office despite their widely recognized electoral defeat. Without a functional judiciary, Kenyan 
democracy will remain in peril. 
Law-enforcement corruption: Law-enforcement organs of the state function as the executors of policy; 
without them, elected officials cannot truly exercise their constitutional powers19. Corruption is endemic 
among Kenyan police authorities; it limits effective state power and impedes the execution of policy. In 
a recent positive measure, a policy oversight board was set up in September 2008. However, some 
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16 The Kenya Bribery Index, Transparency International (http://www.tikenya.org/documents/KenyaBriberyIndex08.pdf) 
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 Schmitter & Karl note this central aspect of democracy in “What Democracy is… And is not”. While i t is listed as a  condition 

for democracy, references to i t are ri fe throughout the paper and clearly indicate the view that accountability is an essenti al 
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18 Kenya’s Unfinished Democracy: A Human Rights  Agenda for the New Government, Human Rights Watch, December 2002 

(http://www.hrw.org/legacy/reports/2002/kenya2/Kenya1202.htm) 
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independent bodies have expressed reservations about the efficacy of the board20. In the absence of 
reliable low-enforcement organs, elected officials cannot execute their agendas. This, too, remains a 
dire threat to Kenyan democracy.  

                                                                 
20 Kenya National Commission on Human rights – Press Statement, 12th September, 2008 

(http://www.knchr.org/images/stories/press%20release-%20oversight%20board.pdf) 

http://www.knchr.org/images/stories/press%20release-%20oversight%20board.pdf

