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Chapter 1

Introduction

Introduction

This book is a history of the state of Kenya since its independence in December
1963. ‘Kenya’ was a colonial invention, and its history has been dominated by the
disruptive changes that followed the British conquest at the turn of the twentieth
century. However, while many histories of colonial rule and particularly of the Mau
Mau conflict of the 1950s have been written, there are few histories of independent
Kenya. There have been many edited collections of papers and many scholarly works
on Kenya’s economy, but most have focused on the colonial era or on specific post-
independence topics. British rule lasted 60 years; Kenya has been a sovereign state
for 47. Kenya should be assessed not only as a colonial invention, but also for the
successes and failures of its own making. This book tries to do this. It is a history
of one country, not a comparative history of Africa. It seeks to explain what has
happened in Kenya since independence and to align academic understandings of
post-colonial development with the experiences and perceptions of Kenyans about
their country. Others will compare this story with that of other states, and I hope,
use it to understand Africa better.

Kenya’s history has not been one of war, military rule, mass murder or state
collapse; neither has it been one of improving living standards, industrialisation,
growing national pride and the establishment of a key role in the world economy. It
has been rather a story of endurance: of political and economic structures inherited
from colonial days, of unfulfilled promise and weighty historical baggage. It is a story
that blends both politics and economics, a struggle to create and consume resources
that involved Western powers and Kenyans in a complex web of relationships; a tale
of growth stunted by political considerations, of corruption and of money.

It is also a story about people, about a few powerful individuals whose choices
have so influenced Kenya’s future. Few of them come out of the story entirely
unblemished, though many made great sacrifices in the struggle for what they
believed right. Hindsight is a wonderful thing and retrospective assessments of
people’s choices seldom take account of the circumstances and perceptions of their
world at that time. To lead requires difficult choices and compromises, and the role
of a politician in a less-developed society (in which nothing is easy and nothing is
safe) is a challenging one. However, the rewards of success are great.

This is also a tale of people as communities and their collective behaviour, in
which ethnicity plays a strong role — a topic that often evokes strong responses.
Kenyan politics cannot be understood without understanding Kenyan ethnicity. It is
not, however (and never was) a primordial constant, but an arena for conflict, based



