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Introduction 

I have been asked to lead a discussion on the topic of Leadership and legacy as a 

challenge for Kenya and Africa. The topic requires much more time than 45 minutes, and 

I will do my best but only to gloss over, a few key points. Even then, my focus will be 

limited to legacy with to political leadership, and to post-colonial period in Africa.  

What is legacy? 

In law, a legacy is something acquired by inheritance, or through a Will of a benefactor 

left behind for an identified heir or inheritor. 

In historical terms, a legacy is something passed down from one period of time to another 

or from one generation to another generation. Legacy can be judged by posterity as either 

a good thing or a bad thing. A legacy may also have both positive and negative aspects. 

For example, Western education, as a spin-off of Western imperialism and colonialism 

may be seen as a good legacy but colonialism itself as a negative aspect of it. Industrial 

revolution may be deemed as a good legacy but exploitation and social stratification that 

came with it, may be seen as a bad legacy. Technology in its entirety may be judged as 

good legacy, but specific aspects of it, like invention of gun-powder, nuclear bomb, may 

be deemed as a bad legacy. 

Various world civilizations have left a mark of both good and bad legacies. The Greek 

civilization, for example, bequeathed to humanity admirable framing of philosophy, basic 

principles in mathematics and medicine. The ancient Roman civilization laid the 

foundation of modern laws, architecture, art of warfare, democracy and infrastructure. 

Individuals too could be remembered for their legacies – bad or good. Jesus, Buddha and 

Confucius, for example, lived more than 2000 years ago and left moral legacies that 

continue to influence peoples’ lives to date. From later centuries examples of great 

inventors could be mentioned: Alexander Graham Bell is credited with patenting the first 

practical telephone; Thomas Edison created such great innovations as the practical 

electric light bulb; and The Wright brothers, Orville and Wilbur, are generally credited 

with designing, building, and flying the first ever practical airplane. 

Although we may collectively talk of civilizations and its legacies, indeed, legacies often 

are identifiable with specific leaders whose actions, choices, philosophies and influences, 

lead to particular events or achievements in the context of their leadership.  



What is leadership? – The ability to influence and mobilize people towards attainment 

of a common vision and inspire hope and create strategies in order to achieve common 

goals for the greater good of the people. 

Africa and her leaders – an overview ….  

Let me make a terribly brief overview of Africa’s leadership and legacy. My focus will 

be on post-colonial Africa and political leadership. If we talked of our achievements in 

the social and educational sector, several examples of great legacy may come to mind. I 

could give the example of our national hero – Prof. Wangari Mathai, the first African 

woman noble prize winner. My hero of all time is my primary school teacher, who taught 

me the magic of reading and writing. The Kenyan MPESA invention may be one of our 

greatest contributions to the world to date. Such examples could be multiplied. But 

because of time, let us look at the examples of the not too glamorous legacy, from our 

social-political arena. [What kind of legacy are we building? [Show Video clip on: 

Hunger and Poverty in Africa] 

Early this year, A Guardian news reporter posted a report on an exhibition dubbed: 

“Long-lasting legacy of African liberation leaders.”
1
 The exhibition show-cased selected 

African leaders to celebrate their achievements. The long list of those who made into the 

exhibition slots included: Thomas Sankara, Amilcar Cabral, Ian Khama, Nelson Mandela, 

Samora Machel, Julius Nyerere, and John Magufuli. Most of them, you may realize, 

became heroes for their role in the struggle for independence of their countries.  

The interesting thing is that when the reporter posted a positive review of the exhibition, 

lauding these African heroes for their achievements, and contributions to the continent, 

the story attracted quite a mixed reaction from its online readers. One reader commented: 

“Seriously! Ian Khama, President of Botswana! Do you even know where Botswana is? 

Do you know about the sufferings this man has caused in Botswana?” 

If this is the assessment of president Khama, who served his nation, first as a military 

general, then as the president, and managed to make impressive contribution to 

agriculture and food security as well as realized a stable economic growth for Botswana, 

what would one say about: Sani Abacha, Sekou Torre, Mobutu Sese Sekou, Idi Amin 

Dada, Said Barre, Kamuzu Banda, Emperor Jean Bedel Bokassa, Samuel Doe, Charles 

Taylor, or Paul Biya of Cameroon, who one time was ranked as no.19 in the Parade 

Magazine’s Top 20 List of the World’s Worst Dictators or as by David Wallechinsky 

who in Tyrants, the World’s 20 Worst Living Dictators ranked Biya as the third in a list 
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that included: Robert Mugabe of Zimbabwe, Teodoro Obiang Nguema Mbasogo of 

Equatorial Guinea, and King Mswati of Swaziland? Note that this may be disputable 

depending on who is ranking who, especially given that historical objectivity is never 

completely free from prejudice or personal opinions. We observe that since leadership 

and legacy go hand in hand, African peoples’ destinies and histories are entwined with 

the exploits and misrule of these leaders.  

A legacy of post-colonial Africa will inevitably include chapters on colonialism, 

struggles for independence, military coups, autocratic and dictatorial regimes, economic 

exploitation and underdevelopment, tribal conflict and social deprivation and political 

domination. First there was the struggle for independence. Then came: 

 “A wave of autocracy as African militaries seized power in the mid-1960s, and 

multiparty systems gave way to authoritarian, one-party regimes. Economic stagnation 

had set in by the early 1980s, and African states became increasingly dependent on 

international development assistance, thereby incurring enormous debts. Then, after the 

end of the Cold war, western powers began to make their aid to Africa conditional on the 

pursuit of good governance and democratization. In the early 1990s, Africa entered a 

“second wave” of democratization as autocratic regimes gave way to new, more 

democratic constitutions and multiparty systems.”
2
 

From 1980s onwards, most of the sub-Saharan Africa became a classical example of a 

basket case, with the begging bowl becoming synonymous with Africa and Africans. 

Diseases, abject poverty, economic stagnation and hunger, civil wars became the face of 

post-colonial Africa. From the turn of the century Africa has generally began to rise from 

the ashes, and the future looks brighter than her yester years. Most African countries are 

still grappling with how the rule of law and good governance can take root. Easy 

solutions are hard to come by to address numerous social-political as well as economic 

challenges. Although the scorecard does not look good at all, the worst may just be 

behind us. 

Kenya 

With regard to the above mentioned ‘waves,’ Kenya had been spared military rule 

(despite two coup attempts). However, like many other African countries, Kenya shares 

the experience of single party autocratic rule, under-development, perennial conflicts and 

insecurity, economic disparity and runaway corruption, impunity by political class, and 

weak law enforcement regime, among other challenges.  
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A Paradox: The Question for our generation. 

Why is Kenya, a country endowed with rich agricultural land, yet is a recipient of food 

aid or a net importer of basic goods? 

Why is Kenya, a substantial contributor of human capital to the world in such areas as 

engineering and medicine, and with sufficient critical mass of highly educated Kenyans, 

yet struggles to provide a comprehensive medical care or education for all? How comes 

that our people are forced to seek medical care outside the country? Why are we unable 

to eliminate death from preventable diseases, or unable to do better for our mothers who 

give birth on the floors of our hospital wards, or for our accident victims who can bleed 

to death in the corridors of our hospitals due to broken systems? [Show Video clip on: 

‘Millions Hungry in Kenya …’] 

Why do we have more cases of negative legacy than positive ones? 

The answer to the above question lies in a careful analysis of our historical, philosophical 

or ideological orientation and social-political context of our times. Of particular relevance 

here are three things, which here, I can only barely outline.  

Historical Impact: Victimhood narrative  

Victimhood narrative is a phrase that has become common among minority religions or 

groups such as Islam, Palestine, Black Power Movements, feminists, civil rights groups, 

etc. It is often a one-sided narrative that potentially can divide and hinder meaningful 

dialogue and engagement across various divides. With regard to Africa, ‘victimhood’ 

narrative applies to narrative of blame of ether perceived or real perpetrators of injustice 

based on historical analysis of the African slave trade, colonialism, neo-colonialism, as 

well as current world economic order, which is often seen as unjust and manipulative.  

The victimhood narrative always contrasts, economic and political powerhouses with the 

young, non-industrialized economies of the world. The former refers to Western 

countries, their multi-national Corporations and their financial institutions such as IMF, 

World Bank – often derogatorily seen as predatory, and the later to the ‘developing 

world’. Our historical experience, has unfortunately cast us in a social frame of a 

‘victimhood mentality’ and a culture of blame. [cp. First, colonial domination, then land 

issues and historical injustices, marginalization by dominant tribes, political elites, etc.] 

The victimhood narrative has negative detrimental effect, and often leads to spending 

energy in an unnecessary antagonism or unhealthy dependency of the ‘victim’ on the 

‘powerful.’ The former may explain why the West, for example, is the target of such 

anger from some Islamic quarters, and the latter may explain why a continent like Africa 



is sinking into ever deeper foreign debt and is perpetually hooked onto Western aid and 

the ‘expertise’ that goes with this.  

In the circumstances, as a ‘victim’ you do not stand much of a chance to leave a lasting 

and meaningful legacy. How could you when you spend half your time to simply try and 

stay alive? When you are a victim, life becomes a game of survival – and this is a 

fulltime preoccupation and hardly gives you a fighting chance to build a positive legacy.  

Philosophical / Ideological orientation  

Africans, generally speaking, hold a philosophical orientation that does not appreciate 

permanence. Temporality is the reality of things, and physical structures including such 

as houses do not have to be built to last. A cyclic view of history and the all-important 

moral duty of procreation guarantee continuity of generations. Identity, fame and ‘name’ 

are intricately linked with the tribe. The single most important contribution to the tribe 

and thereby expected legacy is procreation.  

The one dimensional concept of time solely places sole emphasis on the present. The past 

belongs to the ancestors and the future belongs to God. None are real in any tangible 

sense because you are gone as soon as you step into the past (dead) and ‘future’ does not 

exist as it will immediately translate into the present as soon as you step into it. This 

makes one live for the moment. At the heart of this philosophy (or worldview) is a certain 

kind of fatalism or determinism (i.e. a belief that every event is predetermined and, 

irrespective of the attempts to influence it, could not have happened otherwise – cp. ‘what 

will happen, will happen and you can do nothing about it’ e.g. the Gabbra saying: ‘Afan 

okole Waaqat, wan kees buus Waaqat bekha’). This has serious practical consequences 

such as it may hinder meaningful investment, savings, and consciously or deliberately 

building of a positive legacy. Generally again, it may be argued that Africans do have a 

concept of legacy but only of its close cousin heroism. A savior in the time of need is the 

hero, and that is what matters, so it seems.  

Political Demagoguery  

Dictionary definition of Demagoguery is “an appeal to people that plays on their 

emotions and prejudices rather than on their rational side. Demagoguery is a 

manipulative approach — often associated with dictators and corrupt politicians — that 

appeals to the worst nature of people.”  

Wikipedia describes a demagogue as “a leader in a democracy who gains popularity by 

exploiting prejudice and ignorance among the common people, whipping up the passions 

of the crowd and shutting down reasoned deliberation.”  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Democracy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prejudice
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ignorance
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Common_people
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Deliberation


Africa, unfortunately has continued to attract and nurture this kind of leadership – where 

political demagogues have manipulated their followers to believe that their ‘tribal 

kingpins’ are their saviours, even when such self-proclaimed saviours have time and 

again, proved themselves as the worst enemies of their people.  

Our poor record of good legacy is an indictment on the quality of our leadership – 

particularly the political leadership. The problem is that masses of people have been 

captive to bad governance because of poor leadership. The political class in our country 

grabs leadership by whatever means they can, and with the sole purpose of amassing 

wealth. They make leadership look like it was meant for only one thing: access to power 

for the sole purpose of personal economic gain.   

In our context, political leadership has become synonymous with the ability to wield the 

power of patronage, access to public resources, control of state businesses, exercising 

influence in social domain, and access to lucrative state jobs. Even then, there is lack of 

political ideology, politicization of every public sphere, commercialization of politics, the 

rise of a predatory political class, and policies or laws are often crafted with self-

preservation and personal gain in mind.  

When leaders are consumed with self-preservation and perpetuation of their personal 

interest rather than the interest of the people they lead, the only possible legacy is one 

written in the blood and sweet of the followers whose dreams and aspirations of better 

days to come, will always remain a mirage.  

Glimmer of Hope: Beyond ‘victimhood narrative’ 

Despite enormous challenges, and many hurdles in the way of building a positive legacy, 

Africa is at a turning point and there is a glimmer of hope. A few examples: 

i. Multi-sectorial Initiatives 

Economic regional blocs or communities, which include: The Intergovernmental 

Authority on Development (IGAD), The South African Development Community 

(SADC), The Common Market for Eastern and Southern Africa (COMESA), The 

Economic Community of Central African States (ECCAS) The East African Community 

(EAC), and others. These will play a key role in promoting inter-continental trade, create 

common economic zones, and pull together resources to boost Africa’s bargaining power 

and the African voice in the global arena. There are already over 30 Regional Trade 

agreements and possible mergers of regional trade blocs into larger ones. 

There are also genuine social-economic progress and prospects. For example, there is 

much less conflict on the continent now than it was a decade ago. Although big challenge 



still exists in places like the South Sudan, Darfur, DRC, CAR, Somalia, and Libya, real 

prospects for peace and stability are looking up now than ever before. 

Economic growth in Africa is on the upward trend by all projections including that of the 

World Bank. The rising economic performance is an indication of improved governance 

and management of public affairs, and portends progressive reduction of abject poverty. 

There are also improved institutionalization of democratic processes (regular elections, 

rule of law, and constitutionalism, etc.). Initiatives such as Partnering Against Corruption 

Initiative (PACI), Peace Building Initiatives (e.g. IGAD – Intergovernmental Authority 

for Development) and efforts at regional integration such as The African Free Trade 

Zone (AFTZ). 

When it comes to Kenya, perhaps our best story is the successful return to multiparty 

democracy from 1992. The biggest story of our achievement yet, is perhaps the 2010 

constitution, which has the ‘devolution’ as its Centre pin. It has been praised in most 

quarters, “as one of the most progressive pieces of legislation in the world.”  

ii. A new narrative – ‘Africa is Rising’ 

A new narrative that paints an optimistic picture of Africa’s future is been born. In one of 

its issues in 2013, The Economist, based on an analysis of Africa’s growth prospects, 

concluded that the report out of Africa paints: 

“A picture at odds with Western images of Africa. War, famine and dictators have 

become rarer. People still struggle to make ends meet, just as they do in China and India. 

They don’t always have enough to eat, they may lack education, they despair at daily 

injustices and some want to emigrate. But most Africans no longer fear a violent or 

premature end and can hope to see their children do well. That applies across much of the 

continent, including the sub-Saharan part.”
3
 

We observe that African countries are increasingly recognized for their strategic import. 

Africa’s natural resources and potential goods markets cannot be ignored or simply 

exploited. African leaders are increasingly realizing Africa is in indispensable position 

and positioning their countries as formidable players on the world stage and the 

international marketplace. There is already evidence of valuable progress in 

communication, medicine and infrastructure, all as essential for social and economic 

development. Optimists are predicting a realization of ‘Africa century’ even when they 

are fully cognizant of the challenges globalization presents. 

What should be our response to our humble performance so far? 
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Leaders cannot be judged as separate from the people they lead. It is often said, ‘people 

get leaders they deserve.’ This is true to some extent. An apple cannot fall far from the 

tree, and leaders are generally a reflection of the social mold from which they arise. If 

people accept abusive, inept or corrupt leaders, they are only confirming that those 

leaders are a true reflection of who the people are.  

(i) To develop responsible and capable leaders, and informed citizenry, a sound and 

value based education is imperative. Applied Education is key in developing self-

reliance and creating empowered communities. A transformed, progressive society 

is able to create a conducive context for progress and to build lasting legacy in all 

aspects of life. 

(ii) One other thing needs to be done. Fundamental re-engineering of public 

morality and ethics (How? - Through schooling and cultural modeling e.g. 

teaching such values as recognition and reward (away from the current: ‘what is in 

it for me?); honor and shame (now: shame when caught, honor in ill-gotten wealth 

and nepotism). How can this be achieved? This can begin from early childhood – 

by instilling desire for honor, responsibility, accountability, and instilling 

loathsomeness for shame – beginning with small things such as cleanliness to 

weightier things as personal honor and responsibility. 

(iii) Initiate national program of reconfiguring primary identity markers, to lessen 

tribal/ethnic divides and promote cohesiveness and national unity [why do we 

elect the leaders we elect – most have no other reason besides voting the way they 

vote out of ‘an imposed sense of duty to the ‘tribe’ or for personal benefits such as 

expected reward]. Is possible for our religion or nationality to become our primary 

identity marker in place of ‘tribe,’ which currently takes precedence? 

(iv) Critically evaluate the appropriateness and relevance of the inherited western 

model of democracy especially the parliamentary system and the presidential or 

Prime Minister Model of governance.  Modern parliamentary systems trace its 

foundational development to 13
th

 century England. Today, this form of governance 

is practiced world over largely due to the English legacy. In Kenya today, we have 

three arms of government of which one is the two houses of parliament [the 

National Assembly and the Senate]. The primary responsibility of parliament is 

legislative and to provide direct representation of the people. Since the 2010 

constitution came into force, they now also exercise oversight over public 

resources and vet key government appointments. 

As the representative or the watchdog of the people, parliament is tasked with oversight 

of public resources, the generation, allocation or application of it. How effective is our 

parliament in doing this? If they are not effective, why don’t we exercise the right to 



establish an alternative way of representation that can work for us in a better way? [How 

about an advisory council of experts, a robust legal system that guarantees rule of law, 

and ensures equitable distribution of resources, and access for all to education, and a fair 

trade system.  

How about if we adopted Technocracy? – “a system of governance where decision-

makers are selected on the basis of technological knowledge. Scientists, engineers, 

technologists, or experts in any field, would compose the governing body, instead of 

elected representatives.”] Note: our parliamentary system is modelled on ‘Western 

parliamentary democracy’ but Kenya as a country has largely remained an ‘ethnocracy’ – 

“a system of governance where decision makers are elected or nominated into a position 

of national privilege and power on the basis of their tribe. As in many other African 

countries, “Ethnic diversity is manipulated to stay afloat to the detriment of national 

cohesion. [We find everywhere we turn, tribal demagogues yet], There is an 

embarrassing lack of nationalists.”].
4
 

Conclusion: A Legacy of Sacrifice [To be fully developed] 

Leaders need to take charge and build a lasting, positive legacy: As one writer rightly 

observes, “equally relevant and important is the absence of political will [among African 

leaders]. A political will is the compelling force for sound leadership quality, the ability 

to do what is right, what is relevant and what is attainable within the context of patriotic 

nationalism. Political will very often means personal or group sacrifices. It implies the 

ability to implement policies that have a nationalistic important and relevant without 

allowing pockets of interest to detract from what should naturally be of national benefit. 

In contemporary Africa, Nelson Mandela represents that model of leadership by personal 

sacrifice to redeem his people from servitude (Isekhure, 1995:141142).” 

Sacrifice is imperative for building of a positive legacy. Only a purpose driven life, can 

grasp the vision of a strong and prosperous society. Such life comes with sacrifice, and a 

meaningful sacrifice always comes with a noble legacy. As Jesus, the legend of all time 

says in Luke 9:23: “Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and take up 

their cross daily and follow me.” The way of the cross, is one sure way to achieving a 

lasting legacy marked at its core by the ‘the fullness of life’ that God desires for all 

humanity. 
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