ISSN 2348-3156 (Print)
International Journal of Social Science and Humanities Research 1SSN 2348-3164 (online)
Vol. 14, Issue 1, pp: (9-13), Month: January - March 2026, Available at: www.researchpublish.com

THE ROLE OF POLITICAL PARTIES IN
SHAPING DEMOCRACY AND
AUTOCRACY IN KENYA

Omwoa Khakori Peris

DOI: https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.18150822
Published Date: 05-January-2026

Abstract: This study examines the function of political parties in Kenya and their influence on the nation’s ongoing
democratic issues. Democratic consolidation is undermined by persistent problems including electoral irregularities,
political cronyism, and low public involvement, even in the face of constitutional improvements and a multiparty
system. Internal disputes and strategic interests further impede the formation of true democratic institutions. The
study examines how party practices, such as power consolidation, opposition repression, and accountability deficits,
lead to democratic inadequacies. The study offers complex insights on party dynamics and their impact on
governance by utilizing a qualitative case study technique in conjunction with mixed methodologies, such as focus
groups, interviews, content analysis, and document review. In order to promote true democratic resilience in Kenya,
it is imperative to improve party accountability and internal democratic processes. The findings of the study show
that weak party structures and a lack of internal democracy seriously impede democratic advancement.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Kenya has faced many obstacles on its path to democratic consolidation, which still prevents the country from achieving
full democratic administration. The nation has seen a number of electoral disputes, political violence, and institutional flaws
since multiparty politics were reinstated in 1992, highlighting the fragility of its democracy (Makinda & Okumu, 2008).
The role of political parties, which are meant to be the main channels for political involvement, representation, and
accountability, is crucial to these difficulties. However, internal undemocratic practices, a lack of transparency, and
clientelism have tarnished many Kenyan political parties, undermining their credibility and efficacy in promoting
democratic ideals. They frequently function as instruments for elite control and patronage networks that uphold authoritarian
tendencies within the political system rather than serving as forums for encouraging political plurality and citizen
participation (Mutahi, 2017). The possibilities for true democratic development are further hampered by the predominance
of ethnic-based politics, weak party institutions, and little internal democracy. As a result, Kenya's ongoing lack of
democratic maturity is a result of both the failure of political parties to respect democratic norms and practices and larger
socio-political forces. In order to provide more inclusive and participatory governance and to enhance Kenya's democratic
institutions, these concerns must be addressed.

The prevalence of ethnicity-based politics is one of the main causes of Kenya's democratic deficit. Political parties
frequently mobilize support based on ethnicity, which exacerbates conflict and undermines national cohesion. Policy
concerns are often subordinated to ethnic allegiance, resulting in networks of patronage and clientelism that perpetuate elite
authority rather than advance inclusive democracy (Kanyinga, 2009). This ethnic rivalry for political domination has
frequently led to bloodshed, particularly during election seasons, eroding confidence in democratic institutions and deterring
minority groups from actively participating in politics. The formation of a mature democracy based on civic ideals is
hampered by the entrenchment of ethnic identity in party politics, which makes it challenging to foster a national political
identity.
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The lack of Kenya's institutional and electoral frameworks is another factor contributing to the country's democratic
deficiencies. Even with the creation of independent organizations like the Independent Electoral and Boundaries
Commission (IEBC), electoral procedures are often tainted by anomalies, allegations of manipulation, and violence. These
problems threaten the legitimacy of elected officials and erode public trust in the electoral process, both of which are
essential for democratic stability (Cheeseman, 2015). By forming strategic alliances or taking advantage of electoral laws,
political parties frequently contribute to the continuation of these irregularities. This issue is made worse by the absence of
efficient procedures to impose responsibility and transparency within political parties, which creates a vicious circle of
electoral mistrust and democratic deficiencies.

Kenya's democratic trajectory is also greatly influenced by political party leadership. Decisions are frequently made by a
small number of elites in centralized leadership organizations that lack internal democracy. Internal debate and engagement
by regular members are hindered by this concentration of power, both of which are critical for promoting democratic
standards inside parties (Okoth, 2018). As a result, rather than being organizations dedicated to democratic ideals, parties
instead function as individual political machines. Their ability to generate responsible leaders and serve as powerful
catalysts for democratic change at the national level is hampered by the lack of internal democracy.

Comprehensive reforms aiming at strengthening political parties and electoral institutions are necessary to address Kenya's
democratic deficit. Enforcing internal party democracy, creating explicit laws prohibiting corruption and clientelism, and
encouraging civic education to cultivate a political culture based on democratic principles are some examples of reforms.
In order to strengthen democracy, it is also essential to promote national discourse to lessen ethnic division and to support
the growth of issue-based politics. Even though there has been progress, ongoing political will and civil society involvement
are necessary to guarantee that changes result in real democratic advances (Kuria & Wanyande, 2020).

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

In contemporary political systems, political parties are essential organizations that facilitate representation, the creation of
policies, and governance. Political parties have been crucial in determining the course of governance in Kenya, a nation
with a complicated political history marked by both democratic shifts and despotic inclinations. With an emphasis on
historical settings, party dynamics, and consequences for governance, this survey of the literature examines academic
viewpoints on how political parties affect the evolution of democracy and autocracy in Kenya.

Kenya's post-independence conflicts and colonial past have had a major impact on the country's political scene. Muigua
(2012) asserts that early political parties, such as the Kenya African National Union (KANU) and the Kenya African
Democratic Union (KADU), dominated the period of independence and frequently demonstrated autocratic tendencies by
consolidating power through centralized control and repression of opposition. On the other hand, academics such as Omanga
(2014) contend that although dominant-party politics have persisted in influencing governance, the introduction of multi-
party systems in the 1990s signaled a turn towards democratization.

Strong political parties are necessary for the consolidation of democracy, according to research. Kenyan parties, according
to Kanyinga (2007), have historically been poorly institutionalized and frequently function as personal vehicles for
individual politicians rather than as forums for ideological discussion or public participation. This flaw undermines
democratic standards by impeding accountability and encouraging clientelism. But the National Rainbow Coalition's
(NARC) ascent during the 2002 general elections signaled a break from KANU's hegemony and created a more competitive
political climate (Keefer & Kimenyi, 2007).

Certain traits of Kenyan political parties have maintained autocratic tendencies despite democratic victories. Parties in
Kenya, according to Okumu (2010), frequently function as personalistic organizations based around well-known individuals
with no internal democracy. This concentration of power makes electoral manipulation and patronage networks easier.
Party-based ethnic mobilization and superiority can jeopardize democratic stability and national cohesion, as demonstrated
by the post-election violence of 2007-2008 (Lynch, 2011).

A number of scholars advocate changes meant to fortify party institutions in response to these difficulties. According to
Oduor (2015), transforming Kenyan parties into vehicles for democratization requires institutionalizing internal democracy,
encouraging openness, and cultivating ideological clarity. Although implementation is still difficult, the 2010 Constitution
brought to reforms including the Political Parties Act (2011), which aims to control party funding and advance justice.
These changes are seen as steps in the direction of lessening the authoritarian inclinations that stem from personality party
politics.
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According to recent studies, Kenya's political landscape is still influenced by persistent issues like weak party discipline,
resource reliance, and ethnic factionalism. According to Muigua (2019), these dynamics frequently encourage dictatorial
tactics within parties, impeding the establishment of democracy. According to academics like Kivutha (2020), improving
the role of political parties in advancing sustainable democracy requires building institutional frameworks and encouraging
inclusive, issue-based politics.

The literature highlights how political parties in Kenya have traditionally alternated between supporting authoritarian
inclinations and acting as instruments of democratic advancement. Even while democratic movements and reforms have
made the political landscape more diverse, enduring flaws in party systems still present difficulties. To fully utilize political
parties to influence Kenya's democratic future and prevent autocratic tendencies, internal party democracy must be
strengthened, ideological clarity must be promoted, and accountability must be ensured.

3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This study uses a qualitative research methodology to investigate Kenya's democratic issues and the influence political
parties play in promoting or impeding democratic consolidation. The qualitative approach is suitable since it makes it
possible to comprehend intricate social and political phenomena, such as attitudes, perceptions, and institutional processes,
thoroughly. The study mainly focuses on Kenya's political environment and uses a case study methodology. This method
makes it easier to conduct a thorough analysis of the several elements impacting the nation's democratic growth, such as
political party behavior, election procedures, and ethnic dynamics. Scholarly articles, government reports, electoral
commission records, policy papers, and media reports will all be examined in order to gather pertinent secondary data. This
will give background information and facilitate the triangulation of results. Key stakeholders, such as political party
officials, members of the electoral commission, political analysts, and representatives of civil society organizations, will
participate in semi-structured interviews. This will offer a variety of viewpoints regarding the function of political parties
and Kenya's democratic process. To find out how citizens from various social and ethnic backgrounds see political parties
and electoral integrity, focus groups will be held. Interviewees and participants for focus group discussions (FGDs) will be
chosen via purposeful sampling, taking into account their experience, expertise, and significance to the study's goals. In
order to ensure depth and diversity of opinions, a sample size of roughly 15-20 interviewers and 3—4 focus groups will be
pursued. The information gathered from FGDs and interviews will be transcribed and subjected to a thematic analysis.
Recurring patterns, themes, and insights pertaining to the study topics will be found through thematic analysis. This will be
enhanced by document analysis, which will offer supporting and contextual information.

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

Every participant will give their informed consent, and participation in the study will be entirely voluntary. Anonymity and
confidentiality will be upheld at every stage of the study. The appropriate institutional review board will be consulted for
ethical clearance.

STUDY FINDINGS

The research uncovered several critical themes and patterns concerning the state of democracy and the role of political
parties in Kenya:

Poor Institutional Frameworks in Political Parties

Strong organizational structures, distinct leadership tiers, and open decision-making procedures are lacking in many Kenyan
political parties. Internal conflicts, factionalism, and a lack of responsibility are frequently caused by this institutional
instability. As a result, parties find it difficult to create long-term policy platforms or adequately represent their voters,
weakening democratic values of participation and accountability.

Ethnic Politics and How They Affect Election Procedures

Ethnicity continues to play a major role in Kenyan politics. Identity-based voting and patronage networks are fueled by the
frequent ethnic alignment of political parties. Particularly during contentious elections, this ethnocentric strategy frequently
leads to electoral violence, deepens tensions, and breeds mistrust among communities. National cohesiveness and inclusive
democracy are hampered by the politics of ethnicity.
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Absence of Democracy Within Parties

Many parties have opaque candidate selection procedures that are frequently controlled by a small number of elites,
notwithstanding constitutional provisions that support democratic principles. Diverse views are marginalized, grassroots
involvement is discouraged, and popular disenchantment with political institutions results from this lack of internal
democracy. Additionally, it fosters a culture of partiality and patronage among parties.

Political Parties' Contribution to Democratic Consolidation

Certain political parties have made a constructive contribution by encouraging policy discussions, supporting changes, and
giving underrepresented groups a voice. But a sizable portion serve mainly as means of achieving personal goals and gaining
power. Long-term democratic consolidation has been hampered by this trend, which has reduced their ability to support
sustainable governance and strong democratic institutions.

Public Perception and Electoral Integrity

Allegations of vote-rigging, ballot tampering, and misuse of state resources are common in electoral processes. The public's
trust in election results and the legitimacy of elected officials is weakened by such anomalies. Peace and stability are
threatened by voter apathy, demonstrations, and occasionally violent acts brought on by the belief that elections are unfair.

The role of the Media and Civil Society

Promoting openness, educating voters, and holding political actors accountable are all made possible by civil society
organizations and independent media sources. However, they face obstacles such as threats to press freedom, financial
limitations, and political meddling that limit their potential to improve democratic accountability.

4. CONCLUSION

The findings of the study show that Kenya's path to a stable and inclusive democracy is fraught with difficulties stemming
from institutional, social, and historical considerations. It has historically been challenging to create a cohesive national
identity because of the effects of colonial authority and long-standing ethnic differences on political conduct and power
dynamics. Socially, ethnicity continues to be a significant factor in determining political loyalty, frequently resulting in
ethnic-based politics that obstruct attempts to create a democracy that is genuinely inclusive and representative. Efforts to
advance national unity and widespread political participation are hampered by this ethnic polarization, which creates
divisions and mistrust amongst various communities. On the institutional front, weak internal party democracy hinders the
growth of political parties that are accountable, transparent, and successful—all of which are necessary for a healthy
democratic competition. Furthermore, the legitimacy of political processes is compromised by electoral anomalies such
abnormalities and manipulations as well as a widespread lack of trust in electoral institutions. These problems erode public
confidence in the integrity and fairness of elections, which eventually erodes democratic resilience. When taken as a whole,
these challenges show how urgently substantial changes that tackle institutional flaws as well as ingrained social divides
are needed to create a more resilient, just, and sustainable democratic future in Kenya.

5. RECOMMENDATION

To foster a more resilient democracy, several reforms are imperative. Firstly, strengthening party institutions is essential;
political parties can become more legitimate and effective by establishing internal democratic principles, such as open
candidate selection and accountability procedures. Additionally, reducing ethnic polarization is crucial; promoting a strong
national identity and building cross-ethnic connections can help lessen ethnic divisions and increase unity within the
country. Electoral reforms are also vital, with the establishment of independent electoral commissions, voter education, and
strict controls ensuring free, fair, and transparent electoral processes. Improving civil society and media is equally important;
safeguarding independent media and civil society organizations and empowering them to act as crucial checks on power
can significantly advance democratic ideals. Lastly, institutional reforms are necessary to provide a solid foundation for
long-lasting democracy; this involves fortifying constitutional and legal frameworks to support the autonomy and capacity
of democratic institutions.

Kenya's transition to a developed democracy ultimately calls for cooperation from individuals, civil society, and political
players. To achieve a stable, equitable, and participative political system, it is crucial to foster inclusivity, institutionalize
democratic behaviors, and build trust.
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